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Abstract:

The study aims to explain the mechanisms linking individual economic development to social participation during natural crises and to
develop a context-based theoretical model. This qualitative research employed the grounded theory approach. Data were collected through
in-depth semi-structured interviews with 13 experts in economic and social fields, selected through purposive and availability sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis was conducted using open, axial, and selective coding, supported by criteria of credibility,
confirmability, and traceability to ensure qualitative rigor. The analytic process resulted in the identification and categorization of core
concepts and the development of the final theoretical model. Social participation emerged as the central category, accounting for 30.73% of
all extracted concepts. Individual economic development—including both subjective and objective indicators—comprised 21.79%, while
social capital (15.08%) played a critical mediating role between economic development and participation. The relationship between economic
development and participation followed an inverted-U pattern, with the middle class showing the highest likelihood of participation.
Structural challenges such as institutional distrust, bureaucratic complexity, and economic inequality weakened this relationship. Participation
manifested across pre-crisis, response, reconstruction, and emerging digital forms. Effective participation during crises results from the
dynamic interaction of economic development, social capital, and the overcoming of structural barriers. Economic development alone is
insufficient; only when transformed into social capital and institutional trust does it lead to meaningful participation. The proposed model
offers a comprehensive foundation for crisis management and social development policymaking in Iran.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Natural disasters have increasingly become one of the most significant challenges to social cohesion, economic stability,
and institutional resilience at both national and global levels. As societies face recurrent hazards—ranging from earthquakes
and floods to environmental degradation and climate-related crises—the capacity for community participation and collective
action emerges as a key determinant of resilience and recovery. Numerous scholars emphasize that social participation and
citizen engagement function as essential components of effective crisis management and community development, creating a
bridge between institutional response systems and the lived experiences of affected populations. Social participation is
recognized as both a right and a prerequisite for development, shaping not only the collective resilience of communities but
also the broader trajectory of social development (Unesco, 1997).

In the Iranian context, a long history of exposure to natural disasters has revealed enduring challenges related to unequal
development, institutional inefficiencies, and limited participatory infrastructures. Studies highlight that citizen participation
in crisis management is significantly influenced by socioeconomic factors, levels of trust, and the degree of social development.
For instance, research on metropolitan areas such as Tabriz indicates that elements of social capital—particularly trust, social
networks, and community identity—play a foundational role in enabling urban participation in preservation and crisis-related
activities (Ahmadi, 2020). Similarly, fuzzy-set analyses of participation demonstrate that perceived trust and mental readiness
exert stronger influence on social participation than formal participation channels (Barghmadi & Abdollahi, 2019). These
findings reinforce the longstanding sociological argument that economic and psychological alienation can act as barriers to
participation and development (Miohseni Tabrizi, 1996).

Research in neighboring contexts also confirms that citizen participation is integral to improving security, development, and
social cohesion. In Afghanistan’s Herat, community participation has been shown to significantly enhance security and social
stability (Faraji et al., 2020). Likewise, evidence from Behshahr illustrates that public participation improves the effectiveness

of crisis-management systems when aligned with community needs and social-participation theories (Pirdashti et al., 2018).
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Yet, despite this recognition, participation often remains constrained by structural challenges, including bureaucratic obstacles,
institutional distrust, and socioeconomic inequalities.

An important thread in the literature links economic development with the capacity for social participation. Economic
development improves living standards, enhances psychological security, and expands opportunities for proactive engagement.
Theoretical and empirical studies suggest that social development strengthens civic behaviors, expands opportunities for social
interaction, and establishes conditions conducive to participation (Fazeli et al., 2013; Mousaei, 2009). However, development
does not automatically lead to participation; structural, cultural, and psychological constraints may limit the ability of
individuals—particularly marginalized groups such as women—to meaningfully engage in collective processes (Azam-Azadeh
& Moshtaghian, 2016). Even when economic development advances, participation may remain uneven across social groups
and geographical areas, as documented in rural development studies in Iran (Zarei, 2016).

In global literature, the relationship between development and participation is further complicated by emerging economic
pressures, environmental degradation, and globalization. Economic complexity studies demonstrate that national development
paths are shaped by changing resource distributions and financial systems (AlOtaibi & Sallam, 2025). Similarly, research from
China shows that natural capital depletion and natural disasters affect human wellbeing, thereby shaping the emotional and
behavioral foundations of social participation (Lu & Sohail, 2022). These dynamics appear in tourism research as well, where
perceptions of disaster-affected landscapes shape future participation, engagement, and attitudes toward reconstruction (\Wang
et al., 2023). Other studies emphasize that economic structures, public investments, and institutional governance significantly
influence resilience capacity (Balaei et al., 2021; Brueckner et al., 2024). In addition, psychosocial factors—including the
mental health impacts of globalization—have been identified as key elements shaping sustainable economic development and
civic engagement behaviors (Sadath & Faheem, 2024).

