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Abstract 
e-Participation has been employed by many planning authorities across the world to 

facilitate the engagement of people in decision-making processes. Previous studies on e-
participation have shown that this form of participation can increase the level of flexibility 
and inclusiveness of public engagements, make government interventions more responsive 
to citizens’ needs, and increase government accountability. While there is a growing use of 
e-participation in the planning systems of developed countries, its application in developing 
countries has remained very limited. This paper explores the barriers to employing e-
participation in the context of a developing country’s planning system, using Iran as a case 
study. We have conducted interviews with different planning actors, including both public- 
and private-sector planners, to investigate what they perceive as such barriers. The results 
of this study show that the primary barriers to e-participation in Iran are attitudes towards 
participation, the structure and culture of the planning system, and staff capacity to engage 
the public through e-participation. The paper concludes with a series of recommendations 
regarding how these barriers can be overcome.  

Keywords: e-Participation, Planning, Information and Communication Technologies, 
Barriers, Iran. 

 
1. Introduction 
Information and communication technologies (ICTs) have become an integral feature 

in the practices of planners in recent decades. Technological advances in combination with 
increased dispersion of the internet mean that a plethora of ICTs now exist that enable 
planners to better communicate, collaborate, and consult, but also collect, analyse, and 
interpret data (Riggs and Gordon, 2015, Stratigea et al., 2015, Ahmadpoor and Shahab, 
2019, Allam and Newman, 2018, Shahab and Allam, 2020). While evidence suggests that 
planners have been historically uneven in their adoption of various ICTs, there is a large 
body of literature extolling the potential and measured benefits of using ICTs in planning 
practice (Afzalan and Evans-Cowley, 2015, Ahmadpoor and Smith, 2020, Russo et al., 2018, 
Saad-Sulonen, 2014). Beyond argued improvements in bureaucratic speed, efficiency, 
legitimacy, and transparency (Thakuriah et al., 2016, Amati, 2011), the planning literature 
particularly emphasises the role of internet-enabled ICTs in reducing barriers to public 
participation and increase the number, type, and interactivity of stakeholders with planning 
issues (Fredericks and Foth, 2013, Kahila-Tani et al., 2019, Wilson et al., 2017). 

At its core, e-participation is characterised by the use of ICTs to connect individuals 
with each other, governance processes, and their elected representatives (Macintosh, 2006). 
The ubiquity of the internet and mobile ICTs in contemporary society has not only opened 
the gates for decision-makers to better connect with their constituents, but also empowered 
stakeholders to interact and engage with planners and planning issues more than ever before 
(Wilson et al., 2017). Internationally, the adoption of e-participation has steadily increased 
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as a result of growing potential engagement opportunities with heterogenous and disparate 
communities in real time combined with the low cost of digitally engaging with communities 
and individuals (Firmstone and Coleman, 2015, Fredericks and Foth, 2013). Despite 
increasing availability and usefulness of e-participation, communities embracing the internet 
as a new way to engage with each other and local planning authorities on urban issues, and 
numerous potential benefits, the implementation of e-participation remains uneven (Ertiö 
and Bhagwatwar, 2017, Lin and Geertman, 2019, Slotterback, 2011). 

e-Participation has proliferated globally and there has been a rapid increase in its 
applications. However, a survey conducted by United Nations (2018) on e-government 
found that there is a significant disparity in the use of e-participation in developed and 
developing countries. Moreover, while there is an abundance of literature focussed on e-
participation applications in developed countries such as Australia, Finland, and the USA 
(Pilvi et al., 2018, Cleland et al., 2012, Legard et al., 2019, Zolotov et al., 2018), the findings 
of these studies are often not relevant or applicable to the very different socio-political 
contexts of developing countries. The implementation of e-participation in developing 
countries is only beginning to be explored in depth (Ransome et al., 2018, Åström et al., 
2012, Wahid and Sæbø, 2014). Consequently, there remains a limited and incomplete 
understanding of the current levels of use of e-participation, and the challenges involved in 
implementing them in the context of developing countries. 

The employment of ICTs in general, and e-participation in particular, in order to 
achieve planning objectives has gain a considerable attention in the discourse of urban 
planners and managers in Iran. However, other than limited and temporary applications, for 
example in Isfahan and Semnan Municipalities, this form of public participation has not 
been systematically applied to the process of decision-making in Iran. This paper explores: 
a) the barriers to employing e-participation in the context of urban planning in Iran, with an 
emphasis on Tehran, the capital city; and b) the ways in which decision-makers can tackle 
these barriers.  

