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Abstract

This study aims to develop a comprehensive model explaining the role of public relations in enhancing the public mental image of
automotive companies through organizational, communicative, and social dimensions. This research employed a qualitative approach using
grounded theory methodology. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with fourteen senior public relations managers
and corporate social responsibility officers from Iranian automotive companies, each having at least 20 years of professional experience
and postgraduate education. Purposeful sampling was applied, and data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding to
construct a paradigmatic model. The findings revealed 13 main categories organized into six dimensions. Causal conditions included public
opinion pressure, brand competition intensity, and media-related challenges. Contextual conditions encompassed ownership structure,
organizational culture, and institutional environment. Intervening conditions consisted of social capital and media literacy. Interactive
strategies involved transparent communication and social branding. Public relations emerged as the core phenomenon, while outcomes
included improved public mental image, increased customer loyalty, and stronger social support. The results indicate that effective public
relations in the automotive sector requires a strategic, integrated, and stakeholder-oriented approach that simultaneously addresses
contextual and intervening factors to enhance public perception.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In today’s highly competitive and information-saturated environment, organizations are increasingly evaluated
not only based on their tangible outputs but also through the mental images formed in the minds of
stakeholders. The concept of mental image represents a multidimensional construct shaped by cognitive,
emotional, and experiential interactions between individuals and organizations. It functions as a critical

intangible asset that influences customer trust, loyalty, and long-term organizational sustainability (Aaker,



2022; Ebrahimi, 2020). From a psychological perspective, mental imagery is rooted in perceptual and
cognitive processing mechanisms, whereby individuals construct internal representations of external realities
based on prior experiences and communicative inputs (Spagna et al., 2021).

Within this framework, public relations has emerged as a strategic function responsible for shaping, managing,
and sustaining organizational image. Traditionally perceived as a communication tool, public relations has
evolved into a core component of strategic management, integrating stakeholder engagement, crisis
communication, and reputation management (Umaru et al., 2025; Zaki et al., 2023). In particular, the ability
of public relations to manage narratives, ensure transparency, and foster dialogue has become essential in
shaping public perceptions and mitigating reputational risks (Xu, 2024).

The digital transformation of communication ecosystems has further amplified the significance of public
relations. The proliferation of social media platforms has enabled real-time interaction between organizations
and stakeholders, thereby intensifying the speed and scope of image formation processes. Organizations can
now actively co-create their mental image through continuous engagement and personalized communication
strategies (Abdullah et al., 2024; Salsabila & Hati, 2024). At the same time, the increased transparency and
accessibility of information require organizations to adopt ethical and authentic communication practices to
maintain credibility and trust (Hakiki et al., 2024).

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has also been identified as a pivotal determinant of organizational image.
By aligning organizational actions with societal values and environmental concerns, CSR initiatives contribute
to the development of positive brand perceptions and enhance stakeholder trust (Hosseini et al., 2024;
Xuetong et al., 2024). The integration of CSR into public relations strategies has been shown to strengthen
corporate reputation and provide sustainable competitive advantages (Kazempour & Rahimian, 2018; Yasin
et al., 2023).

The automotive industry represents a particularly relevant context for examining the role of public relations in
shaping mental image. As a high-impact industry with significant economic, environmental, and social
implications, automotive companies are subject to intense public scrutiny. In Iran, this sector faces multiple
challenges, including product quality concerns, customer dissatisfaction, and environmental issues, which have
negatively influenced public perception (Hosseini & Sadeghi, 2018; Saei & Ghasemi, 2019). Consequently,
the strategic management of public relations becomes crucial for restoring trust and enhancing brand image in
this industry.

Moreover, prior research highlights that mental image formation is influenced by a complex interplay of
contextual, social, and individual factors. Studies in environmental psychology and urban perception
demonstrate that mental images are shaped not only by objective characteristics but also by subjective
interpretations and experiences (Razavian et al., 2024). Similarly, digital technologies and visual identity

elements contribute significantly to shaping perceptions and enhancing brand image (Alaei et al., 2024; Salisu

& Waziri, 2024).



