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ABSTRACT

This article seeks to explore, explain and theorize about the consequences
of the formation of multi-purpose commercial complexes or megamalls
on the residents of residential neighborhoods and examine the effects of
this phenomenon on the public benefit of citizens. For this purpose,
Charmaz's constructivist background theory has been used. The data of
the article is collected from 15 semi-structured interviews with the
residents of Ekbatan neighborhood, as a case study. The result of the
article is a theory about citizens' perception and understanding of the
process of building a mega-mall in their neighborhood, which presents
and represents how residents face the construction of a mega-mall and the
resulting changes in the neighborhood in 6 stages, which are: 1.
Reception; 2. Deprivation of trust; 3. dissatisfaction; 4. Being silent; 5.
Hesitation and regret; 6. Conditional acceptance. During each stage, the
effects of the measures and interventions of urban planning and public
institutions on the interests and perception of citizens on how to achieve it
have been explored. The results of this article show that citizens'
perception of the degree of fulfillment or non-fulfillment of the public
interest is not a fixed and predetermined matter and it is different at every
stage of the development process, based on the actions and approaches of
various stakeholders, and the experiences of citizens. . Also, based on the
findings of the article, the issue of public interest in urban planning is an
intersubjective concept created by the minds of people in society,
therefore, the most appropriate approach to achieve it is the dialogical
approach. In the following, based on the findings of the article, the nature
and characteristics of public interest in urban planning are discussed and
suggestions for use in urban development plans are presented.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

As large-scale projects, megamalls have
various economic, social, and cultural
impacts on cities as they create new
physical-spatial flows and alter urban
spatial structure. Considering these and
their increased number in recent years,
megamalls are deemed as challenging urban
topics. On the other hand, public interest is
not a well-defined and predetermined
concept as the interest of citizens and
stakeholders change throughout time and in
different conditions. Consequently, the
public interest in an urban development
project, policy or plan must be determined
with  the participation of related
stakeholders and actors through an
independent and consultative process. A
copious amount of research has explored
the  phenomenon of  multi-purpose
commercial complexes as well as their
formation, properties, effects in various
manners and from different perspectives.
However, less attention has been paid to
citizens' perception of the construction of
megamalls and their consequences, their
effects on the residents’ interests, and
specifically, how the construction of
megamalls align with the public interest.
This study, therefore, aims to investigate,
explain and  theorize  about the
consequences of the construction of multi-
purpose  commercial ~ complexes or
megamalls on residential neighborhoods
and their residents as well as the effects of
this phenomenon on the public interest.

Methodology

To investigate the citizens’ perception of
the construction process of megamalls and
the public benefit, or the lack thereof, from
this process, this study utilizes the
grounded theory. It also uses the
constructivist grounded theory developed
by Kathy Charmaz. The data were collected
using semi-structured interviews with
residents of Ekbatan neighborhood as a
case study. Specifically, 15 deep interviews
were conducted, indulging in the
experiences, viewpoints, sentiments, and
reactions of the residents regarding the
construction of the megamall and the
realization, or the lack thereof, of the public
benefit by relevant institutes, and they were

continued wuntil obtaining theoretical
saturation. Moreover, field observations
and available documents and discourse
materials have been used as data.

Results and discussion

The study provides a theory about the
citizens' perception of the construction
process of the megamall in their
neighborhood,  which  presents  and
summarizes how the residents face the
construction of megamall and the resulting
changes in the neighborhood in sex stages,
including 1. Favorable acceptance, 2.
Mistrust, 3. Dissatisfaction, 4.
Voicelessness, 5. Regret and longing, and
6. Conditional acceptance. At each stage,
the impact of actions and interventions of
urban planning and public institutions on
the public interest and the citizens’
perception of the actualization of their
interest were explored. At first stage, the
residents favorably accept the construction
process of the megamall as they deem it in
line with their requests and interests.
However, they later find out information
about the nature of the project and
comprehend the success of the capital
power in obtaining the opportunity of
realizing an economic project. They receive
contradictory information and promises
regarding this project and lose their trust to
the town officials. Shortly afterwards, they
start to express objection and dissatisfaction
of the construction project of the megamall
and attend to several sessions to interact
with town officials, bargaining for their
requests and interests. Nevertheless, they
succeed in acquiring a small part of their
requests as in the balance of power, they are
situated on the weak side. Meanwhile, they
find themselves voiceless before those with
power and capital. As such, the residents
are impelled to compromise as they recall
the times when the megamall has not been
built yet with a sense of regret and longing.
Another part of the residents’ perception of
the experience of dealing with the
megamall originate from the time after its
construction as they benefit from the
megamall and regard its facilities as
positive and some of its impacts as
negative. In the end, they accept the
megamall in the Ekabatan neighborhood
although this conditional acceptance does
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not equal its approval and ignoring its
negative effects and consequences.

Conclusion

According to the findings of this study, the
concept of the public interest in urban
planning is intersubjective and formed in
the minds of the individuals of a society, so
presenting a universal and solid definition
of public interest is not possible as the
interest of citizens and stakeholders change
in different contexts and times. As a result,
it seems that one of the best methods of
understanding and securing the requests and
interests of the citizens and the public in
any urban development plan or policy is
through the participation of related
stakeholders and actors in an independent
and consultative process; thus, the most
appropriate approach to securing the public
interest is the conversational method. This
study demonstrates that in the absence of
interactive and participation-based
procedures, urban planning projects and
interventions will be characterized with the
dominance of the individual or group
interests over those of the public. In such
context, the conflict of interest as well as
the diversity and abundance of requests and
expectations of the citizens and
stakeholders will lead to the public
objection and neglection of their interests

and requests, such as the case experiences
in the construction of Ekbatan megamall.
Hence, this study highlights the
significance of the procedural and
institutional mechanisms and
conversational approaches in order to shed
light on the decision-making process and
ensure a balance between the public interest
and selfish and often unwise demands of
certain groups or those with power and
capital.
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