As an upper-middle-income economy (World Bank, 2020), Iran is a particularly 
interesting case, as it has a highly central and top-down planning system, in which the major 
decisions for planning and designing cities are often made without significant public 
engagement. With planned interventions into urban environments that date back to 1920s, 
Iran has a relatively long history of modern urban planning, compared to many other 
developing countries (Habibi, 2006). To develop a better understanding of the opportunities 
as well as the barriers to implementing e-participation in such a planning system, we 
conducted in-depth interviews with 43 planning stakeholders in Tehran, Iran. The paper 
begins with a discussion of e-participation as an application of ICTs in planning practice and 
its related advantages and challenges. This is followed by a brief discussion of public 
participation in the context of urban planning and development in Iran. Then, the utilised 
empirical methodology is presented. Using the qualitative data extracted from the in-depth 
interviews, the paper goes on to analyse the factors that the interviewed stakeholders 
perceive as the barriers to employing e-participation in the Iranian planning system. Finally, 
the paper concludes with recommendations on the ways in which planners can tackle the 
identified barriers and implement e-participation to achieve planning objectives. 

 
2. e-Participation: An Application of ICTs in Planning Practice 
The rapid evolution of web technologies in the 1990s and 2000s set the scene for the 

progressive transition of many traditionally face-to-face planning activities online with the 
emergence of e-government and e-planning (Amati, 2011, Horelli, 2013, Allam and 
Dhunny, 2019). The rapid evolution of web-based platforms and diffusion of the internet 
revealed new opportunities for planners to communicate and interact with communities in 
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completely new ways (Houghton et al., 2014). A plethora of e-participation platforms, tools, 
and frameworks are outlined in the literature as available to planners and communities, and 
range from simplistic website forms to social media, complex planning support systems, and 
virtual reality-based e-participation (Porwol and Ojo, 2019, Pelzer et al., 2014, Kleinhans et 
al., 2015). While traditional face-to-face public participation methods (e.g. town hall 
meetings) are often limited spatially, temporally, and in the number of participants, e-
participation enables participants to engage with planning issues flexibly when and where it 
suits them (Wallin et al., 2012). e-Participation is also frequently framed in the planning 
literature as a means of engaging with traditionally underrepresented stakeholder groups and 
enhancing the scope and scale of stakeholders’ engagement with planning issues, whilst 
simultaneously reducing the costs associated with face-to-face public participation (Wirtz et 
al., 2018, Shahab and Viallon, 2020, Evans-Cowley and Manta Conroy, 2006). 

Despite the hype around e-participation in the planning literature, applications in 
practice remain uneven, and many challenges remain engaging with the public online 
(Wilson et al., 2017). Table 1 presents a summary of these challenges discussed by different 
scholars. The e-participation literature categorises such challenges as either planning-
authority or citizen oriented, reflecting the primary two directions of information flow and 
instigation of e-participation in planning processes (Evans-Cowley, 2010, Williamson and 
Ruming, 2015). Planning authorities face a host of barriers limiting their engagement with 
e-participation such as institutional support, cost of software/hardware, staff skills, 
availability of data, and the usefulness of available software to the tasks required in e-
participation (Slotterback, 2011, Pelzer, 2017). The anonymity of the internet combined with 
the rapid rate of information creation and distribution also provide useful explanation for 
planners’ limited applications of e-participation and other ICTs in practice. Users of social 
media platforms such as Twitter do not have to verify their identity and can present 
themselves with pseudonyms leading to questions of the legitimacy of certain users and their 
inputs (Williamson and Parolin, 2013). The real-time production of dialogue also risks 
planners being overwhelmed by the size of datasets, and the rate at which they can be 
created, whilst also leading to a disconnect between the discourses that evolve online, and 
communities offline (Galbraith et al., 2013, Cleland et al., 2012). 

 
Table 1: Summary of challenges in using ICTs for e-participation 

 Challenge Case Studies Sources 

P
la

n
n

in
g 

A
ut

h
or

it
ie

s 

The capacity of individuals to use ICTs USA, Australia 
Slotterback (2011), Williamson 
and Parolin (2012) 

Lack of upper management support for e-
participation 

USA, Northern 
Ireland 

Cleland et al. (2012), Slotterback 
(2011) 

Availability of ICT infrastructure in the 
municipality 

Sweden, Nepal, 
Indonesia, South 
Africa 

Åström and Granberg (2008), 
Sæbø et al. (2008), Sharma et al. 
(2014), Sri and Melissa (2012), 
Thakur and Singh (2012) 

Monetary cost of purchasing/ 
developing/maintaining software/ hardware 

USA, Northern 
Ireland 

Cleland et al. (2012), Slotterback 
(2011) 

Data availability Australia Pettit et al. (2018) 

Usefulness of e-participation (fit for purpose) Netherlands  Pelzer (2017) 

Time cost associated with preparing to use 
software/ hardware/ data resources  

USA, Slotterback (2011) 
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Determining useful responses from a large 
number of responses 

USA, Northern 
Ireland 

Cleland et al. (2012), Galbraith et 
al. (2013), Romsdahl (2005) 

Lack of awareness of online issue-based 
community groups 

USA 
Evans-Cowley and Hollander 
(2010) 

