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Research Paper: Analysis of the Participation of 
NGOs and Cities of Mashhad in the Field of Social 
and Cultural Practices

Background: The Iranian society should appreciate health and well-being, food security, and 
social security in 2026. It is strongly related to the tasks of Nongovernmental Organizations 
(NGOs), concerning its extent. Therefore, this research aimed to identify fundamental factors 
in the active involvement of NGOs and the Mashhad municipality, in sociocultural programs. 

Methods: This research used a qualitative approach. Also, the statistical population included 
the NGOs that have at least once cooperated with the municipality. The study sample recruited 
using a purposeful sampling technique. The collected data were generated through the design of 
triangulation. Subsequently, 159 concepts, 40 subcategories, and 18 items were obtained. 

Results: The results indicated that the maximum mutual participation is the only interaction type 
that could fully satisfy both the municipality and NGOs.

Conclusion: A misleading, slogan-based, result-oriented participation exists between these 
organizations, because the principles of involvement are not observed. 
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1. Introduction

ashhad is one of the popular towns 
with an annual increase in popula-
tion. This fast development alerts 
the municipal executives, as demo-
graphic growth is accompanied by a 

rise in the essential requirements of residents. Sociocul-
tural needs are one of the most important ones. Accord-
ing to studies, “one of the severe and basic criticisms ad-

dressed by urban executives is the absence of attention 
to the sociocultural elements in development plans”. 

That is why social specialists and researchers think 
that despite massive investment and sources in Iranian 
cities, there has been no improvement in the equal-
ity of life, compared with the previous and even the 
residents’ constraints and issues [1]. This problem es-
tablished a gap between the circumstances of life and 
desirable situations.
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Evidence indicated low turnout between the individu-
als and the municipality. The participation idea is strongly 
related to the concept of citizenship, in which citizens’ 
rights, duties, roles, and obligations are particular and 
internalized. Thus, true and active citizenship could ma-
terialize through the involvement of all the members of 
society. The World Bank considers the absence of involve-
ment as the primary reason why developing nations fail 
to enhance [2]. From Tocqueville’s point of perspective, 
cooperation between government and nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) is an instruction for advancement 
and empowers weak governments. Numerous studies in 
other nations [3-7] alleviate the attention to involvement 
having the ability to promote public ability to decrease 
economic and managerial burden [8]. 

Also, many studies within and outside Iran [9-11] high-
lighted the basic function of such organizations. In most of 
the studies, researchers have access to this topic using resi-
dents rather than NGOs as the unit of assessment [12, 13]. 
Besides, several studies have been carried out on the role 
of organizations in different subjects [14, 15], but none of 
them has specifically pointed to the involvement of NGOs 
and their contribution to sociocultural programs. However, 
the original phenomena before communication are involve-
ment and its frequency and the reasons for its absence, 
which have not been discussed in detail. 

Moreover, we regarded research on most religious-cultur-
al organizations, such as mosques. On the other side, the 
investigators observed contradictions in the outcomes of 
multiple studies on the participation level of people with the 
municipality. These contradictions indicated the absence of 
clarity in the state of government involvement and inspired 
the investigator to conduct the study. The conceptual frame-
work of the present research is focused on decentralization, 
excellent urban governance, human factors, and the Parsons 
theory of action.

Based on the concept and process of successful urban 
governance, involvement between government and NGOs 
is necessary to form this form of governance, the most sig-
nificant criteria of which include involvement, compliance 
with law, the transparency of performance, flexibility, non-
centric consensus, justice, effectiveness, and responsive-
ness. These are exactly the elements that the state (here the 
municipality) and the NGOs need to participate. 

The sort of involvement between the NGOs and the gov-
ernment shows the distinction in the type of partnership 
between distinct nations, according to the current litera-
ture. The share and importance of these kinds of organiza-
tions is evident for the government. One of the primary 

objectives of founding NGOs is to provide individuals 
with different services. This sort of organization acts as 
a mediator between individuals and the government, and 
it makes the NGOs vital. Consequently, the government 
and NGOs are increasingly building a demanding rela-
tionship. The complexity and diversity of municipal rela-
tions with NGOs are explained based on what has been 
indicated in prior research. 

