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Abstract:

This study aimed to examine the effect of commercial diplomacy on the export performance of halal food products by investigating the
mediating roles of export market intelligence and halal brand legitimacy and the moderating role of environmental turbulence. This applied
study employed a descriptive-survey, cross-sectional design. The statistical population comprised chief executive officers, marketing and
sales managers, and international affairs specialists of food-exporting companies in Tehran, Alborz, Qazvin, and Gilan provinces, Iran. The
final sample consisted of 100 exporting companies selected through non-probability convenience sampling. Data were collected using a
questionnaire based on a five-point Likert scale. Face validity was assessed and confirmed by academic and industry experts, while reliability
was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha. The hypothesized relationships were tested through partial least squares structural equation modeling
(PLS-SEM) using SmartPLS 3. Mediation and moderation effects were examined using bootstrapping with 500 subsamples. Commercial
diplomacy had significant positive effects on export performance (f=0.184, p=0.041) and halal brand legitimacy (=0.227, p=0.045), whereas
its effect on export market intelligence was not significant (f=-0.062, p=0.594). Export market intelligence ($=0.343, p=0.001) and halal
brand legitimacy ($=0.350, p=0.002) significantly and positively predicted export performance. However, the indirect effects of commercial
diplomacy on export performance through export market intelligence (f=-0.021, p=0.621) and halal brand legitimacy (=0.080, p=0.067)
were not statistically significant. Environmental turbulence significantly and negatively moderated the relationships of export market
intelligence (f=-0.191, p=0.019) and halal brand legitimacy ($=-0.174, p=0.045) with export performance. Commercial diplomacy appears
to enhance halal food export performance primarily through a direct institutional and trade-facilitation mechanism rather than through the
development of firms’ internal market intelligence or brand-legitimacy capabilities. Export market intelligence and halal brand legitimacy
nevertheless constitute independent drivers of superior export performance. Because environmental turbulence weakens the effectiveness of
these capabilities, successful halal export strategies should simultaneously strengthen diplomatic support, market intelligence, brand
legitimacy, and organizational resilience to environmental instability.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

The global halal food industry has evolved from a religiously defined consumption domain into a strategically important
segment of international trade, branding, certification, and economic diplomacy. The growing internationalization of halal
products has increased the importance of institutional coordination, internationally recognized certification, market access
mechanisms, and credible branding for exporting firms. Halal certification now functions not only as evidence of religious
compliance but also as a market-oriented instrument that can support product differentiation, consumer trust, institutional
acceptance, and cross-border competitiveness (Abu-Hussin et al., 2026). At the same time, the expansion of halal industries
increasingly depends on national policies and multilateral diplomatic initiatives capable of facilitating international recognition
and market penetration (Wibiksono & Farasyah, 2026). Evidence also suggests that halal certification is associated with
increased export economic value, highlighting the commercial importance of institutional legitimacy in global halal markets
(Aini & Go, 2025). Within this context, commercial diplomacy has become an important mechanism through which
governments, embassies, trade representatives, and export-promotion institutions assist firms in overcoming institutional
barriers, facilitating market entry, developing international business networks, and strengthening export competitiveness.
Economic diplomacy can contribute to export promotion by improving the quality of international commercial relationships
and reducing the institutional frictions that exporters encounter in foreign markets (Bugarci¢, 2025). In the Iranian context,
commercial diplomacy has similarly been conceptualized as a strategic mechanism for promoting firms through international
exhibitions, trade representation, networking, and coordinated public-private interactions (Rajabzadeh et al., 2024).
Nevertheless, export performance is not determined exclusively by external institutional support. Firms also require internal
capabilities that allow them to identify opportunities, interpret market changes, understand customer and competitor behavior,
and transform external information into effective strategic decisions. Export market intelligence is therefore regarded as a
critical capability for reducing informational asymmetry and uncertainty in foreign markets (Altamirano-Gonzales & Moran-
Santamaria, 2026). Strategic market sensing can further enhance export performance by enabling firms to detect and respond
rapidly to changes in demand, competition, and regulatory conditions (Komariyatin et al., 2025), while competitive intelligence
has been shown to contribute to successful export market orientation and superior export outcomes (Mohammadi et al., 2024).
In addition to information-processing capabilities, halal exporters depend heavily on brand legitimacy. In religiously sensitive
markets, consumers and institutional actors evaluate brands not only in terms of quality and commercial reputation but also
according to conformity with Islamic values, ethical conduct, certification requirements, and perceived integrity. Perceived
brand integrity has been identified as a major determinant of corporate and halal brand legitimacy (Amani, 2024; Kartasasmita
& Kurniawati, 2024), while customer-based halal brand equity is closely connected with trust, perceived quality, awareness,
and favorable brand associations (Saad et al., 2024). Commercial diplomacy may support this form of legitimacy by facilitating
mutual recognition of halal standards, international certification arrangements, trade agreements, and institutional endorsement.
Such mechanisms have been increasingly integrated into halal diplomacy and soft-power strategies to enhance international
competitiveness (Andriani et al., 2025; Anita & bin Sapa, 2025; Nihayati, 2025). However, the effectiveness of both market
intelligence and brand legitimacy may depend on environmental conditions. Exporting firms operate under environmental
turbulence generated by rapid regulatory changes, economic volatility, technological developments, political uncertainty,

