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Article type: The rapid pace of urbanization, coupled with the increasing complexity of
Research Article urban management, has made the evaluation of organizational performance

a crucial tool for achieving urban development objectives. Assessing the
extent to which urban management goals align with the actual needs of
society is therefore of paramount importance. This study examines the
effectiveness of Semnan’s urban development initiatives over the past
decade (2013-2023), with a particular focus on the challenges and factors

Article History: influencing project implementation. A mixed-methods research design was

Received: employed. The theoretical framework was established through a

4 June 2025 comprehensive literature review, while data collection involved analysis of

Revised: performance reports and municipal financial documents, complemented by

iseptffgber 2025 in-depth and semi-structured interviews with managers and experts. Data
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were analyzed using an interpretive-analytical approach to assess both the
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Available online: feasibility of project implementation and the underlying causes of
11 November 2025 ineffectiveness. The findings indicate that Semnan’s urban management
system faced significant challenges throughout the study period. Only 32%
of the development projects were fully implemented or completed, whereas
68% remained unfinished or unexecuted. Qualitative analysis identified
three primary factors: (1) financial and economic constraints, including
delays in budget allocation, inflation, and insufficient sustainable revenue
sources; (2) managerial and structural weaknesses, such as frequent
managerial turnover, ad hoc decision-making, and inadequate integrated
planning; and (3) misalignment between project priorities and the actual
needs of citizens, often driven by managerial preferences rather than
Keywords: systematic needs assessments. The study concludes that the shortcomings
Effectiveness, of a substantial portion of Semnan’s urban development projects result
Urban Management, from a combination of structural, managerial, and financial deficiencies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid pace of urbanization in Iran,
especially in  medium-sized cities, has
generated a diverse array of structural,
financial, and social challenges for urban
management. Urban development projects,
as key instruments for achieving urban
management objectives, play a crucial role
in improving citizens’ quality of life,
reinforcing urban infrastructure, and
establishing a foundation for sustainable
urban  development. = However, the
successful implementation of these projects
requires a coherent planning system, stable
financial resources, and transparent
mechanisms to ensure accountability and
citizen participation.

Semnan, a medium-sized city strategically
located along Iran’s east-west transit
corridor, has undergone  numerous
development projects over the past decade
(2013-2023). These initiatives  have
encompassed urban transportation
improvements, the development of public
spaces, the regeneration of deteriorated
urban fabrics, and environmental
enhancements. Despite these efforts, field-
based and documentary evaluations reveal a
substantial gap between the planned
objectives and the actual outcomes of these
projects. This study examines the
effectiveness of  Semnan’s urban
development initiatives, = emphasizing
financial, managerial, and social indicators,
while providing an analytical assessment of
strengths, weaknesses, and  impeding
factors.

Methodology

This study is applied in purpose and adopts
a qualitative—interpretive approach. The
study population included municipal
managers, deputies, senior experts, and
former members of Semnan’s Islamic City
Council across multiple terms. Eighteen
key informants were selected using
purposive  and  snowball ~ sampling
techniques. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews, each lasting an
average of 65 minutes. The interview
questions were structured around four key
dimensions: the achievement of project
objectives,  financial and  structural

challenges, alignment with citizens’ needs,
and adherence to the principles of good
urban governance.

In addition to qualitative data, all municipal
financial records and approved budgets
from the past ten years were examined. To
enhance validity, a triangulation strategy
was employed, in which interview findings
were cross-verified against documentary
data and official reports. Data were
analyzed using thematic analysis, with the
identified themes categorized into three
dimensions: financial, managerial, and
social.

Results and Discussion

The findings indicate that, of the 25 major
urban development projects undertaken
during the study period, only 8 projects
(32%) were fully completed, whereas 17
projects (68%) remained unfinished or
suspended. Financial analysis showed that,
on average, 43% of the allocated annual
development budget remained unspent, and
approximately 27% of projects experienced
cost overruns exceeding twice their initial
estimates. This situation diminished the
efficiency of public investments and
reinforced social distrust in  urban
management.

The study further demonstrated that the
shortcomings of Semnan’s urban projects
were primarily attributable to a combination
of financial, managerial, and social factors.
From a financial perspective, over 65% of
the municipal budget relied on unstable
revenue sources, including construction-
related  fees, alongside  inadequate
generation of sustainable income streams.
Moreover, high annual inflation (averaging
36%) substantially increased
implementation  costs, hindering  the
completion of projects.

From a managerial and institutional
perspective, frequent changes in urban
managers—averaging every 2.5 years—
combined with unstable policymaking,
short-term decision-making, the absence of
clear timelines, and fragmented planning
processes, contributed to discontinuities in
project execution, thereby increasing the
likelihood of unfinished initiatives.

On the social and programmatic front, more
than half of the projects were initiated
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without systematic needs assessments and
were largely influenced by temporary
pressures  or individual  managerial
preferences. Consequently, many projects
did not align with citizens’ actual needs,
limiting their functional and social
effectiveness even after implementation.
Additionally, an assessment of urban
governance quality revealed notable
deficiencies in transparency, participation,
and accountability. Non-transparent budget
allocation processes, the absence of
institutionalized mechanisms for citizen
participation, and limited managerial
accountability  for  project outcomes
constituted key barriers to achieving good
urban governance. These deficiencies
reduced efficiency and citizen satisfaction,
even in projects with sufficient financial
resources, owing to the absence of long-
term vision and managerial continuity.
Furthermore, implementation delays often
meant that, by the time projects were
completed, social demands had shifted,
thereby limiting their effectiveness.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the effectiveness
of Semnan’s urban development projects
over the past decade has been suboptimal,
with only one-third of projects achieving
their predefined objectives. This outcome
results from the interplay of financial,
managerial, and social factors, highlighting
structural weaknesses within the city’s
planning and management framework.
Addressing these challenges  requires
fundamental reforms across three domains.
In the financial domain, it is critical to
strengthen sustainable revenue sources,
reduce reliance on unstable income streams,
clearly separate current and capital budgets,
and establish an efficient cost management
system. In the managerial domain,
developing long-term strategic plans,
ensuring  greater stability in  urban
management, integrating planning
processes, and implementing continuous
monitoring of project execution can
enhance overall effectiveness. In the social
domain, institutionalizing citizen
participation in decision-making,
conducting systematic needs assessments
prior to project initiation, and enhancing

flexibility in response to social and
environmental changes are essential.

The concurrent implementation of these
reforms, alongside improving the efficiency
and effectiveness of urban development
projects, could enhance transparency,
strengthen accountability, increase public
satisfaction, and ultimately facilitate the
realization of good urban governance in
Semnan.
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