Ability to judge the legitimacy of 
submissions due to high levels of anonymity 

USA Williamson and Parolin (2013) 

Engaging users actively rather than passively 
in e-participation (lack of participation) 

Europe 
Bicking et al. (2011), Koussouris 
et al. (2011) 

Disconnect between online discourses and 
those developed through face-to-face 
channels 

Sweden Sæbø et al. (2008) 

T
h

e 
P

u
bl

ic
 

Digital divide 
UK, Brazil, 
Greece, Thailand 

Maia Ribeiro et al. (2018), 
Gounopoulos et al. (2020), 
Setthasuravich and Kato (2020), 
Philip et al. (2017) 

Awareness of e-participation used by 
different authorities/groups for engagement 

Germany Vignoli et al. (2015) 

Feeling disconnected from decision-making 
due to low levels of meaningful responses 
from governments when communities engage 

Sweden, 
Northern Ireland, 

Cleland et al. (2012), Åström et al. 
(2013), Jensen (2003) 

User-friendliness and complexity of e-
participation 

Sweden Åström et al. (2013) 

Privacy USA Romsdahl (2005) 

Information overload USA Romsdahl (2005) 

 
The e-planning literature also warns that e-participation is not be the panacea to the 

limitations of face-to-face public participation. It warns that depending on the e-participation 
approach it can support exclusion, manipulation, and therapy just as much as it can support 
citizen empowerment, and democratisation of planning processes (Yigitcanlar, 2006). 
Mirroring this, empirical studies show that citizens are wary to participate in e-participation 
where they feel their voices are likely to be ignored, or meaningfully engaged with by 
planning authorities (Cleland et al., 2012, Åström et al., 2013). Critically, citizen 
engagement with e-participation is primarily driven by their access to ICTs that would 
enable their participation, and the skills needed to use such ICTs (Maia Ribeiro et al., 2018, 
Gounopoulos et al., 2020). 

While there is a considerable body of literature espousing the democratic benefits and 
opportunities associated with e-participation, the use of ICTs in participation processes 
remains controversial and disputed. Post-political planning scholars raise concerns about the 
legitimacy, transparency, and genuine intentions of engagement through e-participation by 
planning authorities (Van Wymeersch et al., 2018, Legacy et al., 2019, Inch, 2014). Other 
scholars argue that there is a risk e-participation processes could be manipulated by 
individuals or groups with alternate and possibly nefarious interests (Bessi and Ferrara, 
2016, Hegelich and Janetzko, 2016), or authoritarian governments seeking to exclude certain 
groups or perspectives (He et al., 2017). Challenging the assumption that e-participation 
enhances democratic expression, Susha and Grönlund (2012, p.373) argue that e-
participation can serve as ‘an effective means for non-democratic purposes’ and potentially 
reduce the transparency, accountability and validity of planning processes. This builds on 
critiques of government-led public participation, which argue democratic and 
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communicative framings of planning processes often fail to acknowledge or resolve power 
inequities (Legacy et al., 2019, Clifford, 2013, Arnstein, 1969). Thorpe (2017) also suggests 
that participation processes can be carefully managed to give the perception of legitimacy 
to decisions made by planning authorities ahead of and outside formal public participation 
processes, whilst also ‘minimising the potential for those with conflicting views to be heard’ 
(p. 568).  Ultimately, the political and social context of a planning system, and the degree to 
which there is a genuine commitment by planning authorities to engage with communities 
meaningfully will influence the degree to which e-participation is democratic and genuine. 

A review of the e-participation literature also reveals a clear bias towards exploring e-
participation applications and challenges faced in developed countries, and a much more 
limited but emerging body exploring applications and challenges using e-participation in 
developing countries (See Table 1). The digital divide is cited frequently as a barrier to 
undertaking e-participation in both developed and developing countries, reflecting socio-
economic conditions, education, and demographics (Philip et al., 2017, Setthasuravich and 
Kato, 2020, Maia Ribeiro et al., 2018). The term digital divide is used to describe uneven 
skills and/or access to ICTs (and therefore exclusion from digital activities and processes), 
and remains a major barrier for planners and the public to engage with e-participation 
(Yigitcanlar, 2006). The increased prevalence and distribution of internet-connected mobile 
phones has decreased the digital divide for many, however the cost of and skills required to 
use such devices may prove inhibitive for certain socio-economic and age groups, further 
perpetuating exclusion (Ertiö et al., 2016, Maia Ribeiro et al., 2018).  Moreover, while 
citizens in certain areas within developed countries may struggle to access the internet and 
other ICTs, the reality in many developing countries is that digital infrastructure remains in 
many instances unreliable, unevenly developed, and expensive for the general population 
(Maia Ribeiro et al., 2018, Dini and Sæbø, 2016). Consequently, the digital divide may 
further exacerbate inequalities and exclusion in planning systems where access to and skills 
using ICTs are uneven. 

