© Kamla-Raj 2011
PRINT: ISSN 0970-9274 ONLINE: ISSN 2456-6608

J Hum Ecol, 36(3): 211-216 (2011)
DOI: 10.31901/24566608.2011/36.03.09

Civic Engagement, Citizen Participation and Quality of
Governance in Iran

Seyed Hamid Mohammadi, Sharifah Norazizan? and Ali Reza Shahvandi®

L.2Department of Social and Development Science, Faculty of Human Ecology,
Putra University, Malaysia
E-mail: '<hmd_mohamadi@yahoo.com>, 2<sharifah@putra.upm.edu.my>,
3Payame Noor University of Fars Province, Iran
E-mail: <alireza.shahvand@gmail.com>

KEYWORDS Civic Engagement. Local Governance. Public Participation

ABSTRACT The purpose of this article is to describe the interrelationship between people’s participation in local
government, civic engagement and good governance. The paper is based on the survey questionnaire carried out among
400 citizens in Torbat-Heydarieh, Iran. The findings revealed that the level of citizen’s involvement is at the non-participation
level, as well as the rate of civic engagement is low. Therefore, in this case it could be concluded, that people’s participation
and civic engagement have little contribution to the quality of governance in Iran.

INTRODUCTION

A number of researchers have highlighted the
role of civic engagement towards the quality of
governance, and encouraged people’s participa-
tion in local government matters (Adler and Gog-
gin 2005; Zlatareva 2008; Sharma 2009). Al-
though, participation is affected by civic engage-
ment, it plays a crucial role in developing civic
engagement as well as promoting good gover-
nance. Through their two-way relationship, civic
engagement and people participation reinforce
each other and also affect governance. This is
basically reflected in the attempts of international
agencies to develop civic engagement and en-
hance people participation. This study attempts
to highlight a trilateral relationship between civic
engagement as a key component of social capi-
tal, participation in local government, and qual-
ity of good governance, as well as the contribu-
tion of civic engagement and people participa-
tion towards the quality of governance.

Local Governance and
Citizen’s Participation

Governance refers to new processes, meth-
ods, or ways of governing society (Jolly 2002;
Stoker 1998) Local governance caters to the
diverse objectives of living, working, and self-
governance of the community. It is not just ab-
out providing and delivering some local servi-
ces, but also about supporting the life and lib-
erty of citizens, providing a democratic space

for people participation, and facilitating out-
comes that enrich the quality of life of residents.
According to Cheema (2005), governance com-
prises complex mechanisms, processes, relation-
ships, and institutions through which citizens
and groups articulate their interests, exercise
their rights and obligations, and mediate their
differences. The local governance includes local
authorities and public participation. It is about
collaboration and participation of various sec-
tors in society and the interrelationship among
administrative organs, and civic groups (Park
2003). Local governments are the most impor-
tant local organ, which through its capacity to
enhance citizen participation, promote good
governance. Montiel and Barten (1999) point
out that the success of involving citizens in gov-
ernance is related to ability of the local govern-
ment to establish effective relationships with
various organizations of civil society and spread
out the networks of civic engagement (Montiel
and Barten 1999). Participation plays a crucial
role in good governance. According to a pub-
lished report by Bangladesh government (1996),
participation is defined as a process through
which people influence and have control over
development initiatives. There are obviously no
accountability, no development, and no programs
without citizen participation (Aref and Marof
2009). Ashley and Roe (1998) describe commu-
nity participation as a spectrum ranging from
passive to active involvement to full local par-
ticipation, where there is active community par-
ticipation and venture ownership. Meanwhile,
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some scholars such as Pretty (1995), Oakley
(1991), and Wandersman et al. (1987), provided
atypology of participation, but the most suitable
typology that is suitable for urban issues is An-
stein’s ladder (Mohammadi et al. 2010). Arn-
stein’s ladder of participation is the most well-
known continuum of citizen participation which
frames participation in terms of citizen power.
According to her, participation is the redistribu-
tion of power that enables the have-not citizens,
presently excluded from the politics and eco-
nomic processes, to be deliberately included in
the future (Arnstein 1969).

