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In recent vyears, participatory budgeting has been considered as a
democratic approach for citizen participation in the selection and
allocation of funds to local development projects in Tehran Municipality.
Despite valuable efforts, effective citizen participation requires the
examination and identification of system development policies. The
present study, by designing a learning-in-action process based on soft
systems methodology, inspired by Luhmann's social systems theory,
analyzes situation of the problem in four subsystems: 1-Formation of
communication with citizens, 2-Meaning and interpretation of the
message by citizens, 3-Initiating the selection process, and 4-Self-
referential and continuity based on successful experiences and areas in
need of improvement of the "I am the Mayor" project, and provided policy
recommendations for system development. The research innovation is
presented from the perspective of participatory budgeting analysis based
on social system behaviorism and the creative embedding of Luhmann's
theory in soft systems thinking analyses. changing the attitude of urban
managers towards participatory governance, coordinating the
participatory planning and budgeting system, discursive development and
planning of interactive approaches and local collective agreement;
creating a communication network of local elites and citizens;
implementing the selection process in the form of project portfolio
management; flexibility in project budgets; strengthening the public trust
through media; necessary measures for the protection and cybersecurity;
policies to encourage voluntary participation of employees; disseminating
information and transparency of project progress; reporting and
strengthening public monitoring mechanisms; receiving feedback and
accountability of local managers were identified in order to develop a
participatory budgeting system in Tehran Municipality.
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1. Introduction

In the paradigm of new public governance (NPG),
citizens play a vital role in the decision-making of
public organizations to align expectations with
service delivery. Participatory budgeting has been
adopted as a democratic approach for citizen
participation in decision-making regarding the
budget of public projects in many cities around the
world. In this process, citizens are asked to vote on
how to allocate a certain amount of public budget
to a set of projects, thus directly participating in
how the local government budget is spent. In the
Fourth Development and Development Plan of
Tehran (2022-2025), the first phase of the "I am the
Mayor" project was implemented in 2022 in 22
districts, organizations and companies of Tehran
Municipality to provide a step for citizen
participation in participatory budgeting at the local
level in Tehran Municipality by obtaining citizens'
opinions on ongoing projects and proposing new
urban projects. As the first urban management
experience, this project offers valuable insights for
the development of a participatory budgeting
system, so that the analysis of lessons learned from
success and areas for improvement has been of
interest to policymakers and urban planners. The
present study, by designing a learning-in-action
process based on soft systems methodology (SSM)
and inspired by Luhmann's social system theory,
analyzed the system components including
communication, message meaning,  choice
probability, self-creation, and continuity based on
the experience of the | Am Mayor project, and
provided insights and policy recommendations for
the development of a participatory budgeting
system in Tehran Municipality. The innovation of
the research is from the perspective of participatory
budgeting analysis based on social system
behaviorism and the creative embedding of
Luhmann's theory in soft systems thinking analyses.
On this basis, considering the available
documentation, the situation of the study problem,
and through interviews and discussions with the
project planners, the current process of
participatory budgeting at the local level in Tehran
Municipality was examined. With the participation
of the intervention team, a vivid picture of the
situation was drawn, and based on it, discussions
were formed about the status of the participatory
budgeting system in Tehran Municipality and the
areas for its development. The visualization
provided an opportunity for the participants to
become aware of the important factors and the
relationships between them from the perspective
of citizens and based on Luhmann's theory of self-

creating social systems, and to create a common
representation of the participatory budgeting
system at the local level in Tehran Municipality.
(Benade et al., 2021; Caragiannis et al., 2024;
Escobar, 2020; Alavi et al., 2024; Falanga et al.,
2021; Nasiri et al., 2022; Samadi-Foroushani et al.,
2024; Shahrabi Farahani et al.,, 2022; Dias, 2018;
Gastil & Broghammer, 2021; Hajdarowicz, 2022;
Shamsoddini & Akhlaghi Yazdinejad, 2024).