 
3. Public Participation in the Context of Urban Planning and Development in 

Iran 
Iran has a centralised and top-down planning system (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2014, 

Dienel et al., 2017). Despite minor changes and developments over the last few decades, the 
highly centralised nature of planning system in Iran has remained relatively unchanged. The 
dominant approach to planning is still a top-down approach, in which the Ministry of Roads 
and Urban Development commissions private-sector planning consultants, mostly based in 
Tehran, to prepare development plans for different cities and towns in the country. The 
prepared plans are provided to municipalities for implementation. Municipalities consult 
development plans when considering development applications, and any changes to the plan 
or zoning is subject to the approval of a committee, known as ‘Article 5 Commission of the 
Urban Planning Supreme Council’, in each city that consists of local, provincial, or national 
authorities as well as the relevant private-sector planning consultants. 

In the process of preparing development plans, the engagement of the public, and even 
municipalities and city councils, remain rather limited. Plans and/or development proposals 
are not exhibited to citizens, and most people will only learn about the details of plans when 
they intend to develop their properties. In other words, urban development plans are 
prepared ‘for people’ and not ‘with people’ (Jahani Shakib et al., 2014). In addition, there is 
limited consistency and continuity in evaluating the outcomes of the plans. These issues 
have resulted in low degrees of implementation of development plans, with many of their 
proposals that have not realised ‘on the ground’ (Taghaddossi, 2010). For more information 
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on Iranian planning system see Mashhadi Moghaddam and Rafieian (2020), Farhoodi et al. 
(2009), and Dienel et al. (2017). 

The 1979 constitution and relevant legal frameworks emphasise public participation 
in decision-making processes in Iran. However, scholars argue that the limited public 
participation is mainly a result of the reluctance of public authorities, rather than a lack of 
legal frameworks (Kahzadi et al., 2016). Farhoodi et al. (2009) argue that the demands and 
politics of central government seem to be the main priorities of urban planning and 
development in Iran, instead of the needs of the public and municipalities. In such planning 
system, the real role or contribution of the private-sector planners and the extent to which 
they can influence decisions is ‘neither clear nor properly explained’ (p.337). The studies 
also show that there is not a statistically meaningful difference between the participation of 
men and women (Sharepour et al., 2015). One of the most recent developments in this regard 
has been the introduction of participatory processes in the urban redevelopment of central 
and historical neighbourhoods of Tehran and other large cities. In these redevelopment 
projects, property owners are invited by private-sector planning consultants, which are 
assigned to each neighbourhood by municipalities, to participate in the physical 
improvements of their properties and surrounding urban blocks through a participatory land 
readjustment or assemblage (Erfani and Roe, 2020). Despite the engagement of property 
owners, other stakeholders often remain absent in these participatory processes. 

In this context, several planning practitioners and urban managers advocate the 
potential of e-participation to improve the participatory dimensions of the decision-making 
processes in the planning system in Iran (Daneshpour and Daneshpour, 2012, Roudsaz et 
al., 2018, Modanlou, 2017). There have also been a few experiences with this form of 
participation in the country. For example, the municipality of Semnan has developed a 
mobile-based application, called 1371, to facilitate the communication between municipal 
authorities and the citizens (Semnan Municipality, 2020). People can use this application to 
report any issues within their neighbourhoods, follow up their requests and applications, 
make payments, and give feedback on the municipality’s proposals and activities. The 
municipality provides discounted public transport tickets and reduced bin collection fees for 
the mobile-based application users to encourage its use (IMNA, 2020a). Similarly, the local 
authorities in the city of Isfahan have attempted to receive people’s inputs and opinions on 
the proposals of the new development plan using online platforms and social media (Isfahan 
Municipality, 2020). As of September 2020, the municipality has organised 45 online 
meetings with a total of 560 citizens who participated to discuss the future plans and 
proposals (IMNA, 2020b). Despite these attempts and the desire for employing this form of 
public participation, the use of e-participation has remained very limited in the real life and 
is indeed in its nascent stage. 

There is a very limited body of academic literature exploring public participation in 
planning processes in Iran (Mahdavinejad and Amini, 2011, Farzaneh, 2011). This body of 
literature implies that there is a range of persistent barriers to public participation in the 
country. Barriers discussed include insufficient legal and institutional infrastructures to 
support public participation, political culture and will, costs of public participation, and anti-
participation culture in communities (Dienel et al., 2017, Forouhar and Forouhar, 2020, 
Nodehi and Fouladinasab, 2017).There are currently no studies exploring the use of e-
participation in an Iranian planning context, suggesting a clear research gap. 