Civic Engagement

Civic engagement is very broad and there is a
lack of consensus about its definition (Gibson
2000). Lutaya (2009), argued that citizen enga-
gement is affected by several different factors,
such as attitudes, civic awareness, political in-
fluence, and feedback mechanisms, each of
which could affect the ability of local govern-
ments to engage their citizens in participatory
governance (Lutaya 2009). Putnam (2000) and
Micheal (2004) also defined civic engagement
in a broad way, which encompass both formal
and informal activities. However, others like
Diller (2001) and Hollister (2002) defined civic
engagement in limited way, which only include
engagement in formal activities. Adler and
Goggin (2005), in their study, referred to four
definitions of civic engagement which limit the
term to a specific realm or type of activity, namely
civic engagement as a community service, civic
engagement as a collective action, civic engage-
ment as a political involvement, and civic en-
gagement as a social change. According to Diller
(2001), civic engagement is any activity where
people come together to fulfill their role as citi-
zens. Civic engagement may be defined as the
means by which individuals act collectively,
and affect the civil society (Richard and Judy
2005). Zlatareva (2008) stated that civic enga-
gement is about participation, partnership, and
empowerment. It is about how citizens form and
shape their collective actions with other institu-
tions at the national and local levels, and with
also non-governmental actors such as NGOs,
and public sectors, and how they articulate their
priorities and exercise their interests. UNDP
(2002) defines civic engagement as a process,
not an event that closely involves people in the

economic, social, cultural and political process-
es that affect their lives. It entails ensuring peo-
ple’s involvement in decision-making, and en-
hancing their role in promoting good govern-
ance.

Civic Engagement and Participation in
Local Government

There is a trilateral relationship between
people participation in local government, civic
engagement and good governance. All these
concepts are interrelated with each other. Civic
engagement and people participation in local
government reinforce each other and also con-
tribute towards promoting the quality of gover-
nance. Civic engagement creates a safe space for
participation by playing the role of a mediator
between citizens and local authorities, by moti-
vating and creating suitable environment for
people to participate at the local level, and by
identifying the necessary changes required for
local governments (Zlatareva 2008). Putnam
(2000) states that the more the people are en-
gaged in social activities the more likely they are
to participate in local government activities. This
is because, civic engagement as a main com-
ponent of social capital, enables participants to
work together more effectively to pursue shared
objectives at the local level. Although, people
participation is affected by civic engagement, but
people participation also plays a crucial role in
promoting civic engagement, as well as in de-
velopment of local government. Zlatareva (2008)
believes civic engagement is being fostered by
enhancing citizen’s involvement in public dia-
logues and decision-making and by strengthen-
ing the participation of the poorest groups in
policy processes. Pedersen (2006) identify the
effective role of participation of poorest social
sectors, women, youth, and indigenous people.
Mobilizing civic engagement among these gro-
ups is a basic foundation for strengthening their
voice in the policy-making process. On the other
hand, there is two-way relationship between
local governance and civic engagement. Zlata-
reva (2008) believe, local governance is a focal
point for activating civic engagement. Based to
UNICEH (2008) while there are frequent fac-
tors influencing civic engagement, a critical suc-
cess factor is good governance. When gover-
nance is established, civic engagement programs
often empower people to change their societies
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and their own lives positively as well as civic
engagement with creating new social networks
influence upon local governance. Putnam (1993)
asserts that civic engagement and good gover-
nance become locked together in a ‘virtuous
circle’. As Maloney etal. (2000) put it, “the gov-
ernance of an area is affected by social capital,
but is itself an influence on social capital”. This
approach supports the view of Putnam. If local
governments are capable of affecting the ad-
vancement of social capital, it may as well be
possible to promote the ‘virtuous’ form of civic
engagement and good governance. They may
also influence the degree of civic engagement —
as the main element of social capital — through
their own competence and achievements.

