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Abstract

The purpose of the present study was to analyze the dimensions of smart governance and to examine the role of e-
participation in achieving social justice and urban health. This study employed a mixed-methods design (exploratory—
confirmatory). In the qualitative phase, usingthematic analysis based on expert interviews, 33 basic themesand 9 organizing
themes were identified out of 176 indicators, leading to the extraction of the overarching theme of “smart governance based
on e-participation forachieving social justice and enhancinghealth.” In the quantitative phase, the qualitative findings were
validated using the Delphi method, Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM), and Partial Least Squares Structural Equation
Modeling (PLS-SEM) techniques. The ISM results showed that smart infrastructures, smart strategies, and innovation
support were the driving variables, while smart governance appeared as the dependent variable at the highest level of the
model. Furthermore, the PLS results indicated that all constructs demonstrated acceptable reliability and validity, and the
coefficient of determination (R?= 0.201) confirmed the acceptable fit of the model. Ultimately, this study emphasizes that
e-participation plays a key role in strengthening transparency, accountability, and social justice, while enhancing citizens’
health asthe primary outcome of smart governance. The findings can serve as guidance forurban managers and policymakers
in pursuing sustainable and justice-oriented development of smart cities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the accelerating growth of information and communication technologies, combined with
increasing urbanization, has created complex challenges for urban governance and public management.
Traditional urban governance systems are often incapable of addressing the multifaceted issues of modem
cities, including rising population density, environmental pollution, social inequalities, and declining public
trust. In response to these challenges, the concept of smart governance has emerged as a mu ltidisciplinary
approach that integrates technological innovations, participatory mechanisms, and efficient managerial
structures to enhance citizens’ quality of life, improve public health, and promote social justice (Dameri, 2017;
de Waal & Dignum, 2017). Smart governance seeks to transform cities from merely technocratic spaces into
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human-centered, socially sustainable environments by leveraging data-driven decision-making processes and
encouraging citizen participation (Kitchin et al., 2019).

Within this framework, social justice is recognized as one of the most fundamental and indispensable goals of
smart governance. Social justice not only entails equitable distribution of resources and services but also
involves recognizing the cultural, social, and gender diversity of citizens and ensuring their equal
representation in policy-making and decision-making processes (Barkan & Pulido, 2017). Scholars such as
Nancy Fraser have conceptualized social justice across three interrelated dimensions: distributive justice,
cultural recognition, and political representation, asserting that achieving justice requires the simultaneous
realization of all three (Datta, 2020; Kitchin et al., 2019). Accordingly, smart cities can only be considered
socially just if all social groups—regardless of gender, ethnicity, social class, or physical ability—are provided
with equal opportunities for access to urban resources and participation in governance pro cesses (Tomor,
2019).

In addition, citizens’ health represents a core pillar of sustainable social developmentand an essential outcome
of smart governance. The World Health Organization defines health as a state of complete physical, mental,
and social well-being, emphasizing that environmental quality, social equity, and fair access to services are
decisive factors in public health (Smith, 2020). Smart city development can contribute to improved public
health by enhancing air quality, expanding public transport systems, improving social safety, and providing
equal access to healthcare services. However, such improvements are only possible if health considerations
are embedded as fundamental indicators within all urban planning and decision-making processes, rather than
treated as secondary byproducts of technological advancement (Rosol & Blue, 2022). Scholars argue that there
is a reciprocal and synergistic relationship between social justice and health, whereby inequalities in resource
distribution lead directly to health disparities, particularly among marginalized groups (Dagnino, 2018).