 
 

 
1 . 137 is the telephone number to contact the municipality of Semnan and is known by citizens as a way to 
communicate with the municipal authorities. 
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4. Methodology 
We used semi-structured interviews to collect qualitative data on the perception of 

planners regarding the barriers of implementing e-participation the context of urban 
Planning and development in Tehran, Iran. A semi-structured interview approach was 
chosen for this research, as this type of interview enabled the authors to tailor the questions 
to the participants’ positions, experiences, and interview contexts (May, 2011, Galletta, 
2013). Interviews were conducted with 43 participants between April and June 2020. Based 
on the normative concept of data saturation, data collection was continued until no new 
additional data or no more emergent patterns were being found (Green and Thorogood, 
2013, Gaskell, 2000). Interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. These participants 
included 19 public-sector planners, 15 private-sector planners, and 9 academic researchers. 
Among the participants, 27 people were senior planners with more than 10 years of 
professional experience, while the others had less than 10 years of experience in planning 
practice. Although all participants had a good level of familiarity with participatory 
processes in planning, only 9 participants had previous experience with e-participation. 
Also, 8 out of 43 interview participants were women. After identifying and interviewing a 
number of key stakeholders in the context of urban planning in Tehran, the snowball 
sampling technique was used to identify other potential interviewees. Thus, the interviewed 
participants were asked to provide information helpful for locating and contacting other 
members of the target populations (Sarantakos, 2012, Thompson, 2012). 

Participants were asked open-ended questions to provide the maximum flexibility for 
structuring their comments (Aberbach and Rockman, 2002). All of the interviews were 
conducted over the phone, given the face-to-face interviews were not possible due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. We first asked the interviewees about their general opinion on the 
role of participation in the planning decision-making processes. Then, we asked several 
questions regarding e-participation and the factors that the interviewees perceive as the 
barriers to successfully implementing e-participation in the planning system in Iran. Finally, 
the interviewees had the opportunity to discuss the ways to which decision-makers can 
tackle the identified barriers. The authors transcribed the audio-recorded interviews 
verbatim. The interviews were coded and analysed using thematic analysis via the 
qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA. Thematic analysis is suitable for this study as 
it is a useful method for understanding the perspective of different interview participants 
and emphasising the similarities and differences within their responses (Nowell et al., 2017). 
An inductive approach was used, in which the researchers first searched for patterns and 
relationships in the collected interview responses and then compared the identified patterns 
with the existing theories in the literature (Woiceshyn and Daellenbach, 2018, Gioia et al., 
2012). Using this approach not only helped the researchers to avoid generalising the existing 
theories, which are largely developed based on the developed countries’ contexts, to the 
context of a developing country, but also allowed to form new theories and explanations that 
are most relevant to the Iranian planning system. 

 
5. Barriers to Employing e-Participation in the Iranian Planning System 
The factors that the interviewed stakeholders perceive as the barriers to utilising e-

participation in the Iranian planning system can be grouped into seven main categories: 
structure of the planning system, trust and confidence, knowledge and awareness, interests, 
infrastructure, leadership, and costs. An outline of these barriers concerning both planning 
authorities and the public is presented in Table 2 and explored further below. 
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Table 2: Summary of barriers to employing e-participation in the Iranian planning system 

Category of Barriers Planning Authorities The Public 

Structure of the planning 
system 

 General attitude towards (lack of) 
public participation 

 Godfathering and top-down attitude 
 Conservative attitude towards the 

use of ICTs 

 Lack of previous experience of 
formal public engagement 

 Strong preference for face-to-face 
interactions and follow ups 

 Relational approach towards 
problem-solving 

Trust and Confidence 

 Potential opportunistic behaviour of 
public participants 

 Lack of confidence regarding the 
effectiveness of e-participation 

 Concerns surrounding creating 
more inequalities 

 Privacy concerns 
 Lack of confidence regarding 

their effectiveness 
 Misunderstanding surrounding 

the genuine aims of e-
participation 

Knowledge and Awareness 

 Lack of guidelines and instructions 
 Lack of trainings and educational 

workshops 
 Limited capacity of individuals to 

use ICTs 

 Lack of trainings and educational 
workshops 

 Limited capacity of individuals to 
use ICTs, particularly among 
elderly people 

Interests 

 Reluctancy towards increasing the 
transparency of decision-making 
processes 

 Reluctancy to be responsive to the 
public 

 Conflict of interests between 
people’s need and manager’s 
desire 

Infrastructure 
 Issues surrounding access to 

reliable internet 
 Issues surrounding access to 

reliable internet 

Costs 
 Direct monetary costs 
 Time-related costs 

 

Leadership 

 Lack of upper management support 
 Short-term attitude of urban 

managers who prioritise short and 
quick projects 

 Lack of enabling legislation 

 

 
5.1. Structure of the planning system 
Almost all interviewees mentioned the existing structure of the planning system in 

