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Introduction: Ardabil has experienced a substantial population increase in recent years.
Despite possessing considerable natural, cultural, and social assets and capacities, as well
as the administrative centrality and political and economic importance of a provincial
capital, the city has not yet achieved commensurate urban development and prosperity.
Data and Method: This applied study was descriptive-analytical in nature and employed
a foresight approach. Data were collected through library research and fieldwork. The
statistical population comprised 30 urban management and academic experts selected by
purposive sampling. The study used 60 indicators organized into six dimensions. To assess
the data, foresight techniques including environmental scanning, the Delphi method, and
cross-impact analysis were employed using the MICMAC software.

Results: The overall dispersion pattern of the examined factors indicated an unstable
environmental system. In terms of influence, the research dimensions ranked as follows
(from highest to lowest): infrastructure; productivity and economic growth; equity and
social inclusion; quality of life; urban governance; and environmental sustainability. Of
the 60 primary drivers examined, nine key drivers were identified as strategic,
characterized by both high influence and high dependence, and they occupy the risk and
target quadrants of the MICMAC influence-dependence map.

Conclusion: The results revealed that average household income, youth unemployment,
households living in informal settlements, per-capita urban output, and women’s
employment and participation are the principal factors that, if effectively managed, can
act as engines of Ardabil’s development. The study showed that the city’s key drivers of
prosperity are mainly associated with the productivity and equity, and social inclusion
dimensions, and city authorities must give these areas particular attention.
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Introduction

Alongside increasing urbanization, cities have confronted problems such as land-use segregation, ethnic
segregation, spatial mismatch between workplaces and residences, neighbourhood decline and physical
deterioration, rising traffic congestion, growing economic and social inequalities, poor environmental
quality, and increased pollution. Consequently, municipal managers, constrained by limited resources and
time, face challenges that can be addressed only through novel approaches. One such recent concept
promoted by the United Nations is urban prosperity (urban flourishing), understood as an outcome of
progress toward sustainable urban development. In Iran, rapid quantitative urban growth in recent decades,
together with environmental, social, political, and economic pressures at national and international scales,
has exposed cities—centres of life, activity, and production—to serious threats. Ardabil has experienced
similar developments in recent years as a result of population growth and unplanned urbanization, which
have generated and exacerbated multiple problems. Therefore, proper planning for this city based on
innovative frameworks such as urban prosperity is necessary to secure a desirable future. The main objective
of this study is to identify the key drivers of urban prosperity in Ardabil using foresight principles. The
research questions are: (1) Which factors influence Ardabil’s urban prosperity? (2) What are the
interrelationships among these factors? (3) Which of these factors serve as key drivers?

Methods

The present applied study was descriptive-analytical in nature and utilized a foresight approach. Data
collection was carried out using both documentary (library) and field methods. The documentary method,
adopting a systematic perspective, was employed to review the theoretical literature on the concept of urban
prosperity, while field data were collected using a researcher-designed questionnaire. The statistical
population consisted of 30 urban management and academic experts, all of whom possessed both theoretical
proficiency and practical experience relevant to the research topic. Participants were selected through
purposive sampling. The study employed 60 indicators organized into six dimensions. To assess the data,
foresight techniques such as environmental scanning, the Delphi method, and cross-impact analysis were
applied using MICMAC software.

Results

As a variety of indicators were used to identify the key drivers of Ardabil’s urban prosperity, a one-sample
t-test was applied in each of the two rounds of the Delphi survey to assess experts’ opinions and the degree
of consensus on the study variables. Given the use of a five-point Likert scale in the questionnaire, a
threshold value of 4.0 was adopted for selecting the final variables and establishing expert agreement. Based
on the t-test results in the final round of the Delphi process, 60 items were retained across six dimensions:
productivity (8 indicators), infrastructure (22 indicators), equity and inclusion (7 indicators), quality of life
(12 indicators), environmental sustainability (6 indicators), and urban governance (5 indicators). For
structural analysis of interdependencies among these drivers, a cross-impact analysis was performed using
the MICMAC module. According to the MICMAC results, the relative shares of total driving power among
the dimensions were as follows: infrastructure 30.49%, productivity 18.95%, equity and inclusion 17.30%,
quality of life 15.89%, urban governance 10.27%, and environmental sustainability 7.06%. The relative
shares of total dependence (i.e., influenceability) were: infrastructure 34.81%, quality of life 21.70%,
productivity 15.89%, equity and inclusion 12.80%, urban governance 7.98%, and environmental
sustainability 6.80%. The overall dispersion pattern of the studied factors in the cross-impact map indicates
an unstable environmental system. This instability is driven by a shortage of high-impact indicators and thus
poses a threat to the system. Cluster analysis of the factors confirms a concentration in the independent
cluster—i.e., a grouping of factors that have low driving power and low dependence. From the set of 60
primary drivers examined, nine were identified as key strategic drivers: these strategic drivers are
characterized by both high influence and high dependence and occupy the MICMAC “linkage” (risk/target)
positions.
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Conclusion

The findings indicated that managing the strategic factors is the foremost priority for promoting Ardabil’s
prosperity. Drawing on the researchers’ implicit and contextual knowledge as well as the available statistics,
the principal strategic variables among those identified are average household income, youth
unemployment, households residing in informal settlements (marginalized households), the city’s per-capita
production, and women’s employment and participation. If appropriately managed, these variables can act
as catalysts for Ardabil’s development. Overall, the study showed that the key drivers of Ardabil’s
prosperity are concentrated in the productivity and equity/inclusion dimensions and are predominantly
economic in nature; therefore, urban authorities and planners should accord these dimensions particular
attention.
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