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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Avrticle type: Global metropolises are engaged in an intense competition to attract creative
Research Paper capital, high-profile events, innovative industries, and greater shares of global

wealth and markets. Achieving this objective hinges on redefining their
competitive advantages and enhancing their international standing. In this context,
urban ranking—despite its generalized and homogenizing perspective that often
overlooks local diversity and differences—has become a core agenda for
metropolitan policymakers and development authorities, aligning with the
paradigm of comparative urbanism. This study aims to design a comprehensive
and participatory composite index for assessing urban progress in Iran—referred to
as the Integrated Urban Progress Index (IUPI)—by integrating internationally
recognized indicators with localized principles and values. The evaluation is
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Iranian Metropolises. operationalized through 18 criteria and 83 measurable indicators. As a result,

Tehran ranked first, followed by Isfahan, Mashhad, and Shiraz. The most
influential criteria contributing to these rankings were, in order: Urban Economic
Efficiency and Competitiveness, Urban Innovation and Entrepreneurship,
Interaction, Connectivity, and Interoperability and Urban Livability, Satisfaction,
and Well-being. Conversely, the criteria in which Tehran scored relatively lower
included Urban  Environmental  Sustainability—ranking  fifth  among
metropolises—and Urban Governance—where it ranked fourth.
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Introduction

In an increasingly globalized and knowledge-driven economy, metropolitan areas are compelled to
redefine their competitive advantages to enhance their standing in international rankings. As engines
of national economic growth and innovation, cities must continuously upgrade their urban functions
and attractiveness. Recognizing the lack of a comprehensive, context-sensitive benchmarking tool for
Iran’s urban system, this study introduces the Integrated Urban Progress Index (IUPI) — a
multidimensional, localized, and participatory evaluation framework — to assess the development
status of Iranian metropolises with alignment to international urban indicators.

Methodology
This research employs a composite index methodology grounded in Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis
(MCDA), particularly using the TOPSIS model. The conceptual framework is derived from an
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integration of international indices (including the Mori Global Power City Index, UN-Habitat CPI,
Arcadis Sustainable Cities Index, and Kearney Global Cities Index) and localized policy documents
such as the Iranian Islamic-Iranian Model of Progress and the National Urban Policy. The 1UPI
encompasses 6 dimensions, 18 criteria, and 83 measurable indicators, validated through expert panels
including academics, municipal planners, and representatives from Iran’s Ministry of Interior and
urban planning institutions. Data were collected from national censuses, city yearbooks, and
international databases. The index was applied to assess the relative performance of major Iranian
cities, including Tehran, Isfahan, Mashhad, and Shiraz and etc.

Results
The application of the IUPI revealed that Tehran ranks first among Iranian metropolises in terms of
overall urban progress, followed by Isfahan, Mashhad, and Shiraz. Tehran’s top position is largely
attributed to its performance in four dimensions: urban economic efficiency and competitiveness,
innovation and entrepreneurship, connectivity and integration, and urban vitality and satisfaction.
Notably, Tehran scored high in indicators such as skilled labor force, academic performance, innovation
infrastructure (e.g., number of technology parks and incubators), and metropolitan connectivity.
However, Tehran’s performance was notably weaker in the dimensions of environmental
sustainability and urban governance, ranking fifth and fourth respectively among the studied cities. Air
quality indicators such as PM2.5 and NO, concentrations, as well as urban green space per capita,
revealed significant environmental challenges. In terms of governance, transparency mechanisms,
public participation, and fiscal sustainability showed room for improvement.

Discussion

The results highlight both the multi-dimensional strengths and systemic vulnerabilities of Iranian
metropolitan governance and urban development. Tehran’s relatively strong economic and innovation
ecosystem aligns with its role as the political, educational, and financial center of Iran. However, the
findings also expose a developmental imbalance — where economic and technological advancement
has not been matched with environmental stewardship or inclusive urban governance.

The IUPI reveals that while data availability for most metrics is satisfactory (approximately 90%
for the selected international indices), challenges remain in standardization and alignment with global
ranking methodologies. This underscores the need for enhanced national data reporting mechanisms,
inter-agency cooperation, and proactive engagement with international benchmarking platforms.

Another significant insight is the observable decline in Tehran’s global visibility and ranking since
2017, particularly after the U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action).
Despite being one of the largest cities in West Asia, Tehran is absent from most global urban
benchmarkings or ranks low, a phenomenon attributed not only to environmental or technical
deficiencies but also to geo-political and economic constraints.

The participatory development process of the IUPI — involving key stakeholders from academia,
local government, and national ministries — also contributes to the institutional legitimacy and policy
relevance of the index. The use of grounded, operationalizable indicators and reliance on existing
statistical infrastructures ensures that the IUPI can be replicated and updated regularly, enabling
continuous monitoring.

Conclusion

The IUPI serves as a locally rooted but globally aligned tool for evaluating urban progress in Iran,
offering a nuanced and actionable understanding of metropolitan strengths and weaknesses. The
findings advocate for strategic investments in urban governance and environmental quality, along with
better integration into international benchmarking networks. For Tehran and similar cities, embracing
a balanced development model and improving data transparency and international engagement are
critical for enhancing their regional and global standing. This research paves the way for evidence-
based urban planning, contributing to the broader goal of elevating Iranian metropolises within the
global urban hierarchy.
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