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Introduction

Participation is considered as one of the main factors of development, while the
absence of public participation has been identified as the major cause of the failure
of development programs. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) contribute to
humanitarian goals and the reduction of social harms by mobilizing public
participation. Increasing literacy levels, supporting groups exposed to social harm,
empowering the weak, assisting victims, alleviating poverty, undertaking
humanitarian actions during disasters, promoting and protecting human rights, are
among the other activities of NGOs in the Society. Civil society organizations, as
one of the consequences of modernity, play a significant role in the formation and
expansion of the public sphere. Owing to their non-governmental and informal
nature, these organizations also contribute to the creation and reinforcement of
collective attachment and act as a connecting link between groups and communities.
However, the inability to attract the participation of all members of society can
divert NGOs from their primary and humanitarian goals; therefore, understanding
the causes of limited public participation is of critical importance. Accordingly, the
main question of the current research is what issues and challenges prevent this
popular participation and as a result, the non-governmental organizations drift away
from their important goals.

Literature Review

A key point of distinction of the present study from previous research is that, on the
one hand, among the various challenges that the NGOs face, the issue of attracting
participation is emphasized here; an issue that has not received sufficient
prominence in earlier studies. On the other hand, these challenges are examined
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from the perspective of non-governmental organizations. In addition, the issue is
studied with an in-depth and exploratory perspective.

Social participation plays an important role in the formation of non-governmental
social organizations that act as intermediaries between the government and the
people; in fact, one of the groups and organizations that are formed based on social
participation are the NGOs. By identifying, classifying, and prioritizing social
problems and experimenting with creative approaches to providing social services,
the NGOs help reduce the burden of government involvement in social issues and
fill the gap in providing government services to disadvantaged segments of society.
By mediating between the government and society, NGOs can communicate the
demands of marginalized groups to decision-makers and encourage governments to
respond more effectively to the needs of these segments of society.

Creating focal points for attracting, organizing, and directing public assistance and
having appropriate social influence due to their flexible structure are other strengths
and importance of the NGOs. Also, by creating a suitable platform for cooperation
and participation of different groups of people in solving community problems,
NGOs have good capacities for promoting public participation and local self-help
initiatives. However, there are numerous issues and challenges in the process of
attracting public participation, and the present study seeks to identify some of the
most significant among them.

Methodology

The method used in this research is based on qualitative methodology and "theme
analysis". In order to collect data in this research, a semi-structured in-depth
interview was conducted with 27 civil activists with a history of cooperation with
non-governmental organizations using a purposive sampling method, and finally, a
number of basic, organizing and comprehensive themes were obtained.

Conclusion

According to the findings, four categories of problems including "structural/
environmental challenges", "organizational/peripheral challenges", "strategic
challenges", and "consequential challenges" were identified. The main challenge
faced by NGOs in attracting public participation was identified under the central
theme of “incomplete companionship”. This phenomenon indicates that although
NGOs are able to engage certain individuals and, with their support, attempt to
reduce social harms and problems, such companionship does not extend to society
as a whole and remains limited to only a few groups.
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In fact, "companionship" means that there are people who, despite the set of
challenges mentioned, participate and accompany the associations. However, the
adjective "incomplete" means that the current conditions are far from the desired
point, which in some cases brings the associations to the brink of dissolution. The
findings show that although the diverse efforts of the associations lead to the
participation of a segment of society, such participation remains limited rather than
widespread because of the challenges they face. This restricted participation in
associations leads to a limited part of the people being convinced that there is a
social problem, and as a result, these problems fail to become sufficiently publicized
and socially recognized, and the achievement of broad-based public participation
remains unattained.

Understanding the challenges of public participation in a NGOs requires recognizing
that trust, legitimacy, process design, and the costs of participation systematically
reinforce each other. In fact, failure in any one of these dimensions can create
barriers that reduce genuine and effective participation to a merely symbolic level.
Over time, the accumulation of such challenges perpetuates a cycle of distrust and
indifference, ultimately leading to a decline in public participation. If individuals do
not consider the NGO to be a true representative of the target community and have
doubts about the organization’s motives and financial resources, maximum support
will not be achieved. To maximize participation in NGOs, social issues must be
communicated effectively to the target audience so that a broad wave of awareness
and concern is generated, encouraging the general public to cooperate with NGOs in
addressing and resolving these problems.

Keywords: Non-Governmental Organizations, Popular Participation, Social Harms,
Thematic Analysis
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