shifting consumer preferences, and competitive instability. Dynamic capabilities research indicates that environmental
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turbulence can alter the effectiveness of organizational capabilities and their translation into performance outcomes
(Taghizadeh et al., 2024). This issue is particularly important in the halal food sector, where exporters additionally face
certification complexity, market heterogeneity, and resource constraints (Saima, 2024). Accordingly, the present study
developed an integrated framework linking commercial diplomacy, export market intelligence, halal brand legitimacy, export
performance, and environmental turbulence. The study specifically examined whether export market intelligence and halal
brand legitimacy mediate the relationship between commercial diplomacy and export performance and whether environmental
turbulence moderates the effects of these two capabilities on export performance.

Methods and Materials

The study employed an applied, descriptive-survey, cross-sectional research design. The statistical population consisted of
chief executive officers, marketing managers, sales managers, and international affairs specialists employed by food-exporting
companies operating in Tehran, Alborz, Qazvin, and Gilan provinces of Iran. Because a complete and reliable sampling frame
of eligible exporting firms was unavailable, non-probability convenience sampling was used. An initial list of active exporting
companies was compiled through chambers of commerce, food industry associations, and relevant business databases, and
questionnaires were then distributed to managers and specialists willing to participate. The required minimum sample size was
estimated using G*Power based on six predictors, a statistical power of 0.80, a significance level of 0.05, and a medium effect
size of 0.15, resulting in a minimum requirement of 98 companies. Of 150 questionnaires distributed online and in person, 100
complete questionnaires were returned and included in the final analysis. Data were collected using a composite questionnaire
containing demographic items and 22 substantive items measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree
to strongly agree. The instrument assessed commercial diplomacy, export market intelligence, halal brand legitimacy,
environmental turbulence, and export performance. Face validity was evaluated by five academic experts and subsequently by
10 managers from an exporting company who were not included in the main sample. A pilot study involving 30 respondents
demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceeding the accepted threshold. Data were
analyzed using partial least squares structural equation modeling in SmartPLS 3. The measurement model was evaluated
through factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance extracted, and discriminant validity using
the HTMT criterion. The structural model was assessed using coefficients of determination, effect sizes, path coefficients, t
statistics, and p values. Mediation and moderation effects were tested using bootstrapping with 500 subsamples.