Despite the growing body of literature, there remains a lack of comprehensive, context-specific models that
systematically explain how public relations contributes to mental image enhancement in the automotive sector,
particularly in developing countries. Existing studies often examine isolated variables without integrating them
into a holistic framework (Lee, 2017; Shool, 2025). Therefore, this study seeks to address this gap by
developing a grounded theoretical model that explains the role of public relations in enhancing the public
mental image of automotive companies.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design using the grounded theory approach to develop a conceptual
model of the role of public relations in enhancing the public mental image of automotive companies. The
research population consisted of senior public relations managers and corporate social responsibility officers
working in Iranian automotive companies. Participants were selected based on purposeful and theoretical
sampling criteria, ensuring that all individuals had at least 20 years of professional experience and held
postgraduate degrees.

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, allowing for in-depth exploration of
participants’ experiences and perspectives. The interview process continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved, meaning that no new concepts or categories emerged from the data. In total, fourteen interviews
were conducted, recorded, and transcribed for analysis.

Data analysis was carried out using grounded theory coding procedures, including open, axial, and selective
coding. In the open coding phase, raw data were broken down into initial codes and concepts. During axial
coding, relationships among categories were identified and organized into a structured framework. Finally, in
the selective coding stage, a core category was identified, and a paradigmatic model was developed to explain
the relationships among causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening variables, strategies, and outcomes.
The analysis was supported by qualitative data analysis software to ensure systematic coding and
categorization.

Findings

The analysis of interview data resulted in the identification of 628 initial codes, which were subsequently
refined into 139 conceptual categories through systematic comparison and integration. These concepts were
further organized into 13 main categories, forming a comprehensive model consisting of six dimensions.

The causal conditions included public opinion pressure, brand competition intensity, and media and
reputational challenges. These factors were found to trigger the need for strategic public relations interventions.
Contextual conditions encompassed organizational ownership structure, organizational culture related to
stakeholder communication, and the institutional and regulatory environment of the automotive industry.
Intervening conditions were identified as social capital and media literacy of the public, which influence how

communication messages are interpreted and internalized by stakeholders. The strategic dimension included



transparent and crisis-oriented communication as well as social branding practices, both of which play a critical
role in shaping public perceptions.

Public relations emerged as the core phenomenon, acting as the central mechanism that links various conditions
to outcomes. The outcomes of the model included enhancement of public mental image, increased customer
loyalty, and strengthened social support for automotive companies.

The final model demonstrated a dynamic interaction among all dimensions, highlighting the importance of
integrated and adaptive communication strategies in managing organizational image.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide a comprehensive understanding of how public relations functions as a central
mechanism in shaping and enhancing the public mental image of automotive companies. The identified model
highlights that public relations is not an isolated function but operates within a complex system of interacting
conditions and factors. The role of public relations extends beyond information dissemination to include
strategic engagement, trust-building, and reputation management.

The results emphasize the importance of addressing both internal organizational factors and external
environmental conditions to achieve effective image management. Public relations strategies must be aligned
with organizational culture, institutional contexts, and stakeholder expectations to produce meaningful and
sustainable outcomes.

Furthermore, the study underscores the significance of transparency, responsiveness, and social responsibility
in building positive public perceptions. Organizations that actively engage with stakeholders, communicate
openly, and demonstrate commitment to societal values are more likely to develop favorable mental images
and maintain long-term relationships with their audiences.

The integration of digital communication tools and social media platforms also plays a critical role in
enhancing interaction and facilitating real-time engagement. These tools enable organizations to co-create their
image with stakeholders and respond proactively to emerging challenges.

In conclusion, the study contributes to the theoretical and practical understanding of public relations by
presenting a grounded model that explains its role in mental image enhancement within the automotive
industry. The findings suggest that organizations should adopt a holistic and strategic approach to public

relations, incorporating multiple dimensions and factors to effectively manage their public image.
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