Iranian Urban Design Studies.1(2):101-124, 2025

IRANTAN

S=N\S Iranian Urban Design Studies (1UDS)

STB%)IES . . .
https://iuds.shirazu.ac.ir/

Abridged Paper

Challenges and opportunities of implementing urban space design strategies with a
bottom-up approach: Insights from the “Mahalleh Ma” Project in Mashhad

doi) 10.22099/1UDS.2025.51722.1016

Arezoo Alikhani *

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Urbanism, Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism, Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran.

Highlights

- The “Mahalleh Ma” project in Mashhad is a pioneering participatory urban design experience.

- Cultural and structural challenges emphasized the importance of effective needs assessment in participatory planning and design.
- The findings indicate a 74.2% increase in public trust in urban management post-implementation.

- Facilitation in this project proved to be a vital tool for engaging citizens effectively.

- The recommendations provide a scalable model for participatory planning and design of urban spaces in other cities.

Bottom—up Urban Design is a novel approach in urban planning that involves direct | Received 09/09/2024
citizen participation in decision-making and defining local projects. The “Mahalleh | Rrevised 16/10/2024
Ma” project in Mashhad, as an implemented example of this approach, aimed to | accepted 08/11/2024

enhance citizen engagement and improve urban management performance through
surveys and public hearings. This article examines the challenges and opportunities of
implementing this project in a centralized socio-political environment.

Obstacles such as initial resistance from municipal managers, practical concerns about
the feasibility of citizen-proposed projects, and the diverse needs of various population
groups were observed throughout the project. However, with consistent support from | Bgottom-up urban design
cultural managers and the city council, as well as the use of effective communication | participatory planning
strategies, the project achieved partial success. "Our Neighborhood" project
Onthe other hand, opportunities such as increased public trust, improved cooperation | citizen participation
between citizens and local authorities, and enhanced neighborhood livability were | mashhad.

notable outcomes of this participatory approach. This study, through qualitative
analysis of data collected from interviews and questionnaires with citizens, experts,
and facilitation groups, provides lessons for other cities and regions intending to
implement similar models.

The findings suggest that by establishing appropriate participatory structures, it is
possible to achieve improved urban planning and sustainable development even in
centralized environments.
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Introduction: Urban planning and design in recent decades has predominantly followed a top-down
approach, often sidelining citizens in favor of centralized decision-making. This has led to inefficiencies
of urban spaces and public discontent due to the lack of consideration for local needs. To address these
challenges, participatory urban planning and design practices emphasizing direct citizen involvement
have emerged as innovative alternatives globally.

This paper examines the “Mahalleh Ma” project implemented in Mashhad, Iran, as a case study
in bottom-up urban planning and design. The project involved citizens in defining local needs and
prioritizing neighborhood-scale projects, reflecting a transformative shift in decision-making paradigms.
By evaluating the challenges and successes of this approach, the paper seeks to contribute to the evolving
discourse on participatory urban governance.

M aterials and Methods: The research employs a qualitative case study methodology to analyze
the “Mahalleh Ma” project. Data collection included semi-structured interviews with 38 municipal
officials, 1,350 resident surveys across 25 neighborhoods, and consultations with 40 facilitation teams.
The thematic analysis method was utilized to extract insights into three key dimensions:

1. Perspectives of municipal officials on participatory governance.

2. Feedback from residents about their experiences and outcomes of the project.

3. Analysis of facilitation teams’ roles, strategies, and challenges during implementation.

Triangulation across data sources ensured the reliability of findings, while feedback from key stakeholders
validated the interpretations.

Findings: The research employs a qualitative case study methodology to analyze the “Mahalleh Ma”
project. Data collection included semi-structured interviews with 38 municipal officials, 1,350 resident
surveys across 25 neighborhoods, and consultations with 40 facilitation teams.

The thematic analysis method was utilized to extract insights into three key dimensions:

1. Perspectives of municipal officials on participatory governance.

2. Feedback from residents about their experiences and outcomes of the project.

3. Analysis of facilitation teams’ roles, strategies, and challenges during implementation.

Triangulation across data sources ensured the reliability of findings, while feedback from key stakeholders
validated the interpretations.

