
Middle East Journal of Agriculture Research 
 Volume: 13 | Issue: 03| July – Sept.| 2024 

EISSN: 2706-7955   ISSN: 2077-4605 
DOI: 10.36632/mejar/2024.13.3.26  
Journal  homepage: www.curresweb.com 
Pages: 505-543 

 
 

Corresponding Author: Martin Hilmi, Governance Consultant, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), Viale delle Terme di Caracalla, Rome, Italy.  

                                          E-mail: martin.hilmi@fao.org 
 

505 

Does International Agri-Food Marketing Contribute to Gastro-Diplomacy or Does 
Gastro-Diplomacy Contribute to International Agri-Food Marketing? The Case of 
Iran 

Martin Hilmi 
 
Governance Consultant, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), Viale delle 
Terme di Caracalla, Rome, Italy 

Received: 13 June 2024  Accepted: 10 July 2024  Published: 15 July 2024 
 
ABSTRACT 
International trade has always been a main stay in diplomatic relations between countries and so much 
so that diplomacy and international trade go hand in hand. Over the past decades there has been a surge 
in international and global trade that has not been seen previously in history. In particular there has been 
a growth in international agri-food trade which has enabled populations around the world to taste and 
experience the global diversity of foods and related cultural characteristics. In this regard, international 
agri-food marketing has played a role as has gastro-diplomacy in enabling and facilitating such 
international agri-food trade. Within this background, the research, considers if  international agri-food 
marketing  contributes to  gastro-diplomacy or if  gastro-diplomacy contributes to international agri-
food marketing. The research used as a case Iran and found that in terms of if international agri-food 
marketing contributes to gastro-diplomacy, the Iranian public sector, to a degree, does conduct and 
support the first step of international agri-food marketing, exporting, which may go some way to support 
Iranian gastro-diplomatic efforts. In terms of the Iranian domestic private sector enterprises, it was 
found that they do conduct international agri-food marketing, in varying degrees, and thus contribute to 
Iranian gastro-diplomacy to a greater degree than the public sector. Further Iranian private enterprises, 
for example restaurants and supermarkets, which operate in foreign countries have a ‘pull effect’ on 
Iranian international agri-food marketing and thus contribute to Iranian gastro-diplomacy to a greater 
degree than the public sector. In terms of if gastro-diplomacy contributes to international agri-food 
marketing, the research found that the Iranian public sector, via its foreign policy and cultural 
diplomacy, does directly and indirectly contribute to Iranian international agri-food marketing, but does 
not support such via a publicly-led gastro-diplomacy programme. The public sector’s foreign policy 
and cultural diplomacy do support Iranian domestic private enterprises, directly and indirectly,  in their 
international agri-food marketing, but such efforts are not specifically set on gastro-diplomacy.   Citizen 
and people to people gastro-diplomacy and cultural diplomacy in foreign countries, via private 
enterprises, do also support Iranian international agri-food marketing directly and indirectly.  
 
Keywords:  International trade, International marketing, International agri-food marketing, Trade 

diplomacy, Gastro-diplomacy 

 
Introduction 

Trade, and in particular international trade,1  has been one of the ‘sparks’ that  ignited diplomacy 
over the centuries  (Berridge, 2015) as trade was a form of relations between early humanin beings 
(Pigman, 2016) which enabled goods to be exchanged, with the inherent cultural underpinnings of such 

                                                             
1 Interna�onal trade is basically ‘the exchange of goods and services across na�onal boundaries’  (Seyoum, 
2009). 
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products and relations. These cultural trade exchanges would enable people to be uniquely  identified 
and also be promoted in the eyes and especially minds of others.  Historically,  many societies, as per 
their trade,  gained considerable pre-eminence  from such an activity (Czinkota et al., 2023) and this 
not only in economic terms but also in image and reputation. Such has been further enhanced in recent 
times by the increase in international and global trade, which has derived from: improvements in 
information and communication technologies (ICTs); improvements in logistics and supply chain 
management; further and more intense research and development and related multiple budding of 
innovations; improvements in incomes levels in diverse nation states; the lowering of trade barriers and 
foreign investments; and increased competition  (Albaum et al., 2016).  As such the growth in 
international and global trade has created lasting linkages, relationships, interdependence,  institutions, 
like the World Trade Organization (WTO), for example, enabled more products and services to be made 
available, improved product safety and quality, facilitated  specialization,  fostered good governance, 
enhanced peace, raised incomes, increased economic growth and heightened  living standards  
(Czinkota et al., 2023).  

One of the many components of trade and international trade is that of agriculture and food 
products. Indeed agri-food trade, over the past three decades has grown exponentially (FAO, 2023c) 
and estimates show that such trade is expected to grow even further over the next decade  (OECD & 
FAO, 2023). Interestingly though, even if  the share of the people employed in agriculture has declined,  
more  jobs, and thus employment opportunities, have been created in  the upstream and downstream of 
the  agri-food system as well as in other related sectors (FAO, 2023c). In fact,  the agri-food system is 
the world ’s biggest employer, accounting for over a billion people who are provided with employment 
and livelihoods (FAO, 2023c). At the same time though, greenhouse gas emissions that derive from 
agriculture are expected to grow by 7.6 percent over the next decade and as such innovations are 
required that can be effectively implemented in terms of emissions mitigation as well as activities to 
support adaptation (OECD & FAO, 2023). In this regard, and at the agricultural production level, for 
example,  ‘mitigation and adaption solutions include large-scale and inclusive adoption of climate-smart 
and carbon neutral production processes and technologies’  (OECD & FAO, 2023). Indeed, to support, 
climate smarting and employment, for example, in  agri-food systems, what is required is ‘a well-
functioning, transparent, and rules-based multilateral trading system’ (OECD & FAO, 2023). This, in 
turn,   implies diplomacy, which enables, facilitates and fosters better relations among varying trading 
stakeholders, for example,  nation states and  private enterprises.  

Tade diplomacy2 thus becomes a main stay within the overall context of economic diplomacy.3 But 
in turn such diplomacies do imply cultural diplomacy4 and public diplomacy,5 and in particular to  agri-
food trade: food diplomacy,6 culinary diplomacy7 and gastro-diplomacy.8 One among the many 
objectives of such diplomacies is to foster competitive advantage for stakeholders, for example, which 
is provided also by image and reputation. Such image and reputation can be seen as a competitive 
reputation and image, what is commonly termed competitive identity  (Anholt, 2007).  Such a 
competitive  identity at the country level is provided via: cultural exchanges, including exports; 
importantly branded exports; government policy decisions, including foreign policy; attracting foreign 
investments and talent; promoting tourism; and people of the country, including high profile leaders, 
for example (Anholt, 2007).  Once a clear and concise competitive identity has been devised, for 

                                                             
2 Trade diplomacy is the concerted a�empt to manage trade, trade regimes and trade regime influences on 
markets both na�onally, interna�onally and globally (Tussie, 2013). 
3 Economic diplomacy is basically the  nego�a�ons and decision making that affect economic rela�ons 

interna�onally (Woolcock & Bayne, 2013). 
4 Cultural diplomacy is an a�empt by an actor to make known par�cular cultural resources and assets to facilitate 

the management of the actor’s interna�onal environment (Cull, 2009).  
5 Public diplomacy a�empts to influence foreign publics, via communica�on,  informa�on and indirect 
engagement, for example, to facilitate na�on state foreign policy and na�onal objec�ves (Snow, 2009). 
6 Food diplomacy is basically set around food aid and relief (Rockower, 2020).   
7 Culinary diplomacy is food used in diploma�c se�ngs and func�ons (Rockower, 2020).   
8 Gastro-diplomacy is basically a public sector led public diplomacy campaign which  combines culinary and 
cultural diplomacy, with the intent of increasing na�on image and reputa�on and is not simply a  one-off culinary 
tas�ng event (Rockower, 2020).   
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example, in the case of a country, this can have lasting benefits, for example, in foreign trade, and can 
be instrumental in country marketing and branding, which can position the country positively in the 
minds of foreign publics. Indeed, public diplomacy contributes to this, in its role to cultivate and 
communicate a desired nation state image and reputation (Wang, 2005), as can cultural diplomacy via 
its fostering of  a nation's cultural heritage, arts, language, and traditions to convey messages and thus 
build and showcase unique identity and values ( Kelechi, 2024) and within this gastro-diplomacy that 
highlights unique and identifiable culturally-based tasting experiences that can also contribute to 
showcasing a country’s identity and values. Indeed, and overall, economic, trade, public, cultural and 
gastro-diplomacy, along with country marketing and branding are all interconnected and intermingled 
in their efforts to create an image and reputation that can provide for a competitive identity and 
competitive advantage.  

Within this background, the research considers if  international agri-food marketing  contributes to  
gastro-diplomacy or if  gastro-diplomacy contributes to international agri-food marketing.  This  
research is based on and within the research stream on gastro-diplomacy (see Hilmi, 2023) and is a 
continuation of such, still within the context of Iran as a case.   
  
Aim and objectives of the research  
 

The main aim of the research is to attempt to appraise, diagnose and ascertain,  if international agri-
food marketing contributes to gastro-diplomacy or if gastro-diplomacy contributes to international agri-
food marketing.  Within this, the research objectives are to: appraise and attempt to ascertain if  
international agri-food marketing can contribute to gastro-diplomacy within the Iranian context; and 
appraise and attempt to ascertain if  gastro-diplomacy can contribute to international agri-food 
marketing within the Iranian context.  
 
Methodology  

Being  in the same research stream of Hilmi (2023) and furthering such, this research took a similar 
research methodology  in terms of being qualitative, abductive, systematic, exploratory and descriptive.9 
The research was based on literature, sources and secondary data and information and sources of 
primary data and information found within, for example, case studies. The research was conducted 
mainly  in English, but also in Persian. The research was subdivided  into four stages. The first stage of 
the research was exploratory in nature searching for and identifying key search terms. The second stage 
was and in-depth systematic exploratory and descriptive research, while the third stage was still an in-
depth systematic research, which was descriptive but also based on a historical  stance. However, a part 
of the third stage of the research was conducted in Persian.10 The fourth, and last stage,  of the research 
was devoted to another round of  analysis of all the data and information found in the second and third 
stages of the research. 

The first stage of the research11 was an exploratory research with the aim of identifying key research 
terms, via a systematic review  of literature using the following four online databases: Agris; BASE; 
Google Scholar; and ResearchGate.  The key research terms identified were: agriculture Iran; Iranian 
agriculture; food Iran; Iranian food; economy Iran; Iranian economy; trade diplomacy; trade diplomacy 
Iran; Iranian trade diplomacy; agricultural trade diplomacy; food trade diplomacy; agri-food trade 
diplomacy; agro-food trade diplomacy;  agricultural trade diplomacy Iran; Iranian agricultural trade 
diplomacy;  food trade diplomacy Iran; Iranian food trade diplomacy; agri-food trade diplomacy Iran; 
Iranian agri-food trade diplomacy; agro-food trade diplomacy Iran; Iranian agro-food trade diplomacy; 
public diplomacy; public diplomacy Iran; Iranian public diplomacy; cultural diplomacy; cultural 
diplomacy Iran; Iranian cultural diplomacy; gastro-diplomacy; gastro-diplomacy Iran; Iranian gastro-
diplomacy; nation marketing; nation branding; nation marketing Iran; Iranian nation marketing; nation 

                                                             
9 The research followed, for example, much the same qualita�ve research and analy�cal methods stance as 
provided, by Tracy (2020); Lune & Berg (2017); Bryman ( 2012), etc.  
10 This was conducted by an in-country researcher (Amanda Malekazari [MSc.], psychologist, independent 
researcher).  
11 This first stage of the research was conducted between October-November 2023 and lasted about three 
weeks circa.  
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branding Iran; Iranian nation branding; exporting; international marketing; global marketing; 
agriculture exporting; food exporting; agri-food exporting; agro-food exporting; agricultural exporting 
Iran; Iranian agricultural exporting; food exporting Iran; Iranian food exporting; agri-food exporting 
Iran; Iranian agri-food exporting; agro-food exporting Iran; Iranian agro-food exporting; international 
agriculture marketing; international food marketing; international agri-food marketing; international 
agro-food marketing;  International agriculture marketing Iran, Iranian International agriculture 
marketing;  international food marketing Iran; Iranian international food marketing;  international agri-
food marketing Iran; Iranian international agri-food marketing; agro-food marketing Iran; Iranian agro-
food marketing.   

The second stage of the research12 involved an in-depth systematic exploratory and descriptive  
research and review of literature and sources of secondary data and information, using the previously 
identified key search terms. It used five online databases: Agris; BASE; Google Scholar; RefSeek; and 
ResearchGate. This research process provided mainly books and journal articles. The publications were 
selected based on a number of criteria: who collected the data and information; when it was collected; 
how was it collected; what was collected; peer review process conducted; date of publication; 
identifiable authors; identifiable publisher; and references used. As the data and information was 
coming in it was analysed qualitatively via, coding, categorizing and theming (both deductively and 
inductively) and in an iterative manner and used as research quality criteria trustworthiness and 
credibility as per the qualitative stance in terms of reliability, validity and replicability. The findings 
from this stage of the research provided for guidance on the next stage of the research as it provided for 
more defined and specific: key research terms, subject matters to cover and overall research boundaries.   
The third stage of the research13 involved an in-depth systematic historical and descriptive  research and 
review of literature and sources of secondary data and information, using a modified version of the 
previously identified key search terms as a result of the findings from stage two of the research. The 
research used seven online databases: Agricola; Agris;  EBSCO; FAO Publications; JSTOR Business 
Collection; World Bank Research and Publications (Open Knowledge Repository): and WTO 
Publications. This research provided mainly books, journal articles and case studies and were selected 
using the same criteria as those provided in the second stage. The analysis was also conducted in the 
same way as per the second stage of the research. But the analysis also involved a comparative exercise 
where the findings were compared to the  definitions of international marketing and gastro-diplomacy.   
However, in this third stage of the research, a descriptive research and review of literature and sources 
of secondary data and information was conducted in Persian by a researcher 14 in Iran. 15 The research 
provided mainly data and information from government websites, online articles and journal articles. 
As the data and information was coming in it was analysed qualitatively via, coding, categorizing and 
theming (both deductively and inductively) and in an iterative manner and used as research quality 
criteria trustworthiness and credibility as per the qualitative stance in terms of reliability, validity and 
replicability. The findings were then translated into English  and provided in a summative form.  
The fourth and last stage of the research16 involved conducting another analysis of all the data and 
information found in the second and third stages of the research. It was conducted in a qualitative 
manner: coding, categorizing and theming (both deductively and inductively) and in an iterative manner 
and used as research quality criteria trustworthiness and credibility as per the qualitative stance in terms 
of reliability, validity and replicability. This fourth stage of the research was fundamentally a ‘double 
analytical check’ on the two analysis processes conducted and thus provided for another layer of validity 
and reliability on all the resulting data and information that emerged from the research.  
 
