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The aim of this study is to analyze the role of cyberspace in redefining the
governance of Tehran metropolis, with an emphasis on two components:
accountability and participation. In the contemporary era, metropolitan cities—due
to population density, complexity of urban issues, and high volume of
interactions—have become more dependent on modern communication
technologies than any other environment. Cyberspace, characterized by
interactivity, trans-spatiality, trans-temporality, and decentralization, has provided
an unprecedented platform for transforming traditional power structures,
accountability, and participation in urban governance. Tehran metropolis was
selected as the case study for two main reasons: first, its pioneering role in
establishing digital citizen systems (such as the "Man Shahrdaram" application and
the 137 complaint system); second, the simultaneous coexistence of participatory
approaches with restrictive policies (filtering). The research employs a qualitative
approach using thematic analysis. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 25 experts and subsequently coded. The findings indicate that
cyberspace plays the role of an "incomplete catalyst" in Tehran: on the one hand, it
has broken down the traditional boundaries of communication between urban
management and citizens; on the other hand, due to structural barriers—namely
symbolic and inequitable participation (accompanied by the digital divide and
coerced participation), episodic and non-binding accountability (lacking tracking
codes and enforcement mechanisms), and institutional challenges (institutional
overlap, predominance of a control-oriented approach, lack of financial
transparency)—it has failed to establish a stable and equitable system. These
findings suggest that Tehran's main problem is not a lack of technology, but a
misalignment between technological capacity and the institutional framework. The
most important solution is the transition from a control-oriented approach to smart
regulation, coupled with the institutionalization of binding accountability and the
establishment of a unified urban window for citizen participation and oversight.
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1. Introduction

This study investigates how cyberspace transforms urban governance in Tehran, focusing on two core
components: accountability and participation. The main research question examines through which
mechanisms cyberspace redefines local government-citizen relations and to what extent this
redefinition is shaped by the institutional and policy context.

2. Methodology

This applied research uses a descriptive-analytical method with a qualitative approach (thematic
analysis). Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 25 experts (university faculty
in political science, sociology, communications, and governance researchers) and analyzed using
thematic coding. The theoretical framework is Manuel Castells’ network society theory.

3. Results And Discussion

Cyberspace acts as a catalyst in Tehran’s urban governance, yet its impact remains partial and
ambiguous. Regarding participation, the “Man Shahrdaram” (I am the Mayor) participatory budgeting
app has enabled citizens to prioritize local projects. However, expert interviews reveal that
participation remains largely symbolic and consultative rather than empowering. Key barriers
identified include: a deep digital divide between northern and southern Tehran (unequal access to
internet and smartphones); coerced/incentivized participation (schools encouraging students to vote
without informed consent); superficial local councils with no decision-making power; and exclusion of
marginalized areas from digital processes. Over 70% of interviewees emphasized that participation is
neither equitable nor genuinely power-sharing.Regarding accountability, platforms such as the “137”
complaint system and “1888” public oversight center have facilitated grievance registration.
Nevertheless, accountability remains selective (focused on urgent services like waterlogging or waste
removal, not financial complaints or administrative violations); episodic (mayors react individually on
social media without institutional follow-up); and non-binding (no unified tracking codes, legal
response deadlines, or enforcement mechanisms). Citizens often bypass official systems, preferring to
raise issues on Instagram or X (Twitter) due to perceived faster responses. Thematic analysis
highlights “episodic and non-binding accountability,” “lack of transparency in follow-up processes,”
and “absence of binding mechanisms” as the most critical qualitative codes.

The findings reveal a significant gap between Tehran’s technological capacity and its institutional-
policy framework. Overarching structural challenges affect both accountability and participation:
institutional overlap among the city council, municipality, and Ministry of Interior (parallel decision-
making without clear responsibility); a predominantly control-oriented approach (filtering/surveillance)
instead of smart regulation, which restricts citizen access and weakens public oversight; lack of financial
transparency (large advertising budgets for participatory projects without public disclosure of fund
allocation); and insufficient media literacy among citizens and municipal staff. Importantly, experts rated
these structural barriers as even more critical than the specific shortcomings in participation and
accountability. The core problem in Tehran is not technological deficit but institutional fragmentation,
absence of a coherent digital governance strategy, and weak policy-implementation linkage.

4. Conclusion

Cyberspace has produced an incomplete and ambiguous redefinition of urban governance in Tehran. While
it has shattered traditional top-down communication boundaries and created new expectations for
transparency and responsiveness, it has failed to establish a stable, binding, and equitable system due to
misalignment between technological affordances and institutional frameworks. Thus, cyberspace has
become a tool for episodic demands rather than an institution for sustained participatory governance. The
study proposes five strategies: (1) redefining the state’s role from controller to smart regulator; (2)
strengthening data governance and financial transparency; (3) institutionalizing digital accountability
through binding platforms with tracking codes, legal deadlines, and enforcement; (4) enhancing media
literacy and digital social capital, especially in underprivileged areas; (5) reducing institutional parallelism
by creating a unified “single window” for urban accountability. The future of Tehran’s governance depends
on an indigenous model of balanced digital governance that harmonizes efficiency, stability, transparency,
and accountability—neither through technology restriction nor unregulated laissez-faire.
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