Local governments are the key actors in civic
engagement as they can mobilize people and be
the facilitators, catalysts and policy advocators
in execution of good governance. Local govern-
ments shape the conditions in which civic en-
gagement and social networks thrive, and they
play an essential role in determining the level of
influence that citizens have upon all policies
(Lowndes and Wilson 2001). They have a sig-
nificant effect on the development of civic en-
gagement, seeing that it is an institution easily
accessible to citizens, and is able to mobilize a
large number of participants. By reviewing the
literature, it is revealed that, there is a multilat-
eral relationship between people participation
in local government, civic engagement, and
good governance. Each one of these concepts
affects each other, while these concepts can be
affected from each other reversely.

RESEARCH DESIGN

This study was carried out in Torbat Hey-
darieh, during the period June to July 2009.
Torbat Heydarieh is located in the north-east of
Iran in Khorasan Razavi province. In some big
cities in Iran, local governments have establish-
ed neighborhood councils as a social network
to connect with citizens and provide interaction
opportunities. Neighborhood councils are a su-
bset of local government, which provide the cha-
nnel for citizens to voice their views and bec-
ome involved in community affairs. In Iran,
Torbat Hedarieh was the first, among the cities
with a population of less than 200,000, to esta-
blish a neighborhood council, to increase public
participation and utilize people’s potential. The

study used survey design, where a questionnaire
was used to collect the data. The questionnaire
was structured around a Likert scale. The res-
pondents answered each statement based on five
scales. The value of each response for these items
on the questionnaire is as follows: 1 = strongly
disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = not sure, 4 = agree
and 5 = strongly agree. The respondents were
400 citizens, where each citizen was chosen
based on cluster sampling. The population of this
research was all residents, including men and
women, above 18 years of age, who live in Torbat
Hedarieh. Based on literature review, 21 and 7
questions were developed, to evaluate the level
of people’s participation, and civic engagement,
respectively. The respondents were asked to an-
swer these questions which were constructed to
gauge their level of participation in local gov-
ernment and their rate of civic engagement in
civil activities. The questionnaire was pilot test-
ed to have its contents validated. Statements for
civic engagement were tested for their validity
using Cronbach‘s alpha. Descriptive analysis was
employed to determine the level of people par-
ticipation and the rate of civic engagement.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This study to determine the level of partici-
pation and the rate of civic engagement used
descriptive statistics. Table 1 reveals the mean
score of eight dimensions of the participation
ladder (the maximum mean is 5 and the lowest
is 1). Table 1 reveals the findings of the analy-
sis, which show the differences between dim-
ensions of levels’ of participation. Using the
mean of the total score as a standard indicator,
it was found that generally participation levels
in tokenism and citizen-power was low, where-
as in non-participation was high.

Table 1: Total scores of the level of participation

Levels Dimensions Mean
Non-participation Manipulation 4.03
Mean=4.02 Therapy 4.08
Tokenism Informing 2.37
Mean=2.43 Consultation 2.66

Placation 2.26
Citizen-power Partnership 1.83
Mean=1.76 Delegated power 1.62

Citizen control 1.82

Table 1 showed the differences in the levels
of participation (non-participation, tokenism,
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and citizen- power). Using the mean it was found
that participation level in non-participation di-
mension was higher than tokenism and citizen-
power (4.05, 2.43 and 1, 76 respectively). Lev-
els of participation in tokenism and citizen-
power dimensions, which are genuine partici-
pations, have low scores as compared to non-
participation level. It shows citizens cannot co-
operate with the local government and have not
been empowered to influence policies and ex-
pand their opportunities in governance. Gener-
ally, the findings reveal that the level of people’s
participation in local government is low and
people are mostly involved in the non-partici-
pation stage. This means that most citizens are
not involved in the decision-making process, and
do not attempt to voice their views and hold the
local government accountable. Table 2 shows
citizen engagement in civil activities. Based on
the mean measures of the engagement item, the
civil activities, which the citizens are engaged in
are as follows: “attend public meetings” (1.92),
“me-mbership in neighborhood councils” (1.63),
“membership in NGOs” (1.91), “interact with
local authorities” (2.1), and “membership in
political parties” (1.75) As shown in Table 2, all
these suggest that the respondents have rather
low engagement in civic and social activities.
Meanwhile differences among respondents were
also observed. Most of 6- items had the max ran-
ge from the minimum (1point) to maximum (5
points), indicating a variation of individual re-
spondents’ perceptions towards participation.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of citizens’ engagement
in civic activities