Background 
Trade diplomacy  

International trade,  according to Berridge (2015),  was the precursor of diplomacy and was one of 
the enablers and facilitators of diplomacy over the centuries.  Pigman (2016) in fact provides that trade 

                                                             
12 The second stage of the research was conducted between December  and January 2024 for about six weeks.  
13 This stage of the research was conducted between February and April 2024 for about circa nine weeks.  
14 Amanda Malekazari (MSc.), psychologist, independent researcher 
15 This in country research was conducted between March and May 2024 for about circa six weeks.  
16 This stage of the research was conducted in May 2024 for about circa two weeks.  
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was a primordial form of interaction among human societies  and one of the earliest forms of relations 
between differing peoples. Trade enables two parties to access goods that they may not be able to 
produce locally (Wafullah, 2023) and such trade should make the two trading parties  better off (Pigman, 
2016). Such trade encounters also provided  for a better understanding of the two parties’ needs, the 
exchange and sharing of culture, and  all in attempts to foster friendly and peaceful relations (Wafullah, 
2023). Within this though there were not only relations, but negotiations, including dispute resolutions, 
and as such negotiations became essential (Pigman, 2016). Indeed, negotiations in trade concern who 
gets what and how, and inevitably provides for winners and losers, including claims for compensation 
(Tussie, 2013).  All this gave rise to diplomacy in terms of trade missions, that also acted as  missions 
for the exchange of messages, counsellor relations stations, etc., (Pigman, 2016). At the basis though of 
trade diplomacy lies the need to understand  why international trade does, or should, take place (Pigman, 
2016) and that effectively trade and  diplomacy are inherently reliant on each other as they both  enable  
each other, but at the same time are enablers and engines, for example,  of economic growth and 
development (Pigman, 2020).  

Trade diplomacy is the concerted attempt to manage trade, trade regimes and trade regime 
influences on markets both nationally, internationally and globally (Tussie, 2013). It is an important 
component of economic diplomacy which is the combination of diplomacy with economic instruments 
to attempt to support a nation state obtain its economic, political, and strategic objectives (Aburesidze 
et al., 2022). Woolcock & Bayne (2013) define economic diplomacy as being negotiations and decision 
making that affect economic relations internationally. This in practical terms means providing for at the 
government level,17 for example: reconciling domestic economic policy objectives  with international 
economic policy; political influence and exerting political influence; the usage of economic assets and 
relations; voluntary and binding relations; constituting international institutional arrangements;  
fostering agreements that may be bilateral and multilateral; facilitating trade exchanges and reducing 
market failures and costs, etc., (Woolcock & Bayne, 2013; van Bergeijk, 2009). In terms of institutional 
arrangements, there are many international economic organizations and regimes, such as for example 
G20 summits, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Trade Organization (WTO), etc., 
(Woolcock & Bayne, 2013).   Further in terms of political influence,  economic diplomacy can also 
foster sanctions which can be termed negative as they provide for boycotts, embargoes, capital sanctions 
and the freezing of a nation state’s foreign assets (van Bergeijk, 2009). There are also positive sanctions, 
for example, such as aid and technology transfer (van Bergeijk, 2009). However negative sanctions are 
used the most in attempts to influence nation state behaviours (Aburesidze et al., 2022). This 
notwithstanding that the impacts of negative sanctions have mixed results (Aburesidze et al., 2022), but 
tend to reduce welfare in a sanctioned nation state (van Bergeijk, 2009), for example, as well as impact 
negatively on poverty and inequality.  

In terms of trade diplomacy focused on agriculture and food, this has grown considerably over the 
past decades  as agriculture and  food is not set in the confines of  domestic affairs (Chen, 2014). This 
is because of: the nation state domestic resource endowments, which results in specialization, the 
consequent natural interdependence which has grown within this context; the increasing globalization 
and related interconnectedness of global players and global agri-food markets that enable and facilitate 
nation states to increment domestic welfare, for example, via better managing matters related to food 
security. (Koo & Kennedy, 2005). As such agri-food trade has received special attention and treatment 
(Koo & Kennedy, 2005), but at the same time has made agricultural and food not only highly politically 
sensitive domestically, but also internationally (Grant, 2003). This politicalization of international agri-
food trade has also affected nation states in terms of gastronomy as in fact differing cuisines from 
various countries  have influenced and are influencing domestic markets of nation states and thus trade  
(Krebs, 2013). This gastronomic influence inevitably creates domestic social and cultural change within 
nations states. Thus, and fundamentally trade diplomacy effectively is about cultural trade and 
promoting a nation state’s culture to another, what is also commonly englobed in the term public 
diplomacy.    
 

                                                             
17 However,  economic diplomacy,  and its major component trade diplomacy,  is no longer a state led affair 
only(Pigman, 2016),  as such diplomacies are now also  in the hands of the private sector, NGOs, ci�zens, 
community organiza�ons, etc. 
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Public diplomacy 
  

Public diplomacy, in the traditional sense, is diplomacy attempting to influence foreign publics, via 
communication,  information and indirect engagement, for example, to facilitate nation state foreign 
policy and national objectives (Snow, 2009). As put by Berridge (2015) public diplomacy is to seek 
influence indirectly via ‘ appealing over the heads of those governments to the people with influence 
upon them.’ Golan  & Yang (2015) in terms of public diplomacy focus on the communication aspects 
of it: it deals primarily with managing communication between state and non-state actors to purse a 
nation’s interests so as to also foster relationship cultivation. However, according to Snow (2020) and 
also Melissen (2005), public diplomacy has evolved and is not only a matter within the public sector, 
but is also  in the hands of private citizens and groups18, for example, and is more and more interacting 
with various fields, for example, such as marketing (nation branding) and cultural relations (cultural 
diplomacy). Public diplomacy is now also about fostering long term relationships with foreign 
audiences via listening (Cull, 2009), attempting to ascertain needs, understanding  people, culture, 
searching for areas of commonalities,  ‘correcting’ misunderstandings (Leonard 2002), and advocating, 
and  encouraging educational visits and exchanges (Cull, 2009), for example.  Further it also involves  
two-way communication systems,  building trust and attempting to win ‘hearts and minds’ (Melissen, 
2005). This has been further enhanced by the digitalization of public diplomacy ( Manor, 2019) which 
enables new innovative communication strategies to be adopted and enhanced capabilities to engage 
and create lasting relations with audiences (Kelechi, 2024). Overall, thus public diplomacy is about 
building credibility and trust (Melissen, 2005) and is all about  nation state image and reputation 
management in the eyes, minds and hearts of publics ( Huijgh, 2016).   

Seib ( 2013a) and el-Nawawy (2013)  add that religion has a role to play also in public diplomacy, 
as via faith, it can be a good way to the heart.  Indeed Seid (2013b) points to the matter that modernism 
and secularism may not seemingly ‘go hand in hand.’ The ‘growth’ of what may be termed ‘religious 
fundamentalisms’  is commonly a secularist perspective on religion, which assumed that with the rise 
of economic and political development in modernizing societies, for example,  religion would be 
relegated to the private sphere of people’s lives and thus lose ground, but as is evident this is not the 
case, as for example, the Iranian revolution (Loskota & Flory, 2013).  Indeed, even though many see 
religious influence, on for example politics and public life, as growing, it has effectively always been 
there and has thus never really gone away(Loskota & Flory, 2013).   In fact,  Seib (2013b) provides that 
recognition by countries of the outreach capabilities of religion to general publics  has to be considered 
and can be an effective ‘tool’ in public diplomacy and not only.  

Inherent to public diplomacy is power (Snow, 2009). Power can be based on coercion, inducing 
behavioural changes and on attraction (Snow, 2009). Typically, hard power is based mainly on military 
and economic might, while soft power derives from attraction (Nye, 2004) and what is termed sticky 
power: the power of economic attraction (Hacking, 2005).  Indeed, public diplomacy is considerably 
intermingled with soft power as it tries to attract (Snow, 2009). Nye (2004) provides that a nation state 
has three main resources of soft power: foreign policy, culture and political values. It seeks to attract 
more than coerce to obtain intended objectives (Nye, 2008),   but this all requires ‘hard dollars’   
(Schneider, 2006). Further a ‘comparative advantage’ in soft power, for example,  by a country is based 
on: when ideas and culture are in unison with global norms; access to multiple communication and 
media channels; and a country’s behavioural stance both domestically and internationally (Snow, 2009).   
However, soft power alone, seemingly, is not viable to achieve intended objectives as also hard power 
is required: this is what Nye (2008a) refers to as being a smart power strategy. Smart power according 
to Nye (2004) is knowing better how to balance and combine hard power,  the capability of military 
and/or economic coercion power by a country with the soft power of a country which derives from the 
power to attract, via culture, policies, political ideals, for example. However, and still provided by Nye 
(2004) hard power remains prominent and crucial in the defence of a state not only to fend of other 
states, but also to guard against ill-intending non-state actors.  

                                                             
18 People to people diplomacy is where people interact, in terms of communica�ons, for public ma�ers, more 
than private ma�ers that can have influence on na�onal and interna�onal poli�cal ma�ers, including foreign 
policy (Ayhan, 2020). 



Middle East J. Agric. Res., 13(3): 505-543, 2024 
EISSN: 2706-7955   ISSN: 2077-4605                                           DOI: 10.36632/mejar/2024.13.3.26  

511 

Ohnesorge (2020) provides that culture is a main pillar of soft power, even though it is not easy to 
pin down clearly and concisely what the actual and real impacts of culture on other peoples are. Further, 
culture is far from an easy term to define in itself (Ohnesorge, 2020). What is of interest though, is that 
culture is not really under the purview of governments and is not really at the policy level,  as culture  
is commonly based on society,  societal actors and their institutions, for example, enterprises, schools, 
etc., that simply diffuse a culture via exchanges that can be commercial and non-commercial 
(Ohnesorge, 2020). This, though, in turn, can become an affordable set of cultural assets that can 
effectively extend the soft power of a nation state (Ohnesorge, 2020). Such use of culture as a soft power 
has, in fact,  a long history of usage in foreign policy (Bound et al., 2007): culture is a means by which 
societies, among other matters, not only see themselves with, but identify with and thus make 
themselves somewhat unique to others, and thus such an identifier can be projected to others (Jacob, 
2017). As such, within culture can lay a good deal of attraction which can be authentically marketed to 
others (Jacob, 2017) and thus be an important resource within foreign policy, diplomacy, and  
international marketing. 
  
Cultural diplomacy  
 

Within trade diplomacy and public diplomacy and its soft power, as per the above, inherently lays 
cultural diplomacy. On this matter, though,  Melissen (2005) and (Goff, 2020)  go  as far as claiming 
that, in fact, public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy have, to a degree,  merged together as distinctive 
demarcation lines between the two have blurred. Schneider (2006) furthers this point when claiming 
that  ‘public diplomacy consists of all a nation does to explain itself to the world, and cultural diplomacy 
is the use of creative expression and exchanges of ideas, information, and people to increase mutual 
understanding.’ This notwithstanding that cultural diplomacy, according to Bound et al., (2007) is not 
easily defined and Gienow-Hecht & Donfried (2010) adding that the term has in fact become more 
perplexing as per its evolution over time.  However, Cull (2009) does define cultural diplomacy as an 
attempt by an actor to make known particular cultural resources and assets to facilitate the management 
of the actor’s international environment and Wastnidge (2014) defines it as the attempt to enhance 
image, by  creating appeal,  via targeting not only foreign governments, but also publics, with national 
culture, arts, ideas and information.  

According to Papaioannou, (2017), what seemingly has been seen to take prominence is cultural 
diplomacy, for in a multipolar world,  cultural transmission plays a vital role in outlaying national values 
as well as a dialogue promoter between nation states and importantly can create a sense of shared 
community (Carbó-Catalan & Roig-Sanz, 2022). Cultural diplomacy enables and facilitates ‘meeting 
points for exposition and explanation, for dialogue and debate’ (Bound et al., 2007). Cultural diplomacy 
attempts to surpass and overcome cultural barriers, facilitate mutual understanding and ultimately build 
trust via fostering openness and intercultural dialogue (Saaida, 2023). Cultural diplomacy can be used 
flexibly, suits dialogues where relations may be tense and can provide to be an effective medium  for 
mutual understanding (Papaioannou, 2017). In fact on this matter, cultural diplomacy is not only set in 
the public sector’s foreign policy hands as it used to be (Bound et al., 2007), but  can be and is  exercised 
by non-state actors (Ang et al., 2016),19for example on a people to people basis,   thus increasing 
cooperation and  trust among people, which are two among the five main objectives of cultural 
diplomacy, the other three being identity, reputation building and facilitating mutual understanding 
(Papaioannou, 2017). Indeed, cultural diplomacy has the capacity to reach many people and is thus a 
viable ‘medium’ for nations that are attempting to influence ‘over the heads’ of governments (Bound et 
al., 2007). In fact,  Schneider (2006)  points to cultural diplomacy as being a two-way street, 
communicates, has a long-term orientation, can increase understanding, can open doors, and is effective 
if attuned to interests within targeted audiences.  Further, von Maltzahn (2013) adds that it mobilizes 

                                                             
19 In fact, on this ma�er, cultural diplomacy has changed considerably over the years and has broadened, to be 
far more inclusive of many people and far less eli�st (Ang et al., 2016).  This point is further emphasized by von 
Maltzahn (2013) who claims the  concept itself of cultural diplomacy in the past few years has placed a far and 
greater emphasis on civil society and non-state actors. Ang et al., (2016) point to the ma�er that  people to 
people cultural diplomacy is in fact cultural rela�ons which is ideal based and prac�ced by non-state actors, 
which departs somewhat from interest- based cultural diplomacy that has na�on state objec�ves behind it.  
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resources, creates institutions,20 for example  devoted to cultural exchanges and not only, and  also co-
opts and attracts people of another nation state and it goes beyond the current interests of governments 
that may go and come as per its innate broader set of interests. Indeed cultural diplomacy has become 
so people to people cultural diplomacy exchanges, fast moving and with profound effects, where 
effectively cultures are not only meeting, interacting and dialoguing, but are also morphing, and as such 
this particular type  of cultural diplomacy is seemingly setting the pace and influencing not just public 
diplomacy of countries, but their inherent foreign policies (von Maltzahn, 2013; Bound et al., 2007).  
Indeed, in many emerging nations, there is a growing interest to invest in cultural diplomacy in attempts 
to raise and increase not just country reputation and identity, but status on the global scene (Ang et al., 
2016). Within this, the emergence of cultural diplomacy though, needs to tender with, the varying 
currents of emerging interests in such nations and thus making cultural diplomacy prone to attempt to  
accommodate such divergences, which can result in, inevitably, a divergent set of policies and practices 
that come under the cultural diplomacy umbrella,  (Ang et al., 2016), for example as in attempting to 
reconcile tradition with modernity. Further cultural diplomacy has to tender with the mindset and 
perspectives of those involved (Gienow-Hecht, 2010) in the process of emergence, including the 
institutional settings, both formal and informal settings and inherent organizational structures.  
 
