Manifestation of Art in Architecture and
Urban Engineering

Explaining a Communication-Oriented Functionalism Model for
Achieving Participation in Urban Regeneration: The Case of
Javadiyeh and Imam Hadi Neighborhoods in Bojnord

1. Mahsa Zamiri<:: PhD Student, Department of Urban Planning, Faculty of Urban Planning, College of Fine Arts,
University of Tehran, Iran

2. Behnaz Aminzadeh*: Professor, Department of Urban Planning, Faculty of Urban Planning, College of Fine Arts,
University of Tehran, Iran.

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: bgohar@ut.ac.ir

How to Cite: Zamiri, M. & Aminzadeh, B. (2026). Explaining a Communication-Oriented Functionalism Model for Achieving Participation in Urban
Regeneration: The Case of Javadiyeh and Imam Hadi Neighborhoods in Bojnord. Manifestation of Art in Architecture and Urban Engineering, 4(3), 1-24.

Abstract:

This study aimed to explain the role of participation in urban regeneration and develop a context-specific model integrating functionalism
and communicative planning to promote effective participation in the Javadiyeh and Imam Hadi neighborhoods of Bojnord, Iran. This
qualitative study adopted an exploratory-deductive strategy grounded in social constructivism and interpretivism. Participants included
managers and experts from governmental and urban management institutions, university researchers, private-sector actors, investors,
facilitators, and representatives of the local community. Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling, and interviews
continued until theoretical saturation was reached, resulting in 21 semi-structured interviews. Data were additionally obtained through content
analysis of urban regeneration documents concerning Bojnord and relevant higher-level laws and regulations. Qualitative data were analyzed
through thematic analysis involving open, axial, and selective coding with MAXQDA software. Data triangulation, member checking, peer
review, and thick description of the research context were employed to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings. The analysis revealed a
fundamental gap between the participatory discourse articulated in official documents and actual urban regeneration practices. The dominant
model was characterized by functionalist, technical-managerial, and top-down orientations, with citizen participation largely restricted to
symbolic and instrumental mechanisms. Interview analysis indicated that effective participation should instead constitute a multistage,
reciprocal process involving citizens actively in planning, implementation, and monitoring. The absence of sustainable institutional platforms,
centralized urban management, insufficient social trust, and weak intermediary mechanisms emerged as major barriers to genuine
participation. The local scale was identified as the most appropriate context for effective participation. Moreover, neither pure functionalism
nor communicative planning alone adequately addressed the complexities of participation; their integration provided a more appropriate
framework for the studied context. The proposed “communication-oriented functionalism” model, founded on institutional reengineering,
stakeholder empowerment, and the design of an incentive system, can facilitate a transition from symbolic toward sustainable and influential
participation. By strengthening trust, social capital, local institutions, and dialogue-based processes, this model offers a viable framework for
improving participatory governance in urban regeneration.
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Extended Abstract

Urban regeneration has emerged as a comprehensive response to the multidimensional challenges confronting contemporary
cities, including accelerated population growth, deterioration of older urban fabrics, socioeconomic inequalities, environmental
pressures, and the declining effectiveness of purely physical approaches to urban intervention. Unlike conventional renewal
and rehabilitation programs, urban regeneration seeks integrated improvement across physical, economic, social, institutional,
and environmental dimensions and therefore requires mechanisms capable of connecting formal planning institutions with the
lived experiences, knowledge, priorities, and capacities of local communities (1). Within this framework, citizen participation
has become a central component of sustainable urban regeneration because the legitimacy, responsiveness, and long-term

viability of regeneration initiatives depend substantially on the extent to which affected residents are able to influence decisions
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concerning their neighborhoods. Participation is consequently understood not merely as consultation or information provision
but as a democratic process through which citizens can progressively acquire influence over decisions affecting their everyday
lives (2). Community-oriented regeneration similarly regards residents as active stakeholders rather than passive recipients of
public services and emphasizes their involvement in identifying local problems, formulating strategies, implementing projects,
and monitoring outcomes (3). Evidence from urban regeneration experiences has demonstrated that substantive citizen
engagement can strengthen neighborhood satisfaction, local legitimacy, responsiveness to community needs, attachment to
place, and the sustainability of regeneration outcomes (4, 5). Nevertheless, the institutionalization of meaningful participation
remains difficult, particularly in planning systems characterized by centralized decision-making and limited local autonomy.
Iranian studies have likewise indicated that participation in urban projects frequently remains symbolic or instrumental, being
reduced to questionnaires, information sessions, limited consultation, or mechanisms designed primarily to legitimize decisions
formulated by professional and administrative actors (6-8). This gap between participatory discourse and planning practice
provides the central problem addressed in the present study of the Javadiyeh and Imam Hadi neighborhoods of Bojnord.

