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Objective: Strengthening capable villages and small towns is one of the most important
strategies for regional balance, as well as for regulating and controlling rural-urban
population movements and migrations. Among the proposed approaches, the rural-urban
development model based on the principles of the New Urbanism Charter has proven to be
one of the most successful, having been implemented in various countries with promising
results. Accordingly, the main objective of this research is to identify the critical driving
forces affecting the development of the physical-architectural pattern of rural-urban
settlements in the study area.

Method: Adopting an exploratory approach and relying on common futures studies
methods, this study evaluates and analyzes the driving forces influencing the rural-urban
development pattern. The research method consists of two stages: first, the identification
and evaluation of research variables through the Delphi method; and second, the detection
of critical drivers through structural analysis.

Results: The findings indicate that out of the 40 variables identified in the first stage, 15
variables were determined as the critical drivers influencing the rural-urban development
pattern in the Imam Zadeh suburb of Urmia. Among these, the variable of land-use mix
had the highest impact (total influence score: 1012), while the variable of a continuous
internal transport network had the lowest impact (score: 568).

Conclusions: Considering the trends of rural-to-urban migration, it can be concluded that
large and development-prone villages possess significant potential to absorb overflow and
migrant populations from cities. By introducing appropriate development models that
account for environmental factors and sustainable development—alongside modern
conditions and technological advancements—a desirable living environment can be
provided for rural residents. Furthermore, under such favorable conditions, reverse
migration from cities back to villages could also be anticipated.
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Introduction
Rapid urbanization and rural-to-urban migration in Iran—particularly following the Islamic

Revolution and subsequent land reforms—have disrupted regional equilibrium and placed
increasing pressure on metropolitan centers. This has resulted in the uncontrolled expansion
of urban peripheries and the formation of peri-urban areas characterized by hybrid rural—
urban dynamics.

One potential strategy to mitigate these challenges is the development of rural-urban
settlement models, especially those informed by the principles of New Urbanism. Such
models aim to integrate the strengths of both rural and urban life—including access to
services, economic opportunities, and environmental preservation—while promoting balanced
regional development and reducing excessive migration toward large cities. However,
unplanned or poorly managed implementation of these transformations can generate
significant socio-economic, cultural, and environmental challenges. Consequently, identifying
the critical drivers that shape the successful realization of this model is essential.

This study focuses on Imam Zadeh, a peri-urban settlement located on the outskirts of the
Urmia metropolis, which is undergoing rapid transformation due to both population influx
and proximity to the urban core. The objective is to identify and analyze the key drivers
influencing the spatial and architectural development of the rural-urban model in this region,
applying foresight methodologies to inform sustainable planning practices.

Positioned within the broader discourse on peri-urban sustainability, regional balance, and
urban—rural integration, this research draws on theoretical perspectives from New Urbanism,
peri-urbanization studies, and futures research. It emphasizes the need for development
approaches that are context-sensitive, participatory, and ecologically responsible. The
challenges in this case are not only spatial but also socio-political and environmental—
particularly in light of the ecological crisis surrounding Lake Urmia. By examining the
interplay among social, economic, environmental, and infrastructural factors, this study
contributes to informed policy-making, regional planning, and the design of sustainable
settlement models.

Method
This study adopts an exploratory and applied research design, employing established foresight

methodologies. The methodological framework comprises two main phases:

1. Identification of Variables: Using the Delphi technique, a panel of 30 experts—including
urban planners, architects, and local administrators—was engaged through open-ended
questionnaires to identify the initial set of variables influencing the rural-urban development
model.

2. Structural Analysis of Drivers: The identified variables were analyzed using Interpretive
Structural Modeling (ISM) combined with the MICMAC (Matrice d’Impacts Croisés
Multiplication Appliquée a un Classement) method. A 40 x 40 cross-impact matrix was
developed, in which the influence of each variable on others was scored on a scale from 0 to
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3. The analysis was iterated six times, achieving a consistency rate of 100%, which
demonstrates a high level of reliability. The final structural model determined the key driving
forces according to their levels of direct and indirect influence and dependency.

The case study area is Imam Zadeh village, located 8 km east of Urmia, selected due to its
transitional status and its potential to evolve into a rural-urban node. Data collection relied on
expert panels, while MICMAC software was used to visualize the hierarchy and
interdependencies of the identified drivers.

Results
The analysis initially identified 40 variables across five dimensions: social, economic,

agricultural-environmental, physical-spatial, and transportation. Through structural
modeling, 15 critical drivers were extracted as the most influential factors shaping the rural—
urban development model in Imam Zadeh. These drivers were ranked according to their total
influence (direct + indirect).

RANK DRIVER INFLUENCE
1 Mixed Land Use 1012
2 Ecological Design 968
3 Physical Form 937
4 Spatial Justice 894
5 Employment 825
6 Regional Transport Network 820
7 Public and Diverse Transport 819
8 Protection of Agricultural Lands 794
9 Crop Diversity 735
10 Relations with Regional Cities 671
11 Income 657
12 Sense of Place 636
13 Economic Interactions with Region 623
14 Control of Water Pollution 570
15 Continuous Internal Transport Network 568

The results indicate that mixed land use emerged as the most influential driver,
underscoring the importance of integrated spatial planning in shaping sustainable rural-urban
development. In contrast, the continuous internal transport network showed the lowest
impact, reflecting existing infrastructural gaps at the local level.

Conclusions
The findings confirm that rural settlements such as Imam Zadeh possess considerable

potential to absorb overflow populations and mitigate rural-to-urban migration, provided they
are developed through sustainable, well-structured models. Guided by the principles of New
Urbanism, the rural-urban model can foster livable environments that harmonize modernity
with tradition, development with ecological balance, and self-sufficiency with connectivity.
From a theoretical perspective, this research validates the applicability of foresight
methodologies—specifically the Delphi technique combined with MICMAC analysis—for
identifying key drivers in peri-urban transitions. From a practical standpoint, the study offers
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a roadmap for planners and policymakers to prioritize interventions such as promoting mixed-
use development, ecological design strategies, and enhanced regional connectivity to
strengthen sustainable rural-urban integration.

Key applications of the findings include:

- Informing village guiding plans in Urmia County,

- Supporting the formulation of regional spatial policies,

- Guiding infrastructure investment in peri-urban areas.

Nevertheless, unresolved challenges remain, particularly regarding the long-term
monitoring of identified drivers and their dynamic interactions under evolving socio-
economic conditions. Future research should incorporate scenario-building approaches to
project potential development pathways and enhance the adaptability of planning strategies.
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