Gastro-diplomacy 
 

Inherent within cultural diplomacy  is food and its related cuisine,21 as food is an integral part of 
culture and not only. Montanari (2004)  provides that food becomes culture, when it is produced, when 
it is prepared, when what food to eat is chosen, based on economic, nutritional, symbolic and taste 
preferences, and when it is eaten. Thus, cultural norms, tradition and ways of doing things, have a strong 
influence on food production and consumption, thus on knowledge, which inevitably affects food 
politics in terms of, for example,  agricultural and food policies ( Herring, 2015). Thus agri-food policies 
depend very much on ‘ideas’22 and not so much on the basic material questions of what to produce, how 
to produce, how much to produce, and how to distribute ( Herring, 2015), but Paarlberg (2013) provides 
that both ideology and materialism have much the same weight.   In fact, since the earliest of times,  
food and farming have been under the purview of public policies and thus foster considerable political 
activity (Paarlberg, 2013).  

Colás et al., (2018)  provide that political transformations and socioeconomic transformations  of 
the modern era, for example, ‘urbanization, industrialization, rationalization, commercialization, and 
democratization, have clearly impacted the production, preparation, and consumption of food.’ Further, 
food has also a space dimension to it, that of distributing food, which has a social privilege attached to 
it: locally produced and consumed food versus imported foods consumed only by certain segments of 
a society (Montanari, 2004). In fact Waldfogel (2020) provides that the most popular traded cultural 
products is not just food, but cuisine, this providing food availability from distant lands, which usually 
is consumed by only  defined sections of a society, thus food serving ‘ as a medium of difference and 
distinction of class and status, not only in terms of the obvious differentiation of wealth and poverty, 
but also, crucially, of cultural capital’ (Colás et al., 2018). 
Indeed, Civitello ( 2011) provides that humans have always set ‘meanings’ to food, for example, in 
terms of who can fish it, mill it, who sits at a table, what is served and the order of it being served, etc., 
and thus food is closely linked to identity ( religious, ethnic, national).  Montanari (2004) further adds 
that food and its cuisine is a way of fostering identity that is coupled with exchange: food can be an 
identifier of culture, but at the same time  a cultural mediator that enables exchange as it is far easier to 

                                                             
20 Interes�ngly on this point of ins�tu�ons provided by and working for cultural diplomacy are not common in 
the Middle East, and seemingly, are the excep�on more than the norm, save for such countries as Iran, Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar (von Maltzahn, 2013). But even in these cases much of the cultural diplomacy is state-led and 
state produced. However, and overall, Iran has been the sole pioneer in cultural diplomacy  since the revolu�on 
of 1979, compara�vely to other states in the region, involved ac�vely in promo�ng its ideology and values   (von 
Maltzahn, 2013).  
21 Cuisine refers to the use of various ingredients, a style in  food prepara�on, awareness and people who are 
willing to experiment both on the supply and on the demand side of such  (Civitello, 2011).   
22 Indeed, food can be an ideological tool (Parasecoli, 2022).  
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eat and taste food than understand a foreign language, for example.  Cuisine, food ingredients  and the 
ways of preparing food have a great degree of variation based on culture and geographic locality, but 
trade has enabled and facilitated change within these plethora of differing cuisines  (Kerbs, 2013).  
However, food can be used also to gain political advantage as well as a resistance to foreign 
‘infiltrations’  (Parasecoli, 2022).  

Food thus takes on a political and nationalistic stance and can be termed, with such words as  
gastronativism (Parasecoli, 2022) and gastro- nationalism (Luša  & Jakešević, 2017). Gastronativism is 
‘ the ideological use of food in politics to advance ideas about who belongs to a community (in any way 
it may be defined) and who doesn’t’ (Parasecoli, 2022) and gastro-nationalism is a ‘ persistent effort to 
preserve a claim over specific types of food or drinks, specifically  of one nation’s flavours and tastes 
or culinary experiences, offering them at the same time, under that national etiquette, to the global 
market’  (Luša  & Jakešević, 2017). Also, Selim (2016) and Chapple-Sokol (2013) see food and cuisine 
as national identifiers that can develop influence and support the preservation of ‘national culture.’ In 
much the same line, Tettner & Kalyoncu, (2016) and Taher & Elshahed (2020) provide that food and 
cuisine have strong bindings that are rich in cultural heritage: producing ingredients, preparing food, 
and eating are strong unifiers, and are good at fostering and attempting to maintain  social cohesion. 
Further Colás et al., (2018) provide that cuisine, seen also from a nationalistic stance, can be an integral 
part of nation building that brings, for example,  people from various localities  and ethnicities onto a 
common ground.  

Reynolds (2012)  also points to  food as a political instrument as food is no different from any other 
power. Low (2021) on this point  furthers the discourse and provides that  ‘sensory experiences and 
metaphors surrounding the consumption of food in the political arena of social life intertwine with and 
signify complex statecraft processes of power, cultural representation, political subjectivities and 
contestation.’ Indeed, food can send strong and powerful political messages, pending on who consumes 
it, what is consumed, where it is consumed, and under what circumstances it is consumed (Low, 2015). 
Spence (2016) focusses on the power of food and how it can affect decision-making in diplomacy. 
However, national cuisine creation is an ongoing task, which is iterative, non-static and can be 
challenging ( Parasecoli, 2022). Interestingly though, at its origins, cuisine was based more on 
geographic location23 and only later became a national identifier (Colás et al., 2018). In terms of food 
and its connection to locality,  Montanari (2004) further  provides that food is not really  defined by 
nature and its natural resources, but results from the culturally based processes  that have tamed, 
transformed and  reinterpreted nature.  

Foods and related cuisines do in fact ‘demarcate and sustain the emotive power of national 
attachment, as well as the use of nationalist sentiments to produce and market food: it is the 
institutionalized protection and promotion of certain food items as grounded in their place of 
production’ (DeSoucey, (2010). In this view gastro-nationalism is used as a defensive tool (Ichijo, 2020) 
that combines the cultural, political, and economic resources and identities of a nation (DeSoucey, 
2010). Also, Ranta (2015) provides that food is becoming synonymous with nationalism and many 
government policies,   both nationally and more so in international settings, fostering not just national 
food and its production, but national cuisine. Ranta (2015) furthers this and considers the symbolics of 
food and the importance of such in terms of identity and Ayora-Diaz (2021) concurs in that food and 
especially taste are highly symbolic and related directly to identity.  Zhang (2015) furthers  food 
symbolism and includes attitudes, values, ideas and communication.  

In terms of relations between nations,   food and cuisine have always played a major role and within 
the modern era of nations states, such a role has become even more prominent in international  
diplomacy.  Food and its cuisine has thus a diplomatic role to play, as it has done for millennia. In this 
regard, gastro-diplomacy is defined as a practice of ‘sharing a state’s cultural heritage through cuisine’ 
(Solleh, 2015 ), while according to  Pham (2013)  it is a public sector effort that exports a national 

                                                             
23 For example, in terms of Iran and Iraq as na�on states, seemingly and on the surface, may seem very different, 
but there are many commonali�es, and one of these resides in cuisine, emphasizing loca�onal ma�ers as per 
Montanari (2004). In terms of cuisine, both Iraq and  Iran, have some striking similari�es  and evident common 
origins (Chehabi, 2012), and this was also ‘tested’ and ‘tasted’  by the author in 2010-2011 in Iran and 2017-2019 
in Iraq. Thus, this going someway to support the case that locality does in fact have a strong influence on food 
styles, somewhat more than socially constructed na�onalisms related to food and cuisine.   
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culinary heritage, within the realm of public diplomacy, in attempts to create good will towards a nation, 
enhance a nation’s brand, foster trade and provide for relational cultural and personal interactions. 
Parasecoli (2022) adds to this and defines gastro-diplomacy as being designated  ‘global campaigns of 
soft diplomacy meant to increase the interest in a country’s gastronomy and products in order to raise 
its profile, generate goodwill, and enjoy economic and commercial windfalls,’ while Rockower (2020) 
considers it as a concerted ‘public diplomacy campaign by a national government that combines 
culinary and cultural diplomacy—often backed up by monetary investment or other tangible 
resources—to raise its nation-brand status, and not simply an ad hoc or one-off culinary tasting event, 
via a  holistic and educational approach that raises international awareness of a country’s culinary and 
cultural heritage.’ 24 

Much like public diplomacy and the inherent cultural diplomacy within, gastro-diplomacy attempts 
to win ‘hearts and minds, ’ but not via rational argumentations, for example,  but more via indirect  
sensory interactive emotions and connections that are tangible (Rockower, 2020; Suntikul, 2017).  
Gastro-diplomacy efforts and initiatives, are usually directed by the public sector of nations,  and 
attempt to provide for the  following practices:  enable and facilitate soft-loan financing for the setting 
up as well as the expansion of restaurants in foreign countries; enable and facilitate access to authentic 
ingredients for such restaurants; foster chef participation within cultural diplomacy and exchanges and 
institutionalize chefs in formal diplomatic processes  and protocols; including cuisine in cultural 
diplomatic events; foster and enable educational programmes in cuisine;  attempt to have the United 
Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) recognition of specific dishes or  
national cuisine as a whole as a national heritage; focus on interactions with national as well as 
international non-sate actors; and foster people to people diplomacy (Rockower, 2020). 

Interestingly, the people-to-people diplomacy element of gastro-diplomacy is one of the major 
elements  (Rockower, 2020). In fact, Zhang (2015) provides that there are  numerous actors involved in 
gastro-diplomacy, apart from the public sector and its diplomats, and includes, for example,  food 
companies, chefs, tourist companies, social media, television and public relations enterprises. Hilmi 
(2023) finds that in the case of Iran,  it is the private sector, via citizen and people to people gastro-
diplomacy, which contributes the most to such national efforts, for example, with privately owned 
restaurants in foreign countries  and the public sector has a minimal role in gastro-diplomacy. However 
in the case of Thailand, for example, the public sector plays a major role in gastro-diplomacy, with 
official public programmes (Rockower, 2012) and Malaysia is much the same (Debora et al., 2015) as 
is Taiwan ( Lipscomb 2019), while the Republic of Korea, even though having a major public 
programme devoted to gastro-diplomacy, has also  witnessed a budding and growing  private sector 
intervention in gastro-diplomacy directly in foreign countries (Rockower, 2012).  
Currently, gastro-diplomacy is primarily targeted at urban people that tend to share commonalities, for 
example in tastes, financial means, interests and across differing countries, as the expansion of 
globalization continues  (Parasecoli, 2022). In fact, via this targeting, nation state branding as a ‘tasting 
experience’ is attempted that makes such a nation more tangible, potentially providing for uniqueness 
and fosters more awareness about the specific nation brand and hence the nation (Rockower, 2020). 
 
Nation marketing and branding 
 

Trade diplomacy, public diplomacy, cultural diplomacy, and  gastro-diplomacy are distinctive, but 
are interwoven among themselves, and share, for example,  common objectives, of supporting a nation 
in the eyes and especially the minds of domestic and foreign populations. Indeed, such diplomacies 
have as one of their multiple  objectives that of marketing a nation and branding it. In fact, one of the 
major goals, for example, of public diplomacy is that of cultivating and communicating an image and 
reputation that fosters a common playing field and understanding between people and nations (Wang, 
2005). However, nation marketing and branding is not just an outcome of trade, public, cultural and 
gastro-diplomacies, but yet another component of such diplomacies. Indeed, public diplomacy is 

                                                             
24 Rockower (2020), points to the fact that  gastro-diplomacy is not food or culinary diplomacy, as food diplomacy 
is basically set around food aid and relief, while culinary diplomacy is food usage in diploma�c se�ngs and 
func�ons. Luša & Jakešević (2017) in much the same manner point to culinary diplomacy as having  a target 
audience of diplomats, while gastro-diplomacy is intended for wider-bound target audiences. 
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important in nation marketing and branding (Kelechi, 2024)  and vice versa. Interestingly, nation 
marketing and branding is nothing new: well prior to the coining of the term nation branding, for 
example,  many were already involved in making the connection between,  for example:  culture, 
products, country, image and reputation (Viktorin et al., 2018). However, it has only been more recently 
that the role of marketing in international relations, policy making, economic development and social 
development has been more fully recognised ( Anholt, 2007). Indeed branding, which is a core element 
of marketing, has been, for example, applied to international relations, with the objective of making the 
nation easily recognizable, not only by other governments, but also by investors, consumers, traders, 
etc., (Parasecoli, 2022).  

Dinnie (2016) defines nation branding as ‘the unique, multidimensional blend of elements that 
provide the nation with culturally grounded differentiation and relevance for all of its target audiences.’ 
In another definition, Aronczyk (2013) provides that nation branding is ‘ the result of the 
interpenetration of commercial and public sector interests to communicate national priorities among 
domestic and international populations for a variety of interrelated purposes.’ Indeed, nation branding 
represents a ‘deliberate, collective effort by multiple constituencies to generate a viable representation 
of a geographical-political-economic-social entity’ (Viktorin et al., 2018). In fact, many differing 
stakeholders contribute to nation branding, be they public, private and from the non-profit sectors who 
together amalgamate ‘practices, policies, values, and aspirations designed to attract internal and external 
audiences’ (Viktorin et al., 2018). In particular, the main intent by the public sector, for example, is not 
only  to  influence, but to gain legitimacy and authority both nationally and internationally (Aronczyk, 
2013)  which enables and facilitates, for example,  ‘administering citizens, collecting taxes, drawing 
borders, inviting investment, soliciting tourists, and attending international conventions, etc,’ (Viktorin 
et al., 2018). This having an underlying intent to have both a proactive and reactive strategy, in terms 
of, for example, enhancing and/or repairing a nation’s image and reputation, to manage impressions of 
a nation, to create favour and goodwill and to win friends, etc.,  (Aronczyk, 2013). As such a nation 
brand is mainly politically significant both domestically and internationally (Browning, 2023).   

