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Introduction

Electoral participation represents a central dimension of democratic governance and
political legitimacy. Through elections, citizens obtain opportunities to influence public
decision-making, evaluate political representatives, and contribute to the functioning of|
democratic institutions. In representative political systems, voter turnout is commonly,
considered an indicator of citizens’ political engagement, institutional trust, and
willingness to participate in public affairs. Therefore, identifying the factors that
encourage or discourage electoral participation remains a major concern in political
science and public policy research.

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, elections for the Islamic Consultative Assembly (Majles)
hold particular importance due to the Parliament’s responsibilities in legislation, executive
oversight, approval of development programs, and monitoring governmental performance.
Citizens’ participation in parliamentary elections consequently influences both the
perceived legitimacy and effectiveness of political governance. However, electoral
participation is a complex phenomenon shaped by multiple social, political, cultural,
economic, and psychological factors. Understanding these factors requires attention not
only to formal political institutions but also to the role of civil society organizations.
Previous studies have identified several determinants of political participation, including
political trust, political efficacy, education, religious commitment, media exposure, social
capital, civic engagement, socioeconomic conditions, and political awareness. Although
these factors have received considerable scholarly attention, the contribution of civil
society organizations, particularly non-governmental organizations (NGOSs), to electoral
participation has remained relatively underexplored in the Iranian context. NGOs
represent important components of civil society because they facilitate voluntary
participation, collective action, social communication, and civic education outside formal
governmental structures. Through activities such as public awareness programs,
advocacy, community development, and social services, NGOs create opportunities for
citizens to develop civic skills, strengthen interpersonal trust, and engage with broader,
social networks. Consequently, NGOs may function as intermediaries connecting citizens
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with political institutions and enhancing participatory capacities. This study is
theoretically grounded in Political Socialization Theory, Social Capital Theory, Resource
Mobilization Theory, Political Opportunity Theory, and the democratic perspectives of
Robert Dahl, Sidney Verba, and Robert Putnam. These approaches collectively emphasize
that participation is influenced by citizens’ access to political resources, social networks,
civic experiences, and perceptions of political efficacy. From this perspective, NGOs may
contribute to democratic participation by increasing political awareness, strengthening
trust, facilitating collective action, and providing channels for civic engagement. Isfahan
provides an appropriate context for examining this relationship. As one of Iran’s largest
metropolitan areas, the city has numerous universities, cultural institutions, and registered
NGOs active in social, environmental, educational, charitable, and community fields.
Despite its strong civic characteristics, electoral participation in recent parliamentary
elections has declined compared with previous periods. This situation raises important
questions regarding the factors influencing citizens’ willingness to participate in electoral
processes. Accordingly, the main hypothesis of this study examines whether NGO
activities significantly influence citizens’ electoral participation in Isfahan.

Main Hypothesis

NGO activities have a significant positive effect on citizens’ electoral participation in
Isfahan. This study examines the effects of NGO activity type, educational programs,
legal and institutional activities, reliance on NGOs, and the mediating role of political
awareness in electoral participation.

Methodology

This study employed an applied quantitative cross-sectional survey design to examine the
relationship between NGO activities and citizens’ electoral participation in the 2023
Islamic Consultative Assembly elections in Isfahan, with a focus on the mediating role of
political awareness. The statistical population consisted of NGO members in Isfahan.
Using Cochran’s formula at a 95% confidence level, 384 respondents were selected
through proportional random sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-developed
questionnaire measuring NGO activities, educational and awareness programs, reliance on
NGOs, legal and institutional activities, political awareness, and electoral participation
based on a five-point Likert scale. Content validity was confirmed through expert
evaluation, while construct validity and reliability were assessed using confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA), Cronbach’s alpha, Composite Reliability (CR), and Average
Variance Extracted (AVE). The proposed model was tested using Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM), and the mediating effect of political awareness was examined through
bootstrap analysis.

Results and Discussion

The structural equation modeling (SEM) results provided empirical support for the main
hypothesis of the study, demonstrating that NGO activities significantly influence
citizens’ electoral participation in the Islamic Consultative Assembly elections in Isfahan.
The structural model examined the direct and indirect effects of NGO activities, including
the type of NGO activities, educational and awareness-building programs, legal and
institutional initiatives, citizens’ reliance on NGOs, and the mediating role of political
awareness.

