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ABSTRACT

Electoral debates, their content, and the manner of their conduct have long attracted
attention across various sectors of society, particularly among researchers, due to their
lasting effects on the public. This study aims to identify psychological operations tactics
and their deployment by candidates in Iran’s presidential election campaigns, employing
an interdisciplinary approach. The central research question is: Which psychological
operations tactics and methods did the candidates of the twelfth presidential election of Iran
use against their rivals during the debates? To collect and analyze debate data, both
qualitative and quantitative content analysis methods were employed. In this approach, data
were purposefully gathered, categorized, and analyzed based on indicators derived from
theoretical frameworks. Given the interdisciplinary nature of the topic, political psychology
serves as the theoretical framework of the study. Findings indicate that the candidates
employed 45 tactics, some of which constitute psychological operations. These tactics can
be categorized under two main dimensions: first, defensive—offensive tactics, and second,
explanatory—demonstrative tactics. Among these, the identification and conceptualization
of new tactics—such as the “I’1l tell, I’1l tell!” tactic, threats of legal action, and the use of
evidence or witnesses—represent the innovative contributions of this study. The results
further suggest that the debate process comprises two content layers. The primary layer is
guided by more experienced figures with significant executive responsibilities, while the
secondary layer is generally represented by less experienced individuals without notable
executive backgrounds.
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INTRODUCTION

Iran’s presidential elections represent a pivotal arena for political competition.
Political psychology, which examines psychological influences on political behavior,
informs the study of psychological operations (psyops) tactics in debates (Huddy et
al., 2013, pp. 5-10). Since the 2009 elections, debates have gained prominence, with
the 2017 campaign witnessing intensified use of psyops by candidates to sway public
opinion. This study investigates the tactics employed during the 12th election
debates, addressing gaps in interdisciplinary analysis of Iran’s unique electoral
dynamics. Prior research emphasizes debates’ electoral impact. Farjadian (2015)
found televised debates decisive in shaping voter preferences, while Sharifi et al.
(2015) highlighted televised debates role in opinion formation. Fazlzadeh et al.
(2017) demonstrated political advertising’s influence on elite perceptions. Globally,
Segal (2016) and Baysari & Harbowo (2024) analyzed psyops strategies in U.S.
elections, noting tactics like fearmongering and misinformation. However, Iran’s
context—marked by cultural and institutional specificities—demands localized

inquiry.
METHODOLOGY

Adopting a descriptive-analytical approach, this study combines documentary
analysis of debate transcripts with interdisciplinary theories from political
psychology. Data were coded to identify recurring tactics, contextualized within
frameworks of collective identity, emotional appeals, and cognitive dissonance.

FINDINGS

Based on a qualitative content analysis of all three televised debates of the Twelfth
Iranian Presidential Election (2017), the statements of all six candidates were fully
transcribed and systematically examined. Drawing on theoretical frameworks of
psychological operations and political communication, the study identified,
extracted, and categorized the psychological warfare tactics employed during the
debates. The main findings are as follows:

1. Identification of a Broad Repertoire of Psychological Tactics

The analysis revealed a total of 45 distinct psychological operation tactics used by
the candidates throughout the debates. Not all candidate statements were classified
as psychological operations. Positions that merely reflected expert opinions, policy
explanations, or defensive clarifications were excluded. Only those statements that
demonstrated an intent to cognitively or emotionally influence rivals or audiences
were coded as psychological tactics, ensuring analytical rigor.

2. Prevalence of Certain High-Frequency Tactics

Among the 29 tactics that met the operational threshold (used three times or more),
the most frequently employed were:



collective identity construction, criticism of government performance, labeling,
assertiveness in speech and action, and exposure of backstage or hidden issues. These
tactics played a central role in shaping audience perceptions and framing political
competition.

3. Emergence of Indigenous and Innovative Tactics

Several tactics appear to be unique to the Iranian electoral context, most notably the
tactic known as “Should I Say?” (implicit threat of disclosure), which has no clear
equivalent in well-known global debate practices. Other distinctive tactics include
threatening legal prosecution, invoking religious and cultural values, and strategic
use of final speaking order (final chance advantage).

4. Transformation of Tactics Across Debate Phases

The first debate was initially dominated by formally idea presentation and relatively
mild criticism. However, following the introduction of socially sensitive and
contentious issues, debates quickly shifted toward more confrontational
psychological tactics. The second and third debates exhibited intensified use of
labeling, character assassination, identity polarization, and exposure tactics,
indicating an escalation of psychological warfare over time.

5. Issue Sensitivity and Tactical Density

Psychological tactics were most densely employed in response to highly
controversial issues. As discussions became more polarized, candidates increasingly
ignored the moderator’s questions and instead used their speaking time to attack
rivals, redirect attention, and influence public opinion through emotionally charged
strategies.

6. Candidate-Specific Tactical Patterns

Candidates with stronger executive backgrounds, higher political visibility, and
greater self-confidence (Rouhani, Qalibaf, Raisi, and Jahangiri) demonstrated more
sophisticated and frequent use of psychological tactics. In contrast, candidates with
more limited managerial experience (Mirsalim and Hashemitaba) relied primarily on
explanatory discourse and avoided intense psychological confrontation.

7. Dual-Layer Debate Structure

The study introduces the concept of “two-layered debates”, wherein a primary layer
consists of intense, confrontational exchanges among dominant candidates, while a
secondary layer includes marginal candidates engaging in less contentious and less
influential discourse.
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CONCLUSION

The findings indicate that psychological operations in the 2017 Iranian presidential
debates cannot be explained through a single, predefined model of electoral
psychological warfare. Instead, candidates dynamically selected and combined
tactics based on debate atmosphere, personal characteristics, political experience, and
the broader socio-political context. Over the course of the debates, discourse shifted
from issue-oriented responses toward reciprocal attacks, resulting in fragmented and
non-linear debate narratives. Psychological tactics functioned both directly—by
targeting audience emotions and collective identities—and indirectly—by
undermining rivals’ credibility and consistency. The study further demonstrates that
tactical choices varied according to issue sensitivity, with defensive—offensive tactics
dominating contentious topics, while explanatory tactics prevailed in less
controversial discussions. Overall, the debates illustrate a hybrid and context-
sensitive pattern of psychological operations, deeply shaped by Iran’s political
culture and electoral norms.

NOVELTY

The primary innovation of this study lies in its identification and conceptualization
of indigenous psychological operation tactics specific to Iranian presidential debates,
including “Should I Say” or “Begam Begam”( In Persian) implicit legal threats, and
strategic exploitation of final speaking opportunities. By moving beyond imported
theoretical models and grounding analysis in empirical debate data, the article
contributes a culturally sensitive framework for understanding electoral
psychological warfare in non-Western contexts. The proposed concepts-particularly
the notion of two-layered debates- offer a novel analytical veiw for future research
on political communication and electoral behavior in Iran and comparable political
systems.
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