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Abstract
Social participation is defined as a conscious, voluntary, and purposeful process,
meaning the active and influential presence of individuals and institutions in the
sphere of collective life. This research was conducted with the aim of analyzing the
participation strategies of public and social organizations in disaster management
resulting from natural hazards over the past three decades. The method of this study
is the qualitative content analysis of texts and previous research in this field.
Despite the existence of numerous studies in the field of disaster management and
social institutions, a clear research gap is felt in the systematic literature on the
subject and the presentation of a comprehensive strategic model. The research
findings indicate the extraction of fourteen main themes, which were categorized
into three phases of disaster management:In the pre-crisis phase: Creating spiritual
values, cultural education, theoretical participation, practical participation, and the
development of social and cultural capital.

In the during-crisis phase: Establishing effective communications, providing
social work and rehabilitation services, mobilizing social participation, identifying
demographic variables, supplying human resources, and ensuring security and basic

needs.
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In the post-crisis phase: Documentation and collection of collective memories,
utilizing mass media and social networks, and reconstructing social identity.
The findings show that social organizations, focusing on these strategies, can play a
vital role in enhancing community resilience and the effective management of all
stages of a crisis.

Keywords: Social participation, popular organizations, crisis management,

natural disasters, strategies, thematic analysis, Arnstein's ladder of participation.

Introduction and Problem Statement

Iran ranks among the top five countries in the world in terms of the extent and
severity of natural disasters. According to some international reports, following the
devastating Bam earthquake, Iran has been recognized as the fourth most disaster-
prone country globally. Given the profound impacts of natural disasters on the
quality of life, social development, and overall living conditions, various
organizations have been engaged in planning, preparedness, response, and
reconstruction for decades. However, experiences and reports indicate that
managing natural disasters is impossible without considering active public
participation. International studies (e.g., Chen et al., 2019) emphasize that social
organizations, through resource allocation and flexibility, play a significant role in
complementing government efforts, and legal and structural support for these
organizations can enhance their effectiveness in responding to natural disasters.

In Iran, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), charities, volunteer groups
(Jihadi groups), and religious institutions—possessing committed volunteer forces,
financial resources, and social capital—have been actively present and provided
effective services over the past half-century during numerous crises, including the
revolution, the Iran-Iraq war, the Manjil, Rudbar, Bam, Arsbaran, and Kermanshah
earthquakes, the Golestan, Lorestan, and Khuzestan floods, and the COVID-19
pandemic. Due to their close connection with communities, especially vulnerable
groups, these institutions are capable of quickly identifying needs and conveying
them to authorities.

However, the crisis of trust in Iran represents a fundamental challenge.
According to a report by the Iranian Students Polling Center (ISPA, 2021), only
30.2% of citizens agreed with the statement "most people are trustworthy,” while
68.2% disagreed. Documentation of past disasters reveals that the interference of
popular and governmental forces without a clear plan has led to serious damage to

social trust and the government's social capital, deepening the state-nation gap. The
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lack of clear guidelines and mechanisms for utilizing the participation of popular
organizations during disasters has resulted in confusion, lack of planning, financial
waste, distrust, and duplication of efforts. Therefore, despite numerous studies on
crisis management and social institutions, a clear research gap exists in the
systematic literature on the subject and the provision of a comprehensive strategic
model. This research aims to analyze the participation strategies of popular and
social organizations in natural disaster management over the past three decades
(1993-2023).

Research Methodology
This study employed a qualitative thematic analysis method. The focus was on
analyzing the themes and content of 42 scientific-research articles related to the subject.
Articles were searched in databases including Noormags, Civilica, IranDoc, and Maglran
using combined keywords such as ‘"reconstruction/recovery/crisis/disasters” in
combination with "social participation/social solidarity/NGOs/community-based
organizations/social capital/local groups." The search period spanned from 1993 to
2023 (SH 1372-1402). Using a snowball sampling method, 41 studies were ultimately
selected as the final sample. The classification criterion for the studies was thematic.
In the thematic analysis method, the goal was coding and transforming data into
concepts. Subsequently, concepts were categorized based on their similarities and
differences, and main themes were extracted. Peer review and systematic source

checking were used to enhance the credibility and validity of the findings.

Theoretical Framework
Social participation is rooted in the history of human social life and is formed based
on interactions. Studies of social participation are explained and analyzed at three
levels: micro (personality traits and socio-economic status), meso (social cohesion,
social trust, satisfaction with government), and macro (centralization, planning
system, social structure, and government bureaucracy). Social capital, social trust,
and social interactions are key determining factors in the field of popular
participation.

One of the most influential theoretical frameworks related to participatory
planning is Sherry Arnstein's (1969) "Ladder of Citizen Participation." This
framework categorizes citizen participation into eight rungs within three general

"on

areas: "Non-participation," "Tokenism," and "Citizen Power." Arnstein argues that



Society Culture Media/Volume 14, Issue 57, Winter 2026 14

participation is fundamentally tied to power distribution, and participation without

power redistribution is a meaningless and frustrating process for the powerless.

Findings: Extraction of 14 Main Themes
Based on the qualitative content analysis of the research literature, 14 main themes

were extracted within the three phases of crisis management:

Pre-Crisis Phase (5 themes):

1. Creating Spiritual Values: Includes hope and belief, adaptability,
altruistic/collectivist values, and influence. Spiritual values represent a significant
potential for participation in decision-making, implementation, and influencing
the social environment.

2. Cultural Education: Includes public education for citizens, training for experts,
psychologists, consultants, social workers, facilitators, and evaluation teams.
National and local media also play a key role in public awareness.

