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1. Introduction

Recent transformations in the Middle East reflect profound structural and geopolitical shifts
that extend beyond the influence of traditional actors. Among the most significant of these
changes is the normalization of relations between Arab states and Israel, institutionalized
through the Abraham Accords. This process has redefined regional dynamics and posed seri-
ous challenges to the interests of the Islamic Republic of Iran, which is increasingly framed as
a common threat within emerging regional coalitions. To address this evolving environment,
the present study explores strategic scenarios for Iran’s foreign policy. Employing a quali-
tative methodology and the Delphi technique with input from 20 experts in Middle Eastern
studies and foreign policy, the research identifies five scenarios: one unfavorable—*“Strategic
Deadlock’—and four favorable—"Balanced Diplomacy,” “Endogenous Power,” “Soft Influence,’
and “Active Deterrence.” These scenarios highlight opportunities, risks, and requirements,
offering policymakers a future-oriented roadmap for safeguarding Iran’s regional position and

advancingits national interests.

2. Theoretical framework

The concept of soft power, first introduced by Joseph Nye in 1990 and later expanded in 2004,
emphasizes persuasion and attraction rather than coercion, drawing on culture, political val-
ues, and foreign policy as its main sources. While soft power provides an essential lens for ana-
lyzing foreign policy, it remains insufficient as a sole framework for understanding the com-
plexities of Iran’s strategic choices in the context of Arab-Israeli normalization. This research

highlights that Iran’s foreign policy cannot be explained exclusively through soft power, since
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italso involves hard power instruments such as deterrence and endogenous resilience. In this
regard, Robert Pape’s notion of “soft balancing” further enriches the analysis, focusing on con-
straining hegemonic powers through diplomatic, institutional, and indirect measures without
direct confrontation. Thus, a comprehensive framework requires integrating soft power, de-
terrence theory, and balance-of-power approaches. Such a synthesis allows for a multidimen-
sional assessment of Iran’s strategic scenarios, combining cultural attraction with coercive

andbalancing strategies to safeguard national interests.

3.Methodology

This study employs the Delphi method, widely used to collect expert opinions in complex
and uncertain contexts. The process involved designing a questionnaire distributed in three
successive rounds to a panel of 20 experts in Iranian foreign policy and Middle Eastern affairs,
selected through purposive sampling. The panel comprised equal representation from senior
officials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, university faculty members, PhD graduates, and
current PhD candidates in political science and international relations. Anonymity, iterative
feedback, and controlled discussion were maintained throughout the process to minimize
bias and foster consensus. After each round, aggregated responses were shared with partic-
ipants for review and refinement. The procedure continued until convergence was achieved,
with Kendall’s coefficient of concordance exceeding 0.7 in the final round. From this process,
22 key variables were identified. These variables were subsequently analyzed using explorato-
ry factor analysis to cluster them into coherent groups, followed by confirmatory factor analy-

sis tovalidate and interpret the scenarios shaping Iran’s future foreign policy.

4. Discussion

The findings of this research underscore the complex, multidimensional, and dynamic char-
acter of Iran’s foreign policy in the context of Arab-Israeli normalization. By employing the
Delphi method alongside exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, five scenarios were
extracted: one undesirable (“Strategic Deadlock”) and four desirable alternatives (“Balanced
Diplomacy,” “Endogenous Empowerment,” “Soft Influence,” and “Active Deterrence”). The un-
desirable scenario of Strategic Deadlock received the highest mean score among experts,
indicating strong concern over policy inertia and its implications. This scenario reflects the
compounded risks of economic pressure, security threats, and domestic discord, suggesting
that a passive response to regional transformations could intensify Iran’s marginalization both
regionally and globally. In contrast, the four desirable scenarios offer strategic pathways for
adaptation and resilience. Balanced Diplomacy highlights the role of pragmatic coalitions and
cooperative political strategies, emphasizing diplomacy and cultural instruments as essential
for reframing Iran’s image, building international legitimacy, and reducing security vulnera-
bilities. Endogenous Empowerment stresses the importance of strengthening military and
defensive capabilities while underlining the necessity of internal legitimacy and cohesion, re-
flecting the consensus that military strength must be complemented by domestic stability to

ensure long-termresilience.

The other two scenarios further broaden Iran’s strategic spectrum. Soft Influence under-
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scores the importance of cultural diplomacy, media engagement, and economic improvement
in shaping regional perceptions and countering hostile narratives. With hybrid warfare and in-
formation operations becoming more pronounced, experts emphasized that enhancing Iran’s
attractiveness through cultural instruments and technological modernization is critical for
influencing regional dynamics beyond conventional statecraft. Active Deterrence integrates
military, economic, and cultural tools, representing a multidomain approach to confronting
complex threats and maintaining balance in a shifting regional order. The relative distribu-
tion of variables in this scenario reveals the necessity of synergy between different sources
of power rather than reliance on a single dimension. Moreover, the ranking of structural di-
mensions—political, economic, security, and cultural-shows the primacy of political factors
in shaping foreign policy, while simultaneously stressing the nearly equal significance of eco-
nomic resilience and security preparedness. Although cultural elements were ranked lower,
their complementary role remains essential for amplifying political and strategic objectives.
Overall, the results suggest that Iran must avoid strategic deadlock through strategic flexibili-
ty, internal consensus-building, and an integrated use of diverse instruments of power. Such a
comprehensive approach will allow Iran to navigate the challenges of Arab-Israeli normaliza-

tion and sustainits regional influence within an increasingly multipolar international system.

The findings of this research clearly demonstrate that Iran’s foreign policy in the context of
Arab-Israeli normalization requires a fundamental redefinition grounded in strategic realism
and strengthened by internal cohesion. The study identifies five possible scenarios: one unde-
sirable (Strategic Deadlock) and four desirable alternatives (Balanced Diplomacy, Endogenous
Empowerment, Soft Influence, and Active Deterrence). Strategic Deadlock highlights the risks
of inertia, including regional isolation and weakened strategic influence, thus serving as a
warning against passivity. In contrast, the four desirable scenarios provide complementary
strategies for enhancing Iran’s resilience and regional role. Balanced Diplomacy emphasizes
pragmatic engagement to reduce tensions; Endogenous Empowerment focuses on domestic
strength and sustainable development; Soft Influence leverages cultural and media tools to
shape perceptions; and Active Deterrence stresses military and security capabilities to pre-
vent hostile actions. Overall, the study concludes that Iran must adopt an integrated, multi-
dimensional strategy combining soft and hard power to secure national interests and sustain

regional influence.

Keywords: Normalization of relations, Iran’s foreign policy, Israel and Arab states, geopolitical
threats, Delphi method.
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