The type of partnership is one of the most important vari-
ables in managing NGOs. The type of association could be 
obtained from the type of attitude towards involvement, 
pointing to the prior process-oriented studies and other 
kinds. Globally, this kind of perspective is the consequence 
of centralization, which has been considered as one of the 
issues of involvement. Because in this kind of perspective, 
the choice is from top to bottom and not vice versa. The 
only stance that contributes to the endogenous growth is 
from the bottom to the top. According to the Orbista theory 
[16], there is little space for individuals to participate in 
decision-making, in top to bottom stance, where authority 
is in the hands of the government. 

So, execution is poor because the individuals have no in-
centive for collaboration. Besides, one of the best-known 
theories defines involvement as four phases of policy-mak-
ing, execution, assessment, and the division of interests. 
Indeed, higher involvement in these four phases provides a 
stronger incentive to do so. Therefore, the investigators at-
tempted to define the efficient factors in the involvement of 
the Mashhad municipality and NGOs through the study of 
organizations that contribute to municipal plans. 

2. Methods

This research used a qualitative approach. The researcher 
(who is a staff member of the municipality) attempted to 
see the fact through participatory observation and in-depth 
interviews with the executives and experts of the munici-
palities and NGOs. The target group of this research in-
cluded NGOs engaged in the field of sociocultural practices 
in Mashhad City. Also, the participants did not follow eco-
nomic and political interests, and they have at least once 
worked with the municipality. The study sample was re-
cruited through the purposive sampling method. 

Moreover, the investigator performed interviews with 
three classifications of individuals to achieve the responses 
to the issues. First, we performed a group interview with 
seven participatory specialists to recognize the likely casual 
network. The interviewer subsequently altered the questions 
to conduct in-depth interviews with the second category, in-
cluding four participating directors and experts. Then, the 
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in-depth interviews were performed with seven NGO ex-
ecutives. Using the design of the triangulation, we obtained 
the convergence of different methods and data validity and 
reliability. In the final stage, the data were interpreted and 
analyzed and the final model was developed.

3. Results

Contextual conditions 

Unfavorable situation for collaborative work

The result of the group interview showed that involve-
ment could be individual or collective. In their activities, 
individuals exhibited certain features, such as the avoid-
ance of accountability, thirst for authority, individual mo-
tivations, individualism, and lawlessness, which reflected 
individualism preference over collectivism. On the other 
side, the inappropriate context for involvement in culture, 
the absence of awareness, impatience, and seeking enthu-
siasm showed that the circumstances for involvement were 
unsatisfactory in either society or people. Therefore, these 
two subcategories expressed an undesirable condition for 
cooperative work that could be a subset of contextual cir-
cumstances.

Becoming demotivated to participate in society

After involvement, people also acquire experiences that 
may or may not be a determining factor in an ongoing 
cooperative job. These experiences may hurt the intrinsic 
motivations of individuals and disrupt external motiva-
tion. Also, some behaviors disturb the external motivation, 
which could be seen as a result of this sort of collaboration.

Incompatibility of goals between and within NGOs

The incompatibility of objectives can happen because 
of two reasons: one the absence of coordination between 
and within NGOs, and the other is a performance that leads 
some NGOs to deviate from their purpose. Besides, the is-
sues between and within NGOs act as another contextual 
factor affecting the magnitude of involvement. Disagree-
ment between the political viewpoints of the members 
of the NGOs and the political, intellectual, and ideologi-
cal categories not only creates disagreement between the 
members of the organization but also contributes to dispute 
within the NGOs, affecting their purpose and performance. 
The performance of the municipality by little economic 
assistance has developed unrealistic expectations in many 
individuals. In some instances, these expectations have led 
the members of the NGOs to have a materialistic view of 
their job or led individuals to join such organizations with 

this perspective. These two variables established the in-
compatibility of objectives between and within NGOs. 