Iran as one of the major barriers to realising e-participation, and public participation in 
general. Such structural issues affect both planning authorities and the public. According to 
the interviews, the general top-down approach of the planning authorities to tackling urban 
planning issues does not welcome participatory initiatives, such as e-participation. One of 
the private-sector planners pointed out that “some planners might think that as the elites of 
society, they know what is best for the public and city.” Many of planning interventions in 
Iran are carried out without meaningful involvement on the public, and many planners have 
not yet acknowledged the importance of public participation in achieving planning 
objectives. 14 interviewees also mentioned path dependency, which refers to the tendency 
of planners to continue the existing processes and routines. Such path dependency has made 
planning authorities reluctant to commit to change for different reasons including the cost 
implications that are discussed in more details in the following sections. This reiterates the 



9 
 

findings of Nodehi and Fouladinasab (2017)  regarding political culture, costs, and 
institutional frameworks within government limiting the uptake of public participation. 
While the e-participation literature recognises a lack of upper management support within 
planning authorities as a barrier to the adoption of e-participation (Cleland et al., 2012, 
Slotterback, 2011), this finding suggests that broader institutional structures and 
perspectives on the value of community contributions to planning processes are keystone 
elements in supporting the integration of meaningful participation, whether technologically 
supported or face-to-face. 

The existing structure of the planning system in Iran does not offer many opportunities 
for the public to engage with the decision-making processes. Unsurprisingly in such a 
planning system, most planners and citizens do not have any previous experience with 
participatory decision-making processes. This lack of previous experience with formal 
public participation, which is the direct consequence of the top-down planning approach in 
the country, has been mentioned by nine interviewees as a barrier to employing e-
participation. According to the interviews, people's preference for face-to-face interactions 
is another factor that hinders the implementation of e-participation in Iran. One of the 
interviewed public-sector planners stated that “many people prefer face-to-face interactions 
over those online, as they believe such interactions are more effective in reaching what they 
are after”. Similarly, eight interviewees pointed out that culturally there is a tendency 
towards a relational approach to problem-solving. This relational approach requires face-to-
face and direct interactions with planning authorities to ensure, for example, the delivery of 
certain services. Arguably this means that people who used to engage in direct and in-person 
interactions with planning authorities might not necessarily support online interactions that 
come with e-participation and may feel increasingly disconnected from decision-making, as 
opposed to engaged (Åström et al., 2013, Jensen, 2003). 

5.2. Trust and Confidence 
The issues surrounding trust between planning authorities and the public, as well as 

confidence in the effectiveness of e-participation, were frequently mentioned in the 
interviews as perceived obstacles to implementing e-participation in the Iranian planning 
system. From the perspective of planning authorities, there are concerns regarding the 
increased levels of potential for people’s opportunistic behaviours. One of the interviewed 
planning authorities stated that  

“people often only get engaged in participatory processes to achieve their own 
individual goals, rather than the collective ones. They might even provide 
misleading or incomplete information to pursue their individual interests.”  
This statement suggests that the participant frames opposition to planning as 

individualistic and selfish (in the vein of NIMBYism), undermining potentially legitimate 
arguments against planning policies or projects, and reinforcing the potential risk of 
planning authorities giving ‘little attention to the preferences of citizens in participatory 
processes’ (Thorpe, 2017, p. 568).  

Moreover, six interviewees argued that planning authorities might not be confident 
regarding the effectiveness of e-participation practices in achieving their claimed objectives. 
For example, one of the interviewed planners reiterated commonly cited issues surrounding 
the digital divide reiterating one of the most commonly cited barriers to e-participation in 
the literature (Gounopoulos et al., 2020, Maia Ribeiro et al., 2018, Sæbø et al., 2008). 
Interviewees argued that e-participation might not be the most inclusive form of public 
participation, referring to low-income households, people living in informal settlements, and 
people with lower levels of electronic literacy. In other words, there are concerns around 
representativeness of people who can engage in e-participation, while other groups might be 
excluded or underrepresented. One of the interviewed urban managers also raised concerns 
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regarding the potential for systematic errors in e-participation that might lead to 
disappointment or frustration among participants, which Cleland et al. (2012) argued could 
further reduce people’s inclination to engage with planning processes in the future. 

From the perspective of the public, interviewees expressed concerns around the 
privacy of actions in e-participation. They argued that many people might associate e-
participation with providing written texts or comments on an online platform that they do 
not necessarily know how and by whom will be addressed. In addition, there are concerns 
surrounding the genuine aims and/or effectiveness of e-participation. People might think of 
such initiatives as a form of fundraising, in which the urban managers hope to receive 
financial contributions from the public, for example, for urban redevelopment projects. One 
of the members of Tehran City Council stated that  

“people have some misunderstandings regarding the participatory processes. 
Some might think we aim to collect their information for the purposes of taxation 
or city charges.”  
Also, interviewees suggested people might not be entirely confident that their inputs 

or comments might really be incorporated into the decision-making processes and make a 
real change. The public thereby might not fully trust the e-participation process and take a 
rather conservative approach towards it. This emphasises the risk of e-participation 
processes being used to placate or manipulate people (Arnstein, 1969), rather than 
meaningfully engage with them and their perspectives, and requires consideration of how 
such processes can be not only inclusive, but also transparent in their purpose, intentions 
and use of data. 

