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Purpose: The growing influence of cyberspace on political, economic,
cultural, and security dimensions has made its governance a strategic priority
for governments. Given the uncertainty and complexity of digital
transformations in Iran, this study aimed to develop plausible scenarios for
cyberspace governance toward the 1410 horizon by identifying key drivers and
critical uncertainties.

Method: This qualitative study employed the Global Business Network
(GBN) scenario planning approach. Data were collected through document
analysis and semi-structured interviews with 16 experts in cyberspace
governance, cybersecurity, and digital policy. Using qualitative content
analysis, 184 initial factors were identified, refined into 104 drivers, and
evaluated to determine 33 key drivers and critical uncertainties shaping future
scenarios.

Findings: The results identified three major uncertainties influencing the
future of cyberspace governance in Iran: international satellite internet
development, public support for the governance system, and inter-sectoral
institutional synergy. Based on these uncertainties, eight alternative futures
were developed, and five plausible scenarios were finalized: “New Cyber
Dawn” as the desirable scenario, “Cyber Wall,” “Dual Cyber Governance,”
and “VPN Vendors’ Paradise” as intermediate scenarios, and “Cyber Storm”
as the undesirable scenario.

Conclusion: The findings highlight that effective cyberspace governance
requires institutional coordination, technological capability, transparent
regulation, and social trust. The developed scenarios provide a strategic
framework for policymakers to anticipate future challenges and design
adaptive policies for strengthening cyberspace governance in Iran.
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Introduction

The rapid expansion of emerging information and communication technologies has transformed
cyberspace into one of the most influential domains of contemporary governance. Today, cyberspace
is no longer merely a technological environment for communication and information exchange;
rather, it has become a strategic arena where political authority, national security, economic
development, cultural identity, and social relations are continuously reshaped. The increasing
dependence of societies on digital infrastructures, data-driven systems, online platforms, and
network-based interactions has compelled governments to reconsider traditional approaches to
governance and develop adaptive strategies capable of addressing emerging uncertainties. In Iran,
cyberspace governance has gained particular strategic importance due to the intersection of
technological developments, socio-cultural dynamics, security concerns, international pressures, and
institutional challenges. The growing penetration of digital technologies, the increasing influence of
online platforms on public opinion, and the expansion of digital services have created both
opportunities and challenges for national governance. Consequently, cyberspace governance should
not be understood merely as a matter of technological management; rather, it represents a
multidimensional process involving regulation, institutional coordination, public participation,
technological capability, and the preservation of national authority in the digital sphere. Given the
complexity, uncertainty, and rapid pace of change in cyberspace, conventional forecasting
approaches are insufficient for understanding future developments. Futures studies and scenario
planning provide an appropriate framework for exploring alternative futures, identifying critical
uncertainties, and supporting strategic decision-making under uncertain conditions. Therefore, this
study aims to develop plausible scenarios for cyberspace governance in Iran toward the horizon of
2031 by identifying key drivers, critical uncertainties, and alternative future pathways.

Methods

This research was conducted using a qualitative and exploratory approach with an applied objective.
The study employed scenario planning based on the Global Business Network (GBN) methodology,
which is widely used in futures studies to construct alternative and plausible futures. The research
process consisted of several stages, including identifying influential factors, extracting key drivers,
determining critical uncertainties, developing scenario logics, and validating the resulting scenarios.
Data were collected through two complementary methods: documentary analysis and semi-structured
interviews with experts. Relevant strategic documents, national policies, legal frameworks, and
previous studies related to cyberspace governance were examined to identify major trends and
influential factors. In addition, interviews were conducted with 16 experts possessing academic,
managerial, policymaking, and professional experience in areas such as digital governance,
cybersecurity, information technology, and cyberspace policy. The collected data were analyzed
through qualitative content analysis. Initially, 184 factors influencing the future of cyberspace
governance were identified from documents and expert interviews. Through conceptual refinement,
elimination of overlapping factors, and expert evaluation, these factors were reduced to 104 distinct
drivers. Subsequently, importance assessment was conducted using expert judgments, resulting in
the identification of 33 key drivers. Finally, by evaluating the importance and uncertainty levels of
these drivers, the most significant critical uncertainties shaping future cyberspace governance were
identified.