The adequacy of the proposed model was first assessed through goodness-of-fit indices.
The obtained values indicated an acceptable fit between the theoretical model and
empirical data. The Chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio (CMIN/df) was 1.94,
suggesting an acceptable model fit. The RMSEA value was 0.049, indicating a good
approximation of the model. Furthermore, the comparative fit indices demonstrated
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acceptable model performance, with CFIl equal to 0.90 and TLI equal to 0.89. The
parsimonious fit indices also confirmed the adequacy of the model, as PNFI reached 0.67.
Overall, these results indicate that the proposed conceptual framework adequately
represents the relationships among NGO activities, political awareness, and electoral
participation.

Table (1). The Role of NGOs in Electoral Participation: A Case Study of
Isfahan City (2023)

Fit Index | Value | Interpretation
CMIN/df 1.94 Good fit
p-value | 0.000 | Acceptable fit
RMR 0.068 Good fit
TLI 0.89 Acceptable fit
CFI 0.90 Good fit
RMSEA 0.049 Good fit
PNFI 0.67 Good fit

The structural path analysis revealed that all dimensions of NGO activities, except the
direct effect of political awareness on direct electoral participation, had statistically
significant relationships with electoral participation. The type of NGO activities positively
affected both direct and interactive electoral participation. Specifically, this variable
explained 11.3% of the variance in direct participation and 7.0% of the variance in
interactive participation. Moreover, it indirectly influenced interactive participation
through political awareness, indicating that the nature and orientation of NGO activities
contribute to citizens’ political engagement by increasing awareness and civic
understanding. Educational and awareness-building programs represented another
significant predictor of electoral participation. These activities directly contributed to both
forms of participation by providing citizens with political knowledge, improving civic
skills, and encouraging involvement in electoral processes. The findings suggest that
NGOs do not merely provide social services but also operate as educational institutions
that enhance citizens’ capacity for democratic engagement. Citizens’ reliance on NGOs
also demonstrated a significant positive effect on electoral participation. Reliance on
NGOs explained 16.4% of the variance in direct participation and 30.1% of the variance
in interactive participation. This finding indicates that when citizens perceive NGOs as
trustworthy, effective, and responsive organizations, they are more likely to participate in
political discussions, exchange political information, and engage with electoral processes.
Thus, public trust in civil society organizations represents an important mechanism
through which civic institutions encourage democratic involvement. The strongest effects
were associated with the legal and institutional activities of NGOs. These activities
explained 41% of the variance in direct electoral participation and 61% of the variance in
interactive electoral participation. Furthermore, legal and institutional activities indirectly
influenced participation through political awareness. This result highlights the importance
of NGOs’ advocacy functions, including promoting transparency, defending citizens’
rights, facilitating communication between society and institutions, and encouraging
lawful forms of political participation.

Table (2). Standardized Structural Path Coefficients of the Final Model

Structural Path Standard SE CR p- Bootstrap Result
B value SE
Type of NGO activities — 0.713 0.113 | 5.33 | <0.001 0.116 Supported
Direct participation
Type of NGO activities — 0.831 0.173 | 4.80 | <0.001 0.176 Supported
Interactive participation
Education and awareness 0.808 0.061 | 7.02 | <0.001 0.064 Supported
programs — Direct

Mehin Panahi Bazargah et al., Investigating the Role of Non-Governmental Organizations. ..



@& Research Letter of Political Science
3 Winter 2026, Volume XX1, Number 1, pp.123-160}

participation

Education and awareness 0.833 0.101 | 5.09 | <0.001 0.104 Supported
programs — Interactive
participation

Reliance on NGOs — 0.302 0.001 | 3.91 | <0.001 0.079 Supported
Direct participation

Reliance on NGOs — 0.118 0.003 | 2.87 0.004 0.043 Supported
Interactive participation

Political awareness — 0.08 0.002 | 1.58 0.114 0.053 Rejected
Direct participation

Political awareness — 0.154 0.012 | 2.90 0.004 0.055 Supported
Interactive participation

Legal activities — Direct 0.78 0.09 6.08 | <0.001 0.093 Supported
participation

Legal activities — 0.88 0.148 | 4.78 | <0.001 0.152 Supported
Interactive participation

The mediating role of political awareness was also examined. The findings showed that
political awareness significantly influenced interactive electoral participation, explaining
14.1% of its variance. However, its direct effect on direct electoral participation was
statistically insignificant (B = 0.08, p = 0.114). Therefore, political awareness mainly
functions as an indirect mechanism through which NGO activities promote political
dialogue, information exchange, and civic interaction.

