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especially urban and regional planning or national and regional development
plans—addressing the future and its planning is an inseparable part of the
planning process. In most cases, addressing the future by relying on forecasting
and analyzing trends has created countless problems in implementing plans.
These problems often arise from a lack of attention to the effects of emerging
technologies on human life or from neglecting the driving forces and key factors
in the development process, which causes their gradual weakening and
ultimately has a negative impact on the entire system. Today, futures research
approaches in the field of planning emphasize identifying key factors and
drivers of development in the planning space so that planners, equipped with
the levers of control and management of the future, can address the desired
architecture of that future. Therefore, explaining the factors affecting the
development of East Azerbaijan Province, while relying on the science of
futures studies, plays a significant role in the comprehensive development and
progress of this region. In this regard, the main question of the present study is:
What are the key factors affecting the development of East Azerbaijan Province
from a futures studies perspective?

Methodology: This research is analytical and exploratory in nature and
practical in purpose. In this study, combined quantitative and qualitative
models were employed. To collect the required data, both documentary and
survey methods were used to compile a questionnaire according to the nature
of the research and its objectives, utilizing the Delphi method. In this method,
the expert members consisted of two groups. The first group included urban
planning specialists and university professors whose opinions and choices were
selected due to their expertise in the field of urban management and
development, as they had a clear vision of the future. The second group
consisted of experts in the field of futures studies. The selection of both groups
was conducted using the snowball sampling method.In preparing the
questionnaire and conducting the processes, 50 individuals were selected from
both groups through interviews, during which key factors affecting the
development of East Azerbaijan Province were identified. Criteria for
determining and selecting experts and specialists included: practical
experience, familiarity with and theoretical mastery of the subject, accessibility,
willingness, and ability to participate in the research.In this study, due to the
lack of a specific theoretical framework and insufficient knowledge of the
characteristics of the statistical population, as well as considering the purpose
and nature of this research and the sample selection method—which is often
based on a qualitative-exploratory and expert-oriented approach—several
steps were taken.
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To identify the
factors affecting the development of East Azerbaijan Province, the exploratory stage began with interviewing and
surveying experts using a non-probability sampling method (selecting available and known individuals), which
continued based on the snowball method (introducing participants to one another) until theoretical saturation was
achieved.In general, to develop the questionnaire, after going through several stages, a total of five components and 52
indicators were identified. Subsequently, the matrix questionnaire was presented to the experts. The weighting of this
questionnaire was based on pairwise comparison, with the degree of correlation between variables measured on a
scale from zero to three. In this scoring system, zero indicates no effect, one signifies a weak effect, two represents a
moderate effect, and three denotes a high effect. Based on the opinions of experts and specialists, the influence of the
drivers on each other was determined, and key strategic drivers—both effective and affected—were formulated
Results: Influencing Variables: These types of variables or trends are located within the distribution and dispersion
plane and indicate their impact on the entire system, such that the most important variables are situated in this area. In
other words, urban development is influenced by these trends, and they can be recognized as key variables. Among the
variables studied in terms of direct impact, artificial intelligence, with a numerical score of 131, was noted, indicating
the intensity of its direct impact on the drivers of development in East Azerbaijan Province. As a result, a total of one
variable is located within this dispersion plane.

Table 1. Cross-effects of influential variables based on the MDI and MII matrices
Indicators symbol Variables Influential impressionable pure direct Rank

T32 269 138 131 1
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The results of the table below show that, in terms of direct impact, variables such as attracting investment from the
capital market—both domestic and foreign—with a score of 301, followed by business environment and economic
security and stability, and inflation control, with scores of 273 and 271, respectively, rank first to third. On the other
hand, the variables that have an indirect impact on the drivers of development in East Azerbaijan Province include
attracting investment from the capital market—both domestic and foreign—scoring 296, as well as the business
environment and good governance, with scores of 273 and 270, respectively, placing them in the first to third
positions. Furthermore, according to this table, it can be said that the key factors affecting the future state of the system
are exactly repeated in both the direct and indirect impacts, and this repetition is accompanied by a shift in rank.
Conclusion: The results of the research show that, in terms of direct impact, variables such as attracting investment
from the capital market—both domestic and foreign—with a score of 301, business environment, security and
economic stability, and inflation control, with scores of 273 and 271, respectively, rank first to third. On the other hand,
the variables that have an indirect impact on the drivers of development in East Azerbaijan Province include attracting
investment from the capital market—both domestic and foreign—with a score of 296, as well as the business
environment and good governance, with scores of 273 and 270, respectively, which also occupy the first to third
places. Additionally, according to this table, it can be said that the key factors affecting the future state of the system
are exactly repeated in both direct and indirect impacts, and this repetition is accompanied by a shift in rank.The
results of this study are consistent with the research of Ranjbarnia et al. (2018), Garmsiri Nejad et al. (2018), Safaipour
et al. (2018), Alagari et al. (2018), Safaralizadeh et al. (2018), Selavrzizadeh et al. (2018), and Mikovits et al. (2018), as
these studies indicate that investment attraction from both domestic and foreign capital markets, the business
environment, economic security and stability, inflation control, good governance, artificial intelligence, international
economic interactions, and the issue of sanctions are factors affecting urban development.

Conclusion: The variables of attracting investment from the capital market—both domestic and foreign—as well as
the business environment, economic security and stability, and inflation control, have the highest direct impact on the
development of East Azerbaijan Province. These factors are also the most significant in terms of their indirect impact
on the province's development process. Therefore, paying attention to these three variables in the province's
development process is essential for planners and managers. The indicators affecting the development strategy of the
province are categorized into five economic dimensions: agriculture/industry/commerce, cross-sectoral/tourism,
infrastructure, social and cultural, and environmental. In this study, all 52 factors affecting the physical development
strategy of the province were input into the software, and a short indicator was assigned to each. The analysis at the
micro-scale demonstrates that the measures in the area of influence have high influence but low dependence. In other
words, some measures affect other measures but are less affected by them.
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Indirect influence/dependence map
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