Brands are provided to give some form of uniqueness: moving commodities to becoming unique 
(Ermann & Hermanik, 2018). Branding derives from marketing and provides for a competitive edge, 
based on its differentiation possibilities, its name and importantly its significance (Kotler & Gertner, 
2002). Usually, but not always, brands have an origin to them, that is commonly geographic, and in the 
brand’s formation and process, it  resembles to a good degree  the formation of ethnic or national groups  
(Ermann & Hermanik, 2018). In fact, Pike ( 2018) provides that brands can be  inherently geographical: 
they have spatial attributes; provide for spatial differentiation; and provide origin. This is what Pike 
(2018) refers to as origination: it is a way of  ‘understanding and explaining the geographical 
associations constructed by brand and branding actors related in spatial circuits – producers, circulators, 
consumers and regulators – in their attempts to construct and stabilise meaning and value in spatial and 
temporal market contexts.’  Further, brands  portray an image and reputation that can be country, region 
and city based and enables such to be competitive in the globe (Ermann & Hermanik, 2018). In fact, ‘ 
brands shape geographical and historical imaginations, food, cities, countries and holiday destinations, 
for example,   as they replace complicated or unpleasant associations with other, simpler, more positive 
associations, which, in turn, emphasise specific items, actors and/or events in space and time’ (Ermann 
& Hermanik, 2018). Indeed,  nation brands attempt to  ‘embrace both the past heritage and present 
living culture’ (Dinne, 2016). In fact, nation branding prevalently rests on culture, its many components 
and facets and its deep roots within a nation. According to Dinnie (2016), culture is the real authenticator 
and the truest. Ermann & Hermanik, (2018) and Kaefer (2020) add also the social, traditional, people, 
business, place and tourism elements   to the cultural element in nation branding. Another way of 
considering a nation’s branding is provided by Kaefer (2020), in terms of a ‘value platform’ which 
represents a nation’s unique identity, beliefs, and intents and how these are nurtured to bring value to 
the nation brand representation.  

However, a  nation already has  an  image that is being perceived by people, with or  without 
branding (Hakala et al., 2013; Fan, 2006).25 A nation’s  image can be understood as: ‘the sum of beliefs 

                                                             
25 As such a ‘place’ can acquire an image and reputa�on that can be built, managed and refurbished when 
required  (Ermann & Hermanik, 2018) 
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and impressions people hold about places. Images represent a simplification of a large number of 
associations and pieces of information connected with a place. They are a product of the mind trying to 
process and pick out essential information from huge amounts of data about a place’ (Kotler & Gertner, 
2002). A nation ’s image ‘results from its geography, history, proclamations, art and music, famous 
citizens and other features’ (Kotler & Gertner, 2002). Further a nation brand is not tangible and does 
not only represent one single image of a country as such a brand represents: ‘a place geographically; 
natural resources; local products; people; history; culture; language; economy; politics; social 
institutions; infrastructure; and famous people’ for example (Fan, 2006). A nation brand thus attempts 
to  represent an overall image of a nation, but at the same time portrays multiple images of the nation 
as an image can be perceived differently by different people  (Fan, 2006).  Kilduff & Núñez Tabales 
(2017) indeed point to this fact that a nation’s brand is constructed in the minds of people.   

Further, places do not only have an image, but also a reputation. Reputation can be negative or 
positive and can be rich and complex, but reputation is not static (Anholt, 2007). Reputation is a strong 
‘influencer’ on people’s perceptions of a country and it can have a measurable impact and role in 
economic, political and cultural development.  Indeed, in the global system, nations to develop 
economically, have gone past national and global public policy, and have had to adopt nation marketing 
and branding so as to attempt to obtain a competitive advantage (Kotler & Gertner, 2002).  In fact, in 
this realm, Anholt (2007) refers to a competitive identity which is the ‘mixing’ of public diplomacy, 
with brand management: it is basically public diplomacy and brand management that underlie 
competitive identity  (Anholt, 2007). But the first target of competitive identity is domestic, where 
positive nationalism is fostered among the populace, regardless of internal divisions (Anholt, 2007). 
Hence once national governments have a clear and believable competitive identity that is domestic, it 
delineates in a far clearer manner what the nation stands for and where it is going, and thus can manage 
far better its international competitive identity  (Anholt, 2007). Indeed, and still according to Anholt 
(2007) reputation, deliberately or accidentally, is based around six elements: tourism promotion; export 
brands; policy decisions; inward investment promotion; cultural exchanges; and the people of the nation 
themselves. These six elements effectively can be also major contributors to economic development 
(Anholt, 2007). Importantly though nation marketing and branding need an integrated strategic 
approach: strategic planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation, and adaptation so as to enable 
and facilitate the effective aligning of ‘messaging, actions, and policies across government agencies, 
diplomatic missions, and other stakeholders’ (Kelechi, 2024).  
  
International agri-food marketing  

 
Products and brands which have a good degree of recognition in terms of ‘country of origin’ tend 

to facilitate international trade as consumers associate the  products and brands with an image and 
reputation of a nation  (Nes, 2018). More in specific when product attributes are in line with country 
image and reputation (Nes, 2018) this tends to increase the likelihood of international trade as it affects  
buyer behaviour from a cognitive, normative and affective standpoint (Nes, 2018). Indeed,  nation 
marketing and branding, trade diplomacy, public diplomacy, cultural diplomacy and gastro-diplomacy 
do foster, facilitate and enable trade and thus also economic development (Nirwandy & Awang, 2014), 
this though not only via, for example tourism, but also via (marketing) agricultural and food products  
(Lipscomb, 2019).  

International trade, in agricultural and food products, 26 for example,  enables food to go from areas 
that are in food surplus of the world to areas of the world that are in food deficit and thus international 
agri-food trade represents a very important trade (WTO, 2023b).  In fact, and further, international agri-
food trade is also concerned with nutrition, food safety and quality,  food security, food variety, 

                                                             
26 Food in interna�onal trade is  referred to as agricultural products which have been somewhat or fully processed 
(manufactured)  into food products (prepared foods), which are usually branded (Padberg, 1997). Agricultural 
products  are those products which have not been processed or are minimally processed and  are usually, but 
not always unbranded, are marketed in bulk  and are typically referred to as commodi�es (Padberg, 1997). 
However, and interes�ngly Hirst  & Tresidder (2016) provide that ‘commodi�es are no longer solely defined by 
their func�on or use, or by their market price, but rather by what they signify to both the consumer and his or 
her peers.’  
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composition of diets and other economic and social variables as, for example, market structures, 
agricultural productivity and  agricultural output composition  (FAO, 2022b; FAO & WTO, 2017). 
However, agri-food products are not the only facilitators of international trade as cuisine can also be an 
enabler in international trade (Waldfogel, 2020). 

International trade in agri-food products has grown rapidly, this notwithstanding that most of the 
food consumed is provided and traded in countries where it was produced (Khols  & Uhl, 2015; 
Paarlberg,2013). Agricultural products are traded internationally as a result of international 
specialization  and has seen a large increase in such trade since the 1970s (Ahrens, 1997) and a further 
major and rapid expansion of agri-food trade has been ongoing since the early 2000s (FAO, 2022b).  In 
2022, for example,  agricultural products represented ‘10 percent of all merchandise exported’ 
(WTO,2023a). However, processed agricultural products,  in other words food products are now traded 
more than agricultural products ( Albisu, 1997). For 2023, the WTO (2024a) reported that food products 
trade was up by 1 percent and had grown 12 percent in 2022. In terms of the ‘the monetary value of 
global food exports, it multiplied by 4.4 in nominal terms between 2000 and 2021, from USD 380 
billion in 2000 to USD 1.66 trillion in 2021’ (FAO, 2023d). Further, the ‘global value added generated 
by agriculture, forestry and fishing combined,  grew by 84 percent in real terms between 2000 and 2021, 
reaching USD 3.7 trillion in 2021’ (FAO, 2023d).  

Agri-food trade at the international level is set on three different levels: exporting, international 
marketing and global marketing.27 Exporting is simply selling and sending goods to another country 
(Delaney, 2016; Albaum et al., 2016).  Exporting is relatively less risk and commitment-oriented than 
international marketing and global marketing, and as such, for example, many private companies opt 
for this (Seyoum, 2009) as well as public sector organizations. Exporting is usually seen as the first step 
in the international marketing process. International marketing is the multinational process of 
strategizing, planning,  and implementing via the conception, pricing, promotion, distribution and 
branding of goods and services  to meet the needs and wants of consumers in foreign markets (Czinkota 
et al., 2023; Ghauri & Cateora; 2022; Doole et al., 2019; Albaum et al., 2016; Baack et al., 2012).28  
This is most often provided by private companies, commonly large enterprises, but also by small and 
medium enterprises. However, some public organizations also provide for the international marketing 
of agri-food products. International marketing involves ascertaining the needs and wants of customers 
internationally; finding ways to satisfy such needs and wants with products; segmenting and targeting 
international markets; positioning the product in the consumer’s mind;  using the price, promotion, 
distribution and product mix for providing products at a profit; and orienting  the organization involved 
in international marketing to internationalization  (Doole et al., 2019; Baack et al., 2019) ). The 
international marketing process is commonly provided by careful planning which includes:  ‘situation 
analysis and forecast;  strategic international marketing planning; the international marketing mix; 
implementing;  and control of international activities’ (Berndt et al., 2023).Global marketing involves 
considering the world as one market and as such committing all resources and competencies, and  
coordinating all marketing activities in this merit  (Green & Keegan, 2020; Alon et al., 2017; Dutta, 
2016). Global marketing is most often practiced by large private sector enterprises.  The three typologies 
of international agri-food trade effectively represent three general orientations: polycentric where each 
nation is considered as unique; region-centric a world composed of regions; and geo-centric where the 
world is seen as one, but with local adaptations, ‘think global, act local’ (Hollensen, 2020).  

Increasingly international agri-food trade occurs via bilateral trade agreements and regional 
agreements: countries from the same region, regionalization, and most countries concentrate on a 
limited number of products from a limited number of trading partners (FAO, 2022b; FAO, 2015). Most 
international agri-food trade is conducted by private enterprises, intra-enterprise  trade (business to 
business marketing) as per the  expansion of global value chains (FAO, 2015)  and also directly and 
indirectly by the public sector, that may foster such international agri-food trade, via export promotion 

                                                             
27 Some�mes though, the terms expor�ng, interna�onal marke�ng and global marke�ng are used 
interchangeably (McAuley, 2001).  
28 Cherunilam (2016) points out that interna�onal marke�ng can also be considered in home-domes�c markets 
as, for example, in some countries, the availability of interna�onal products is so high, that effec�vely domes�c 
markets are interna�onalized. Thus, private companies, for example, from a specific na�on, are effec�vely 
marke�ng their products in domes�c markets, but in reality, the enterprise’s marke�ng is interna�onal.      
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organizations,  for example, but    there are also cases where international trade in agri-food products is 
conducted by centralized trading monopolies, such as for example, specialized  government agencies 
and  farmer groups who are provided with monopoly rights (Khols  & Uhl, 2015).  International trade 
in agri-food products is risky as internationally there are, for example, a lack of common laws for 
transactions (Grath, 2016). In this regard, and usually, trade conventions and practices are referred too, 
in attempts to reduce trade risks, as per, for example,  the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) 
(Grath, 2016). Further, international agri-food trade can be fostered via free trade or can be hampered 
via protectionism: government policies vary  between the two extremes of completely free trade on the 
one side and protectionism on the other side (Khols  & Uhl, 2015). Indeed, protectionism goes against 
free trade, using numerous measures, such as for example tariffs on imports, most favoured nation 
status, and bilateral trade agreements (Khols  & Uhl, 2015). Free trade areas, common markets along 
with custom unions are examples of attempts at freer trade  in agri-food products (Khols  & Uhl, 2015).  
The reality though of  international agri-food trade  is that there are constellations of tariffs, quotas and 
non-tariff barriers, designed to protect domestic markets from foreign products (Ghauri & Cateora, 
2022). Indeed, the WTO (2024b) also provides that agri-food markets remain not only highly protected, 
but also highly distorted. This is because, in part,  there is no world food organization that has a 
centralized governance system and as such and in full, national governments are the main players in 
agri-food trade (Paarlberg, 2013). However, in an attempt to cater for this situation,  the  World Trade 
Organization (WTO), for example, has as one of its mandates  to  reduce trade distortions (Paarlberg, 
2013) and the WTO has been effective, to a degree, in reducing such barriers (Ghauri & Cateora, 2022) 
as in the past two decades, tariffs have been reduced via global and regional trade agreements, and has 
thus given more opportunities for the increase and growth of international agri-food trade  (FAO & 
WTO, 2017).29 A further contributor to this growth and expansion has been, for example,  the expansion 
and further harmonization of food standards by differing nation states as such a process provides for  a 
commonly agreed upon understanding on different aspects of food for stakeholders, such as for 
example,  consumers, farmers, private enterprises  and governments, and as such standards enable trade 
to take place (FAO & WTO, 2017). In fact, standards go hand in hand with trade facilitation as they 
attempt to ensure safer and more nutritious food in larger quantities  (FAO & WTO, 2017). This in turn 
provides for more consumer  confidence in terms of food safety, quality and authenticity and also 
reduces trade costs   (FAO & WTO, 2017). Indeed, the marketing of agri-food products that are 
harmonized in terms of food safety and quality are important for both developed and developing 
countries alike (Canavari et al., 2009). For example, in developing countries, local agri-food products 
which can be considered as speciality products may gain international market ground and thus 
contribute  to economic development, while in developed economies increased purchasing power  and 
consumer sophistication in terms of food preferences is effectively facilitating ‘the emergence of 
meaningful and actionable market segments, thus increasing the need for products that are differentiated 
on the basis of their unique sensory, cultural, functional, ethical, and other characteristics’ (Canavari et 
al., 2009).  

