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The lack of a coherent theoretical-operational framework and conceptual
model for institutionalizing participation in urban planning is a major
challenge in contemporary urban planning literature. The present study
aims to develop a grounded theory of institutional capacity building in
neighborhood-based development, relying on new institutionalism theories
and participatory planning. This study was conducted with an interpretive-
critical approach and qualitative methodology in two stages, first using
qualitative content analysis of documents and laws related to neighborhood
management; and then conducting 20 in-depth semi-structured interviews
with experts in the fields of urban planning, urban management, and social
development. The final results of this study led to the identification of six
central categories that, in the form of an integrated conceptual framework,
explain the interaction between the local community, institutional capacity
building, local governance, and power relations. The research findings
show that institutional capacity building, as a participatory process, is
achieved through education and empowerment of local communities, and
its consequences can be traced at three levels: individual, collective, and
institutional-organizational.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The country of Iran, especially metropolitan cities
such as Tehran, have also been affected by these
sudden changes. So far, various solutions have
been proposed, one of which, which is
particularly emphasized by the United Nations
Development Program, is institution building in
order to establish urban governance and capacity
building in  neighborhood = communities.
However, institutional capacity building is a type
of organizational reengineering with a new
approach derived from specific cultural and
national requirements and derived from religious
teachings. Accordingly, Iranian cities, especially
the metropolis of Tehran, have their own specific
requirements. In Iran, despite the efforts made in
the field of neighborhood-based development
since the 2000s, we are still facing fundamental
challenges in this field. For example, in Tehran,
despite the establishment of neighborhood
centers since 2007 and the implementation of
numerous neighborhood-oriented projects, the
desired results have not been achieved. Studies
show that in neighborhoods such as Harandi,
Navab, and Farahzad, despite significant
investments, the failure of neighborhood
development projects has been mainly due to the
lack of appropriate institutional capacities
(Rafiian et al., 2014). At this time, an exceptional
opportunity has arisen for the systematic study
and analysis of the interaction between formal
and informal institutional structures.
Simultaneous analysis of municipal institutional
documents and programs, along with the
exploration of the experiences of actors who
interacted for social change in Tehran, can lead to
a comprehensive understanding of neighborhood
dynamics and their perceptions. This deep
understanding of the lived experience of the
actors, which has been neglected in previous
research, will not only help to develop a practical
model for the realization of neighborhood-based
management, but also, by revealing the hidden
aspects of the neighborhood institution-building
process, will chart a new path towards resolving
the theoretical and operational challenges of
sustainable and participatory urban development.
In this regard, this research aims to fill the gaps in
the literature and provide a conceptual framework
and model for institutional capacity building in
Tehran. Given the complex challenges in this
field, the results of this research can help improve

neighborhood development processes and
enhance institutional capacities in metropolises.
The innovation of this research can be explained
in an integrated framework that, for the first time
in Iran, examines institutional capacity building
at the neighborhood scale, in which it tries to
answer the fundamental question of what the
conceptual  framework and model of
neighborhood-based urban development in
Tehran should be by relying on the institutional
capacity of neighborhood communities?

Methodology

This research, relying on an interpretive approach
and within a qualitative framework, aims to
discover and explain the subjective meanings of
social actors regarding their experiences in the
field of urban management interactions and
interventions in order to create institutional
capacity in the metropolis of Tehran. Therefore,
this study was carried out in two phases using a
combined strategy (systematic documentary
study and qualitative content analysis with semi-
structured field interviews). In the first phase,
using the documentary study method, the
theoretical foundations and research background
were analyzed in order to design an appropriate
tool for data collection and develop indicators for
sampling. In the second phase, qualitative data
was collected in the field through semi-structured
interviews with 20 urban experts and managers,
and using the qualitative content analysis method,
it seeks to provide a deep and multifaceted
understanding of the institutional capacity
building process at the neighborhood scale,
during which a conceptual model of institutional
capacity building in Tehran neighborhood
communities is presented with an emphasis on
the neighborhood-based development process,
according to the institutionalism theory approach
and participatory planning using the six stages of
Sanders' onion model.

Results and discussion

The institutional capacity building process can be
explained in the following three basic stages:
-The first stage, preparation, includes the critical
prerequisites that provide the main context for
capacity building. In this stage, changing citizens’
attitudes,  governance  acceptance, and
participatory  education are of strategic
importance. These prerequisites play a key role in
shaping the capacity building process, and
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without them, any attempt at local participation
will fail.

-The second stage, implementation, participatory
management, and neighborhood structuring
occur. In this stage, governmental and non-
governmental institutions interact with local
actors, and the groundwork is laid for the
empowerment of local communities. This
complex interaction requires flexibility and
mutual understanding of the capacities and
limitations of each actor.

-The third stage, consolidation, includes
individual achievements and social
consequences. In this stage, the results of
institutional capacity building become apparent,
and the feedback obtained can help in continuous
improvement of the process. Outcomes such as
strengthening social capital, increasing the sense
of local belonging, and creating independent
institutions are among the achievements of this
stage.

Finally, it can be said that institutional capacity
building is a dynamic and evolutionary process
that requires continuous interaction, continuous
learning, and adaptation to changing local
conditions. The success of this process depends
on the level of support and participation of all
stakeholders, from local citizens to city
managers. In the end, the paradigmatic model of
"institutional capacity building" in neighborhood
communities with an emphasis on the
neighborhood-based  development  process,
which includes five main elements, can be
presented as follows. This paradigmatic model
includes:  prerequisites, central  category,
contextual ~ conditions,  strategies,  and
consequences. This model shows how the
capacity building process begins with changing
people's attitudes, progresses  with  the
participation of various institutions, and
ultimately leads to strengthening social capital
and local development.

In this model, the causal conditions include local
needs, weak existing capacities, and development
pressures that are considered to be the basis for
transformation. These factors, in interaction with
contextual conditions such as socio-cultural
context, institutional structure, and macro
policies, lead to the formation of a central
phenomenon, namely "interactive institutional
capacity building." At the center of the model is
interactive institutional capacity building, which
is the product of the interaction of causal and
contextual conditions. This central phenomenon

entails strategies such as institutional networking,
participation, and collective learning.

Ultimately, these strategies lead to outcomes such
as institutional empowerment, sustainable local
development, and structural changes. These
outcomes indicate the profound impact of
institutional capacity building on the social
system. This paradigmatic model shows that
institutional capacity building is a complex and
multidimensional process that stems from the
interaction of various factors and ultimately leads
to structural transformation and empowerment.

Conclusion

The conceptual model shows that systemic
relationships are formed at three levels: initial,
operational, and outcome. At the initial level,
causal conditions (including local needs,
development pressures, and weak existing
capacities) interact with contextual conditions
(social, cultural, political, and legal). This
interaction leads to the formation of a central
phenomenon, namely “empowerment through
structured participation."” Mediating
relationships in this system operate through
systemic feedback and regulatory rules. These
mediating relationships play a key role in
linking different levels and strengthening a
sense of social belonging. At the
implementation level, strategies operate by
focusing on institutional capacity building and
the creation of independent local institutions.
The outcomes of this system ultimately lead to
sustainable  neighborhood  development,
institutional empowerment, and increased
social capital. Active participation and
institutional sustainability, as the main outputs
of this process, themselves help strengthen the
systemic cycle. This analysis shows that the
relationships in this model are dynamic,
multilevel, and feedback in nature and cannot
be interpreted simply as linear and one-way
relationships.
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