5.3. Knowledge and Awareness 
Echoing the findings of Slotterback (2011) and Williamson and Parolin (2012), limited 

knowledge and awareness of e-participation was mentioned by several interviewees as a 
barrier to implementing this form of participation. The interviewees were not aware of any 
guidelines or instructions on how to execute e-participation in their decision-making 
processes. One of the interviewed planners in Tehran municipality highlighted this point by 
stating  

“lack of clear guidelines on how to design, implement, and evaluate e-
participation practices makes the use of such initiatives by public authorities 
almost impossible.”  
In addition, there have not been any trainings and educational workshops on the use 

of ICTs in the planning practices or day-to-day urban management matters. It is thereby 
expected that the general awareness of ICTs and their potentials has remained rather limited 
among the planning authorities. One of the interviewed public-sector planners mentioned 
that “given we do not have substantial previous experience with e-participation, we are not 
quite sure about the capacity of our team for running it.” Five interviewees also argued that 
not all planning authorities might feel comfortable to use ICTs in a professional level. The 
same applies to the public, for example some elderly people might have a limited capacity 
to use ICTs, or access to digital devices (Gounopoulos et al., 2020, Komito, 2005, Maia 
Ribeiro et al., 2018, Sæbø et al., 2008, Yigitcanlar, 2006). 

5.4. Interests 
Five interviewed planners mentioned the issues surrounding the incompatibility of the 

concerns or aims of planning authorities and the public as another barrier. A private-sector 
planner, for instance, pointed out that  

“e-participation like any other form of public participation increases the levels 
of transparency and accountability in planning and decision-making processes. 
This is not necessarily what the urban managers want. Therefore, they might not 
support it.”  
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In other words, given e-participation has the potential to make decision-makers more 
responsive to the public and show the shortcomings of the decisions clearer, there might be 
a degree of reluctancy on the side of public planning authorities to adapt and implement such 
initiatives. Such a challenge was not reflected in the e-participation literature, suggesting 
this may be particularly relevant in a developing context. In addition, a number of the urban 
managers perceive implementing e-participation as a time-consuming activity which adds 
up to their existing administrative workload and might find it more of an extra, than a 
necessity. One of the interviewed planning authorities stated that  

“e-participation creates more work on our side and might negatively affect the 
speed of decision-making processes, whilst consequently leading to more 
issues.”  

Similarly, an interviewee mentioned that “we might receive too many comments, in which 
due to our limited capacity, we would be unable to respond to all. And that could reduce the 
satisfaction of the public.” While this challenge is not unique to developing countries 
(Cleland et al., 2012, Galbraith et al., 2013), arguably the time and energy costs of 
interpreting and synthesising large volumes of responses are likely to be felt more heavily 
by planning authorities in developing countries such as Iran due to their already limited 
resources, and capacities. 

5.5. Infrastructure 
Issues surrounding access to reliable internet were mentioned by eight interviewees as 

a barrier to employing e-participation in the Iranian planning system. While planning 
authorities and most people living in major cities have access to internet and digital devices, 
this is not necessarily the case for all areas of the country. Many people who live in informal 
settlements and low-income neighbourhoods do not have the infrastructure required for 
internet connections or the financial resources to purchase digital devices, perpetuating the 
digital divide between cities and rural areas described by (Maia Ribeiro et al., 2018). One of 
the interviewed private-sector planners pointed out that  

“some [public-sector] planners in marginal and small towns might not even 
have the basic digital equipment like computers. In such a context that still 
operates a traditional paper-based bureaucracy, the digital initiatives like e-
participation are not feasible.” 
In addition, as four of the interviewees mentioned, a number of main social media, 

such as Facebook and Twitter, are not available in the country, which has limited the 
capacity of such media to be used by urban planners and managers. The most commonly 
used social media platforms in Iran are Telegram and Instagram2, which provide 
considerable potential to be used for e-participation purposes. 

5.6. Costs 
Seven interviewees argued that the costs associated with designing and implementing 

e-participation is another obstacle to realising this form of participation. Such costs include 
both direct monetary costs and time-related costs (Shahab et al., 2018a, Shahab et al., 
2018b). The direct monetary costs are those costs that arise from the purchase of required 
services and products, for example when the design and support of a mobile application is 
outsourced to a private digital company. The time-related costs concern the costs arising 
from the staff hours which deals with the design and implementation of e-participation. As 
mentioned previously, eight interviewees argued that incorporating e-participation into 
planning decision-making processes can increase the time required for preparing urban 
development projects and thereby make them more costly. Concerns surrounding the costs 
of engaging with communities are not unique to discussions of e-participation, and in fact 

 
2. As of October 2020 



12 
 

Forouhar and Forouhar (2020) similarly found that the cost of public participation remains 
a barrier to its application in Iran.  