However, trade barriers are somewhat difficult to eradicate, as for example they can be perceived 
as protecting local farmers, food and gastronomic traditions (Paarlberg, 2013). As Parasecoli (2022) 
points out, international trade, for some, can represent an ‘invasion’ of foreign agri-food products into 
domestic markets and this over the past decade has been ‘amplified by the worldwide resurgence of 
populism and nationalism.’ 30 In other words, international agri-food trade can be seen as an assault on 
domestic culture and not only. In terms of culture, for example Czinkota et al., (2023) point out that it 

                                                             
29 The WTO has a  ‘set of rules for mul�lateral trade and is a forum to resolve disputes and nego�ate new 
rules’(FAO & WTO, 2017).  The WTO provides an organized and agreed upon se�ng for na�on state governments 
to a�empt to resolve trade disagreements via the Dispute Se�lement Body (DSB) (Paarlberg, 2013). In fact, WTO 
agreements are set to a�empt to create standards that are fundamental for interna�onal trade and harmonize 
trade based on interna�onal standards (FAO & WTO, 2017).  In the case of agri-food trade, for example, and in 
specific in terms of food safety and quality, the ‘WTO's Agreement on the Applica�on of Sanitary and 
Phytosanitary (SPS) Measures and WTO's Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) rely on Codex standards 
by se�ng these out as the benchmark for harmoniza�on ‘(FAO & WTO, 2017).  
30 This even though for decades now ‘economists have been poin�ng out that tariffs and trade wars are 
ul�mately detrimental’ (Parasecoli, 2022).  
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provides an individual with an ‘anchoring point—an identity—as well as codes of conduct as it’s an 
integrated system of learned behaviour patterns that are distinguishing characteristics of the members 
of any given society.’ Culture includes ‘everything that a group thinks, says, does, and makes—its 
customs, language, material artifacts, and shared systems of attitudes and feelings’ (Czinkota et al., 
2023). Indeed, on the surface, many nation states may share cultural similarities, but ‘ there are many 
differences, hidden below the surface’ (FAO, 1997).  In terms of food in particular, for example,  culture 
is  transmitted via ‘the experience of tasting, smelling, touching, seeing, and even hearing food’  (Forest 
& Murphy, 2013). Indeed, experiencing food can have positive influences, for example, in food sharing, 
food storytelling,  and food symbolism, which are cultural enhancers as well as having positive 
influences on human emotions, such as for example, nostalgia, comfort, and pleasure (Batat, 2019). In 
fact, food is not just nourishment as it is also experience (Addis & Holbrook, 2019). Further, food can 
also play a role in ‘well-being (physical, social, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual), and how this in 
turn affects overall satisfaction, well-being, and quality of life’ (Frentz, 2019).  
 

Findings 
The Iranian context  

Over the past two decades Iran has faced numerous challenges in the economic, political, social,  
natural environment and climate fields  (Azadi et al., 2022). In specific, and according to the World 
Bank (2023b), over the past decade, the economy has missed out on economic growth. The economy 
has faced, for example,  the removal of food subsidies and on defined food staples,  inflation has been 
estimated to have reached 300 percent in 2022 (DFAT, 2023). This has all been aggravated by policies 
that have provided for moderate reforms and then followed by policies of conservatism that have undone 
reform periods and  efforts (Casarano et al., 2023). This consequently providing for instability and 
increasing economic risks. However, this instability is nothing new as Iranian society seems to be in a 
constant state of flux and disillusionment (Gohardani  & Tizro, 2019). Indeed, social and economic 
development in Iran has been peppered by, for example,  instability, waves of violence and institutional 
restructuring  (Gohardani  & Tizro, 2019) that according to  Azadi et al., (2022)  can all be traced back 
to the root cause of a lack of  effective governance. Interestingly though, the World Bank (2023b) 
provides that since 1979 Iran has achieved a good deal of progress in poverty reduction, but in the 
period between 2011 to 2020 poverty increased by 28.1 percent and the level of deprivation did much 
the same. Azadi (2021) estimates that circa half of the Iranian  population do actually live in poverty. 
Poverty is mainly found in rural areas and concentrated in southeast and northwest regions of the 
country (World Bank, 2023b). Inequality is persistent and growing and found mainly in rural areas31  
(World Bank, 2023c). Such increasing poverty and inequality has also been compounded by 
encroaching climate change (World Bank, 2023b).  

The Iranian economy,32 and its development since the 1979 revolution, has inherently had to adapt 
to  the context of the international and global economic system, mainly because of   its energy resources, 
crude oil and petroleum exports,33 for example (Morady, 2020). This has thus created over the decades 
that domestic organizations and institutions have been modelled  on more liberal and free market 
principles (Morady, 2020), but with strong moderating social economic aspects derived from Islam. 
This, in fact,  did provide for a ‘third way’ for the economy that was not liberal or social: it was focusing 
on economic restructuring, sharing more widely  the benefits of economic development and  poverty 
alleviation, but at the same time having to compromise with growing liberal economic globalization 
(Morady, 2020). For example, the public sector provided protection for traditional trading classes, but 
at the same time was promoting the development of and further growth of the middle class  (Morady, 

                                                             
31 Pahlavani et al., (2021), for example,  provide that financial sanc�ons have increased income inequality.   
32 Iran’s economy runs on some dominant industries which are ‘hydrocarbon, agriculture and services, along with 
state-owned manufacturing and financial services industries’  (DFAT, 2023).  
33 Alaedini (2018) on this provides that the  economic cycles of Iran have been inherently linked to revenue levels 
derived from oil: for example, during oil booms, public investment increases and the private sector is provided 
with subsidized credit. However, the Iranian economy being  inherently linked to oil booms and busts has 
provided for considerable fluctua�ons, which have been demonstrated  amply in the country’s GDP (Alaedini, 
2018).  
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2020). Overall, the  search was effectively for national economic autonomy, increasing self-sufficiency, 
and  ‘resisting’ the encroachment of liberal-based globalization (Morady, 2020).        
However, such resistance, as mentioned previously, had to compromise with the necessity of oil exports,  
as Iran’s economy has still  a critical dependency  on oil exports, and thus drives much of Iran’s political 
economy (DFAT, 2023). The main beneficiaries of such oil exports are rich merchants, industrialists, 
religious elites and the army (Morady, 2020). Indeed, Iran’s political economy is characterized by the 
interminglement and interplay between ‘domestic social forces, religious organizations, geopolitical 
and global powers and international oil companies’ (Morady, 2020). Effectively, as a result, the 
underlying and fundamental character of the Iranian  economy has not changed over the past 100 years, 
but has been ‘shifted’, to a limited degree, by Islamic behavioural  codes (Morady, 2020).  

In this regard, Iran’s economy remains mainly public, with fully owned state enterprises and 
conspicuous state participation in other typologies of enterprises  and the rest of the economy, the minor 
part,  being run by the private34 and cooperative enterprises, but with a good part of the entire economy, 
an estimated 37.7 percent of GDP, being within the realm of the informal economy (BTI, 2024).  The 
informal economy and related exports, according to Casarano et al., (2023),  is a mitigation strategy to 
stave off economic hardships. According to BTI (2024) economic hardships derive from  
‘mismanagement, nepotism, corruption, brain drain and capital flight.’ However, sanctions, and in 
particular USA sanctions have had particularly negative impacts on the Iranian economy also (BTI, 
2024). Since Iran relies on circa 67.2 percent for its crude oil and petroleum exports, this makes it 
vulnerable and as such there is a public sector strategic objective for export diversification  (BTI 2024).  
As per the above though, and interestingly, Iran has managed to keep a rather moderate economic 
growth for the time period  2022 and 2023, even though facing challenges, and has seen a considerable 
expansion in non-oil based industries  (World Bank, 2023a). Indeed,  Iran is well experienced in being 
adaptive and resilient to economic hardships (Casarano et al., 2023). In fact, Iran has managed to create 
what may be termed a ‘resilience economy’ (Ferro et al., 2023). Interestingly, according to Kirkham 
(2022) nation states that are targeted by sanctions tend to become: more inward looking and self-reliant, 
become less democratic and tend to antagonise more with the West. In fact, in the long run, sanctioned 
nation states ‘have managed to adjust to external pressures, develop internal self-protection 
mechanisms, mobilise domestic resources and remodel income and wealth distribution and have 
maintained  their foreign policy stance ‘ (Kirkham, 2022).    

However, Iran’s export trade, over the past decade,  has been under considerable pressures, not just 
because of the sanctions, but also because of, for example,  oil price fluctuations and the nation’s trade 
policies35  (World Bank, 2023a). But Iranian exports have seen a move away from Europe towards Asia 
and an increasing concentration in export trade with China, Iraq, UAE, Türkiye and India, all 
representing circa 71 percent of total exports  (World Bank, 2023a).  Overall Iran sends about 90 percent 
of its exports to 15 countries, making it more vulnerable  (World Bank, 2023a). Interestingly, Ghaffary 
Fard et al., (2023) in terms of looking at the effects of sanctions on Iran in the period 2001 to 2020 also 
find that Iran’s international trade has changed its patterns in attempts to circumvent sanctions.  Dijazi 
(2018)  also considered sanctions, but in the period between 2000 to 2014 and also found a move away 
from EU and OECD countries to countries in the Middle East and North African region and East Asia. 
Further also  Haidar (2017) considers sanctions between 2006 and 2011 and finds that Iran’s 
international trade was ‘deflected’ to non-sanctioning countries, with considerable support from Iranian 
diplomacy.   
 
Iranian foreign policy 
 

Seeing the sanctions over the decades, the vulnerability of relying mostly on oil exports and the 
more recent export concentration to mainly 15 countries, Iranian diplomacy, at state level,  has provided 
for considerable support in terms of foreign trade.  The main actors in Iranian foreign policy are the 
Iranian constitution, the supreme leader, the Guardian Council, the president, the ministry of foreign 

                                                             
34 BTI (2024) provides that it is effec�vely the marginalized private sector that creates most employment 
opportuni�es.  
35 Interes�ngly in terms of foreign trade policies, Eltejaei  & Pourbagher (2014),  for the period 1959 to 2011, 
find that overall such policies have been mainly inward looking. 



Middle East J. Agric. Res., 13(3): 505-543, 2024 
EISSN: 2706-7955   ISSN: 2077-4605                                           DOI: 10.36632/mejar/2024.13.3.26  

521 

affairs, the Islamic Consultative Assembly, the Supreme National Security Council,  and the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards (Osiewicz, 2021). The process of foreign policy formulation is overall complex, 
seeing the number of players involved and their roles, it is  opaque, mystifying, perplexing and divergent 
and from such a process it does not emerge who actually ‘makes’ Iran’s foreign policy (Kazemzadeh, 
2020). However, all ultimate decisions rest with the supreme leader (Kazemzadeh, 2020). Further, Iran’s 
foreign policy as a result of such a structure   appears also to be  ambiguous, procrastinating, 
dissimulating, manipulative, crises oriented, contradictory, belligerent and hostile, for example, and is 
a mix of ideology and religion ( the practice of spiritual pragmatism), based on perceptions, long term 
interests and factionalism. However,  its main focus is on the immediate region of the Middle East and 
also on attempting to mitigate, if not eliminate,   the sanctions regime    (Katzman, 2016; Ramazani, 
2013; Bar, 2004) 

In attempts to demystify Iran’s foreign policy, according to Katzman (2021); Osiewicz (2021); 
Mousavian & Chitsazian (2020); Juneau & Razavi (2013); Monshipouri (2013); Roshandel  (2013); 
and Bar (2004), it is based on Iranian cultural norms (national character); isolationism (neither East nor 
West); domestic factionalism (multiple power centres); power within the international scene; a mixture 
of defensive and offensive postures; religion versus pragmatism;  nationalism and Islamism intertwined; 
geopolitical interests; a sense of insecurity; victimization; antagonism to the West;  Iranian public 
opinion;  exclusivism as per perceived Persian superiority;  conspiracy based;  individualistic; and 
mistrustful.   

Iranian culture has a good degree of influence on Iranian foreign policy as Osiewicz (2021) points 
out that matters are never tendered too directly, but indirectly and veiled, showing though respect for 
interlocutors, but still attempting to assert their cultural superiority, with clear undertones of Shi’ism, 
which decisions are subordinated too, however, still  at the same time being pragmatic.  In terms of the 
multiple power centres that contrive in foreign policy, there is commonly not  a  consensus on 
implementation, for example (Monshipouri, 2013). There is consensus on ‘exporting Islam’ but how it 
is implemented, for example, in the case of using soft power, there is little consensus (Monshipouri, 
2013). However, such factionalism in recent years has considerably polarised making delineation of 
foreign policy somewhat exasperating (Abdolmohammadi & Cama, 2020). With regard to insecurity 
and victimization this derived mainly from a historical trend of the 19th and 20th century as per Iran’s 
history with foreign powers (Roshandel, 2013) and still somewhat, and interestingly, survives as a 
foreign policy undercurrent to date.  

As per power, Iran fundamentally, as per Juneau (2013), is a model of resistance power towards the 
USA and the West in the Middle East, but its appeal to such a model within the Middle East holds only 
in some cases, as per the prevalent Sunni Muslim populations found within, and even in minority Shia 
communities found within not all agree to Iran’s stance and Iran’s religious political ideology. This 
resistance stance, seems also to derive from the Iranian perspective of seeing the world as being bi-
polar, composed of the oppressors and the oppressed (Roshandel, 2013). Interestingly, Iran uses its 
power sources, for example, ideological, economic, military, political, etc., alternatively pending on the 
context and situation  (Katzman, 2016; Abdolmohammadi & Cama, 2020). In terms of its isolationistic 
stance, foreign policy supports directly and indirectly, for example, in the Middle East region, groups 
that are non-state actors, but harbour within nation states, like Hezbollah in Lebanon (Juneau & Razavi, 
2013).  With other countries beyond the Middle East, Iran also keeps an isolationist policy, even though, 
via reciprocal convenience (pragmatism) it may support one country, for example China, but it in turn 
also does very much the same to Iran (Juneau & Razavi, 2013).  
 