The theoretical framework of the study was developed through a critical consideration of functionalist and communicative
approaches to participation. Functionalism emphasizes instrumental rationality, administrative efficiency, specialization,
organizational coordination, measurable outputs, formal institutional arrangements, and the improvement of regulatory and
implementation mechanisms. From this perspective, participation may contribute to better information, reduced resistance,
more efficient allocation of resources, and improved implementation; however, when applied in isolation, it can reduce citizens
to sources of data or mechanisms for legitimizing predetermined policies. Communicative planning offers a contrasting
understanding of planning as an interactive and discursive process in which knowledge is socially constructed through dialogue,
negotiation, mutual learning, and the interaction of multiple stakeholders. The communicative turn in planning therefore
emphasizes shared understanding, deliberation, trust formation, empowerment, and the possibility of redistributing influence
within planning processes (9, 10). Its intellectual development has also emphasized the role of information, consensus building,
collaborative interaction, and institutional contexts in shaping communicative planning practices (13, 16, 17). Communicative
planning is particularly relevant at the neighborhood scale, where social proximity, repeated interactions, place attachment, and
locally embedded networks may facilitate dialogue and collective action (18). However, communicative approaches cannot be
implemented independently of the cultural, political, and institutional context in which planning occurs, and public participation
varies substantially according to the institutional environment, social structure, local capacity, and characteristics of the
participating population (19, 20). Accordingly, the study proposed that neither functionalism nor communicative planning
alone can adequately address participation in complex urban regeneration settings. Instead, an integrated model of
“communication-oriented functionalism” was conceptualized to combine the institutional effectiveness of functionalist
arrangements with the trust-building, deliberative, empowering, and socially embedded mechanisms emphasized in
communicative planning.

The study employed a qualitative exploratory-deductive design grounded ontologically in social constructivism and
epistemologically in interpretivism. The geographical focus consisted of the Javadiyeh and Imam Hadi neighborhoods in
Bojnord, which were selected because of their inclusion among priority regeneration areas and because formal urban
regeneration plans had already been developed for them. The study population comprised key stakeholders involved in urban
regeneration, including managers and experts from governmental and municipal institutions, academics and researchers
familiar with regeneration processes, private-sector actors and investors, facilitators, local representatives, and other

knowledgeable stakeholders. Participants were selected through purposive judgmental sampling complemented by snowball
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sampling, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached, resulting in 21 semi-structured interviews.
Each interview was designed to explore understandings of participation, experiences with regeneration initiatives, institutional
and structural barriers, the appropriate geographical level for participation, preferred regeneration approaches, mechanisms for
strengthening citizen involvement, and stakeholder assessments of existing practices. Documentary analysis constituted the
second major source of evidence and included official planning and regeneration documents concerning Bojnord, particularly
documents related to the identification and planning framework of neighborhoods requiring regeneration, the regeneration
plans prepared for Javadiyeh and Imam Hadi, and relevant higher-level laws and regulations. This combined design made it
possible to compare the formal participatory discourse embedded in planning documents with the experiences and
interpretations of actors directly involved in implementation. The qualitative material was analyzed through thematic analysis
using MAXQDA. The analytic process included open coding for the identification of initial concepts, axial coding for grouping
related codes into broader conceptual categories, and selective coding for identifying the central relationships connecting the
categories. The emerging analytical framework incorporated demographic and residential structure, economic and livelihood
characteristics, local capacities and needs, cultural-social and institutional structures, place attachment, social cohesion and
interaction, participatory processes and motivations, urban planning and management structures, and physical-environmental
characteristics. Trustworthiness was strengthened through triangulation of sources, participant checking, peer review of codes
and categories, and detailed contextual description.