Lack of a steady culture custodian in society

Another problem is the absence of a constant culture 
custodian of NGOs in society, resulting in issues, such as 
abandoning other NGOs’ involvement to engage in cul-
tural programs, unloading this burden on the municipality, 
developing an extensive municipality, an established lack 
of institutional assistance, and extensive cultural job defi-
nition. On the other side, this deficiency has set the stage 
for the other two subcategories, namely inter and intra-
organizational obstacles to NGOs. External organizational 
obstacles, such as various licensing organizations, location 
issues, licensing issues, uncertain support for NGOs owing 
to changes in management, safety measures, the absence 
of a union, and the lack of precise statistics from NGOs 
cause intra-organizational obstacles, such as the unrecog-
nized and uncertain places of NGOs and uncertain position 
owing to frequent motion.

Causal conditions

Goal incompatibility between NGOs and munici-
pality

In conflict sociology, incongruous objectives emerge 
from inconsistent values and roles resulting from variations 
in output amount and quality and perspective type. NGO is 
an informal, nongovernmental, and almost private organi-
zation that is nonprofitable and charitable and focuses on 
community profit. Therefore, NGOs work more efficiently, 
whereas quantity plays a much greater role than quality in 
governmental organizations, as they should be presented 
for assessment and selection. The number of respondents 
and the appearance in general are much more important 
than the style and type of job for organizations, such as the 
municipality. 

They have a deep effect, however, the quality is more 
crucial for NGOs. The NGOs have a straightforward ap-
pearance and atmosphere, but they emphasize the perfor-
mance depth and impact. Therefore, these two kinds of 
organizations are uncoordinated in their involvement. The 
municipality and other governmental organizations only 
recognize projects consisting of organizational objectives, 
but this uniformity of objectives does not exist between two 
distinct kinds of organizations with discrete performance 
and objectives.
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Centralization

Centralization is another significant factor that affects 
involvement. When leadership is centralized, the need is 
described from the bottom, based on neither the needs 
evaluation nor the community-based model, but from 
the top. When leadership is centralized, involvement is 
taste-based and does not require the maximum use of the 
expertise of all NGOs. With centralized management, 
NGOs’ ideas and plans cannot be utilized and the engage-
ment process may not be fully enforced, as the strategy 
is top-down and individuals are not engaged in decision-
making and needs-determination. Centralized leadership 
is the decision-making process at the highest level of ex-
ecutives, where the fundamental needs of the lesser strata 
are not addressed. The fact that the needs are not based 
on the necessity of NGOs but are defined from the top 
authority disturbs the NGOs, as the main task of NGOs 
is to mediate between the government and the people and 
to communicate the needs from the bottom up. However, 
this will not occur with centralized leadership.

Limited political norms in the process of partici-
pation between NGOs and municipality

This category includes two subcategories: political ori-
entation in the municipality and faith in NGO capacity.

The political leaning in the municipality has many 
characteristics, the most significant of which is the reli-
gious-political view. This perspective has led to the ab-
sence of assistance for music by clergymen in Mashhad 
City despite the concern of the individuals, the absence 
of attraction, the individuals do not adhere to the dress 
code, the bias of the individuals, and the distrust of the 
clergy. Another sort of inclination stems from distinct 
political viewpoints and results in the unwillingness of 
the municipality to ratify the contract, draw rigid lies, 
and change the schemes, plans, and viewpoints. The be-
lief that NGOs are capable of doing so is another sub-
category that involves the ideas of creating the authority 
of NGOs, fearing the effect of NGOs, and the need for 
NGOs to implement programs. 

Intervening conditions

Bureaucratic rationality

According to interviews, bureaucratic rationality is one 
of the interfering and mediating circumstances for involve-
ment. Bureaucratic rationality emerged in the subcatego-
ries of the lack of administrative assistance, complicated 
legislation, and regulations, and led NGOs to be dissatis-

fied by administrative organizations, which according to 
interviews, play an intense damaging role in all of them.

Lack of transparency

One of the significant points of the interviews was 
that the problems, such as the incompetence of execu-
tives and the lack of awareness of cultural issues were 
observed in conferences, either during contract ratifica-
tion or the execution of programs. These problems de-
velop a subcategory of role ambiguity. On the other side, 
identifying the incompatibility laws with the middle 
rules upstream municipal programs and the absence of 
transparent guidelines are other considerations that are 
subsumed under the category of nontransparent partici-
patory legislation. These subcategories together generate 
the category of nontransparency.

