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Abstract

This study aimed to evaluate the structural and functional position of Tehran’s urban management within Iran’s macro-political and
administrative system and to identify its principal strengths and deficiencies. This applied and analytical study employed a mixed
qualitative—quantitative design. The study population consisted of urban planning and urban management specialists, academics, municipal
administrators, and experts from organizations involved in governing Tehran. Using non-probability snowball sampling, 75 participants
were recruited. Qualitative data were collected through a review of documents, scholarly literature, articles, and theses, from which the
initial assessment criteria were derived. Quantitative data were subsequently obtained using a closed-ended questionnaire administered
through a three-round Delphi panel. Following expert review and refinement, 20 criteria were retained under eight indicators:
decentralization, participation, rule of law, transparency and accountability, efficiency and effectiveness, consensus orientation,
responsibility, and justice and equity. Data were analyzed using means, standard deviations, and coefficients of variation. Expert consensus
indicated that Tehran’s urban management occupied an unfavorable structural and functional position. Of the 20 assessed criteria, 12
obtained scores below the theoretical midpoint of three, whereas only eight received scores above this threshold. Structurally, the
influence of macro-level economic and social planning policies on the municipality received the highest evaluation. However,
decentralization, administrative integration, interorganizational cooperation, the establishment of new municipal revenue sources, and
governmental transparency were rated unfavorably. Functionally, staff responsibility based on a precise division of duties received the
highest score. Conversely, the delegation of planning and policymaking authority to local managers and civil society, institutional
adaptability, staff training, and citizen participation were assessed as inadequate. Improving Tehran’s urban management requires a
transition from a centralized and fragmented structure toward an integrated, multilevel, and participatory governance system. This
transition should include greater authority for local institutions, stronger interorganizational coordination, sustainable municipal revenues,
institutional accountability, and meaningful participation by citizens, civil society organizations, and the private sector.

Keywords: Urban management, political structure, administrative structure, integrated urban management, decentralization, Tehran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary cities are complex, dynamic, and multidimensional systems in which political, administrative,
economic, social, cultural, technological, spatial, and environmental processes continuously interact. Rapid
urbanization, population concentration, metropolitan expansion, changing patterns of mobility and land use,
environmental degradation, technological development, and the growing diversity of citizens’ expectations
have considerably increased the complexity of urban governance. Under such circumstances, urban
management cannot be reduced to the routine delivery of municipal services or the physical administration of
urban space. Rather, it must function as an integrated system of policymaking, coordination, regulation,
resource allocation, implementation, supervision, and public accountability. The effectiveness of this system
depends substantially on the institutional position of urban management within the wider political and
administrative structure, the distribution of authority among national and local institutions, and the capacity of

urban organizations to cooperate in addressing interconnected metropolitan problems.



Traditional administrative systems based on centralized authority, hierarchical control, sectoral specialization,
and top-down decision-making are increasingly unable to respond effectively to complex and rapidly changing
urban environments. Organizational theory emphasizes that institutions operating in uncertain and
heterogeneous environments require flexible structures, decentralized decision-making, horizontal
coordination, timely information exchange, and adaptive human resources (Daft, 2010). These requirements
are particularly important in metropolitan areas because urban affairs are governed by numerous public,
governmental, private, and civil-society actors. When authority and responsibility are fragmented among
multiple institutions without an effective coordination mechanism, administrative duplication, policy
inconsistency, inefficient resource allocation, and ambiguous accountability are likely to emerge.

The transition from urban government to urban governance reflects a broader transformation in the
organization of public affairs. Urban governance recognizes that municipalities and central governmental
agencies are not the only actors involved in managing cities. Private-sector organizations, professional
associations, civil-society institutions, local communities, and citizens also possess resources, knowledge,
interests, and capacities that can influence urban development. Accordingly, good urban governance is
generally associated with decentralization, participation, rule of law, transparency, accountability, efficiency,
effectiveness, consensus orientation, responsibility, justice, and equity. Evaluations of good urban governance
indicators have demonstrated that the quality of urban administration depends not merely on the existence of
formal institutions but also on the extent to which these institutions are responsive, coordinated, transparent,
participatory, and capable of implementing collectively accepted policies (Rezaei, 2014).

