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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted traditional patterns, creating significant
transformations in urban planning and design fields. This research investigates
the impact of this crisis on Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) involved in
urban planning in Iran. The primary focus of this study is on the prominent role
of these entities in interacting with and adapting to emerging management
models and the changes brought about by the post-COVID era. The research was
conducted through in-depth and detailed interviews with representatives from
17 active NGOs in urban planning, following which data were evaluated and
interpreted using qualitative content analysis. The interview coding results have
been categorized into three main themes: the influential contexts affecting
activities during the COVID era, responses to the pandemic, and post-COVID
strategies. The strategies adopted by these NGOs to address their activities and
structural challenges during the pandemic have been meticulously examined.
Taking into account factors influencing the performance of NGOs in Iran, which
include urban management with low resilience, the presence of citizens who
participate less in civic activities, and the existence of suitable platforms for
virtual activities, the NGOs have embraced three strategies in response to
COVID-19 challenges: temporary cessation, adaptability to circumstances, and
complete transformations. Furthermore, emphasizing these organizations'
susceptibility to the crisis conditions, they have adopted differing long-term
effects ranging from acceptance to resistance. This research sets the groundwork
for more detailed and profound investigations into identifying the best strategies
and approaches for NGOs to better confront unforeseen crises. Knowledge and
experiences gained from the pandemic can act as valuable assets for more
effective future responses to similar challenges.
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1. Introduction

This research investigates how COVID-19
has affected NGOs involved in urban
planning, highlighting the importance of
reassessing urban needs and priorities
towards enhancing project effectiveness
post-pandemic. NGOs have the ability to
refine their operation by taking into
account the shift in civic engagement and
public needs due to COVID-19. The
research methodology includes a review of
theoretical literature on NGO roles in
urbanism and the impacts of the pandemic
on urban planning. It features an analysis
of unstructured interviews with 17 urban
planning NGOs, employing a three-phase
qualitative content analysis to pinpoint
COVID-19's effects and propose ways to
improve NGO performance in the future.
The results indicate that Iranian NGOs
have adeptly navigated the challenges
brought by COVID-19, deploying
innovative strategies and reshaping their
operational frameworks—not merely
surviving the crisis but also using it as a
catalyst for growth and greater future
readiness.

2. Research Methodology

The present study examines the role and
impact of COVID-19 on NGOs in the urban
planning sector. It utilizes the theoretical
framework related to NGO activities in
urban development, alongside COVID's
general impact on urbanism. Insights were
garnered from unstructured interviews
with 17 NGOs, which were subjected to a
three-stage qualitative content analysis.
The study identifies the pandemic's effects
and outlines recommendations for the
NGOs' improved functioning in the
aftermath of COVID-19.

3. Research Findings
The impacts of COVID-19 on urban
planning NGOs are twofold: operational

during the pandemic and strategic for
post-pandemic resilience. This research
found that NGOs adapted through
strategies of continuity, change, and
cessation. They continued critical
operations and content development,
showcasing agility and preserving
stakeholder trust. Adapting to virtual
engagement, they changed priorities to
overcome physical restrictions and bolster
community ties. In crises, they ceased
physical presence to prioritize public
health, reflecting ethical decision-making
and enhancing their social standing.

Key factors shaping activities in the
pandemic were municipal management
resilience, internet infrastructure for
virtual connections, and reduced citizen
interaction. These considerations are
essential for future strategy development
aimed at organizational efficiency and
effectiveness.

Post-pandemic NGOs are encouraged
to embrace remote work, improve digital
infrastructure, and employ modern
technologies, aiding the resurgence of
COVID-19-affected realms and reinstating
an active urban planning role.

In sum, COVID-19 has prompted NGOs
to transform and fortify against future
crises, with the right strategies fostering
continued activity and quicker post-crisis
recovery.

4. Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic unexpectedly
impacted urban life and civic institutions
including NGOs in urban planning, leading
to shifts in urban decision-making that
may shape the future of urban
communities. These changes involve
governance patterns favoring grassroots,
participatory approaches, and the rise of
new traffic patterns with increased cycling
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and walking. Additionally, there was a need
for more flexible workspaces and
redesigned commercial, residential, and
public spaces to adhere to health
guidelines.

This research, through interviews with
17 urban planning NGOs and content
analysis, explores COVID-19's impact on
these organizations in Iran. Despite a lack
of formal recognition in city management
systems, the pandemic underscored the
need for NGOs as intermediaries between
people and city authorities. NGOs
creatively responded with strategies of
continuity, change, and cessation,
continuing operations amidst the crisis.
These strategies served as pillars for
managing challenges, where cessation
initially meant reducing physical activities,
and change involved shifting to relief work
or virtual engagement. Specialized in
content creation and discourse, these
organizations managed to maintain their
activities through expertise in urban
planning and COVID-19.

Post-pandemic, some NGOs face
collapse while others have turned the
crisis into an opportunity, adapting to
changes in audiences and operational

contexts. This research assists in
monitoring COVID-19's societal impacts,
guiding NGOs in social challenges, and
suggesting innovative technology usage,
urban design changes, and improved
financial management. While initiating
further study on the pandemic's long-term
effects on NGO activities and strategies,
this work helps NGOs bolster operational
capabilities and efficiency for future
crises. Despite limitations, these insights
could lead to wider applicability and
deeper analysis of NGO experiences
during the pandemic.
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