Coping strategies

As a result of the situation, NGOs, municipalities, and 
a group of managers and officials have implemented sev-
eral types of coping strategies in the name of the benefi-
ciaries as follows:

Maximum mutual participation

If both sides are satisfied with some of the plans, maxi-
mum mutual involvement will happen. The NGOs can 
attain their objectives without incurring any cost and 
with the assistance of the municipality and its equip-
ments. Inversely, with the help of NGOs, the municipal-
ity can achieve one of the specified objectives following 
its purposes and guidelines, without any expense.

No mutual cooperation

Noncooperation is another reciprocal coping strategy. 
As stated in the interviews, one of its reasons is the mu-
nicipality’s situation for collaboration and involvement, 
which may be inconsistent with municipal objectives. 
Thus, the municipality removes those NGOs that collabo-
rate with it. Another reason is that the NGOs may not feel 
the need to participate with governmental organizations, 
including the municipality, the strengths and weaknesses 
of their NGOs because of their stability and authority.

Selective participation

Selective involvement is one of the ways to cope with the 
municipality. That is, considering their requirements, NGOs 
cooperate in the projects, based on the documents and norms 
that are compatible with their objectives. Respondents said 
they did not have the same attitude towards nongovernmen-
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tal organizations. The unknown NGOs are not recognized 
but they are of interest to municipal executives.

Compulsory participation

Compulsory involvement is another coping strategy 
practiced by NGOs, concerning the municipality and oth-
er government agencies. The economic issues of NGOs 
are not solved by collaboration with a single organization, 
because of having no permits, constant salary, continuous 
financial support, and not having a particular plan for a 
long time. These problems may trigger structural, legal, 
and financial instability in their programs. Despite be-
ing unhappy with the municipality and other government 
agencies in their extractions, the NGOs have to participate. 

Stakeholder free ride participation

This approach explains one of the stakeholders that 
exploits issues in an immortal manner between govern-
mental organizations and NGOs. Various subcategories 
can represent in this category. This violence sometimes 
increases through favoritism, namely, through relation-
ship rather than regulation. If for a long time some con-
cepts of the NGOs are being studied, advertisements 
that incur financial and intellectual causes are dismissed. 
Various pretexts, and the NGOs are replicable instead of 
being performed by them, it is subsequently enforced by 
others. Another way is not to divide policymaking, the 
outcome of which is the benefit of stakeholders.

Minimal participation

The NGO executives feel that government agencies 
have handled them in different undesirable ways. The 
status of NGOs in society has stayed unknown and they 
do not play a part in planning with the municipality in 
participatory programs. The other unfavorable actions 
of NGOs are the reason for their minimal involvement. 
In many instances, the absence of economic assistance 
from government agencies in carrying out the projects 
has caused NGO members to leave their work and be 
frustrated. The sort of economic relationship with NGOs 
has led them to remain at the smallest stage in their rela-
tionship with government agencies.

Slogan-based participation

In this situation, there is no real involvement, but partici-
pants claim to have it; the primary reason is the ease of per-
formance. There is no place for people in decision-making 
and policymaking. This category includes eight subcat-
egories as follows: no involvement in budgeting, policy-

making, efficiency and practice phases, involvement in lip 
service, incomplete involvement, reduced participation 
motivation in NGOs and individuals, and the disapproval 
of plans and the thoughts of NGOs. The comparison of 
these outcomes with the most conventional partnership 
definition indicates that there is no phase involvement and 
the NGO is compelled to engage with them. 

Maximum participation

One of the NGOs’ policies is maximum involvement. 
Based on the subcategories of interview, this category 
involves several types. The first type is compensation. 
Financial pressure is the second type. Also, the third and 
fourth types are effort and obey, respectively.

Consequences

Inefficiency

Another result of these policies is inefficiency resulting 
from subcategories, such as unscientific resources, inter-
organizational obstacles, welfare and living inequality, 
and uncertain job limits. 

Mutual dissatisfaction between NGOs and the 
municipality

Mutual discontent is one of the implications of the two 
organizations’ policies, which consists of three subcat-
egories, namely these three causes. Mutual lack of confi-
dence between the two organizations. 