2. Methodology

In the present systemic intervention design, Tehran
Municipality, as the owner of the problem, is
seeking to develop a participatory budgeting
system at the level of neighborhoods in Tehran
based on the lessons learned from the
implementation of the "I am the Mayor" project to
pave the way for the development of participatory
budgeting  processes in  similar  planning
experiences. So that in the "l am the Mayor" project
experience, the main need of neighborhoods was
raised, regardless of the small or large amount of
credit required for the project, and the main focus
was on exposing local development projects to the
public's attention and judgment so that the
prioritization of projects could be carried out
appropriately and those that are more priority in
the eyes of citizens could be implemented sooner
and if a project had serious opposition, it would be
removed from the agenda. In this regard, first, all
neighborhood projects in 22 regions, 123 districts
and 353 neighborhoods, as well as projects
requested in the public calls and suggestions of the
137 Plus system, the service appointment program
and the monitoring plan, were counted and the
number reached 4 thousand projects. Since the
municipality's budget is not sufficient to implement
all these projects in one vyear, the need for
prioritization was raised by the citizens. On this
basis, the identified projects were classified into 11
project groups including improvement and
equipping of parks, asphalt, coating and staining,
beautification of neighborhoods, improvement of
garbage tanks, collection of vermin, adaptation of
sidewalks for people with disabilities, dredging and
securing rivers, development of sports space,
installation of traffic equipment and parking space.
In this regard, in order to establish communication
with citizens, by making maximum use of all
possible and available capacities such as the
website, mobile software, command code and
designed barcode, the first period of the "l am the
Mayor" project was implemented with the field
presence of colleagues and questioning volunteers
as ambassadors of the project, so that by obtaining
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citizens' opinions on ongoing projects and
suggesting new projects, effective decision-making
regarding the definition and advancement of
projects would be possible. Factors such as low
internet speed, obstacles to hardware and software
support of the system, and lack of trust among
citizens due to security and cyber warnings from
the FATA police created limitations in the formation
of communication. In the context of the meaning
and interpretation of participatory budgeting by
citizens, as with all projects that are implemented
with the aim of public participation, the issue of
awareness and correct information is one of the
concerns that solutions were used to address. In
such a way that trained individuals who have
experience in dealing with respondents in different
periods were used to ensure that people are aware
of the goals of the project and know how to answer
the questionnaires correctly. However, insufficient
awareness of the main goals caused deviations in
the semantic field. So that for some citizens, the
most minimal tasks of the municipality in the form
of project selection were not understandable. In the
selection and participation process, the lack of
access to project information and the lack of a
consensus process on the main needs and local
development projects caused the plan to be less of
a concern for citizens and pushed the expectations
of city managers and 22 regions to the margins in
the process of implementing the selection process.
Destructive efforts of forced voting and pressure
from managers on employees on the one hand, and
the ineffectiveness of audience attraction methods
by the project ambassadors due to insufficient
supervision on the other, pushed the meaning of
the plan towards competition for financial
resources from regional and district managers and
receiving rewards for attracting more audiences. In
the field of self-creation and sustainability of
participation, transparency, reporting, public
supervision and accountability of city managers as
well as the role of citizens in reaching consensus on
local issues and implementing selected projects are
also required, and there are still weaknesses in this
situation.

3. Results and Discussion

Given the situation of the problem, CATWOE
analysis was conducted and root definitions of the
problem were presented. Subsequently, with the
participation of the main players of the problem,
the components of the ideal system model were
identified and, considering the comparison of the
ideal system and the current situation, insights and
policy recommendations for the development of
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the participatory budgeting system of local
development of Tehran Municipality were
presented as follows:

e Changing the attitude and belief of urban
planning and budgeting policymakers
towards participatory governance;

e Coordination in the participatory planning
and budgeting system of urban, regional,
and local development;

e Discourse development and planning of
interactive approaches and local collective
agreement;

e (Creating a local elite communication
network and benefiting from the capacity
of local think tanks;

e Facilitating and  empowering local
communities in order to attract informed
participation and manage expectations;

e Paying attention to the effects and
consequences of implementing projects in
establishing social justice in proportion to
the population groups of  the
neighborhood;

e  Flexibility in securing credit and allocating
budgets for local development projects;

e Authenticating local communities and
ensuring the credibility of information in
the electronic participatory budgeting
system;

e Implementing the selection process in the
form of managing the local development
portfolio;

e Strengthening the public trust of citizens
through mass media;

e Necessary measures for the protection and
cybersecurity of citizens' information in the
electronic system;

e Incentive policies for the voluntary
participation of municipal employees in
the participatory budgeting process;

e Incentive plans for proposers of innovative
and creative local development solutions;

e Informing and attracting citizen
participation, considering all available
capacities;

e Existence of a mechanism for the
participation of citizens and other
institutions in the implementation of local
projects through a co-creation model;

e Dissemination of information and
transparency of project progress in
advancing the resolution of local issues;

e Strengthening mechanisms for public
oversight, receiving feedback, and
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accountability of local managers in
interactive meetings with citizens.

4. Conclusions

In this research, in addition to expanding the
problem-oriented approach in recording the
organizational experiences of Tehran Municipality,
an attempt was made to implement an
organizational learning process based on system
modeling in the field of participatory budgeting. In
future research, the scope of analysis of the
participatory budgeting system can be expanded
and the perspectives of citizens, executive staff, and
project ambassadors and activists outside Tehran
Municipality, including public institutions, popular
institutions, and executive agencies, can be
analyzed.
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Figure 1. The seven-step cycle of the soft systems
methodology (Checkland & Poulter, 2006).
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Figure 2. lllustrative image of the issue of developing a participatory budgeting system for local development
in Tehran Municipality.
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Table 2. Areas of success and need for improvement in Tehran Municipality's participatory budgeting based on

the experiences of the | Am Mayor project
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Table 3. Components of the ideal participatory budgeting system for local development in Tehran Municipality
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Figure 3. Development model of the ideal participatory budgeting system for local development in Tehran
Municipality.
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