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Urban governance in Iran faces serious institutional, legal, and financial challenges.
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with emphasis on the role of municipalities. The study was conducted using a
qualitative-analytical approach based on institutional and legal analysis. Data were
n collected through documentary and library studies, including laws, regulations, and
official reports, and examined using content analysis. An institutional-organizational
approach was then applied to analyze the relationships between municipalities and other
o local and national institu_tions. In the final step, tr_1e (;au;al Layereq Ar_1a|ysi§ _(CLA)
o method was used to identify the deeper roots of the institutional coordination crisis. The
Territorial Spatial Arrangement findings showed that Iranian municipalities face extensive responsibilities but limited
authority. Institutional centralization, financial dependence on unstable resources, inter-
organizational overlap, and negative cultural narratives have reduced efficiency and
social legitimacy. The results indicate that improving the quality of urban governance
will only be possible through institutional coherence, transparency, social participation,
and a comprehensive coordinated approach across institutional, organizational, and
cultural levels.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Urban governance has emerged as one of the most significant fields in public administration and urban policy
studies over recent decades. Contemporary governance approaches, particularly multi-level governance and
network governance theories, emphasize the importance of coordination, interaction, and collaboration among
different levels of government and a wide range of urban stakeholders. Within this framework, municipalities,
as the governance institutions closest to citizens, play a pivotal role in coordinating policies, managing
resources, and guiding urban development processes. International experience demonstrates that the success of
urban policies largely depends on institutional coherence, stakeholder participation, and the capacity of local
governments to coordinate the activities of multiple organizations and actors.

In Iran, despite rapid urbanization and the increasing complexity of urban challenges, the urban management
system continues to face significant obstacles, including administrative centralization, fragmented legal
frameworks, overlapping organizational responsibilities, and the limited financial and administrative authority
of municipalities. The involvement of numerous governmental and public institutions in urban affairs,
combined with the absence of effective coordination mechanisms, has reduced institutional efficiency,
intensified the duplication of functions, and constrained the leadership capacity of municipalities. Recent
studies have highlighted decentralization, institutional capacity building, transparency, equitable resource
allocation, and participatory mechanisms as essential components of effective urban governance.

Despite the growing importance of this issue, most existing studies have focused primarily on municipal
service delivery and urban operations, while insufficient attention has been paid to the institutional and legal
role of municipalities in establishing coordinated urban governance. Consequently, an indigenous and
comprehensive model of coordinated urban governance centered on municipalities has yet to be developed in
Iran. Therefore, this study aims to identify the key mechanisms and strategies required to establish such a
model and seeks to examine how strengthening the institutional and legal position of municipalities can
enhance urban management efficiency and improve the overall quality of urban governance in Iranian cities.

Study Area

The study area encompasses Iran’s urban governance and management system, with a particular focus on the
institutional and legal position of municipalities. Conducted at the national level, the study examines the
interactions between municipalities and other key actors involved in urban management, including the Ministry
of Interior, provincial administrations, Islamic City Councils, public service organizations, and other relevant
governmental institutions. This context was selected because of the multi-actor nature of urban governance in
Iran, the fragmentation of responsibilities, and the persistent challenges associated with institutional
coordination. Accordingly, the study seeks to identify the mechanisms required to establish coordinated urban
governance within the country's existing legal and institutional framework.

Material and Methods

This study adopts a qualitative-analytical approach to develop a model of coordinated urban governance in
Iran, with particular emphasis on the role of municipalities. Research data were collected through documentary
and library-based sources. In the first stage, national laws, regulations, policy documents, parliamentary acts,
and official reports related to urban management were identified and reviewed. Using an institutional-legal
perspective, the study examined the responsibilities, authorities, limitations, and legal capacities of
municipalities in coordinating urban policies and governance processes.

Subsequently, the institutional structure of urban management and the relationships between municipalities and
other key governance actors were analyzed. To gain a deeper understanding of the underlying causes of
governance challenges, Causal Layered Analysis (CLA) was employed. This method enabled the examination
of urban governance issues across four analytical layers: observable problems, systemic causes, dominant
discourses, and deeper cultural narratives and metaphors. The integration of documentary analysis, institutional
analysis, and CLA provided the methodological foundation for the development of the proposed framework for
coordinated urban governance.

Result and Discussion

The findings of this study were organized into four complementary levels: institutional-legal, institutional—
organizational, network-based, and causal-layered analysis. At the institutional-legal level, the results show
that municipalities in Iran face an extensive set of responsibilities across constitutional provisions, municipal
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law, development plans, and national policy documents; however, these responsibilities are not matched by
adequate financial and administrative authority. This imbalance has led to centralization, institutional
dependency, and a weakened capacity of municipalities to act as coordinating actors in urban governance.

At the institutional-organizational level, network analysis reveals that municipalities are located at the center of
a complex multi-actor system involving national, provincial, specialized, and social institutions. Powerful
nodes such as the Ministry of Interior and planning organizations exert significant controlling influence, while
specialized agencies with fragmented interactions contribute to delays and a lack of coherence in urban project
implementation. This structure results in overlapping responsibilities, institutional conflicts, and reduced
decision-making efficiency.

At the causal-layered level, the results indicate that urban governance problems are not merely operational but
deeply structural. At the litany level, visible problems include traffic congestion, air pollution, and weak urban
services. At the systemic level, centralization, the informal urban economy, and financial dependency are key
drivers. At the discourse level, municipalities are predominantly perceived as service providers or fee-
collecting institutions, while at the myth/metaphor level, cultural narratives reproduce an image of inefficiency
and bureaucratic inertia.

Based on these findings, a coordinated urban governance model is proposed, built on four main pillars: multi-
level institutional coordination, financial sustainability, transparent network governance, and social
participation. The model also emphasizes the cultural reframing of municipalities and the transition toward
smart governance. In this framework, municipalities are repositioned from limited executive bodies to
coordinating, policy-making, and trust-building institutions capable of reducing institutional conflicts and
improving overall governance efficiency.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that urban governance in Iran is confronted with institutional fragmentation,
financial limitations, and overlapping responsibilities, which have constrained municipalities from effectively
performing their coordinating role. The multi-level analysis reveals that these inefficiencies are not merely
operational but are rooted in legal, network, and cultural structures. At the institutional level, an extensive set
of responsibilities without adequate financial resources has led to centralization and reduced efficiency. At the
network level, the involvement of multiple overlapping national and specialized actors has resulted in
duplication of functions and institutional conflicts. At the cultural level, the dominant perception of
municipalities as service-oriented bodies has weakened their legitimacy and governance capacity.

Accordingly, this study emphasizes the necessity of developing an indigenous model of coordinated urban
governance based on institutional decentralization, financial sustainability, network transparency, social
participation, smart governance, and cultural reframing. Such a model can transform municipalities from purely
executive bodies into policy-making and coordinating institutions, thereby improving urban livability,
enhancing social equity, and promoting more effective governance in Iranian cities.

Key words: Urban Governance; Institutional Coordination; Municipalities; Causal Layered Analysis.
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