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Abstract

This study aimed to validate a neighborhood-based cultural planning model driven by public participation to provide a
practical and locally adapted framework for enhancing social cohesion and sustainability in Tehran. A descriptive—
quantitative and applied research design was used. The statistical population included all residents of Tehran’s
neighborhoods. Using Cochran’s formula, a sample size of 384 residents was selected through random sampling. Data were
collected using a researcher-designed questionnaire based on semi-structured interviews and literature review. The
instrument’s validity was confirmed by face validity, and reliability was verified through composite reliability. Data analysis
was conducted using structural equation modeling with Smart PLS. Results showed that neighborhood management
structures and their interrelations had a positive, significant effect on cultural planning ($=0.244, t=2.49). Social participation
(B=0.349, t=3.52) and strategic management planning ($=0.312, t=2.89) also significantly strengthened cultural planning.
Cultural planning positively influenced performance evaluation of neighborhood management ($=0.240, t=2.89).
Additionally, socio-cultural capacity building (=0.293, t=3.06) and awareness of socio-cultural participation (f=0.400,
t=4.38) positively impacted performance evaluation. Finally, performance evaluation strongly affected social cohesion,
interaction, and sustainability (f=0.804, t=23.76). The GOF index of 0.634 indicated strong model fit. The validated model
offers a practical roadmap for Tehran’s municipal managers to strengthen cultural planning at the neighborhood level through
public engagement, transparency, accountability, and trust-building, ultimately promoting social cohesion and sustainable
community development.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Urban areas worldwide are experiencing profound socio-cultural transformations that require innovative
planning approaches capable of addressing both cultural sustainability and social cohesion. Traditional top-
down urban planning models often fail to consider the rich and diverse cultural fabrics that exist at the
neighborhood level, leading to disengagement, weak identity, and low trust among residents (Beierle, 2010;
Murray et al., 2010). Public participation has consequently emerged as a cornerstone of contemporary
governance, shifting from being merely a political principle to an essential social right that empowers citizens
to influence decisions affecting their everyday lives (Govender et al., 2011; Saeidi, 2012).
Neighborhood-based cultural planning has been proposed as a response to these challenges, offering a localized
framework that integrates community identity, shared values, and participatory governance (Andersson &
Thomsen, 2013; Brown & Chin, 2013). By embedding decision-making within the immediate socio-cultural
context of neighborhoods, this approach supports resilience, cultural continuity, and inclusive development
(Falleti & Riofrancos, 2018; Knieling & Othengrafen, 2015). Moreover, research underscores the role of
social capital — trust, participatory norms, and community networks — as a critical enabler of successful
cultural initiatives (Fun et al., 2014; Soleimani & colleagues, 2022).

However, many cities in the Global South still face significant structural and institutional barriers to
implementing participatory cultural planning. In Tehran, a megacity with heterogeneous population dynamics,
informal social networks, and administrative complexity, neighborhood initiatives often remain symbolic and
lack mechanisms for meaningful power-sharing (Rafiei et al., 2015; Rafipour Gavghani, 2009). Studies have
revealed that although local cultural programming exists, it is frequently hindered by centralized decision-
making, limited financial autonomy, and weak accountability frameworks (Ramazani, 2021; Salmanzadeh &
Taghi Qasem, 2019).

Globally, new participatory strategies have proven transformative in similar contexts. Digital participation
tools and hybrid online—offline cultural programs have been shown to strengthen local solidarity and adaptive
capacity in the aftermath of crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Chen & Zhang, 2024; Maciel et al.,
2016). Participatory design projects that involve youth and marginalized groups have improved cultural equity
and accessibility (Bromark et al., 2023). In addition, integrating cultural heritage as a driver of sustainable
regeneration has enhanced belonging and community resilience in cities like Tarout Island and Bushehr
(Aldossary et al., 2025; Rezaei & Karimi, 2024).

This research builds on such global insights while responding to local gaps. By validating a neighborhood-
based cultural planning model for Tehran that explicitly integrates public participation, social capital, and
cultural contextualization, the study aims to offer a robust, evidence-based framework to guide municipal
policy and practice.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive—quantitative and applied research design. The target population included
all residents of Tehran’s neighborhoods. The sample size was determined using Cochran’s formula, resulting
in 384 participants selected through simple random sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-designed
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questionnaire developed from semi-structured interviews and a systematic review of relevant literature.
Instrument validity was established through expert review and face validity procedures, and reliability was
verified using composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha. Data analysis was conducted using structural
equation modeling (SEM) with the Smart PLS software package to test measurement and structural models
and evaluate path coefficients, predictive power, and overall model fit.