Table (3). Direct and Indirect Effects of Independent Variables on

Electoral Participation

Variable Direct Effect Indirect Effect (through Political Total
Awareness) Effect

Type of NGO activities 0.70 0.23 0.93
Reliance on NGOs 0.301 0.000 0.301
Legal activities of NGOs 0.61 0.104 0.714
Political awareness 0.141 — 0.141

The results presented in Table 8 demonstrate that the highest total effect on electoral
participation belonged to the type of NGO activities (0.93), followed by legal and
institutional activities of NGOs (0.714). The indirect effects observed through
political awareness confirm its mediating role in the relationship between civil society
activities and electoral participation. In contrast, reliance on NGOs primarily
influenced participation through direct pathways. These findings support the
assumptions of Political Socialization Theory, which emphasizes that political
attitudes and behaviors develop through interaction with social institutions. NGOs
contribute to political socialization by organizing educational programs, civic
campaigns, and community activities that increase citizens’ understanding of political
processes. The results are also consistent with Social Capital Theory, particularly
Putnam’s perspective, which highlights the importance of trust, voluntary
associations, and social networks in facilitating collective action. NGOs strengthen
social connections and create environments in which citizens develop greater political
efficacy and willingness to participate.

Furthermore, the findings support the democratic perspectives of Dahl and Verba, who
consider active citizen participation a fundamental element of democratic governance.
NGOs provide channels through which citizens acquire political skills, articulate social
demands, and develop confidence in their ability to influence political outcomes. Overall,
the evidence indicates that NGOs perform functions beyond traditional social services.
Through educational activities, legal initiatives, organizational engagement, and
awareness-building programs, they contribute to strengthening political participation and
improving the quality of democratic processes.
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This study examined the influence of NGO activities on citizens’ electoral
participation in the 2023 Islamic Consultative Assembly elections in Isfahan. The
findings confirmed the main hypothesis and demonstrated that NGOs significantly
contribute to enhancing both direct and interactive forms of electoral participation.
Among the examined factors, legal and institutional activities of NGOs showed the
strongest direct influence, indicating that organizations involved in advocacy,
transparency promotion, and citizen—institution communication play a crucial role in
encouraging democratic engagement. In addition, citizens’ reliance on NGOs
positively affected participation, emphasizing the importance of institutional trust in
strengthening civic involvement. The study also demonstrated that political awareness
operates as an important mediating mechanism. Although political awareness did not
significantly influence direct electoral participation, it increased interactive
participation by encouraging political discussion, information exchange, and civic
dialogue. Therefore, NGOs’ educational and awareness-building activities should be
considered long-term investments in democratic development. The findings
contribute theoretically by supporting Political Socialization Theory, Social Capital
Theory, Resource Mobilization Theory, and Political Opportunity Theory. Practically,
they suggest that policymakers should recognize NGOs as important partners in
promoting democratic participation. Creating supportive legal frameworks,
encouraging cooperation between public institutions and NGOs, and strengthening
civic education programs can enhance citizens’ involvement in electoral processes.
Despite these contributions, the study has limitations. Since the research was conducted
only in Isfahan, generalization to other regions should be approached cautiously.
Additionally, the cross-sectional design limits conclusions regarding long-term causal
relationships. Future studies may apply longitudinal designs, comparative approaches
across provinces, or qualitative methods to further investigate the relationship between
civil society organizations and political participation. In conclusion, strengthening NGOs
can contribute to greater electoral participation, enhanced political legitimacy, and deeper
citizen involvement in public decision-making. Developing a supportive environment for
civil society organizations may therefore represent an effective strategy for promoting
sustainable democratic participation in Iran.
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