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Abstract

Local governance in recent decades has emerged as one of the main
pillars of development and social participation, playing a fundamental
role in institutionalizing democracy and strengthening civil society's
capacities. This issue has highlighted the need to examine the themes
of local policies and the empowerment of civil institutions. This study
aimed to explore the themes of civil society empowerment in light of
local governance policies in Razavi Khorasan Province. This study
used a qualitative approach and an exploratory design. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with 20 participants—
including county administrators, non-governmental organizations,
local councils, and social activists—who were selected through
purposive and snowball sampling until thematic saturation was
achieved. The data collection instrument consisted of semi-structured
questions, the content of which was fully transcribed and then
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analyzed using thematic analysis and systematic coding. The results
indicated that local governance policies, grounded in institutional,
cultural, managerial, participatory, and technological components,
can provide a foundation for empowering civil society. The findings
revealed that establishing accountable structures, strengthening social
capital, developing infrastructure, and creating opportunities for
participation lead to enhanced civic engagement. Based on these
results, strengthening local governance and adopting a
comprehensive, participatory, and context-sensitive approach can lead
to sustainable, effective empowerment of civil society.

Keywords: Local governance, Civil society empowerment, Local
participation, Public policymaking.

Introduction

Local governance has increasingly emerged as a central pillar of
contemporary decentralization processes, emphasizing the pivotal role
of civil society actors, including local councils, grassroots
associations, and community-based organizations, in
institutionalizing  participatory democracy and safeguarding
citizenship rights. Rooted in ancient conceptual traditions and gaining
significant scholarly attention since the 1990s, governance has
evolved into a multidimensional framework that highlights the blurred
boundaries between the public and private sectors and the growing
interaction among state and non-state actors. Within this paradigm,
local governance provides mechanisms for redistributing authority,
enhancing public accountability, and fostering active citizen
engagement in policy design, oversight, and implementation. In Iran,
particularly in Khorasan Razavi Province, strengthening civil society
has been closely linked to public participation, social capital, and
community empowerment. However, understanding how local
governance policies shape the empowerment of civil society remains
an underexplored but critically significant area. Accordingly, this
study aims to examine the thematic dimensions of civil society



211 | Rajaei, et al. | Themes of Civil Society Empowerment ...

empowerment within the framework of local governance policies,
identify context-specific opportunities and challenges, and provide
actionable insights for enhancing participatory, transparent, and
sustainable local development.

Method

Given the exploratory nature of the research and the need to
understand the lived experiences, interpretations, and contextual
realities of governance practitioners, a qualitative design rooted in
pragmatist philosophy was adopted. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 20 administrators serving in county-
level offices across Khorasan Razavi Province. Participants were
selected wusing purposive and snowball sampling to ensure
representation of individuals with academic qualifications and over
ten years of administrative experience relevant to local governance.
Interviews continued until thematic saturation was achieved. All
interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework. Initial and axial coding
were conducted systematically using MAXQDA 2020. To ensure
trustworthiness, four  criteria, credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability, were applied through member
checking, peer review, detailed audit trails, and field memoing.
Intercoder reliability was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa, yielding a
coefficient of 0.79, indicating substantial agreement according to
McHugh’s (2012) interpretive benchmarks.

Results

The analysis yielded ten main themes and forty-one subthemes that
collectively illuminate the complex, multi-layered relationship
between local governance and civil society empowerment. The main
themes included: (1) policy and legal frameworks, (2) interactions and
networking, (3) socio-cultural empowerment, (4) resource
management and infrastructural development, (5) strengthening civil
and local institutions, (6) education and awareness raising, (7) local
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management and planning, (8) participation and decision-making, (9)
social justice and transparency, and (10) innovation and technology.
Findings revealed that empowerment is contingent on supportive legal
structures,  transparent processes, accountable institutions,
participatory mechanisms, and community-centered planning.
Subthemes highlighted the importance of addressing local needs,
supporting vulnerable groups, fostering collaborative governance,
enhancing technological infrastructure, promoting public education,
integrating local knowledge, and reinforcing social cohesion.
Collectively, these themes illustrate how local governance policies
create enabling or constraining conditions for meaningful civic
agency, public oversight, and sustained participatory engagement.

Conclusion

The study concludes that local governance can effectively foster civil
society empowerment when it adopts integrated, participatory, and
context-sensitive policy approaches. Empowerment requires not only
legal, financial, infrastructural, and technological enablers, but also
cultural and relational capacities grounded in trust-building,
transparency, and inclusion. Strengthening civil society depends on
institutionalizing participatory decision-making, expanding public
awareness, enhancing social capital, and recognizing civil society as
a core pillar of local development. The findings underscore the need
for local governance systems to embrace citizen-centered strategies,
support the autonomy and capability of local institutions, and create
continuous, meaningful opportunities for civic engagement. In doing
so, local governance can play a transformative role in promoting
sustainable development, social resilience, and responsive public
administration. These insights provide a conceptual and practical
framework for policymakers seeking to foster empowered, cohesive,
and participatory local communities.
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