Integrated urban management has therefore become a central concept in contemporary urban governance.
Integration does not necessarily require the concentration of all urban functions within a single organization.
Instead, it refers to the establishment of coherent relationships among policies, plans, institutions, territorial
levels, and implementation mechanisms. Fragmentation may occur in administrative, political, functional,
spatial, or policy-related forms, and each form can weaken the capacity of urban institutions to respond to
interconnected challenges (Asadi & Barakpour, 2011). For example, transportation policies affect land use,
environmental quality, housing accessibility, employment distribution, and social inclusion. Consequently,
isolated sectoral decisions may create unintended consequences in other areas and reduce the overall
effectiveness of urban planning.

Strategic spatial planning similarly emphasizes the relationships among institutions, actors, space, and place.
It considers urban space not as a neutral physical container but as a product of social, political, and economic
interactions. From this perspective, effective urban planning requires coordination across local, regional, and
national scales and the participation of stakeholders in defining problems, constructing shared visions, and
implementing development strategies (Healey, 2004). Strategic planning is especially relevant to metropolitan
areas, where administrative boundaries rarely correspond to functional relationships involving transportation,

employment, environmental systems, infrastructure networks, and population movements.




Recent international experiences have also highlighted the importance of spatial integration, institutional
coordination, and multilevel governance for sustainable development. Research on urban—rural integration
indicates that the coordination of land-use policies, infrastructure investment, public services, economic
development, and environmental protection can reduce spatial inequalities and improve the sustainability of
metropolitan regions (Zhang, 2025). Although governance systems differ across countries, such experiences
demonstrate that fragmented institutions and uncoordinated sectoral policies constitute major barriers to
balanced and sustainable urban development.

In Iran, urban management has developed within a predominantly centralized political and administrative
system. A substantial proportion of policymaking authority, legal competence, financial resources, and
administrative control remains concentrated in central government organizations. Municipalities and Islamic
city councils are responsible for responding to many local needs, yet numerous functions affecting urban
development remain under the authority of ministries, governmental agencies, public-service companies, and
provincial institutions. This imbalance between responsibility and authority limits the capacity of municipal
organizations to plan independently, mobilize sustainable resources, and respond effectively to local priorities.
Studies of integrated urban management in Tehran have identified institutional plurality, overlapping
functions, centralized authority, and weak interorganizational coordination as major obstacles to coherent
metropolitan administration (Sarvar et al., 2017).

Tehran, as the national capital and the largest metropolis in Iran, presents an especially complex governance
environment. The concentration of population, political institutions, economic activities, employment
opportunities, specialized services, and national infrastructure has increased both the strategic importance of
the city and the intensity of its management challenges. Traffic congestion, air pollution, spatial inequality,
housing pressures, environmental vulnerability, unstable municipal revenues, metropolitan expansion, and the
growing interdependence between Tehran and surrounding settlements cannot be addressed effectively by a
single institution. Tehran’s official programs and urban documents emphasize improved service quality,
efficient urban administration, citizen participation, environmental protection, and coordinated development
(Tehran, 2021). Nevertheless, a considerable gap remains between these policy objectives and the institutional
capacity required for their implementation.

The predominance of physical and sectoral approaches in urban planning has further weakened the relationship
between strategic objectives and operational capacity. Strategic planning in Tehran requires clear connections
among vision, policy, operational programs, financial resources, responsible institutions, and performance
evaluation (Masihi, 2011). Without such connections, the proliferation of plans may increase administrative
complexity rather than improve coordination. Research on strategic spatial planning and municipal operational
programs has similarly emphasized that local planning can succeed only when local institutions possess
sufficient authority, implementation capacity, stakeholder participation, and organizational accountability
(Ghaed Rahmati et al., 2021).



Tehran’s urban management also faces serious financial, administrative, and participatory difficulties.
Unstable revenue sources, growing service-delivery costs, administrative complexity, limited transparency,
and insufficient institutional cooperation weaken the municipality’s capacity for long-term planning
(Soleimani, 2024). Moreover, although sustainable urban development requires the involvement of citizens,
civil-society organizations, and the private sector, participation in urban policymaking remains limited and
often does not extend to meaningful influence over priorities, resource allocation, or program evaluation
(Mirzadeh Doustan, 2021). The realization of integrated management is additionally constrained by political,
legal, financial, organizational, and cultural barriers, while future demographic, environmental, technological,
and spatial changes are expected to intensify the need for adaptive metropolitan governance (Hataminejad &
Saint-Vincent Youkan, 2024). Accordingly, improving Tehran’s urban management requires not only
organizational restructuring but also a transition toward decentralized, transparent, participatory, and
multilevel governance. Therefore, this study aimed to evaluate the structural and functional position of
Tehran’s urban management within the country’s macro-political and administrative system.