3. Theoretical Participation: Refers to the role of people, neighborliness, and
participation receptivity. This theme warns against tokenistic participation
(corresponding to lower rungs of Arnstein's ladder); organizations must prevent
situations where citizens feel involved but their opinions are not genuinely
considered.

4. Practical Participation: Includes NGO participation, direct public participation,
and participation of individuals and their relatives. NGOs act as one of the most
influential segments of society alongside governmental forces.

5. Developing Social/Cultural Capital: Includes social networks, cohesion and
solidarity, popular networks, and building public trust (through needs
assessment, information dissemination, collection and distribution of goods,
medical services, psychological counseling, services for children and women,
shelter, health services, environmental services, social services, and educational
continuity). Trust is identified at three levels: "socio-cultural contexts," "legal-
juridical contexts,” and "professional-specialized and individual-psychological

contexts."

During-Crisis Phase (6 themes):
1. Effective Communication: Includes information dissemination, honesty and

transparency, reflecting people's real needs in interaction with their local culture,
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road conditions, building destruction, fire hazard, telephone communication
facilities, and internet access.

2. Social Work and Rehabilitation Services: Includes empathy and compassion
between people and officials, identifying psycho-social recovery needs,
examining how the disaster occurred, death toll, injured victims, family
separation, disruption of traditional family structures and roles, domestic
violence against women, children, the elderly, and people with disabilities,
deprivation of basic needs, physical health, disease outbreaks, mental health,
disruption of social structure, loss of social services, disruption of religious and
social ceremonies, threats and sexual violence, economic status, and
unemployment. Hope, calmness, and self-efficacy are protective factors.

3. Mobilizing Social Participation: Includes social solidarity, encouraging people to
participate, involving people in the reconstruction process, public identification
and gathering, mobilizing capacities and meeting the needs of all community
members, examining the role of family and women in participation, and
strengthening empathy, cooperation, and intimacy.

4. Identifying Demographic Variables: Includes population estimation, age, gender,
affected households, average household size, family separation, displaced
population (evacuation from the original location), orphaned children (death of
parents), single mothers, women heads of households, female-headed households
(before and after the disaster), widowers, the elderly, people with physical and
mental disabilities, chronic patients, working-age population (men and women),
employed and unemployed individuals. Studies show that participation has a
positive and direct relationship with socio-economic status, age, and education.

5. Providing Human Resources: Includes attracting and strengthening volunteer
capacities among citizens and training various groups (experts, psychologists,
consultants, social workers, facilitators) to provide services in crisis conditions.
Popular organizations can serve as relief auxiliaries for governmental and
military forces.

6. Providing Security and Basic Needs: Includes ensuring security conditions
(preventing social violence, looting, population movements, unplanned
migrations) and providing basic needs (food, water supply and quality, sanitary

facilities, shelter, clothing, and other necessities).
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Post-Crisis Phase (3 themes):

1. Documenting and Collecting Collective Memories: Popular organizations can
systematically record collective memories through in-depth interviews,
discussion sessions, audio and video recordings, and collecting oral narratives.
This contributes to preserving collective identity, strengthening social belonging,
and plays an effective role in improving planning and crisis management.

2. Utilizing Mass Media and Social Networks: Regular monitoring reports should be
made available to the public (through websites, field offices, community bulletin
boards, social networks, etc.) to ensure transparency and accountability. Popular
organizations can more quickly deliver disaster-related news and necessary
awareness to the affected population.

3. Rebuilding Social Identity: Includes attention to customs, traditions, and social
values, preserving the cultural identity of cities and villages, empowering and
spontaneously institutionalizing popular initiatives, and reconstruction based on
local and indigenous principles and culture. By strengthening social solidarity,
maintaining local security, providing supportive services, and narrating collective
experiences, popular organizations enhance the sense of belonging and shared

responsibility.

Discussion and Final Analysis

The findings of this research clearly outline a comprehensive three-phase framework
for the effective participation of popular organizations in natural disaster
management. In the pre-crisis phase, key themes emphasize deep cultural and social
groundwork. "Trust," as the backbone of social capital, enables the linkage between
people, NGOs, and the government. The themes of "theoretical and practical
participation” warn against tokenistic participation (corresponding to lower rungs of
Arnstein's ladder). Organizations can bridge the gap between citizens' positive
attitudes toward participation and their limited practical opportunities for
involvement.

During and after crises, relying on established social capital, popular
organizations transform from passive actors into central agents. However, a critical
point of tension emerges in the findings: on one hand, NGOs are presented as
optimal forces with "local knowledge"; on the other hand, they face serious structural
barriers such as "sensitivity of security forces" and "lack of trust from governmental
institutions.” This contradiction represents the greatest challenge to realizing their
full potential.
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In the post-crisis phase, the role of NGOs shifts from immediate response to
"rebuilding social identity” and "documenting collective memories." These activities,
reinforced by "utilizing mass media," not only aid physical reconstruction but also,
by repairing the social and psychological fabric of the affected community,
strengthen the foundations of resilience for future crises.

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that the participation of popular
organizations is not a complementary strategy but a strategic necessity for creating
an integrated, flexible, and people-centered disaster management system—a system
that shifts its focus from mere immediate response to the complete risk management
cycle (prevention, preparedness, response, and recovery).

To enhance the effectiveness of this participation, there is a need to establish
appropriate legal and structural frameworks, provide specialized training and
empower popular institutions, develop mutual cooperation between government
and social organizations, provide sustainable financial and supportive resources,
increase social trust, strengthen networking among organizations, and

institutionalize participatory processes.
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