Findings
The study identified several findings that highlight both the opportunities and challenges of implementing
bottom-up urban planning and design:

Perspectives of Municipal Officials

- Support for Participatory Approaches: 100% of officials endorsed citizen participation in urban
planning, demonstrating institutional acknowledgment of its benefits.

- Challenges in Alignment: While officials recognized the potential of participatory governance, they
reported resistance due to concerns about feasibility, cost, and potential conflicts with existing
policies.

- Execution Concerns: Feedback emphasized the need for enhanced training, streamlined approval
processes, and integration of participatory projects with broader urban development strategies.

Resident Feedback

- Increased Sense of Belonging: 65.4% of residents reported heightened neighborhood attachment
post-implementation.

- Diverse Perceptions: While many residents appreciated the project’s inclusivity, 19.3% expressed
dissatisfaction with execution quality or perceived biases in prioritizing projects.

- Barriers to Participation: Approximately 52.2% of residents were unaware of participatory meetings
or elections for neighborhood councils, highlighting gaps in communication strategies.
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Facilitation Team Analysis

- Strengths: The facilitation teams played a pivotal role in bridging gaps between citizens and municipal
officials. Their local expertise and inclusive approaches enabled meaningful dialogues.

- Challenges: Teams reported difficulties in engaging marginalized groups, addressing unrealistic
expectations, and navigating bureaucratic resistance.

Discussion and Conclusion: The “Mahalleh Ma” project illustrates the potential of participatory
urban governance to foster stronger citizen engagement and more responsive urban spaces
planning and design. The initiative succeeded in creating platforms for dialogue, enhancing trust, and
delivering localized urban solutions. However, its execution also faced hurdles, including institutional
inertia, budgetary constraints, and the complexity of aligning diverse stakeholder expectations.
Despite its achievements, the project underscores the necessity of addressing structural and cultural
barriers to ensure long-term sustainability. The findings contribute to the growing body of knowledge on
participatory urban planning, offering actionable insights for policymakers and urban planners and urban
designers. Future research should explore the scalability of similar initiatives and develop frameworks
for integrating participatory methods into broader urban policies.

Future projects in Mashhad and similar contexts should prioritize:

- Enhanced Communication: Leveraging digital platforms to increase awareness and engagement.

- Capacity Building: Training municipal staff and facilitators to manage participatory processes
effectively.

- Policy Integration: Aligning neighborhood-scale initiatives with broader urban policies for greater
impact.
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Note for Readers:
This paper contains an identical English abstract in two sections:
Abridged Paper: To provide an overview for international readers.
Persian Section: To meet the standardized structure of Persian academic publications.
This repetition is intentional to ensure alignment with academic standards and facilitate readability for both audiences. Readers
are encouraged to review the full paper for comprehensive details.
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Highlights

- The “Mahalleh Ma” project in Mashhad is a pioneering participatory urban design experience.

- Cultural and structural challenges emphasized the importance of effective needs assessment in participatory planning and design.

- The findings indicate a 74.2% increase in public trust in urban management post-implementation.
- Facilitation in this project proved to be a vital tool for engaging citizens effectively.

- The recommendations provide a scalable model for participatory planning and design of urban spaces in other cities.

Bottom—up Urban Design is a novel approach in urban planning that involves direct
citizen participation in decision-making and defining local projects. The “Mahalleh
Ma” project in Mashhad, as an implemented example of this approach, aimed to
enhance citizen engagement and improve urban management performance through
surveys and public hearings. This article examines the challenges and opportunities of
implementing this project in a centralized socio-political environment.

Obstacles such as initial resistance from municipal managers, practical concerns about
the feasibility of citizen-proposed projects, and the diverse needs of various population
groups were observed throughout the project. However, with consistent support from
cultural managers and the city council, as well as the use of effective communication
strategies, the project achieved partial success.

Onthe other hand, opportunities such as increased public trust, improved cooperation
between citizens and local authorities, and enhanced neighborhood livability were
notable outcomes of this participatory approach. This study, through qualitative
analysis of data collected from interviews and questionnaires with citizens, experts,
and facilitation groups, provides lessons for other cities and regions intending to
implement similar models.

The findings suggest that by establishing appropriate participatory structures, it is
possible to achieve improved urban planning and sustainable development even in
centralized environments.
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