Journal of Social Continuity & Change
Voal. 3, No. 2, Autumn and Winter 2024, 437-466

Jour nal Homepage: http://jscc.yazd.ac.ir
P-1SSN: 2783-3259 E-1SSN: 2783-3100

Factors Contributing to the Decline of Institutional Trust in Urban
Governance Over the Past Two Decades (Case Study: Tehran)

Saman Yousefvand!*

1*. Assistant Professor, Faculty of Governance, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran (Corresponding Author);

samanyousefvand@ut.ac.ir

Original Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: In today's complex political and social systems, trust is essential for enhancing
governance quality. The success of policies depends, to a large extent, on the level of institutional trust within a
society. Trust in social governance analyzed through community-centered and institution-centered approaches.
This study examines trust within Iran’s urban governance system, focusing on Tehran.

Data and Method: A mixed-methods research approach was used in the study. Secondary analysis was
performed on data from several national surveys on social capital as well as the Iranians Values and Attitudes
surveys. In the qualitative phase, 10 in-depth interviews with experts were conducted to achieve conceptual and
theoretical saturation.

Findings: The findings reveal that the institutional trust score in urban governance in Iran, especially in Tehran,
has consistently been below the average and has decreased over the past two decades. The qualitative findings
identified 110 primary codes, six sub-themes, and one main theme titled "weak governance quality" as factors
contributing to the reduction of institutional trust in the urban governance system.

Conclusion: The study concludes that a society-oriented perspective is insufficient for analyzing trust issues in
Iran's urban governance. Instead, an institution-oriented theoretical framework better explains the trust
problem. The results align with the institution-oriented perspective, indicating that universal trust is not merely
a function of community life density but is significantly influenced by the quality, efficiency, and justice of
governance institutions.

Keywords: Governance, Social capital, Participation, Trust, Tehran.

Key Message: To address the challenges of today's rapidly changing environments, the urban governance
system needs to enhance its social vision through conditional agreements. Therefore, policy development within
the urban governance system should be guided by the social capital principles.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The urban management system requires trust more than other institutions of its kind due
to its extensive, long-term, and wide-ranging relationship with citizens. Without an adequate
level of trust, a vicious cycle of service delivery failures by city management and general
citizen dissatisfaction emerges, leading to the waste of material and spiritual resources across
the urban society. Therefore, monitoring public trust levels in urban management and
investigating the mechanisms and factors influencing it is essential to guide urban society
towards progress and sustainable development. Given the importance of institutional trust in
the urban governance system, this study aims to examine the current state and identify the
areas of institutional trust within Tehran's urban management system.

Methods and Data

This study utilized a mixed-methods research approach. In the first step, a secondary
analysis was performed to understand the trends and state of institutional trust in urban
management in Iran and Tehran. The analysis covered the period from 2005 to 2021, based
on the results of several national surveys on social capital in Iran, as well as the Iranian values
and attitudes national survey. In the second phase, a qualitative research method was
employed, involving in-depth interviews with experts and specialists in urban social studies
to investigate the areas of decreasing institutional trust in Tehran's urban management. The
research utilized purposeful sampling to select participants, resulting in interviews with 10
experts and specialists in urban social studies, which achieved conceptual and theoretical
saturation. The sample included individuals with relevant education in social sciences and
experience working with urban management, either through research projects or as
organizational employees. Of the 10 interviewees, five had doctorates in social sciences and
experience with Tehran Municipality, while the other five were organizational employees of
Tehran Municipality. The coding process identified 6 themes from approximately 110 primary
codes related to areas of decreasing institutional trust.

Findings

This research presents its findings in two parts: descriptive and analytical. The descriptive
part outlines the state of institutional trust in urban governance, based on social survey data.
The analytical part investigates and analyzes the factors leading to the decline of institutional
trust in the urban governance system.

Our descriptive findings indicate that institutional trust in urban management has been low
over the past two decades, consistently below the average score. The trend of trust in
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Tehran's urban management from 2013 to 2021 shows a decline. High trust in the Tehran City
Council dropped from 20% in 2013 to about 10% in 2021, and high trust in Tehran
Municipality decreased from 21% in 2013 to about 9% in 2021. Furthermore, the latest
National Survey of Social Capital in Iran (2021) reveals that the organizational trust for
municipalities and city councils in the country is unfavorable. Out of 27 organizations
surveyed, they ranked 25th, reflecting a low average score of institutional trust. The trend of
trust in urban management across Iran from 2013 to 2021 also shows a decline. High trust in
city councils dropped from 26% in 2013 to about 16.5% in 2021, and high trust in
municipalities decreased from 31% in 2013 to about 14% in 2021. The findings also show
that, at the macro level, the social capital index in Iran is below average and has been
declining. Additionally, the score of institutional trust in urban governance in Iran,
particularly in Tehran, has consistently been below average and has decreased over the past
two decades.

Our analytical findings based on a qualitative study identify six sub-themes contributing to
the decline of institutional trust in the urban management system: 1) Functional weakness of
the macro-governance structure in addressing societal problems, 2) Multiplicity of
responsibilities and weak problem-solving capacity, 3) Marginalization of social insight within
the urban governance system). Political conflicts and confrontational demarcations, 5) Lack of
understanding of the complexity and timely response to urban issues, and 6) Weak
interaction between the urban governance system and citizens and social forces. These sub-
themes collectively support the main theme of the research: "weak quality of urban
governance."

Conclusion and Discussion

This research reveals that, at the macro level, the social capital index in Iran is below
average and has been on a downward trend. Additionally, the score of institutional trust in
urban governance in Iran, particularly in Tehran, has consistently been below average and has
decreased over the past two decades. The qualitative findings identified 110 primary codes
and six sub-themes, culminating in a main theme titled "weakness of governance quality."

The study concludes that a society-oriented micro-logic is insufficient for analyzing trust
issues in Iran’s urban governance. Instead, an institution-oriented theoretical framework
provides a better explanation. The results align with this framework, suggesting that public
trust is not merely a function of societal density but is significantly influenced by the quality,
efficiency, and justice of governance institutions. Therefore, the urban governance system
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needs to enhance its social vision through conditional agreements to navigate today's fluid
and changing environments. Policy formulation should be guided by social capital principles.
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1. Credibility through communication
2. Interpretive narrative
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