Findings

The measurement model demonstrated acceptable reliability and validity. All factor loadings exceeded the minimum
acceptable level, Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability values were above 0.70, and average variance extracted values
exceeded 0.50 for all constructs. HTMT values were below 0.90, supporting discriminant validity. The structural model
explained 45.6% of the variance in export performance, 43.9% of the variance in halal brand legitimacy, and 28.4% of the
variance in export market intelligence. Model fit indices were also acceptable, with SRMR equal to 0.062 and NFI equal to
0.792. Hypothesis testing showed that commercial diplomacy had a positive and statistically significant direct effect on export
performance (=0.184, p=0.041) and on halal brand legitimacy (f=0.227, p=0.045). However, its effect on export market
intelligence was negative and nonsignificant ($=-0.062, p=0.594). Export market intelligence exerted a positive and significant
effect on export performance (=0.343, p=0.001), and halal brand legitimacy likewise had a positive and significant effect on
export performance (=0.350, p=0.002). The indirect effect of commercial diplomacy on export performance through export

market intelligence was not statistically significant (f=-0.021, p=0.621), indicating that export market intelligence did not
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mediate this relationship. Similarly, the indirect pathway through halal brand legitimacy was not significant at the 0.05 level
(B=0.080, p=0.067), although the effect approached statistical significance. Environmental turbulence significantly and
negatively moderated the relationship between export market intelligence and export performance (f=-0.191, p=0.019). It also
significantly and negatively moderated the relationship between halal brand legitimacy and export performance (f=-0.174,
p=0.045). These findings indicate that higher levels of environmental turbulence reduce the positive contribution of both export
market intelligence and halal brand legitimacy to export performance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that commercial diplomacy contributes directly to improved export performance in the halal food
industry, suggesting that its principal contribution may lie in reducing institutional and administrative barriers rather than in
developing firms’ internal capabilities. Through governmental support, trade negotiations, export facilitation, regulatory
coordination, and international networking, commercial diplomacy may create more favorable conditions for entry into foreign
markets and thereby improve sales growth, market penetration, and managerial satisfaction with export outcomes. The
significant effect of commercial diplomacy on halal brand legitimacy further indicates that institutional endorsement can
strengthen perceptions of credibility, legality, authenticity, and trustworthiness in foreign markets. This is especially important
for halal products, where market acceptance is closely tied to certification, ethical conformity, and institutional recognition. In
contrast, the absence of a significant relationship between commercial diplomacy and export market intelligence suggests that
access to externally generated information does not automatically create a sophisticated internal intelligence capability. Firms
must possess the organizational capacity to collect, interpret, integrate, and apply market information independently. The strong
direct effects of export market intelligence and halal brand legitimacy on export performance confirm that both cognitive and
institutional capabilities are central to successful halal exports. Export market intelligence enables firms to identify
opportunities, anticipate changes, adjust strategies, and reduce uncertainty, whereas brand legitimacy strengthens trust, lowers
perceived risk, facilitates stakeholder acceptance, and supports long-term market relationships. Nevertheless, neither variable
significantly mediated the relationship between commercial diplomacy and export performance. This implies that the impact
of diplomacy is likely transmitted through other mechanisms, such as transaction-cost reduction, customs facilitation,
regulatory access, political risk reduction, international distribution networks, or improved trade negotiations. Finally, the
negative moderating effects of environmental turbulence indicate that the benefits of both market intelligence and brand
legitimacy become weaker under highly unstable conditions. When economic, political, regulatory, or competitive changes are
rapid and unpredictable, previously acquired market information may lose relevance quickly, while established brand
credibility may become less influential than price, availability, regulatory restrictions, or risk considerations. Overall, the
findings support a differentiated view of halal export success in which commercial diplomacy acts primarily as an external
institutional facilitator, while export market intelligence and halal brand legitimacy operate as independent organizational and
market-based capabilities. Successful halal export strategies should therefore combine effective diplomatic and institutional
support with strong internal intelligence systems, credible halal branding, and organizational resilience capable of responding

flexibly to environmental instability.
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