Findings

The findings revealed that the future of cyberspace governance in Iran is influenced by a complex
interaction among technological, institutional, social, political, and security-related factors. Among
the identified drivers, three critical uncertainties were recognized as the most influential variables
determining alternative futures: the emergence of international satellite internet, public support for
the cyberspace governance system, and the level of inter-sectoral cooperation and synergy at the
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macro-governance level. The first uncertainty, international satellite internet, represents a
transformative technological development that may challenge traditional models of digital
sovereignty. By reducing dependence on terrestrial infrastructures and enabling direct access to
global networks, satellite-based internet services may significantly alter the relationship between
governments and digital spaces.

The second uncertainty concerns the degree of public acceptance and cooperation with
cyberspace governance policies. The findings indicate that social trust, user participation, acceptance
of domestic digital platforms, and citizens’ perceptions of governance legitimacy are among the
fundamental factors affecting the success or failure of cyberspace policies. The third uncertainty
relates to institutional coordination among major actors involved in cyberspace governance. The
study demonstrates that effective governance requires cooperation, clear division of responsibilities,
and policy coherence among governmental institutions and stakeholders. Institutional fragmentation
and overlapping authorities may weaken governance capacity and reduce policy effectiveness.

Based on the interaction among these uncertainties, eight possible future states were initially
developed. After expert evaluation and validation, five plausible scenarios were selected: “New
Cyber Dawn” as the desirable scenario, “Cyber Wall,” “Dual Cyber Governance,” and “VPN
Vendors’ Paradise” as intermediate scenarios, and “Cyber Storm” as the undesirable scenario. The
“New Cyber Dawn” scenario represents a future in which institutional synergy, technological
development, public trust, and effective regulation converge to create a resilient and innovative
cyberspace governance model. In contrast, the “Cyber Storm” scenario reflects a situation
characterized by institutional fragmentation, declining public cooperation, uncontrolled
technological disruptions, increased cyber vulnerabilities, and weakened governance authority.

Table 1. The Logic of Future Scenarios for Iran’s Cyberspace Governance Toward 2031

First Uncertainty: q Third Uncertainty:
. Second Uncertainty:
Launching Free . Cross-Sectoral
. : Public Support for . opere
Scenario Name International , Cooperation and Plausibility
. the Country’s
Satellite Internet Governance Svstem Synergy at the Macro-
(e.g., Starlink) Y Governance Level
New Virtual Dawn Yes Yes Yes Plausible
Virtual Wall Yes Yes No Plausible
Dual Virtual Yes No Yes Plausible
Governance
Virtual Storm Yes No No Plausible
New Virtual Dawn No Yes Yes Plausible
Virtual Wall No Yes No Plausible
VPN Sellers’ Paradise No No Yes Plausible
VPN Sellers’ Paradise No No No Plausible

Discussion and Conclusions
The findings demonstrate that achieving effective cyberspace governance requires more than
technological advancement or infrastructure development. Although technological capabilities
constitute an essential foundation, sustainable governance depends on a broader ecosystem involving
institutional coherence, social legitimacy, regulatory transparency, and adaptive policymaking. The
study highlights that cyberspace governance in Iran should be approached as a strategic and
multidimensional issue rather than a purely technical challenge. The future trajectory of cyberspace
governance will largely depend on the ability of policymakers to build institutional coordination
mechanisms, strengthen public trust, enhance technological independence, and develop flexible
strategies for responding to emerging technologies such as satellite internet.

Among the identified scenarios, the “New Cyber Dawn” scenario provides the most desirable
pathway because it combines technological innovation, institutional effectiveness, and social
participation. Achieving this scenario requires proactive governance, continuous monitoring of
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technological transformations, improvement of digital literacy, support for domestic innovation
ecosystems, and the establishment of transparent and adaptive regulatory frameworks. Conversely,
failure to address institutional weaknesses, social concerns, and technological dependencies may
increase the likelihood of undesirable scenarios such as “Cyber Storm” or “VPN Vendors’ Paradise.”
Therefore, policymakers should adopt future-oriented strategies that emphasize resilience,
innovation, trust-building, and coordinated governance. Overall, this research contributes to the
understanding of cyberspace governance futures by presenting alternative scenarios that can assist
decision-makers in anticipating challenges, recognizing opportunities, and designing more effective
policies for Iran’s digital future.
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