Items Mean  Std.D
Attendance in public meetings 1.92 0.80
Calling for follow up on affairs 2.37 0.97
Relationship with councilors 2.10 0.99
Membership in NGOs 1.91 1.11
Membership in neighborhood councils ~ 1.63 0.90
Membership in political groups 1.75 0.93

In the literature review, it is more often men-
tioned that for civic engagement to be effective
in governance, active citizenship and collective
actions are required (Zlatareva 2008). In other
words, to promote good governance, citizens
should be involved in high levels of participa-
tion, share power in policy formulations and be
active participants rather than mere recipients.

For citizens to be effective in local governance,
they should come together and interact with
governing bodies collectively. In fact, civic en-
gagement is not related to the interaction of an
individual citizen with the local government but
rather the interaction of a group of individuals.
Citizens should be more involved in community
actions and influence decision-making proce-
sses that affect their lives, their communities,
and their societies. They need to interact with
the local government and foster active relation-
ship with local councilors. However, based on
descriptive results of the level of participation,
it was revealed that the level of people’s parti-
cipation in local government affairs and also
the rate of civic engagement in civil activities in
this study is not high. Due to the socio-cultural
situation of the case study, the people are more
interested in participating in non-civil rather
than civil activities. Motee and Namazi (2000)
argued, however, that participation in the form
of cooperation, collaboration and synergy is a
very common among Iranians. However, people
are more interested to participate in religious
charity, sports and non-civil activities than in civil
activities, such as in local governments, NGOs,
political groups,etc. As Putnam stated the term
‘civic engagement’ is related to participation of
people in civil activities (Putnam 2000). Indeed
the meaning and mechanism of good gover-
nance is articulated through effective people’s
participation in civil activities (Waheduzzaman
2008). On the other hand, strong civil societies
generate civic engagement and social capital,
and connect citizens with government. Civil so-
ciety implies that citizens of different back-
grounds work together to express their needs
exercise their rights and improve their commu-
nities through dialogue and cooperation with
the state. Therefore, based on the mean scores
of civic enga-gement in civil activities, as well
as the mean scores of dimensions of level of
participation, it could be concluded that in this
study they have insignificant contribution to-
wards promoting good governance. As men-
tioned, civic engagement and good governance
have been locked together in a “virtuous circle”
(Putnam 2000). A good quality of governance
is expected when civic engagement of people in
civil activities is at a high level. However in this
case, as the rate of civic engagement is low, it
has a secondary role in reinforcing good gover-
nance. In fact, this rate of civic engagement is
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inadequate to ensure good governance. More-
over, in terms of the level of participation in lo-
cal government matters, the dimension of non-
participation is at a high level, and its mean score
is (M =4.05). Since the objective of this dimen-
sion is not involving people in the decision-mak-
ing process, its contribution is not enough for
good governance. As a result, the quality of good
governance, based on the level of citizen’s par-
ticipation in local government and rate of civic
engagement in community and civic activities,
is not at a desirable stage.

CONCLUSION

In this study, the level of people’s participa-
tion and the rate of civic engagement were ex-
amined. The basic argument was that effective
citizen participation in local government and
engagement in civic activities play a crucial role
in promoting the quality of local governance.
Civic engagement is considered as an instrument
for local governance and a foundation for em-
powerment of people, which engage citizens in
local affairs. In addition, participation in local
government is essential for governance, as, it str-
engthens the relationship between citizens and
local government and provides the space for their
partnership. From the findings of this study, it
is noted that the level of participation in local
government and also the rate of engagement in
civic activities is low. In other words, people do
not participate at the decision-making level, are
not able to interact with councilors and they are
not interested to engage in civic activities. He-
nce, it could be concluded that they have limited
contribution towards deepening of governance.
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