Materials and Methods

This applied study employed an analytical mixed-methods design. The study population consisted of urban-
planning and urban-management specialists, university academics, municipal officials, city-council experts,
and professionals working in organizations involved in the administration and development of Tehran. Because
the target experts were distributed across several institutions and were not readily accessible through a
comprehensive sampling frame, non-probability snowball sampling was used. A total of 75 experts
participated, including 42 men and 34 women as reported in the study dataset, with participants drawn from
the Deputy Office for Urban Planning and Architecture, the Housing and Urban Development Organization,
sectoral executive agencies, Tehran Islamic City Council, universities, and urban-planning administrative
units.

Data collection was conducted in qualitative and quantitative stages. Initially, documents, academic
publications, theses, official reports, and relevant urban-management materials were reviewed to identify the
preliminary dimensions and criteria associated with Tehran’s structural and functional management position.
These preliminary criteria were organized into a semi-structured questionnaire and submitted to the expert
panel during the first Delphi round. The initial instrument contained 24 criteria grouped under 10 indicators.
Following the collection, classification, and synthesis of expert comments, redundant or weakly related criteria
were revised or removed.

In the second Delphi round, a structured closed-ended questionnaire containing 20 criteria under eight
indicators was distributed among the panel members. The structural indicators were decentralization,
participation, rule of law, and transparency and accountability. The functional indicators were efficiency and
effectiveness, consensus orientation, responsibility, and justice and equity. Participants assessed the relevance

and importance of each criterion using a five-point Likert scale ranging from very poor to excellent. In the




third round, the mean and standard deviation of each criterion were presented to the panel members so that
they could reconsider their judgments. Because convergence and stability were achieved among the experts,
no additional Delphi round was required. The data were analyzed using means, standard deviations, and
coefficients of variation, and a theoretical mean of 3 was used to distinguish favorable from unfavorable
conditions.

Findings

The findings indicated that the overall structural and functional position of Tehran’s urban management was
unfavorable. Of the 20 evaluated criteria, 12 obtained mean scores below the theoretical midpoint of 3 and
were therefore classified as unfavorable, whereas only eight criteria received scores above 3 and were
considered favorable. This distribution demonstrated that deficiencies were more prevalent than strengths
across the evaluated indicators.

Within the decentralization indicator, attention to a decentralized and integrated management structure
received a mean score of 2.78 and was classified as unfavorable. Administrative and executive divergence and
fragmentation obtained a mean of 2.69, while the prevalence of sectoral approaches and the absence of a
systemic perspective toward urban governance received a mean of 2.72; both criteria were unfavorable. By
contrast, the balance between municipal authority and responsibility obtained a mean score of 3.06 and was
marginally favorable. The complexity and diversity of decision-making scales within the metropolitan region
received a mean of 3.48.

For the participation indicator, interorganizational cooperation between the municipality and other
organizations in implementing urban decisions obtained a mean score of 2.48 and was unfavorable. In contrast,
the performance of legal and institutional mechanisms for cooperation with the private sector received a mean
of 3.30. Under the rule-of-law indicator, the influence of macro-level economic and social planning policies
on the municipality received the highest structural score, with a mean of 4.58. However, the existence of
appropriate connections between Tehran’s managerial programs and regional and national decision-making
levels received a mean of 2.32, while the approval and establishment of new municipal revenue sources
obtained a mean of 2.35. Both were classified as unfavorable.

Transparency in public-sector performance received a mean score of 2.31 and was unfavorable. Within
efficiency and effectiveness, the organization of training courses to enhance human-resource capabilities
received a mean of 2.27, and the institutional adaptability of the municipality to environmental changes and
emerging needs obtained a mean of 2.12. Both criteria were unfavorable. The increasing use of information
technologies according to the needs of citizens, the private sector, and civil institutions received a mean score
of 3.80. The criterion concerning the focus of urban management on physical plans, with insufficient attention
to environmental, social, and economic factors, obtained a mean of 3.45.

