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Highlights

- The study shows that sustainable public participation in the regeneration of deteriorated urban fabrics in Tabriz requires
simultaneous institutional reform, transparent administrative processes, and the rebuilding of social trust.

- The results indicate that weak institutions, complex regulations, low social capital, and limited capacity building collectively
reduce citizens’ perceived effectiveness of participation and their engagement in renewal projects.

- Third, using a mixed-methods approach and structural equation modeling, the research proposes an integrated, context-specific
framework of nine key barriers to public participation in the regeneration of deteriorated urban areas in Tabriz.

rban regeneration and the redesign of deteriorated urban fabrics can only succeed when Received 29/04/2025
decision-making and intervention processes are grounded in genuine public participation Reyised 14/06/2025
and citizens’ trust. In Tabriz, past experiences have shown that institutional weaknesses,
complex administrative procedures, and the absence of constructive communication between
urban management and residents have hindered effective public participation in renewal
projects, leading many initiatives to stagnation or failure. This study was conducted with
the aim of identifying and analyzing the challenges and barriers to public participation in
the reconstruction and design of dilapidated urban areas in Tabriz. Using a mixed-methods
approach, the research sought to provide a comprehensive understanding of the inhibiting
factors and potential pathways for enhancing participation. The qualitative phase, based on Public Participation
thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with experts, revealed nine central themes: Deteriorated Urban Fabric
weak supportive regulations, institutional inefficiencies, insufficient social capacity-building, Urban Renewal
low social capital, poor information and educational processes, lack of prior participatory |nstitutional Challenges
experience, ineffective monitoring systems, administrative complexity, and low public trust in - apyi; city,
urban management. The quantitative findings confirmed these themes and demonstrated that
togethertheyweaken citizens’ perception of participation and reduce their willingness to engage
in urban renewal projects. The study’s main theoretical contribution lies in illustrating that
sustainable participation in deteriorated urban areas can only be achieved when institutional
reform, procedural transparency, and social trust-building are pursued simultaneously.
Accordingly, the results of the research have significant practical implications for three groups:
urban policymakers and managers in designing new participatory governance structures;
urban planners and designers in formulating people-centered intervention strategies; and local
institutions in strengthening social capital and community education. The findings ultimately
show that any effective regeneration effort in Tabriz will remain unachievable unless the
relationship between urban management and the public is fundamentally rebuilt.
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Introduction: Rapid and often unplanned urban growth, uneven spatial development, and the
progressive deterioration of inner-city areas have become major challenges for sustainable urban
development in lIranian cities. In response, urban regeneration has been promoted as a strategic
approach to improving physical conditions, social cohesion, and institutional performance in deteriorated
neighborhoods. However, international and national experiences consistently show that regeneration
initiatives cannot achieve long-term success without meaningful public participation and sustained social
trust. Although public participation is widely emphasized in urban planning theories and policy documents,
its practical implementation in deteriorated urban fabrics has faced numerous barriers. Institutional
inefficiency, fragmented governance structures, complex administrative and legal procedures, weak social
capital, economic vulnerability of residents, and negative memories of previous regeneration projects have
significantly reduced citizens’ willingness to engage in renewal processes. In many cases, top-down planning
approaches and the neglect of local socio-cultural characteristics have further undermined participation,
turning it into a symbolic rather than an effective practice. The city of Tabriz, as one of Iran’s major historical
metropolitan areas, clearly reflects these challenges. Its deteriorated neighborhoods suffer from physical
problems such as aging buildings, fragmented land ownership, and inadequate infrastructure, alongside
social and institutional issues including poverty, declining trust in urban authorities, limited transparency,
and insufficient mechanisms for citizen involvement. The absence of a comprehensive and evidence-
based understanding of participation barriers has weakened regeneration outcomes and reduced public
cooperation. Accordingly, there is a critical need for context-sensitive research that systematically analyzes
the obstacles to public participation in urban regeneration. Focusing on Tabriz, this study aims to identify
and structurally examine the key challenges limiting citizen participation in the regeneration and design of
deteriorated urban fabrics. By adopting an integrated analytical framework, the research seeks to provide
a robust foundation for enhancing participatory processes, rebuilding social trust, and improving the
effectiveness and sustainability of urban regeneration policies.

Materials and Methods: The city of Tabriz, as one of Iran’s major historical metropolitan areas,
clearly reflects these conditions. Its deteriorated neighborhoods suffer not only from physical
problems such as aging buildings, fragmented plots, and inefficient street networks, but also from social
and institutional challenges including poverty, declining social trust, weak institutional coherence, and the
absence of effective participatory mechanisms. Many regeneration projects in Tabriz have been formulated
through top-down approaches with a predominant focus on physical renewal, while paying limited attention
to the social, cultural, and participatory capacities of local neighborhoods. This has resulted in reduced
citizen cooperation and weakened the overall effectiveness of regeneration interventions. Accordingly, a
significant research gap exists regarding an integrated and context-specific analysis of barriers to public
participation in the regeneration and design of deteriorated urban fabrics in Tabriz. The present study
aims to identify and structurally explain the key challenges constraining public participation by adopting
an analytical and evidence-based approach. By doing so, it seeks to provide a scientific foundation for
rethinking participatory policies and practices, facilitating the reconstruction of social trust, and paving the
way toward sustainable, inclusive, and socially grounded urban regeneration.

Findings: The results of the structural regression analysis indicate that the decline in public participation
in the regeneration projects of deteriorated urban fabrics in the city of Tabriz is the outcome of a
complex and multidimensional set of interrelated factors that significantly influence citizens’ participatory
behavior. The statistical significance of all model paths, with t-values exceeding 1.96 and significance levels
below 0.001, confirms the high validity and robustness of the conceptual model. Moreover, the coefficient
of determination, valued at 0.529, demonstrates that the model explains a substantial proportion of the
variance in public participation, reflecting its strong explanatory capacity.