A key enabler in this process is e-participation technologies, which serve as critical tools for fostering inclusive
governance and bridging the gap between government institutions and citizens. These digital platforms, social
networks, and e-government systems allow citizens to become active co-creators of urban policies instead of
passive recipients of services (de Waal & Dignum, 2017). E-participation can enhance transparency, reduce
corruption, strengthen public trust, and provide equal opportunities for marginalized groups to engage in
decision-making, thereby promoting both social justice and public health outcomes (Bastos et al., 2023).
Comparative international studies have shown that the institutional structures and socio-cultural contexts of
cities profoundly shape patterns of citizen participation and that without adequate design and inclusive
mechanisms, even cities with advanced smart infrastructures struggle to achieve meaningful public
involvement (Przeybilovicz et al., 2023).

However, several challenges persist in operationalizing e-participation effectively. Empirical evidence
indicates that many smart city projects have failed to achieve their intended outcomes because they did not
adequately link urban development plans with digital participation platforms or lacked effective digital
decision-making mechanisms (Lim & Yigitcanlar, 2022). In some cases, instead of fostering equity, e-
participation tools have exacerbated social inequalities by privileging already advantaged groups while
excluding marginalized populations (Chantry, 2022). Such outcomes highlight that technological
infrastructure alone cannot ensure justice or health equity; rather, effective smart governance requires
institutional reforms, digital literacy, and cultural change (Cox & Garcia, 2017). Scholars emphasize that smart
cities should be conceptualized as ecosystems in which technology, institutions, and citizens interact
synergistically to promote sustainable well-being rather than as purely technological projects (Deng et al.,
2021; Lee et al., 2020). In this sense, several authors have advocated for the “right to the smart city,” which
asserts that all citizens should have equitable access to urban resources, participation opportunities, and the
benefits of technological advancement (Kitchin et al., 2019).
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Furthermore, the vitality of innovation has been underlined as a key driver of smart governance success.
Technological innovation can enhance the efficiency of urban processes, improve service delivery, and enable
rapid responses to emerging citizen needs (Alizadeh et al., 2024). Yet, sustaining such innovation requires
supportive financial, institutional, and human infrastructures as well as collaborative strategies that integrate
governmental, private, and academic stakeholders (Tomor, 2019). According to Paolo R. Dameri, the success
of smart city initiatives depends not only on technological capabilities but also on the capacity of urban
managers to align resources, build coordinating institutions, and foster public—private partnerships (Dameri,
2017). In parallel, Chris Cox and colleagues emphasize that empowering citizens through civic education and
digital literacy is essential for enabling meaningful participation in smart governance (Cox & Garcia, 2017).
Similarly, Vera Alberto underscores the concept of “digital citizenship,” where citizens are not merely
consumers of urban services but co-creators of smart, just, and inclusive urban environments (Alberto, 2019).
Overall, the literature highlights that achieving social justice and improving citizens’ health through smart
governance requires an integrated framework that synergizes technological infrastructures, institutional
arrangements, and citizen engagement. This study addresses this research gap by analyzing the dimensions of
smart governance and examining the role of e-participation in promoting social justice and enhancing citizens’
health.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a mixed-methods exploratory—confirmatory design to integrate qualitative and quantitative
approaches. In the qualitative phase, thematic analysis was conducted based on semi-structured interviews
with 15 purposively selected experts in urban management, information technology, and social justice. Using
the ATLAS.ti software, data were coded and 176 initial indicators were identified, which were subsequently
organized into 33 basic themes and 9 organizing themes.

In the quantitative phase, a three-step validation procedure was implemented. First, a Delphi method study was
carried out with 18 specialists in urban planning and municipal administration to refine and prioritize the
identified indicators. Second, Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) was employed to determine the
hierarchical structure and driving—dependence relationships among the components. Finally, the hypothesized
structural model was tested using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) with the
SmartPLS software. The quantitative sample consisted of 365 randomly selected citizens of Tehran, and data
were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire whose validity was confirmed through expert
review and whose reliability was verified using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability indices.
Findings

The qualitative findings revealed that the overarching theme derived from the expert interviews was “smart
governance based on e-participation to achieve social justice and improve citizens’ health.” From the 176
initial indicators, 33 basic themes were identified, which were clustered into 9 organizing themes representing
the key dimensions of smart governance. These dimensions included smart infrastructure, smart strategies,
innovation support, smart interaction, public—private cooperation, knowledge integration, smart sustainability,
smart economy, and smart governance.

The Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) results demonstrated that smart infrastructures, smart strategies,
and innovation support functioned as driving variables with the highest influence on other components, while
smart governance was positioned at the top level as the ultimate dependent outcome. The hierarchical model
indicated that lower-level dimensions exerted significant causal effects on upper-level constructs.

In the Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) analysis, all constructs exhibited
satisfactory reliability and validity. Cronbach’s alpha values exceeded 0.7 for all constructs, composite
reliability (CR) values were above 0.7, and average variance extracted (AVE) values surpassed 0.5, confirming
convergentvalidity. Discriminant validity was also supported by the Fornell-Larcker criterion and Heterotrait—



NNb drgd 9 S (i igal

Monotrait ratio (HTMT) values below 0.9. The coefficient of determination (R?) was 0.201, indicating that
approximately 21% of the variance in the endogenous constructs was explained by the exogenous constructs,
reflecting an acceptable level of model fit.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight that smart governance can significantly contribute to achieving social justice and
improving citizens’ health when implemented through robust e-participation mechanisms. The identification
of smart infrastructure, smart strategies, and innovation support as key driving factors corroborates prior
research emphasizing the necessity of technological foundations and strategic integration for effective urban
governance (Dameri, 2017; Deng et al., 2021). The results also reaffirm the critical role of social justice as a
mediating link between governance and health, aligning with theoretical perspectives that view justice as a
multidimensional construct encompassing distributive, cultural, and political dimensions (Barkan & Pulido,
2017; Datta, 2020; Kitchin et al., 2019). These findings indicate that without embedding social justice
principles, smart governance risks reinforcing inequalities rather than alleviating them, which is consistent
with studies documenting the exclusion of marginalized groups in technologically advanced yet socially
inequitable smart city projects (Lee et al., 2020; Rosol & Blue, 2022).

Moreover, the results confirm that citizens’ health, as a primary outcome of smart governance, is closely tied
to transparency, accountability, and inclusive citizen engagement. This resonates with the World Health
Organization’s definition of health as comprehensive well-being and underscores that health depends not only
on medical services but also on environmental quality and social equity (Rosol & Blue, 2022; Smith, 2020).
E-participation emerged as a pivotal mechanism enabling this process by enhancing transparency, fostering
trust, and ensuring the inclusion of diverse social groups in decision-making (Bastos et al., 2023; de Waal &
Dignum, 2017; Przeybilovicz et al., 2023). This aligns with Eloy Przeybilovicz’s findings that institutional
and socio-cultural contexts shape citizen participation patterns, and with William Chantry’s observation that
weak digital decision-making frameworks undermine participatory outcomes (Chantry, 2022; Przeybilovicz
et al., 2023).

However, the study also cautions that e-participation can only promote justice and health when embedded in
transparent, data-driven, and citizen-centric governance frameworks. Otherwise, it risks reproducing
inequalities and excluding disadvantaged groups, echoing the warnings of Simon Lim and Gavin J. D. Smith
regarding the pitfalls of poorly designed digital governance systems (Lim & Yigitcanlar, 2022; Smith, 2020).
From a managerial standpoint, the results underscore the need for integrated strategies, public—private
collaboration, innovation support, and citizen empowerment through civic education and digital literacy
(Alberto, 2019; Alizadeh et al., 2024; Cox & Garcia, 2017; Tomor, 2019).

In conclusion, this study contributes to the growing body of knowledge on smart governance by providing an
empirically validated framework that links technological infrastructures, institutional strategies, and e-
participation to social justice and public health outcomes. It highlights that smart governance can fulfill its
promise of creating sustainable, just, and healthy cities only when technological advancements are
synergistically aligned with principles of equity and inclusive citizen engagement.
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