Marschall (2003) and Juneau & Razavi (2013) delineate  six stages in Iranian foreign policy  since 
the 1979 revolution: 
 
 Stage 1: From 1979 to 1983 the main foreign policy stances were independence, isolationistic, 

neither East nor West, anti- imperialist, highly ideological, the exporting of the revolution, and 
calls for Muslim unity; 

 Stage 2: In parallel to the first stage, but until 1984, foreign policy was still isolationist, but 
pragmatism started to emerge;  

 Stage 3: From 1984 until 1989 was marked by a slow but more pronounced growth of pragmatism;  
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 Stage 4: From 1989 to 1997  was marked by national interests somewhat over religious ideology, 
including attempts for reproachment with, for example, Saudi Arabia, Gulf States, Russia and 
European nation states;  

 Stage 5: From 1997 onwards under Khatami,  a little and soft  rapprochement stance with the EU 
and the USA was sought, coexistence between national interest and religious ideology, what 
Ramazani (2013) defines as ‘spiritual pragmatism,’ peaceful coexistence with the West  and most 
importantly  ‘dialogue among civilizations’; 

 Stage 6:  From mid-2000s onwards, ‘neoconservative’ foreign policy under Ahmadi-Nejad, which 
fostered still challenging the West, but seeking closer ties with other emerging powers, such as for 
example, Brazil, India and China, but overall foreign policy kept its isolationist stance. 

 
In the various stages of Iran’s foreign policy, since the revolution of 1979, Iran has kept, however 

an overall isolationist stance, but has also reduced its ideological stance since the passing of Khomeini 
in 1989 (Juneau & Razavi, 2013). Indeed, during the Khomeini era, foreign policy was highly 
ideological, the exporting of the revolution,  and calls for Muslim unity,  for example, but still 
isolationist (neither East nor West), and was anti-imperialist  (Juneau & Razavi, 2013). During the 
second republic period, under Rafsanjani, ideology was reduced considerably, and foreign policy took 
a far more pragmatic stance, and attempted reproachment with, for example Saudi Arabia, Gulf States, 
Russia and European nation states, but the impacts were modest, leaving Iran still much in its isolationist 
stance   (Juneau & Razavi, 2013). In the Khatami era, far more efforts were provided for not just as 
peaceful coexistence, but more reproachment with other nation states, in the foreign policy drive of the 
‘dialogue among civilizations’(Juneau & Razavi, 2013). This did reduce tensions, but Khatami still 
remained fundamentally weary of the West  and the new foreign policy drive had considerable 
opposition on this stance from domestic conservatives (Juneau & Razavi, 2013).  With the failure of the 
reformist foreign policy, it opened the way for a far more ‘neoconservative’ foreign policy under 
Ahmadi-Nejad in the mid-2000s which fostered still challenging the West, but seeking closer ties with 
other emerging powers, such as for example, Brazil, India and China, but overall foreign policy still 
kept its isolationist stance (Juneau & Razavi, 2013).   

In terms of Iran’s  relations with the West, these are a mixture of antagonism, fear, but also 
admiration (Bar, 2004). Iran’s relations prior to the revolution with the USA were fundamentally of 
cooperation, but after the revolution they have been antagonistic, only with brief pauses during the 
Khatami period, the Afghanistan and Iraq invasion by the USA and their failures,  and the period leading 
up to the nuclear deal and during its implementation, until the Trump  era, after which tensions have 
remained still high (Abdolmohammadi & Cama, 2020). With the EU, relations are bilateral, mainly 
with the big EU players of Germany, Italy and France and the former EU member the UK 
(Abdolmohammadi & Cama, 2020). Thus, a common EU policy towards Iran is found only on certain 
themes (Abdolmohammadi & Cama, 2020).  Historically Iran relations with the EU, in the 1980s were 
of détente, with occasional crises emerging, but after 1989 more normal diplomatic relations were 
sought and relations got closer, with in particular the EU seeking a ‘critical dialogue’ from Iran and Iran 
seeking know-how and financing, but in 2002 and 2003 relations deteriorated as per Iran’s nuclear 
programme, only to re-surface and quasi normalize with the nuclear deal (Abdolmohammadi & Cama, 
2020).       

In terms of Iranian foreign policy towards non-western nation states, more recent developments 
have  been on taking a stronger accent on averting Western sanctions, and in specific those from the 
USA, via also active collaboration with third countries (El-Kasem, 2022). For example, in 2023, the 
Iranian president visited three countries in Latin America, Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela, which like 
Iran, face all USA sanctions (Ahmed, 2023). Such an approach has focused overall on  Iranian foreign 
policy creating far more close ties with regional countries, including attempts at rapprochement with 
Saudi Arabia, and  fostering an east policy to collaborate more with China, India and Russia as well as 
with the global south (El-Kasem, 2022). For example, in 2019 Iran signed the Eurasian Economic Union 
(EAEU) (Abniki et al., 2020) and in 20202 joined the  Shanghai Cooperation Organization [SCO] and 
was invited to join BRICS (Zaccara, 2024) and Iranian presidential visits were made in 2023 to African 
countries of Kenya, Uganda and Zimbabwe (Ahmed, 2023).  In terms of foreign trade diplomacy this 
has been given a top priority position in Iranian foreign policy and, for example this has fostered further 
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trade agreements with  Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Pakistan, Iraq, Türkiye, Qatar, and Oman (El-
Kasem, 2022). In this regard, MFAIRI (2024) provides that in terms of economic and trade diplomacy 
there is a focused priority  on the deepening and strengthening of cooperation with Iran’s neighbours, 
regional countries, Asian nations, and more in general with other nation states in the global south.  

However, and overall, recent developments have not changed drastically the main and underlying 
themes of Iranian foreign policy (El-Kasem, 2022), but have placed accents on defined areas, such as 
for example, more collaboration with countries in the east and south,  and foreign trade. As provided by 
Zaccara (2024) no new path has been forged, but significant progress has been made by building on the 
foundations of Iranian foreign policy ‘thereby repositioning Iran’s global standing and proactively 
engaging at the regional level.’ 

 
Iranian public diplomacy: Cultural diplomacy  
  

The identity of a country commonly can determine a country’s behaviour on the international scene, 
but identity  is not fixed and static, it is a ‘work in progress’ matter as it is usually change oriented as 
per the passage of time and thus flexible (Majidi & Shojaee, 2021). However, and as pointed out by 
Feizi & Talebi (2012) as per the numerous changes that have occurred in the 20th century, Iran has not 
found an easy road in portraying its identity. Under the current regime, and in phases overtime, 
according to  Anderson (2019),  Iran’s identity in the Middle East is prevalently seen as being Muslim 
Shia and anti-imperialist, but pragmatic in central Asia, for example. Moreover, since the 1979 
revolution, the West and North America have  non-positive public opinions of Iran and have in fact 
facilitated a form of media-bias, and also Iran-phobia (Sadeghi & Hajimineh, 2018). Interestingly 
though, and according to Keddie (2002),  in the West many see Iran on two opposing, if not 
contradictory, views: on the one side Iran is seen as a land of millennial culture, and on the other side 
as being full of extremist religious fanatics.   

Ahadi (2013), in terms of Iranian public diplomacy, claims that the main three aims of its public 
diplomacy are to ensure its independence, resistance  and provide an Islamic-Iranian model, but all 
focused on its immediate region.  There is no formal institution within Iran that is devoted specifically 
to public diplomacy, even though some do (Ahadi, 2013). But  Iran did constitute in 1995 the Islamic 
Culture and Relations Organization (ICRO) focused primarily on cultural diplomacy. The main 
objective of  ICRO was to  coordinate cultural diplomacy at state-level36 (Wastnidge, 2014). The 
organization was affiliated to the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, is ultimately  guided by the 
supreme leader, who appoints members to ICRO’s ruling council and is independent of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs  (Wastnidge, 2014).  

The  main operational objectives of ICRO are to showcase and promote the Islamic revolution ideas 
and values, shared Islamic values and enhance relations with Muslim countries (Wastnidge, 2014). 
Other cultural resources used are mainly  based on Persian  past civilizations,  media and education  
(Ahadi, 2013). Cultural representatives are nominated to embassies in various countries, but respond 
only to ICRO, and pending on local contexts, and attempting to find areas of commonalities,  organize 
cultural activities accordingly, which can, for example,  involve such matters as religious, art and 
Persian language events (Wastnidge, 2014). Rad (2010) further provides that ICRO also delves into 
cultural diplomacy, via, for example, music, film, Persian calligraphy, painting, literature, Quran events, 
books on Shiism, Iranian studies and Persian language teaching. According to Maréchal (2022)  ICRO’s 
activities are mainly in cultural weeks and exhibitions, contests and religious events.  The organization  
also has a publishing house and has offices in some European countries, but its main focus is  on 
countries within Iran’s immediate region (Wastnidge, 2014). The organization has ten state offices 
world-wide, one of these being in London, UK (Maréchal, 2022).   Within Europe,  ICRO targets the 
following countries, some to a greater degree than others: Bosnia, Bulgaria, Croatia, Germany, Georgia, 
Greece, Italy, Russia, Serbia and Spain  (Maréchal, 2022).     

Culture does have a long history in Iran’s diplomacy and such a  trend was also taken up even after 
the 1979 revolution (Wastnidge, 2014). But Iran, like many other matters related to the country, in terms 

                                                             
36 As Ahadi (2013) claims this meaning that effec�vely public diplomacy in Iran is cultural diplomacy. Such a 
stance, as s�ll claimed by Ahadi (2013)  also means that cultural diplomacy poses less apparent challenges on 
the interna�onal scene and hence is a viable resource for so� power.  
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of its culture has to tender with three cultures: Iranian, Islamic and Western (Holliday, 2011). As such, 
the three cultures do tend to have deep rooted contestations and contradictions, for example between 
traditionalism, as found within Islam,  and modernism,  as found within, inevitably, Western influences.  
But this at the same time being a ‘reminding force’ for upkeeping national identity, in what is considered 
as ‘authentic’ and ‘legitimate’ in the national identity discourse (Holliday, 2011) and what is not. 
Further, the monotheistic religion, Shia Islam, has also been amalgamated into nationalism and national 
identity to become a unifying factor in terms of Iranian cultural identity (Holliday, 2011). This also 
‘mixed in’ to the pre-Islamic Iranian history of Persia, with its imperial past, also considered as a unifier 
and clear cultural identifier (Holliday, 2011). Indeed, Iranian culture demonstrates many sides to it and 
varying emphases, this much in line with its nationalist stance, where its linguistic, territorial, ethnic, 
and religious factors are also emphasized in varying degrees (Kashani-Sabet, 2002). This though all 
making cultural diplomacy, much like Irian society,  being in a prevalently dynamic and constant flux, 
that never seems to settle down  (Gohardani & Tizro, 2019). This in turn, though, creating an 
undercurrent, of constant contestations to any one direction that is taken.   

Prior to the 1979 revolution, cultural diplomacy was based on Iran’s considerable pre-Islamic 
history, but such cultural diplomacy was more imaged in the West’s construct view of Iran, refurbished 
within Iran and simply ‘exported’ again (Wastnidge, 2014). Cultural diplomacy, at the state level, is 
mainly at the official level (top-down) (Wastnidge, 2014) as  its organization and decisions making is 
in the hands of the president, but all final decisions remain in the hands of the supreme leader  
(Wastnidge, 2014). However, Iran’s cultural diplomacy has shown to be flexible, agile and adaptable to 
local circumstances (Wastnidge, 2023). Its cultural diplomacy though, much like its foreign policy, is 
focused and is fostered mainly in countries and within communities which have shared religious 
interests,   but also strategic objectives (Wastnidge, 2023). 

Since the revolution the government, domestically and also internationally,  has attempted to keep 
a tight control over culture, so as to attempt to create a cultural hegemony, in terms of what is acceptable 
and what is not (Sreberny, 2013). The state also keeps a firm control over state television (IRIB) which 
is also engaged in various radio and  television channels that transmit also abroad and holds further 
publishing and film interests (Sreberny, 2013). Fathollah-Nejad (2017) also provides that in Iran, 
cultural space is being constantly negotiated  and renegotiated  within the confines of restrictive and 
repressive state directed cultural policy. However, for all this control,  there is a nascent and growing 
culture which runs parallel to state sponsored culture and is mainly found online, for example on blogs, 
social media, etc,  (Sreberny & Khiabany, 2010).  
 
Iranian gastro-diplomacy37 
 

As per above, ICRO is the main public entity that is in charge of cultural diplomacy. Interestingly 
though, ICRO does provide information on Iranian gastronomy, food and cuisine, but this provided for 
mainly tourists visiting Iran (ICRO, 2024). However, ICRO (2024) does not set for foreign countries 
concrete publicly based and financed gastro-diplomatic strategies and programmes, as those, for 
example,  provided by Thailand  in terms of  ‘Thailand: Kitchen of the World’ programme or that of the 
Republic of Korea gastro-diplomatic programme called ‘Korean Cuisine to the World’ (see Rockower, 
2012) or that of Malaysia called the ‘Malaysia Kitchen for the World’ (see Debora et al., 2015).  This 
in full consideration  that Iran has a long history of gastronomic tradition and a diversity of foods, as 
for example, it has 2500 types of food, 109 types of beverages, and various breads and sweets, which 
stem from cultural, ethnic, and geographical diversity (Sepehr Parsian, 2023).  

In terms of gastro-diplomacy from the Iranian public sector, this  seems far more related to culinary 
diplomacy,38  where Iranian gastronomy is fostered more within diplomatic events at Iranian embassies 
in foreign countries, for example (Hilmi, 2023).  Indeed Hilmi (2023) provides evidence of this  in such 

                                                             
37 This sec�on is based, in part, on  the research conducted previously by Hilmi (2023).  
38 Rockower (2020) provides that there are differences between gastro-diplomacy, culinary diplomacy and food 
diplomacy: gastro-diplomacy is basically a public sector led public diplomacy campaign which  combines culinary 
and cultural diplomacy, with the intent of increasing na�on image and reputa�on and is not simply a  one-off 
culinary tas�ng event, while culinary diplomacy is food usage in diploma�c se�ngs and func�ons,  and food 
diplomacy is basically set around food aid and relief.  



Middle East J. Agric. Res., 13(3): 505-543, 2024 
EISSN: 2706-7955   ISSN: 2077-4605                                           DOI: 10.36632/mejar/2024.13.3.26  

525 

countries, for example, as Indonesia, the Philippines, the Netherlands and Malaysia. Even though, some 
of the cases provide that there are overlaps between culinary diplomacy and gastro-diplomacy, but  the 
major overall focus is on culinary diplomacy. However, Akbari (2023) provides that Iran has been 
organizing food festivals within country, inviting foreign diplomats, chefs, and journalists from 
differing countries, but also provides that Iran has sent Iranian culinary experts and chefs to foreign 
countries to participate in events, such as, for example, the Malaysian’s World Food Festival, Thailand’s 
International Culinary Cup and France’s Pastry Cup. Still Akbari (2023) provides that Iran has 
supported start-up restaurants and cultural centres in other countries, for example,  in England.   Further 
Evand (2024) provides that the Iranian ministry of foreign affairs is aiming to promote food diplomacy, 
via, creating a food diplomacy committee, which will identify and employ chefs who are knowledgeable 
and proficient in Iranian cuisine and food culture, as well as being fluent in one foreign language.  