The findings revealed a substantial discrepancy between the participatory terminology of formal regeneration documents
and the actual mechanisms through which regeneration had been planned and implemented. Documentary analysis indicated
that the dominant orientation of the Bojnord regeneration process was essentially functionalist and technical-managerial.
Planning was primarily organized around predetermined programs, physical and economic indicators, formal administrative
procedures, technical expertise, and institutional implementation requirements. Although concepts associated with
empowerment, local institutions, and community participation appeared in the formal discourse, their practical influence on
the distribution of decision-making power remained limited. Participation was frequently operationalized through
questionnaires, information gathering, consultation, or similar mechanisms rather than through continuous citizen involvement
in problem definition, strategic choice, implementation, and monitoring. Such practices reflect broader concerns regarding
symbolic participation in urban planning, in which engagement occurs without substantial redistribution of decision-making
authority (2, 8). Analysis of the interviews reinforced this interpretation and showed that the stakeholders distinguished clearly
between instrumental participation and genuine participation. Most participants conceptualized desirable participation as a
multidimensional and multistage process requiring active citizen involvement throughout project preparation, implementation,
supervision, and evaluation. In fact, approximately 87% of interviewees described meaningful participation in terms of
continuous involvement across these stages. The principal barriers to realizing this model included the absence of stable
institutional platforms, legal and implementation deficiencies, centralized and inflexible planning structures, insufficient
mutual trust between citizens and governmental institutions, resistance to diverse stakeholder perspectives, and the weakening
or discontinuation of intermediary mechanisms such as facilitation offices. These findings are consistent with arguments that
institutional settings profoundly condition the quality and effectiveness of public participation and community empowerment
(21, 22). The results therefore indicated that improving participatory techniques without simultaneously reforming institutional
conditions would be insufficient.

A second major analytical finding concerned the importance of the local scale and the need to integrate institutional reform

with communicative capacity building. Interviewees identified the neighborhood as the most appropriate spatial level for
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meaningful participation because residents possess experiential knowledge of local conditions, maintain direct social
relationships, can observe the consequences of interventions, and are more capable of sustaining repeated interaction around
shared problems. Local networks, neighborhood institutions, facilitators, trusted community actors, and spaces for dialogue
were therefore identified as important infrastructures for converting latent social capacity into organized participation. This
interpretation is compatible with collaborative and community-based perspectives emphasizing the contribution of local
participation to social capital, empowerment, collective learning, and integrated regeneration (23, 24). Participatory processes
also require mechanisms for balancing divergent interests and preventing the domination of regeneration agendas by individual
institutional or economic actors (25). The analysis ultimately indicated that the barriers identified in Bojnord could not be
addressed through either a purely functionalist or a purely communicative strategy. Functionalist reform is necessary to
establish enforceable institutional rules, clarify organizational responsibilities, improve coordination, decentralize relevant
decision-making capacities, provide sustainable participatory institutions, and connect participation to resource allocation and
implementation. At the same time, communicative mechanisms are required to build trust, strengthen citizen awareness,
develop dialogue and negotiation skills, increase place attachment, improve relations between residents and planning
institutions, and create opportunities for shared learning. Educational and capacity-building activities are particularly important
because community participation depends not only on formal opportunities but also on the ability of residents and institutions
to engage effectively with one another (26). The proposed communication-oriented functionalism model therefore rests on
three mutually reinforcing pillars: institutional reengineering, stakeholder empowerment, and the design of an incentive system.
Institutional reengineering provides the legal, organizational, and procedural infrastructure of participation; empowerment
develops the communicative and participatory capacities of citizens, planners, and managers; and the incentive system connects
participatory performance with tangible institutional support and resource allocation.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the principal challenge facing participatory urban regeneration in the examined
neighborhoods is not the complete absence of participatory language or formal recognition of community involvement, but the
persistence of a structural gap between participatory discourse and actual decision-making practice. The regeneration process
has largely operated through technical-managerial and top-down mechanisms, while meaningful citizen participation requires
continuous influence across problem identification, planning, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. The
communication-oriented functionalism model developed in this study provides a context-sensitive framework for reducing this
gap by combining institutional effectiveness with dialogue, trust, empowerment, and local collective capacity. Its three central
pillars— institutional reengineering, stakeholder empowerment, and an incentive system—are conceived as interdependent
rather than separate interventions. Institutional reform without communicative capacity may reproduce formal or symbolic
participation, whereas dialogue and community mobilization without institutional authority and sustainable mechanisms may
fail to influence actual decisions. The neighborhood scale represents the most promising arena for operationalizing this
integration because it brings formal planning processes into closer contact with local knowledge, social networks, place-based
identities, and everyday experiences. Strengthening local institutions, restoring stable intermediary mechanisms, increasing
transparency, expanding opportunities for structured dialogue, improving citizen awareness, and creating meaningful channels
through which community preferences can affect resource allocation and implementation can therefore support a transition
from symbolic participation toward influential participation. In this sense, communication-oriented functionalism offers not
merely a hybrid theoretical formulation but a practical framework for participatory governance in urban regeneration,
particularly in contexts where centralized administrative traditions coexist with substantial but underutilized local social

capacities.
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