In low-income contexts, inclusive participation requires institutionalizing trust, enhancing the social dimension of
development, and strengthening local networks. Naku argues that community participation becomes effective only when
determinants such as trust, social inclusion, and institutional legitimacy are fully established (Wandera Clief Naku, 2020).
Studies on sustainable economic development indicate that innovation, digital transformation, and improved governance
structures significantly reinforce citizen participation and engagement (\Wan & Tian, 2022; Wang, 2024).

In light of these theoretical and empirical insights, the present study addresses a conceptual gap in the literature: the joint
influence of individual-level economic development and social participation in the context of natural disasters. It explores how
subjective and objective dimensions of economic development shape participation; how social capital and trust mediate these
relationships; and how structural challenges constrain or enable participation. By employing grounded theory and examining
expert perspectives, this study provides an integrative conceptual model that advances the understanding of the dynamic
interplay between development and participation in disaster contexts.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative grounded-theory design to explore the dynamic relationship between individual economic
development and social participation during natural disasters. Participants consisted of 13 experts in economics, sociology,
crisis management, and community development. Snowball and purposive sampling were used to identify individuals with
direct experience in research or administration related to economic development and social participation. Data were collected

through semi-structured, in-depth interviews, which continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
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Interview data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. The coding process allowed the categorization of
concepts into core themes, subcategories, and overarching theoretical constructs. Validity and reliability criteria for qualitative
studies—including credibility, confirmability, and traceability—were maintained through systematic documentation, iterative
coding, and participant-feedback checks. The final output was a conceptual model illustrating the relationship between
economic development, social capital, structural challenges, and social participation in crises.

Findings

Data analysis yielded 67 concepts, 17 subcategories, and 7 core categories. Social participation emerged as the central
phenomenon with the highest frequency, comprising 30.73% of total extracted concepts. Individual economic development
was the second-largest category at 21.79%, composed of subjective dimensions such as psychological security, life satisfaction,
and sense of control, as well as objective dimensions including income stability, savings, homeownership, employment
security, and access to insurance.

Social capital represented 15.08% of extracted concepts and included indicators such as kinship networks, community
associations, shared norms, and access to information. Trust—particularly trust in institutions—was identified as a mediating
factor between economic development and participation.

Findings revealed an inverted-U relationship between income and participation: middle-income individuals showed the
highest likelihood of participation, while individuals in extreme poverty or high-wealth brackets showed reduced participation.
Structural barriers such as institutional distrust, administrative complexity, and unequal access to economic opportunities were
found to significantly constrain participation.

Patterns of participation varied across phases of crisis: pre-crisis participation included preparedness training and early-
warning systems; crisis-phase participation involved emergency response and relief; and post-crisis participation included
reconstruction efforts and community rehabilitation. A new form of participation—digital participation—was also identified,
including online donation campaigns, information dissemination, and coordination via social media.

Overall, the final model showed that effective participation in disaster contexts arises from the interaction of economic
development, social capital, trust structures, and contextual challenges.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that economic development plays a foundational role in shaping participation, but its influence is
neither linear nor deterministic. Instead, participation emerges as a multidimensional construct that requires psychological
readiness, resource availability, social capital, and institutional legitimacy. The inverted-U relationship observed in this study
emphasizes that participation is most feasible when individuals possess sufficient but not excessive economic resources,
combined with a sense of social embeddedness. Individuals with very low incomes lack the capacity to participate, while those
with high incomes may feel socially distant from affected communities.

Social capital strengthens the connection between economic development and participation by enabling trust, information
flow, and collective coordination. The findings highlight the importance of fostering community networks and strengthening
institutional credibility to enhance participation in disaster contexts. Structural barriers—particularly distrust of public
institutions—undermine participation even in contexts where social capital exists. Effective crisis governance must therefore

focus on accountability, transparency, and local empowerment.
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The emergence of digital participation expands traditional forms of engagement and highlights the role of technology in
facilitating rapid, decentralized, and scalable civic action. Digital platforms can compensate for physical and institutional
limitations and have the potential to democratize participation by lowering barriers to entry.

Overall, the study concludes that effective crisis participation is the product of an interactive system composed of economic
development, social capital, trust structures, and socio-institutional context. Strengthening these mechanisms is essential for

enhancing community resilience and ensuring a more inclusive and responsive crisis-management system.
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