5.7. Leadership 
Incorporating e-participation into planning decision-making processes requires leadership. 
So far, there has not been any strong top-down support for implementing e-participation in 
the Iranian planning system. This is evident in the lack of enabling legislation or guidelines 
and instructions for the use of this form of public participation. The general attitude of urban 
managers was also mentioned by 13 interviewees in this regard. One of the interviewees 
pointed out that  

“the turnover of the urban managers in Iran is high. This has led to a short-term 
attitude of managers; they prioritise shorter and quicker projects over longer 
and more fundamental interventions.”  

In this context, initiatives like e-participation are seen as a hassle that makes the delivery of 
urban projects more time-consuming or difficult. Such findings underscore the need to 
consider the usefulness of different tools for engaging with the public through e-
participation, and whether they are appropriate for the questions being asked, user-friendly 
for the public and planning authorities, and produce relevant outputs to feed back into 
decision-making processes (Pelzer, 2017). 
 

6. Summary and Conclusion 
Information and communication technologies have increasingly been used by 

planning practitioners in both public and private sectors across the world. One of the 
applications of such technologies in urban planning and management is e-participation that 
facilitates the connection of individuals not only with each other but also with planning 
authorities and/or their elected representatives in the local level. While there is an increasing 
number of studies on the application of e-participation in the context of planning in 
developed countries, there has been very limited research on e-participation and its 
potentials and barriers in developing countries. This research is an attempt to address this 
gap through exploring the barriers to implementing e-participation in urban planning and 
development in Iran. We conducted interviews with public- and private-sector planners and 
classified the factors that they perceive as such barriers into seven main categories, including 
structure of the planning system, trust and confidence, knowledge and awareness, interests, 
infrastructure, costs, and leadership. Overall, the participants were supportive of 
implementing e-participation in urban planning and development in Iran and identified 
various benefits of such implementation. However, they put more emphasis on the 
challenges and barriers to employing e-participation, particularly in relation to the structural 
issues within the Iranian planning system. 

The findings above reiterate many of the known challenges of adopting e-participation 
discussed in developed country case studies, such as staff skills, concern for how to best 
analyse and utilise large, rapidly produced data sets, and potentially poor or ineffective 
engagement with communities. This study reveals a number of challenges that are currently 
not well discussed in the existing e-participation literature, such as concerns surrounding 
likely increased transparency of planning processes through e-participation, planning system 
structure and the degree to which it supports the use of e-participation, and cultural barriers 
that limit the number of participants in novel and new e-participation processes. This study 
also highlights concerns found in other studies specific to using e-participation in a planning 
system of a developing country, particularly surrounding the digital divide, and the 
transaction costs of staff learning and integrating new forms of technology into existing 
planning processes. Cumulatively, the above findings suggest that the primary barriers to e-
participation in Iran reflect a planning system with limited capacity (i.e., resources, time, 
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staff, leadership), rather than low levels of interest or awareness of e-participation. Arguably, 
these barriers stem from the planning system’s historic lack of engagement with 
communities through participatory planning processes, as well as its developing context 
(particularly relating to infrastructure and issues of accountability and transparency).  

While some of these barriers will be overcome as Iran continues to develop its 
economy and society more generally, others will require a concerted effort to overcome, 
particularly leadership in e-participation and planning authority and public perceptions of 
participation and e-participation. To tackle the barriers to implementing e-participation in 
the Iranian planning system, we suggest four interventions in both national and local levels. 
First, planning authorities should put further emphasis on capacity building through 
providing relevant trainings for planning practitioners and the public. Such training can not 
only change the general perceptions towards the importance and effectiveness of 
participatory mechanisms, but also increase knowledge and awareness on how to integrate 
such mechanisms into the decision-making processes. This should include integrating 
relevant technologies and e-participation training into tertiary planning education and 
professional development training in Iran. Second, enacting enabling legislation and/or 
designing guidelines and instructions can be helpful to guide urban planners and managers 
on when and how to use e-participation. Third, allocating required resources in terms of 
staff, time, and budget will better enable the successful design and implementation of e-
participation processes. Finally, there is a need for improvements regarding digital 
infrastructure in Iran to ensure planners and the public have access to high-speed and reliable 
internet, as well as the equipment that support this form of participation. This paper 
identified the barriers to implementing e-participation in the Iranian planning system; 
however, more work will need to be carried out to determine how such barriers can be 
overcome in Iran and other developing countries. Also, the current COVID-19 pandemic, 
which has driven more government activities to move online, has provided new 
opportunities for implementing e-participation in Iran and other countries. Future research 
will show whether planners and decision makers have been successful in using these 
opportunities to enhance public participation and community engagement. 
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