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Tabriz, as the most significant political, economic, and cultural hub in northwestern Iran, has
in recent years encountered growing challenges in the fields of urban management and future-
oriented planning. In a context where rapid social, economic, technological, and environmental
transformations have intensified uncertainties in urban development, adopting a futures studies
approach can provide an effective basis for identifying influential drivers and designing
realistic scenarios to guide the city's future. This study was conducted within a positivist
paradigm and through a quantitative approach, employing a combination of the Delphi method
and structural cross-impact analysis (MICMAC) to identify and analyze the relationships
among the factors shaping the future of Tabriz. Based on expert opinions, 17 key variables
were extracted and evaluated using a 17x17 matrix. The MICMAC results indicate that the
urban system of Tabriz exhibits high dynamism and instability, with considerable interactions
among the variables. Moreover, the variables of urban governance, urban development pattern,
urban economy, innovation, smart technologies (ICT), and Islamic principles were located in
the high influence—high dependence quadrant and identified as the strategic drivers of Tabriz’s
future. These drivers play the most significant role in altering the system’s state and shape the
overarching direction of future scenarios. Subsequently, using Scenario Wizard software, three
strong, weak, and plausible scenarios were developed, and the compatible scenario was
selected as the preferred one. The scenario analysis reveals that achieving a sustainable and
desirable future for Tabriz depends on strengthening effective governance, expanding
technological infrastructure, enhancing the urban economy, improving innovative capacities,
and simultaneously reinforcing social and cultural structures. These findings can serve as a
basis for developing forward-looking urban policies and effective planning strategies aimed at
realizing a sustainable development model for the city of Tabriz.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Historical cities are complex systems shaped by
long-standing cultural traditions, religious
values, socio-economic structures, and physical
patterns. In Iranian—Islamic cities, urban
development is influenced not only by spatial
and functional considerations but also by moral
principles and social norms. These cities
traditionally reflect an integrated relationship
between cultural foundations, governance
mechanisms, and everyday urban life. However,
contemporary urban transformations have
increasingly  challenged  this integrated
structure. Tabriz, as one of the oldest and most
influential metropolises in Iran, represents a
distinctive example of such complexity. Its
historical position along the Silk Road, political
significance, and rich architectural heritage
have played a major role in shaping its urban
structure. In  recent decades, however,
accelerated population growth, unplanned urban
expansion, traffic congestion, environmental
pressures, economic  disparities, and
institutional fragmentation have generated
serious challenges for sustainable urban
development. Conventional urban planning
approaches, often based on linear projections
and static assumptions, have shown limited
capacity to address these challenges. Urban
systems are increasingly characterized by
uncertainty, interdependence, and non-linear
interactions among multiple drivers. In this
context, futures studies provide a systematic
framework for understanding urban complexity,
identifying key drivers of change, and exploring
alternative development pathways. By focusing
on interactions among variables, futures-
oriented methods enable planners and
policymakers to prepare for multiple plausible
futures rather than relying on a single predicted
outcome. Accordingly, the present study applies
a futures studies approach to explore possible
trajectories of urban development in Tabriz
within an Iranian—Islamic context. The research
aims to identify the most influential drivers
shaping the city’s future and to develop
coherent and plausible scenarios to support
strategic urban decision-making. The main
objective of this research is to analyze future-
oriented urban dynamics in Tabriz through the
identification of key drivers and their

interactions. The study addresses the following
questions:

1. Which drivers play the most significant roles
in shaping the future trajectory of urban
development in Tabriz?

2. What plausible and desirable scenarios can be
developed based on the interaction of these
drivers?

Methodology

This study employed a futures-oriented research
design integrating the Delphi technique,
MICMAC structural analysis, and Scenario
Wizard software. In the first stage, a review of
theoretical and empirical literature related to
Iranian—Islamic  urban development and
sustainability was conducted. Using the Delphi
technique, 23 experts—including academics,
urban planners, municipal officials, and
graduate students—participated in multiple
rounds of consultation. Consensus was achieved
on 17 key drivers, grouped into seven
categories: (A) culture, social values, and
cohesion; (B) sustainable development and
environmental management; (C) urban
technology infrastructure and ICT; (D) public
spaces and social interaction; (E) urban
governance and citizen participation; (F)
education and behavioral change; and (G) urban
economic and financial sustainability. In the
second stage, the drivers were positioned in a
17x17 cross-impact matrix, and experts
evaluated their mutual influences on a 0-3
scale. MICMAC analysis revealed a highly
interdependent and unstable system. Drivers
related to governance, ICT infrastructure, social
capital, and risk management were identified as
strategic variables with both high influence and
high dependence. In the third stage, MICMAC
outputs were transferred to Scenario Wizard
software to generate internally consistent
scenarios. From a large number of potential
combinations, the software identified a limited
set of coherent futures, classified into
strong/optimistic, plausible/intermediate, and
weak/pessimistic scenarios.

Results and discussion

The results indicate that urban development in
Tabriz is shaped by complex interactions among
governance structures, technological capacity,
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environmental management, economic
stability, and socio-cultural foundations. Urban
governance and citizen participation (E)
emerged as the most influential driver,
emphasizing the role of transparent institutions
and public engagement. ICT and technological
innovation (C) were also highly influential,
highlighting their importance in enhancing
urban efficiency and resilience. Sustainable
resource  management  (B),  economic
sustainability (G), and cultural values (A)
played complementary roles in supporting long-
term stability. The strong scenarios depict an
idealized future characterized by effective
governance, advanced ICT infrastructure,
sustainable transport systems, environmental
protection, and innovation-driven economic
growth. Cultural foundations are reinforced
through heritage conservation and active public
spaces. Despite their desirability, these
scenarios require substantial resources and
political stability, limiting their short-term
feasibility. The plausible scenarios represent the
continuation of existing trends with gradual
improvements. Governance reforms progress
incrementally, smart technologies are partially
integrated, and sustainability initiatives expand
at a moderate pace. These scenarios are
considered the most realistic for urban planning,
as they balance ambition with feasibility. The
weak scenarios illustrate futures marked by
ineffective governance, financial instability,
environmental degradation, and declining
public trust. Although undesirable, they serve as

warning signals highlighting the consequences
of neglecting strategic drivers.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates the effectiveness of
futures studies in addressing the complexity and
uncertainty of urban systems. By integrating
Delphi, MICMAC, and Scenario Wizard, it
identified key drivers shaping urban
development in Tabriz and explored their
interdependencies through alternative
scenarios. The findings show that while strong
scenarios represent aspirational visions and
weak scenarios warn of potential crises,
plausible scenarios provide the most appropriate
basis for strategic decision-making. The study
recommends prioritizing governance and
participation, ICT infrastructure, sustainable
resource management, socio-cultural
foundations, and economic diversification to
guide Tabriz toward a resilient and sustainable
future.
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