Within consensus orientation, the delegation of greater planning, decision-making, and policymaking authority

to local managers, civil society, and citizens received the lowest overall mean score, 1.87. Conversely, citizens’



awareness of individual duties and citizenship rights obtained a mean of 3.90. Regarding responsibility, the
level of responsibility within the administrative and organizational structure received a mean of 2.28, whereas
the ability of human resources to assume responsibility when duties were precisely differentiated achieved the
highest functional mean, 4.55. Finally, participation by the private sector, civil institutions, and citizens in
urban-management planning received a mean score of 2.31 and was classified as unfavorable.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that Tehran’s urban-management difficulties are systemic rather than limited to
isolated organizational weaknesses. The predominance of unfavorable criteria indicates that the city’s
management structure does not possess sufficient decentralization, institutional integration, financial
autonomy, transparency, adaptability, or participatory capacity. Although certain strengths were identified,
including the influence of macro-level policies, the use of information technology, citizen awareness, and the
responsibility capacity of personnel under clearly differentiated duties, these strengths have not been integrated
into a coherent governance framework.

The findings suggest that centralization remains one of the principal barriers to effective urban administration.
Tehran’s municipality is expected to address extensive local needs, yet important decisions and resources
remain under the control of national or sectoral institutions. This imbalance weakens local responsiveness and
makes accountability difficult. At the same time, horizontal fragmentation among organizations prevents the
city from functioning as an integrated administrative system. Multiple agencies participate in urban affairs, but
their responsibilities, information systems, priorities, and implementation procedures are insufficiently
coordinated.

The low score for interorganizational cooperation confirms that institutional plurality has not developed into
effective collaborative governance. Urban issues such as transportation, environmental pollution, housing,
spatial development, and crisis management cross administrative boundaries and require joint decision-
making. Without legally binding coordination arrangements, each institution may pursue its own sectoral
objectives, producing inconsistent policies, duplicated activities, and ineffective implementation.

Financial weakness constitutes another central limitation. The low score assigned to establishing new
municipal revenue sources indicates that Tehran’s urban management lacks an adequate foundation for stable
long-term planning. Financial decentralization must accompany administrative decentralization; otherwise,
transferring responsibilities to the municipality will only increase its burdens. A sustainable revenue system
should be transparent, predictable, equitable, and compatible with long-term urban-development goals.

The findings also reveal a substantial gap between technological development and organizational learning.
Although information-technology use was evaluated favorably, staff training and institutional adaptability
received low scores. Technology cannot independently improve governance unless employees possess the

skills to use it and administrative procedures are redesigned around integrated information. Therefore, digital



systems should support institutional coordination, evidence-based decision-making, transparency, and public
access rather than merely automate existing fragmented processes.

The lowest score, assigned to the delegation of authority to local managers, civil society, and citizens,
highlights the limited depth of participatory governance. Citizen awareness was relatively high, but
opportunities for meaningful influence over urban policy remained restricted. Effective participation requires
institutional channels through which citizens and organized stakeholders can contribute to agenda setting,
budgeting, implementation, and performance evaluation. Participation must therefore move beyond
consultation toward shared responsibility and structured involvement in decision-making.

The contrast between the low level of structural responsibility and the high responsibility capacity of personnel
under clearly defined duties is especially important. It suggests that human resources are not necessarily the
primary source of poor performance. Rather, ambiguous responsibilities, overlapping mandates, and unclear
organizational boundaries prevent personnel from being fully accountable. Defining responsibilities,
delegating corresponding authority, and establishing measurable performance indicators could substantially
improve institutional accountability.

Overall, improving Tehran’s urban-management position requires a transition from centralized and fragmented
administration toward integrated, multilevel, transparent, and participatory governance. Responsibilities and
authority should be clearly distributed among central government, municipal institutions, city councils, public-
service agencies, civil society, and the private sector. Interorganizational cooperation should be formalized
through binding coordination mechanisms, shared databases, joint programs, and transparent accountability
procedures. Local institutions should receive sufficient legal and financial authority, while citizens should be
provided with meaningful opportunities to participate in planning and evaluation. Such reforms could improve
institutional coherence, public trust, service quality, social equity, and the long-term sustainability of Tehran’s

metropolitan development.
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