Interestingly, and comparatively  though, to the public sector gastro-diplomatic efforts,  Hilmi 
(2023) finds that in terms of Iranian gastro-diplomacy this is provided mainly by citizen and people to 
people diplomacy, where, for example in foreign countries, such as Austria, Canada, the USA and the 
UK, Iranian immigrants, via private initiatives, such as for example, restaurants, supermarkets, online 
cuisine courses, etc., provide for gastro-diplomacy. In terms of Canada, for example, Eligasht (2023), 
provides that Iranian restaurants hold special appeal as they attract many people by offering a variety 
of authentic Iranian dishes and the unique interior design, which are in harmony with Iranian culture. 
Thus, it seems that in terms of the Iranian public sector, in specific Iranian foreign policy and related 
public and cultural diplomacy, the efforts in gastro-diplomacy are minimal as such a diplomatic activity 
is left to embassies, the cultural attaché within (Hilmi, 2023), sending chefs to international food 
festivals (Akbari, 2023) and the Iranian ministry of foreign affairs setting up a food diplomacy 
committee ( Evand, 2024). This minimality should be seen in comparison to gastro-diplomatic 
programmes set up by the governments of Thailand and Malaysia, for example, but also comparatively 
to what Iranian private citizens have done in foreign countries in terms of gastro-diplomacy. Thus, and 
seemingly, and to a good degree,  Iranian gastro-diplomacy is provided by the private sector, in other 
words citizen and people to people gastro-diplomacy.  
 
Iranian agri-food sector: exports and international marketing 
  

Related to Iran’s stance on gastro-diplomacy is Iran's agriculture sector, which like the economy,  
is  mainly publicly supported via government policies and subsidies (Ghahremanzadeh et al., 2020). 
The  main government policy objective has been focused over the past decades on agricultural self-
sufficiency (Azadi et al., 2022).  The agri-food sector is composed mainly around  unprofitable small-
scale farms, that commonly work collectively, but have to face numerous challenges in agricultural 
marketing, as per the differing distribution options prior to arriving at retail markets (MFAD, 2017). In 
regard to food processing, according to DD (2022), there are circa 11,200 units, of which 56 percent are 
small-scale.  At the retail level there are many micro, small, medium and large-scale food outlets, 
ranging from individual street food  hawkers, to family run street food vending enterprises,  to small 
food stores to large supermarkets to  bazars  to supermarket chains39 and to online supermarkets (Hilmi, 
2024).  

Azadi et al., (2022) consider the agricultural sector  from 1960 to 2019 and found that the growth 
in  agricultural production went from less than 10 million metric tons to over 100 million metric tons.40 
In terms of the agricultural share of the Iranian economy it represents 13.1 percent of GDP (TTCIMA, 
2023). The World Bank (2023a) provides that in the recent period 2022-2023 the agri-food sector 
demonstrated a moderate growth of 1.1 percent. However, the sector does  face numerous challenges, 
one of the main ones being water shortages,  for example (World Bank, 2023a).  Other challenges as 
pointed out by Najafabadi (2011) are: the lack of market information; lack of standards and grading; 

                                                             
39 Interes�ngly though, large supermarkets and their chains, represent only about 10 to 15 percent of  consumer  
preference in where to buy food ( Vira, 2024).   
40 However, there is evidence that also provides that as per the lack of comprehensive trade policies in Iran's 
agricultural sector this has resulted in unstable growth (Alizade et al., 2023) 
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numerous middlemen; price volatility; lack of adequate storage and transport facilities; difficulty in 
accessing finance;   and literacy. 

As provided previously, Iran depends to a good  degree on its oil and energy exports, and relying 
on such, along with other  limited amounts of exports,  provides for instability, for example,  in export 
earnings and not only (Kashefi et al., 2019). Export diversification promotion policies were first 
initialized in 1998 within the realm of the third national development plan and more concretely within 
the fourth development plan with the ‘National Strategy for the Promotion of Non-Oil Exports’ provided 
in 2012 (ITSR, 2024). However, there was and is a lack of an integrated and  comprehensive plan with 
a focus on long term objectives with regard to trade policies and as a result this has led to ad-hoc short-
term policies and instability (ITSR, 2024).  Institutions set up to foster and promote exports are, for 
example, the Ministry of Commerce affiliated Trade Promotion Organization, which is in charge of 
promoting non-oil exports in Iran, provides commercial attaches in different countries and opens trade 
centres also in different countries and financing, for example, which is provided by the Export 
Guarantee Fund of Iran (TPOI, 2024). Other initiatives are,  for example,  the Iran Export Capabilities 
Exhibition (Iran Expo), an annual trade fair that provides a platform for promoting to the global market 
many Iranian enterprises  (IranExpo, 2024a). Another example is the  Iran Agrofood trade fair which is 
supported by: the Iranian Ministry of Agriculture-Jihad; Iranian Ministry of Industry, Mine & Trade; 
Iran Food and Beverage Importers Association (FBIA); Iran Food Machinery Manufacturers 
Association (IFMMA).  and Iran Organic Association (Iran Agrofood, 2024).  

As such, and over the past 25 years or so , there have been concrete attempts at export diversification 
(Zolanvari Shirazy  & Farajzadeh, 2023) and in this regard,  Iranian export diversification is composed 
generally of five categories:  ‘mineral fuels; chemical and plastic products; agricultural and food 
processing industry products;  other mineral and industrial products; and other products’ 
(Ghahremanzadeh et al.. 2020). In terms of agri-food exports in specific, this, has over the past years, 
received increasing attention via targeted policies, but such agri-food exports have shown considerable 
fluctuations (Zolanvari Shirazy  & Farajzadeh, 2023). Agri-food exports represent 17.7 percent of the 
total of non-oil exports, and Iran is the number one producer of saffron, caviar, barberry and 
pomegranates, the number two global producer of pistachios and the number three global producer of 
dates, apricots, quinces, unshelled walnuts and natural honey (TCCIMA, 2023).  

Iran exports 23.7 million tonnes of agricultural products, worth USD 10.9 billion: in export volume 
being represented by  crops 60.4 percent; horticulture 27.9 percent; livestock and poultry 9.6 percent; 
and fisheries 1.8 percent (TCCIMA, 2023). Within such export categories,  the major export 
commodities, still by volume are:  watermelon, tomatoes, potatoes, apples, onions and dates  (TCCIMA, 
2023). Export value though rests on the following commodities: pistachio, dates, tomatoes, powdered 
milk and saffron, with Iran being the first global exporter of saffron, the second global  exporter in 
pistachio, the third global exporter of concentrated yoghurt, and the fourth global exporter of cucumbers 
and gherkin, anise, badian, fennel and coriander (TCCIMA, 2023). The intended target markets for 
Iranian agri-food exports have been countries that have growing populations, increasing incomes and 
are not hindered by sanction challenges41 for Iran (Zolanvari Shirazy  & Farajzadeh, 2023). According 
to the Ketab-Marja Information Institute (2023), in the period 2021 to 2022 the main 10 agricultural 
export destinations have been:  China, Iraq, Türkiye, UAE, India, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Oman, 
Indonesia and Russia; and in terms of world regions these have been in order: Asia, Europe, Africa, 
America and Oceania. In specific to agricultural  exports  in particular, short cases are provided in Box 
1 on four export commodities: dates, pistachio, raisins and saffron.  
  

                                                             
41 Dizaji et al., (2018) considered the effect of sanc�ons on bilateral trade in the period 2000-2014 and found 
that between Iran and other MENA countries,  interes�ngly ‘economic sanc�ons did not have  a significant impact 
on the agricultural products trade for Iran,’ however, ‘mul�lateral and stronger sanc�ons by the United States, 
Europe and the UN had an inhibitory and crippling impact on the economy of Iran.’  
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Box 1: Short cases on dates, pistachio, raisins and saffron exports 
  
Dates  
 
Iran has a long history of date production over many centuries with numerous date varieties.  Iran is 
one of the major date suppliers to other countries globally, commonly ranking between second and third 
place. It has shown an average annual growth rate in exports of 6 percent between 2018 and 2022. In  
2022 Iran was the largest global exporter by weight, with an export volume of 339,000 tons and an 
export value of USD 289 million. The main destination countries for Iranian dates are India, Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, Türkiye and Kazakhstan. Some of the challenges to the Iranian dates  export sector are: 
postharvest handling; limited processing; limited value adding; limited branding and marketing. 
Source: (IranExpo, 2024b). 
 
 
 
Pistachio  
 
Iranian pistachios are world renown with its selection of varieties. Iran is the second largest pistachio  
exporter after the USA and before Türkiye, all three countries accounting for 90 percent of the global 
pistachio trade. Iran in 2020 exported pistachios to 77 different countries. The main destination 
exporting countries are Russia, Iraq, Pakistan, China and Kazakhstan. Germany has also seen an 
increase in Irian pistachio imports in 2022. Between 2018 and 2022 Iranian  average annual growth rate 
in pistachio exports was 7 percent. Some of the challenges to the Iranian pistachio  export sector are: 
water scarcity; harvests every second year; limited research and development; storage capacity; 
processing infrastructure; a focus on bulk export; limited marketing.  
Source: (IranExpo, 2024c) 
 
Raisins  
 
Iran provides for a good number of raisin varieties as per the over 200 grape verities that are grown in 
country. Iran in 2022 produced circa 200,000 tons of which circa 108,000 tons destined for export. Iran 
is among the top three global exporters of raisin per value and per weight.  The main exporting 
destination countries are Iraq, the United Arab Emirates, Türkiye and Russia, with remarkable imports 
also coming from India and the UK. Between 2018 and 2022, Iranian average annual growth rate in 
raisin exports was 4 percent. Some of the challenges to the Iranian raisin export sector are: traditional 
farming methods; agricultural production fluctuations; limits in processing and storage; limited 
branding and marketing.  
Source: (IranExpo, 2024d) 
 
Saffron  
 
Iran’s saffron has a distinguished global position that has a long history. It has a good deal of versatility 
beyond food, in terms of, for example, cosmetics and pharmaceuticals. Saffron is provided in various  
grades, each grade having its own specificities in terms of flavour and potency. Iran is the number one 
dominant global producer in saffron with 450 tons produced in 2023, which was 430 tons in 2019. Iran 
has a global export volume  for saffron of 60 percent, worth in 2022, USD 335 million. Some of the 
main target export destinations are the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Spain and China. Some of the 
challenges to the Iranian saffron export sector are: traditional farming methods; water shortages; climate 
change; limits in processing technology; risk of adulteration;  limited branding and marketing.  
Source: (IranExpo, 2024e) 

 
However, and as per the above, the main focus of  exports has been mainly on agricultural 

commodities and in bulk. This focus has left out, to a fair degree,  processed food product exports which 
are an important part of the Iranian agri-food economy, for example, as it provides for employment, and 



Middle East J. Agric. Res., 13(3): 505-543, 2024 
EISSN: 2706-7955   ISSN: 2077-4605                                           DOI: 10.36632/mejar/2024.13.3.26  

528 

in terms of exports,  represents 22 percent of value added in non-oil exports and is also a good earner 
of foreign exchange42 (Ghahremanzadeh et al., 2020). In fact, Kashefi et al., (2019) point further to the 
fact that processed products are more stable and less vulnerable in earnings compared to the more 
volatile and unstable commodity export earnings. 
 
Discussion  

Over the decades, since the 1979 revolution, Iran as a country and as per its economy has developed 
a considerable resiliency as per the challenges faced, both domestically and internationally. This can be 
seen quite clearly, in Iran’s export trade, which has moved away from the West, for example, to Asia. 
This resilience over the decades has also provided for the growth of the informal economy and 
deflection mechanisms, where for example, agri-food exports are sent to India, and such are reexported 
to other countries which do not sanction India. In fact, and on this point Haidar (2017) considers 
sanctions between 2006 and 2011 and finds that Iran’s international trade was ‘deflected’ to non-
sanctioning countries, with considerable support from Iranian diplomacy. The sanctions regime against 
Iran, within its varying degrees of increasing and decreasing pressures over the decades,  has made Iran, 
seemingly,  somewhat vulnerable, as it sends circa 71 percent of all its exports to China, Iraq, UAE, 
Türkiye and India and has about 90 percent of all its exports focused on 15 countries  (World Bank, 
2023a). The Ketab-Marja Information Institute (2023), in the period 2021 to 2022, provides that the 
main 10 agricultural commodity export destinations have been:  China, Iraq, Türkiye, UAE, India, 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Oman, Indonesia and Russia. Iran’s position in terms of exporting is much in 
line with that provided by  Kirkham (2022) in that nation states which are sanction targeted tend to 
become: more inward looking and self-reliant, tend to antagonise more with the West and in the long 
run, sanctioned nation states ‘have managed to adjust to external pressures, develop internal self-
protection mechanisms, mobilise domestic resources and remodel income and wealth distribution and 
maintain  their foreign policy stance. ‘     

In terms of international agri-food marketing by Iran’s public sector, the focus is mainly  towards 
supporting agricultural  exports.  For example, the Ministry of Commerce affiliated Trade Promotion 
Organization, is in charge of promoting non-oil exports in Iran, provides commercial attaches in 
different countries and opens trade centres also in different countries and financing. The public sector 
also further contributes to trade fairs, for example,  Iran Agrofood trade fair, which also supports Iranian 
private agri-food enterprises in their exports. The majority of agri-food exports are in fact agricultural 
commodities, commonly sold in bulk, and are not branded. In fact, in the case on pistachio, for example,  
what emerges is that there is a preference for bulk exports of the commodity (IranExpo, 2024c). This, 
however, does not mean that private companies who export pistachio  do not market and brand their 
products, but commonly exports are most often done in bulk. Interestingly, and in all the four cases 
covered in Box 1 on dates, pistachio, raisins and saffron, the major challenges to such have all a common 
theme in terms of international agri-food marketing: limited marketing and branding. This 
notwithstanding that Iran is the number one global producer and exporter  of saffron, the number two 
global producer and exporter of pistachios and the number three global producer of dates (TCCIMA, 
2023).  