Findings

Analysis of the measurement model confirmed satisfactory convergent and composite reliability, with average
variance extracted (AVE) values above 0.50 and composite reliability (CR) exceeding recommended
thresholds. Cronbach’s alpha values also surpassed 0.70 across all constructs, indicating strong internal
consistency.

Structural model testing yielded several significant path relationships. The structure and governance of
neighborhood-level management bodies positively influenced neighborhood cultural planning (B = 0.244, t =
2.49). Social participation was a strong predictor of cultural planning (B = 0.349, t = 3.52), and strategic
management vision-setting similarly exerted a significant positive effect (B = 0.312, t = 2.89).

Neighborhood cultural planning itself significantly enhanced performance evaluation and accountability
mechanisms within local management (B = 0.240, t = 2.89). Socio-cultural capacity building also predicted
better evaluation outcomes (f = 0.293, t = 3.06), while awareness of social and cultural participation emerged
as the strongest contributor ( = 0.400, t = 4.38).

The most powerful relationship in the model was between performance evaluation and broader social
outcomes: evaluation significantly improved social cohesion, interaction, and sustainability (B = 0.804, t =
23.76). Predictive relevance indicators (Q?) confirmed strong explanatory power for the endogenous
constructs, and the global model fit index (GOF) reached 0.634, indicating a robust and well-fitted model.
Discussion and Conclusion

The validated model reinforces the argument that decentralized yet interconnected governance structures can
drive effective cultural planning. The significant role of neighborhood management structures highlights the
need for coherent institutional linkages and horizontal collaboration between local bodies and municipal
authorities. These findings echo global evidence that well-networked governance frameworks support trust-
building and participatory legitimacy (Beierle, 2010; Govender et al., 2011).

The strong influence of social participation aligns with long-standing scholarship emphasizing that community
voice is essential to the cultural relevance and sustainability of local plans (Murray et al., 2010; Nadeem &
Fischer, 2011). Where citizens are active co-creators rather than passive recipients, planning processes become
more adaptive and accepted. International cases using digital and hybrid participation — such as those
highlighted by (Chen & Zhang, 2024) and (Maciel et al., 2016) — illustrate how participation can be scaled
and diversified, a lesson highly relevant to Tehran’s complex demographic landscape.

Strategic visioning by local management also proved vital, showing that future-oriented, scenario-based
approaches can energize stakeholders and align diverse interests (Falleti & Riofrancos, 2018; Mohammadi
Azar, 2023). For Tehran, embedding foresight into cultural programming could counteract the fragmentation
caused by rapid urban growth and migration (Yasir & Farooq, 2024).

Equally important is the finding that participatory cultural planning strengthens accountability and evaluation
systems. When planning emerges from inclusive processes, the resulting performance assessment mechanisms
tend to be more transparent, meaningful, and trusted (Grant, 2009; Rafiei et al., 2015). This transparency is
crucial for building long-term social cohesion, as reflected in the model’s powerful link between evaluation
and social sustainability outcomes.

The emphasis on socio-cultural capacity building and awareness resonates with research on social capital and
community empowerment (Fun et al., 2014; Soleimani & colleagues, 2022). Cultural literacy and clear
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communication about participatory opportunities empower residents to take ownership of neighborhood
development. Additionally, fostering awareness reduces barriers of exclusion and helps bring marginalized
voices into decision-making — a priority stressed in participatory design studies (Bromark et al., 2023).
Finally, the model’s high GOF value confirms its empirical robustness and practical applicability. It bridges a
gap in Iranian urban governance by offering a middle ground between highly centralized and fully autonomous
local management. This “semi-autonomous” approach, previously advocated in Iranian scholarship (Mousavi
& Shataban, 2023; Ramazani, 2021), appears well-suited to Tehran’s socio-political environment, balancing
community empowerment with the coordination needed for equitable resource allocation and policy coherence.
In conclusion, this study provides both theoretical and applied contributions. Theoretically, it integrates
cultural planning, social capital, and participatory governance into a coherent model tailored to a megacity
with deep cultural diversity and complex institutional structures. Practically, it offers Tehran’s municipal
managers a tested roadmap for cultivating trust, cultural vitality, and social resilience at the neighborhood
level. By investing in participatory infrastructures — both human and digital — and reinforcing accountability
channels, city leaders can foster inclusive cultural development and sustainable urban cohesion.
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