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ARTICLEINFO | Abstract

Today, advanced cities compete with one another to secure favorable
opportunities for development and to attract investment. Although competition
is often regarded as a motivating and driving force, it can lead to instability in
Article history: individual competitive cities, particularly when rival cities or regions exhibit
Received: 2025/05/02 greater productivit_y ar_ld creativity. _Given that the primary objective of all
evelopment planning in the country is to achieve sustainable development and
Accepted: 2025/05/31 regional balance, identifying competitive advantages and opportunities—as well
as creating new ones—is essential. This should be accompanied by leveraging
the experiences of other successful cities through interconnection and the
formation of networked cities. Such an approach becomes increasingly necessary
to attain a balanced spatial development model across the country and to
strengthen the competitiveness of metropolitan areas.
This study aims to enhance the competitiveness of metropolitan cities by
examining how a network of competitive cities can be realized within the context
of Tehran and four selected metropolises from different regions: Mashhad
(northeast), Tabriz (northwest), Ahvaz (southwest), and Zahedan (southeast).
The research first identifies the dimensions and indicators of collaborative
competition (at two levels: 1) between each metropolis and Tehran, and 2)
between each metropolis and its adjacent competitive region) using
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Keywords: Urban questionnaires. The indicators are then weighted through the Fuzzy Analytic
competitiveness, Hierarchy Procesg (FAHP), and ci'_[ies are ran!@d using.th(.a VIKOR method. This
metropolis, competitive process determines each city's position within a network of
region, networked cities, | collaborative,competitive _ § cities.
cooperation The findings indicate improvements in both competitiveness scores and rankings

due to synergies achieved in metropolises with greater capacities for
collaboration with neighboring competitive regions. Tabriz achieved the highest
ranking in collaboration with Tehran, while Mashhad and Tabriz secured the first
and second ranks respectively (after Tehran) in collaboration with their adjacent
regions. Additionally, Zahedan outperformed Ahvaz at the second level of
analysis. Therefore, it is recommended that future development programs place
greater emphasis on interaction and cooperation among metropolises within the
framework of networked cities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Since the 1990s, following widespread changes
in various economic, political, social, cultural,
and structural dimensions in cities around the
world, competitiveness has become one of the
key topics in regional and urban planning
theories. It has emerged as a driving force at the
forefront of cities' objectives to create safe and
attractive environments and to attract both
domestic and foreign investments.

Although competition is considered a motivating
and driving force, when competitors—other
cities and regions—are more productive and
creative, this can result in instability for
individual ~ competing  cities.  Therefore,
considering that the primary goal of all
development planning in the country is to achieve
regional balance, the need to establish a model of
balanced spatial development and to strengthen
the competitiveness of metropolises makes it
essential to create new competitive advantages
and leverage the experiences of other successful
cities in interconnected frameworks, particularly
through the formation of networked cities.

Thus, metropolises—as hubs of various
economic  activities—must  first  adopt
competitiveness as an inevitable development
strategy to enhance and expand their competitive
capacity. They must then, in order to boost
national ~ competitiveness,  work  toward
formulating more effective strategies and
building a “network of competitive regions”,
allowing them to benefit from synergy and
interlink the competitive capacities of other
major cities to achieve broader and more
sustainable participation in national and regional
competition.

The present study, aiming to enhance the
competitiveness of Tehran and four other
selected metropolises from four major regions
(Mashhad in the northeast, Tabriz in the
northwest, Ahvaz in the southwest, and Zahedan
in the southeast), investigates how a network of
competitive cities can be formed in relation to
adjacent competitive regions. The goal is to
elevate urban, national, and ultimately

transnational  competitiveness  through the
synergy created by such networks.

Materials (Data) and methods
This study is applied in terms of its objectives,
employs a descriptive-analytical method, and
utilizes a library-based approach for data and
document collection. For data analysis,
techniques such as factor analysis, fuzzy analytic
hierarchy process (FAHP), and VIKOR ranking
have been applied. The statistical population of
the study includes the metropolis of Tehran—as
the capital and the country's leading city—along
with four major metropolises representing the
four geographical regions of Iran: Mashhad,
Tabriz, Ahvaz, and Zahedan. These cities were
selected through purposive sampling.
To examine strategies for enhancing the
competitiveness of these metropolises, the
dimensions of collaborative competition were
first identified at two levels: (1) between each
metropolis and Tehran, and (2) between each
metropolis and its neighboring competitive
region. These dimensions and their indicators of
collaboration were determined based on existing
theoretical frameworks and expert
To explore how to enhance the competitiveness
of metropolises, the study first identifies the
dimensions of collaborative competition based on
existing theoretical foundations and expert
consensus using the Delphi technique. These
dimensions were considered at two levels:

1. Metropolises in relation to Tehran

2. Metropolises in relation to their

neighboring competitive regions

Indicators of collaboration were determined
using a Likert-scale questionnaire (the indicators
are presented in Table 1). After establishing and
weighting these indicators (using Saaty’s scale),
the competitive capacity of the metropolises
based on network collaboration was calculated at
both levels.

Results and Discussion
As Level One — Collaboration Between
Metropolises and the Capital (Tehran)
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Among the six indicators reflecting the capacity
for collaboration with Tehran, the industrial
clusters indicator received the highest weighting.
Despite their geographical diversity, the
metropolitan industrial clusters under study share
similar challenges and opportunities that can
facilitate strategic connections with Tehran.
These conditions create a favorable environment
for inter-city cooperation on industrial clustering.
The second most significant indicator is internet
access, underscoring its role in knowledge and
technology transfer. Air connectivity, assessed by
passenger volume between Tehran and each
metropolis, ranks third. The subsequent
indicators—with a noticeable decrease in
weight—are:  Knowledge-based  enterprises,
Number of universities, Number of banks.

Based on the rankings: Tabriz ranks first in
collaborative potential with Tehran (score < 0.5),
reflecting strong economic conditions that
support collaborative competition.

Mashhad ranks second, with a notable drop in
weight. Ahvaz and Zahedan rank fourth and fifth,
respectively, indicating more limited capacities
for cooperation with Tehran.

Level Two - Collaboration  Between
Metropolises and Adjacent Competitive Regions
In assessing inter-regional cooperation, export
volume to neighboring competitive regions
emerged as the most significant indicator. This is
followed by: Number of active industrial clusters
(weight = 0.137) & Shared communication
infrastructure, including air, rail, and road
networks

These three indicators collectively emphasize the
dominance of economic flows in shaping
regional collaboration.

In the cultural flow category, key indicators—
hosting cultural events, sister-city partnerships
and cooperation agreements, and foreign tourist
numbers—held similar weights. These were
followed  by:  Educational  cooperation,
particularly student exchanges through university
campuses. Presence of foreign bank branches and
favorable environmental conditions, both of
which contribute to enabling sustainable, vibrant
urban environments

Following the ranking process: Tehran ranks first
due to its central role in national policy and

diplomacy. Mashhad ranks second, benefiting
from its religious and cultural significance as the
cultural capital of the Islamic world. Tabriz ranks
third, bolstered by its status as a former Islamic
tourism capital (2018). Zahedan ranks fourth,
reflecting the growing significance of
geographical location as a sustainable
competitive advantage. Ahvaz ranks fifth, with a
narrow margin separating it from Zahedan.

Conclusion

A — Regarding the assessment of the
metropolises’ capacity for cooperation with
Tehran:

Research findings show that Tabriz has the
highest capacity for cooperation with Tehran.
Mashhad ranks second, albeit with a significant
gap in weight compared to Tehran. Ahvaz ranks
fourth with limited cooperative capacity, and
Zahedan ranks last in terms of collaboration.

B — Regarding the assessment of the
metropolises’ capacity for cooperation with their
neighboring competitive regions:
Tehran, as the capital and center of competitive
and diplomatic policy-making, ranks first.
Mashhad, recognized as the cultural capital of the
Islamic world, comes second. The gap between
the first and second ranks is under the 50% mark,
indicating that Mashhad possesses potentials that,
to some extent, rival Tehran's competitive
advantages in enhancing competitiveness.
Tabriz, the host of the Islamic World's tourism
capital in 2018, ranks third. A significant insight
emerges in the case of Zahedan, which, ranking
fourth, demonstrates how geographic location
can act as a sustainable competitive advantage.
Lastly, Ahvaz ranks fifth, only slightly behind
Zahedan.

The comparison between Ahvaz and Zahedan’s
differing competitiveness rankings—oparticularly
based on the SEZ model and their cooperation
with  neighboring  competitive  regions—
highlights the strategic importance of “location”,
location-based competitive advantages, and the
synergies that arise from cooperation within a
network of competitive cities.
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