As per the above, the Iranian public sector does support mainly agricultural commodity exports, 
which may go some way to support Iranian gastro-diplomacy . For example, ingredients required for 
Iranian gastronomy may be found in foreign countries, and thus enhance the authenticity of Iranian 
cuisine. But the public sector focusing mainly and directly on agricultural commodities exports does 
not provide for value-added products that are marketed internationally. Value -added products, as per 
FAO (2015), make international marketing of agri-food products less vulnerable, as per, for example, 
their differentiation, in terms of processing and branding. In this regard, Kashefi et al., (2019) point to 
such matters as value added products reduce the variability of export earnings, provides for more 
stability, and appropriate marketing strategies are important in international agri-food  marketing in 
increasing the foreign trade balance. Further Kashefi et al., (2019) also provide that ‘policymakers 
should focus on developing marketing consulting services for agricultural exporters, in collaboration 
with related organizations like the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Agriculture Jihad, and 

                                                             
42  Ghahremanzadeh et al., (2020) provide that the  ‘government does not consider the food processing 
industry as a strategic sector for development’  (Ghahremanzadeh et al., 2020).  
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the Ministry of Economy and establishing an export holding company and marketing consulting firm 
in partnership with the private sector.’ Overall, thus, the public sector is involved mainly in exports, 
which is the first step in international marketing and thus may go some way, to a degree, to support 
gastro-diplomacy. 

This finding is interesting, as in Hilmi (2023) the role of the Iranian public sector in gastro-
diplomacy was found to be minimal. This not only compared to other countries such as Thailand and 
Malaysia, for example, with their full scale publicly-led gastro-diplomacy programmes, but also 
compared to the Iranian private sector operating in foreign countries, via for example, Iranian 
restaurants and supermarkets, that provide for citizen and people to people gastro-diplomacy initiatives 
(Hilmi, 2023). Thus, in terms of the public sector, it can be provided that in fact it does conduct the first 
step of international agri-food marketing, exporting,  which may go some way to support Iranian gastro-
diplomatic efforts.     

In terms of domestic private companies in Iran that export and also market branded commodities 
and not only, processed food products,  this may also go some way to support Iranian gastro-diplomacy.  
But also, here private companies face limitations. For example, in a case on saffron,  Kashefi et al., 
(2019) researched 14 private enterprises that engaged in exporting and found that the ‘proper use of 
various marketing strategies can improve the export performance of saffron.’ As in fact by ‘applying 
appropriate marketing strategies in different markets, export performance could be enhanced’ (Kashefi 
et al., 2019). Thus, private companies in Iran do, to a degree, support Iranian gastro-diplomacy via their 
exporting and international marketing activities. But exporting is only the first step in international 
marketing and thus does not, seemingly,  provide for a major support of international agri-food 
marketing to gastro-diplomacy. Hence, the domestic private sector, seemingly does support somewhat 
more Iran’s gastro-diplomacy as it also conducts international agri-food marketing to a fuller-scale then 
does the public sector, which focuses only on exporting mainly.  

However though, another element in international agri-food marketing is the ‘pull effect’ for Iranian 
agri-food products as provided by private enterprises that operate in foreign countries, via, for example 
Iranian restaurants and supermarkets (Hilmi, 2023). Such enterprises ‘create’ a demand for Iranian agri-
food products, and thus the export of such from Iran and thus may also contribute to increasing Iranian 
international agri-food marketing that may derive from the private and/or the public sector marketing 
efforts and activities.   

Overall, it seems that, in terms of international agri-food marketing contributing to gastro-
diplomacy, the Iranian public sector has a role, via its exporting efforts, which is not an international 
agri-food marketing activity to a full per se, but still can contribute.  Domestic private companies, 
however, tend to have more of a role, by degree,  in international agri-food marketing and its 
contribution to gastro-diplomacy, comparatively to the Iranian public sector. Thus, seemingly, domestic 
private enterprises contributing more to gastro-diplomacy. In terms of Iranian private enterprises in 
foreign countries, for example, Iranian restaurants and supermarkets, these tend to have a pull effect on 
Iranian international agri-food marketing and its contribution to gastro-diplomacy. Hence, and 
seemingly, it is the domestic private enterprises and the foreign based Iranian private enterprises that 
contribute more to gastro-diplomacy comparatively to the Iranian public sector. This, even though, that 
from this research, what emerges, is that the Iranian public sector has more of a  role, via its support to 
agricultural exporting to gastro-diplomacy, then previously found in Hilmi (2023). Thus, and overall, 
from the case of Iran, the contribution of international agri-food marketing to gastro-diplomacy, is there,  
but somewhat limited, this limitation mainly  coming from the public sector.  

In terms of gastro-diplomacy supporting international agri-food marketing, in the case of Iran, 
Hilmi (2023) found that public sector efforts in gastro-diplomacy in  general were somewhat limited. 
In fact, it was found that   the Iran public sector provided more for culinary diplomacy,  where Iranian 
gastronomy is fostered more within diplomatic events at Iranian embassies in foreign countries, as 
evidence of this was found  in such countries, for example, as Indonesia, the Philippines, the 
Netherlands and Malaysia  (Hilmi, 2023). But  some of the cases did provide for overlaps between 
culinary diplomacy and gastro-diplomacy, but  the major overall outcome from the cases  was culinary 
diplomacy. Interestingly though,  Akbari (2023) provides that Iran is sending chefs to international food 
festivals  and the Iranian ministry of foreign affairs is setting up a food diplomacy committee  (Evand, 
2024). But overall, such efforts are minimal compared to full scale publicly-led gastro-diplomatic 
programmes from other countries. Thus, it seems that Iranian public sector gastro-diplomacy  does not 
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support international agri-food marketing as there is an absence of such a public-led gastro-diplomatic 
programme, that can be comparable to those, for example, which derive from Thailand and the Republic 
of Korea (Hilmi, 2023). 

However, and interestingly, Iranian foreign diplomacy and policy does seem to support, to a degree, 
Iranian international agri-food marketing. Haidar (2017), for example,  provides that Iran’s international 
trade was ‘deflected’ to non-sanctioning countries, with considerable support from Iranian diplomacy. 
This derives from its foreign policy mainly, which, over the years has been instrumental in gaining trade 
deals with countries, for example, India and China, which have become major export destinations for 
Iranian agricultural products.  For example, Iranian foreign policy has sought collaboration with third 
countries  (El-Kasem, 2022), such as, for example,  in 2019 Iran signing the Eurasian Economic Union 
(EAEU) (Abniki et al., 2020) and in 20202 joined the  Shanghai Cooperation Organization [SCO] and 
was invited to join BRICS (Zaccara, 2024). Further, in terms of foreign trade diplomacy this has been 
given a top priority position in Iranian foreign policy and, for example this has fostered further trade 
agreements with  Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Pakistan, Iraq, Türkiye, Qatar, and Oman (El-
Kasem, 2022). In this regard, MFAIRI (2024) provides that in terms of economic and trade diplomacy 
there is a focused priority  on the deepening and strengthening of cooperation with Iran’s neighbours, 
regional countries, Asian nations, and more in general with other nation states in the global south. Thus, 
all such Iranian foreign policy efforts do support agricultural exports, and thus, to a degree,  support 
Iranian international agri-food marketing.  

Much the same can be provided for Iranian public-led cultural diplomacy  even though indirectly, 
compared to  Iranian foreign policy,  in supporting Iranian international agri-food marketing. As 
provided previously Iranian cultural diplomacy is implemented by ICRO, which mainly fosters, in 
foreign countries, the Islamic revolution ideas and values, shared Islamic values and enhance relations 
with Muslim countries (Wastnidge, 2014), but also further provides  for example, music, film, Persian 
calligraphy, painting, literature, Quran events, books on Shiism, Iranian studies and Persian language 
teaching (Rad, 2010). Interestingly, Iran’s cultural diplomacy has shown to be flexible, agile and 
adaptable to local circumstances (Wastnidge, 2023), but its cultural diplomacy though, much like its 
foreign policy, is focused and is fostered mainly in countries and within communities which have shared 
religious interests,   but also strategic objectives (Wastnidge, 2023). Thus, it seems that the public-led 
cultural diplomacy indirectly supports Iranian international agri-food marketing.  

Iranian foreign policy and cultural diplomacy efforts also provide support to Iranian domestic 
private enterprises that are involved in international agri-food marketing in its various degrees. This, 
for example, is provided not only by the support of the public sector in setting up trade fairs, but also in 
obtaining bilateral and multilateral trade agreements. Clearly such public support efforts of foreign 
policy and cultural diplomacy are not gastro-diplomacy per se, but thus do support the Iranian domestic 
private sector in their international agri-food marketing.  

In terms of the citizen and people to people gastro-diplomacy, Hilmi (2023) portrays, in various 
cases, that Iranian restaurants, supermarkets, and associations, for example, in foreign countries do 
provide for the fostering of Iranian gastronomy and culture and thus also potentially contributing 
directly  to Iranian international agri-food marketing, via the ‘pull effect.’  In fact, such citizen and 
people to people gastro-diplomacy is effectively public diplomacy that seeks to support, Iran, in general, 
‘over the heads of foreign governments.’ More in specific, Ahadi (2013) claims that public diplomacy 
in Iran is cultural diplomacy. Such a stance, as still claimed by Ahadi (2013),   also means that cultural 
diplomacy poses less apparent challenges on the international scene and hence is a viable resource for 
soft power.  

Overall, in terms of Iran, the public sector gastro-diplomatic efforts are somewhat minimal and 
hence and consequently may seemingly support minimally Iranian international agri-food marketing. 
However, and interestingly, Iranian foreign policy and diplomacy, seems to support far more Iranian 
international agri-food marketing with its vested policies in supporting agricultural exports. But,  
agricultural exports, need to be considered as the first step in international agri-food marketing, thus the 
support provided by  public-led Iranian foreign policy is  there, but not too a fuller scale  Much the same 
can be provided in terms of Iranian public diplomacy, which is in reality  cultural diplomacy, as it raises 
awareness and knowledge, for example, about  music, film and Persian language, and thus indirectly 
promotes Iranian gastronomy and thus also Iranian international agri-food marketing. Even though such 
cultural activities are important, their contribution can be seen  as a minimal contribution. These public 
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sector efforts do also support Iranian domestic private sector enterprises, both directly and indirectly, 
but clearly foreign policy and cultural diplomacy are not gastro-diplomacy, even though there are 
similarities and overlaps.  However, in terms of the citizen and people to people gastro-diplomacy, this 
contributes also far more to Iranian international agri-food marketing and its first step of exporting, via 
Iranian enterprises, such as Iranian restaurants and supermarkets, for example, located in foreign 
countries, via their ‘pull effect.’ Thus, comparatively with the public sector, it seems that citizen and 
people to people gastro- diplomacy and cultural diplomacy contribute more to Iranian agri-food 
marketing, then does the public sector in terms of its cultural diplomacy and quasi-inexistent gastro-
diplomacy. However, the public sector, via Iranian foreign policy does contribute , to a degree, to Iranian 
international agri-food marketing.   
 
Conclusions  

From the findings in terms of  if international agri-food marketing contributes to gastro-diplomacy 
within the Iranian context what can be concluded is that the Iranian public sector,  to a degree, does 
conduct and support the first step of international agri-food marketing, exporting,  which may go some 
way to support Iranian gastro-diplomatic efforts. But Iran does not have a public-led gastro-diplomacy 
programme, for example, like those provided by the public sectors of Thailand and Malaysia, but does 
conduct mainly culinary diplomacy at embassy level in foreign countries, with some minor overlaps of 
gastro-diplomacy.  In terms of the Iranian domestic private sector enterprises, it can be concluded that 
it does conduct international agri-food marketing, in varying degrees, and thus contributes to Iranian 
gastro-diplomacy to a greater degree than the public sector. Further Iranian private enterprises, for 
example restaurants and supermarkets, that operate in foreign countries have a ‘pull effect’ on Iranian 
international agri-food marketing and thus contribute to Iranian gastro-diplomacy to a greater degree 
than the public sector.   Overall, it can be concluded that the Iranian public sector has a role, but the 
Iranian domestic private sector has  more of a role and Iranian private enterprises in foreign markets 
have a greater facilitation role in fostering Iranian international agri-food marketing. Thus,  it is the 
domestic private enterprises and the foreign based Iranian private enterprises that contribute more to 
gastro-diplomacy comparatively to the Iranian public sector.   

From the findings in terms of if gastro-diplomacy contributes to international agri-food marketing, 
what can be concluded is that the Iranian public sector gastro-diplomacy  does not support, to any major  
degree,  international agri-food marketing,  as simply there is an absence of such a public-led gastro-
diplomatic programme within Iran. However, and interestingly, the Iranian public sector foreign policy 
and diplomacy does support, to a degree, Iranian international agri-food marketing. Thus, Iranian 
foreign policy does support agricultural exports, and being the first step in Iranian international agri-
food marketing, does support such, to a degree. In terms of public sector Iranian cultural diplomacy, 
this indirectly supports Iranian international agri-food marketing. In terms of gastro-diplomacy 
supporting Iranian domestic private sector enterprises in their international agri-food marketing efforts, 
there is minimal support provided as Iran does not have a public-led gastro-diplomacy programme, but 
such private enterprises are supported directly and indirectly by the public sector’s foreign policy and 
cultural diplomacy.  In terms of citizen and people to people gastro-diplomacy and cultural diplomacy 
in foreign countries seem to support Iranian international agri-food marketing. The private sector seems 
to have more of a role comparatively to the public sector.  Thus, and overall, it can be concluded that 
the Iranian public sector, via its foreign policy and cultural diplomacy, does directly and indirectly 
contribute to Iranian international agri-food marketing and citizen and people to people gastro-
diplomacy and cultural diplomacy in foreign countries do also support Iranian international agri-food 
marketing.    

From the above conclusions what emerges is that mostly it is the Iranian private sector enterprises, 
both domestic and those operating directly from foreign countries that contribute more to Iranian 
international agri-food marketing and to gastro-diplomacy. However, the Iranian public sector does have 
a role, in terms of contributing to agri-food exports, with its various institutions, for example, and with 
its foreign policy and cultural diplomacy and thus does support international agri-food marketing and 
consequently, to a degree, gastro-diplomacy.  

In terms of further research, this should be extended to considering the role of the Iranian public 
sector in terms of gastro-diplomacy, but via its foreign policy and cultural diplomacy. Further, research 
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should also consider the role of Iranian domestic private enterprises and their role in international agri-
food marketing and its contribution to Iranian gastro-diplomacy. Moreover, further research should be 
conducted on Iranian private sector enterprises and entrepreneurship in foreign countries  and how these 
contribute to Iranian international agri-food marketing and gastro-diplomacy.  
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