Among the examined dimensions, regulatory and legal frameworks exert the greatest influence on the
reduction of public participation. This finding suggests that complexity, inconsistency, and instability in
laws and policies related to urban regeneration have created an uncertain and unpredictable decision-
making environment for residents and investors. In deteriorated urban areas that are already characterized
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by economic and social vulnerability, weak regulatory structures encourage cautious or passive behavior
among local actors, thereby discouraging meaningful engagement in regeneration processes.
Following this, the dimensions of operational activities and the absence of prior experience in participatory
urban projects emerge as key determinants of participation barriers. These results indicate that delayed
or incomplete project implementation, lack of synergy among stakeholders, dominance of individual
interests over collective goals, and symbolic forms of participation have gradually eroded public trust.
When citizens perceive that their participation does not lead to tangible outcomes or influence decision-
making, participation is no longer understood as an effective civic right but rather as a superficial and
symbolic exercise.

The dimensions of monitoring and evaluation, as well as public—private partnership management, highlight
institutional and managerial weaknesses within the regeneration process. The absence of stable evaluation
systems, lack of goal-oriented indicators, limited accountability, and restricted authority of oversight bodies
have deprived regeneration initiatives of effective feedback and corrective mechanisms. Consequently,
short-term decision-making, fragmented interventions, and mutual distrust between residents, public
institutions, and private actors continue to be reproduced.

At the social level, low social capital and insufficient capacity building reveal that participation in Tabriz
is fundamentally a structural and social issue rather than an individual or behavioral one. Low levels of
trust, weak local networks, limited involvement of civil society organizations, lack of targeted training
programs, and shortage of skilled personnel within local institutions have rendered participation fragile
and unsustainable. These conditions indicate that urban regeneration in Tabriz is still largely framed
as a technical and physical project, while the social and cultural prerequisites of participation remain
marginalized.

In addition, the fragmentation of urban development programs and the weakness of existing institutional
structures point to the absence of integrated urban governance. The implementation of isolated projects,
lack of a shared strategic vision, and institutional barriers preventing the effective involvement of non-
governmental organizations have reduced participation to a formal and state-centered process rather than
a genuinely collaborative one.

Discussion and Conclusion: Overall, the findings demonstrate that public participation in the
regeneration of deteriorated urban fabrics in Tabriz is not a single-factor or purely operational issue,
but rather the product of an intertwined network of legal, institutional, managerial, social, and cultural
barriers. Enhancing participation therefore requires structural reform of regulatory frameworks, redesign
of participatory mechanisms, strengthening of local and civil institutions, establishment of transparent
and accountable monitoring systems, and long-term investment in rebuilding social trust. Only within
such an integrated framework can public participation move beyond rhetorical commitments and policy
documents to become a meaningful and effective force in urban regeneration processes.
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Examining the Challenges and Barriers to Public Participation in the Process of

Reconstruction and Design of Deteriorated Urban Fabrics in Tabriz City’

Mabhsa Faridi Sani!', Dariush Sattarzadeh?™*,” Lida Balilan Asl®

1. Department of Urban Planning, Ta, C, Islamic Azad University, Tabriz, Iran.
2. Department of Urban Planning, Ta, C, Islamic Azad University, Tabriz, Iran.
3. Department of Architecture, Ta, C, Islamic Azad University, Tabriz, Iran.

- The study shows that sustainable public participation in the regeneration of deteriorated urban fabrics in Tabriz requires
simultaneous institutional reform, transparent administrative processes, and the rebuilding of social trust.
- The results indicate that weak institutions, complex regulations, low social capital, and limited capacity building collectively
reduce citizens’ perceived effectiveness of participation and their engagement in renewal projects.
- Third, using a mixed-methods approach and structural equation modeling, the research proposes an integrated, context-specific
framework of nine key barriers to public participation in the regeneration of deteriorated urban areas in Tabriz.

rban regeneration and the redesign of deteriorated urban fabrics can only succeed when

decision-making and intervention processes are grounded in genuine public participation
and citizens’ trust. In Tabriz, past experiences have shown that institutional weaknesses,
complex administrative procedures, and the absence of constructive communication between
urban management and residents have hindered effective public participation in renewal
projects, leading many initiatives to stagnation or failure. This study was conducted with
the aim of identifying and analyzing the challenges and barriers to public participation in
the reconstruction and design of dilapidated urban areas in Tabriz. Using a mixed-methods
approach, the research sought to provide a comprehensive understanding of the inhibiting
factors and potential pathways for enhancing participation. The qualitative phase, based on
thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with experts, revealed nine central themes:
weak supportive regulations, institutional inefficiencies, insufficient social capacity-building,
low social capital, poor information and educational processes, lack of prior participatory
experience, ineffective monitoring systems, administrative complexity, and low public trust in
urban management. The quantitative findings confirmed these themes and demonstrated that
togethertheyweaken citizens’ perception of participation and reduce their willingness to engage
in urban renewal projects. The study’s main theoretical contribution lies in illustrating that
sustainable participation in deteriorated urban areas can only be achieved when institutional
reform, procedural transparency, and social trust-building are pursued simultaneously.
Accordingly, the results of the research have significant practical implications for three groups:
urban policymakers and managers in designing new participatory governance structures;
urban planners and designers in formulating people-centered intervention strategies; and local
institutions in strengthening social capital and community education. The findings ultimately
show that any effective regeneration effort in Tabriz will remain unachievable unless the
relationship between urban management and the public is fundamentally rebuilt.
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