Unpleasant experiences among the parties, including 
ideas, such as results and negative experiences, mutual 
discontent, failure to fulfill mutual expectations, non-
partnership and non-exchange between municipalities 
and Semnan City, and the absence of common language.

4. Discussion

One of the sub-indicators of urban governance is in-
volvement, which is one of the wide and thorough debates 
on sustainable development. Involvement as a good rela-
tionship can only be accomplished if both sides share com-
mon objectives [17]. Also, common objectives relies on 
the form of the point of perspective. The sort of the point 
of perspective derives from centralization, in which deci-
sion-making is from top to bottom, not from bottom to top.

The investigator created this theory through the group 
interview. Only the perspective from the bottom to the 
top contributes to endogenous growth. Management-
centered partnership is the common sort of relationship 
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between the NGOs and Mashhad municipality. How-
ever, some scientists have highlighted three major weak-
nesses connected with this form of relationship [16].

Interview assessment showed that individuals operate 
in projects through NGOs, but the primary issue is that 
the definition of involvement obtained in this study does 
not match with a true and precise one. According to the 
present results, the slogan-oriented involvement is one 
of the coping strategies that the municipality employs 
concerning NGOs because the four phases of involve-
ment are not fully carried out. Therefore, there is no sat-
isfaction even at the stage of execution, indicating mu-
tual discontent, which is a subcategory of mutual distrust 
between the municipal authorities. 

According to the study outcomes, one of the contextual 
variables is the unfavorable situation for cooperative 
work whose subcategories are individualistic motives 
and individualism’s precedence over collective advan-
tages. These two variables occur in the process of in-
dividual socialization and turn into a framework where 
there is no motivation to do a cooperative job, as indi-
viduals prefer individualism over collectivism. Another 
factor is the restrictive standards, whereas NGOs are 
voluntary, nongovernmental, nonprofitable, charitable 
organizations whose nonpolitical characteristics are es-
sential.

Unfortunately, the point of perspective and political 
orientation in government agencies, including the mu-
nicipality has made involvement with such organizations 
hard, as it has caused some sort of incompatibility with 
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its goals. In reality, the limited political standards of the 
municipality primarily cause the type of involvement 
and decrease it.

This problem along with the absence of the transpar-
ency of instructions troubled the type of communication. 
Although 26 articles of economics and the Fourth Plan 
of Social and Cultural Development have been assigned 
to enhance cooperation, attract involvement, and em-
power the NGOs, their efficient roles and capacities have 
been ignored in the country’s legislation and regulations. 
Figure 1 represents the final research model.

5. Conclusion

NGOs’ rapid development represents a growing trend 
towards expressing views and collective involvement. 
However, the findings of this study show that these or-
ganisations require extensive involvement and collabo-
ration in governmental organisations, which is sadly not 
enough because there are many inconsistencies between 
their objectives according to the results.. The NGOs are 
non-governmental, non-profit, charitable, voluntary or-
ganizations working in particular areas. In other words, 
they are apolitical because they do not have the right to 
conduct in political activity under the name of the legal 
personality of their organization. On the other side, their 
activity is charitable, which means that their 

Foundation’s aim is not to gain economic income. Thus, 
if they have produced a profit, it should be used for the 
same charitable purposes. However, their performance 
has derailed the objectives, because they face political 
difficulties that are politically assessed in the involve-
ment with governmental organizations. In this manner, 
numerous issues follow the offering of NGOs to society. 
Also, the present results showed that inequality is one of 
the effective subcategories. By motivating and attracting 
public participation, NGOs can play an efficient part in 
achieving the goals of the vision document. 

They do not care about the extent that one of the con-
textual circumstances in these studies is that NGOs have 
no custodian and stable supporter. According to the find-
ings, these organizations are not engaged in policy-mak-
ing. One of the causes can arise from the misconception 
that if these organizations interfere in decision-making, 
they will face political penalties and consequences. 
Based on the study results, one of the major issues with 
involvement is that the engagement mechanism was not 
presented in upstream and downstream papers. 
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