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Abstract

This research aims to systematically analyze the economic challenges of urban
center revitalization plans in Iran, with an emphasis on central Mashhad, through
the Meta-Synthesis method. In this regard, by searching relevant keywords in
reputable domestic and international databases, including SID, Google Scholar,
Noormags, and ScienceDirect, 712 initial articles were identified. After
implementing a multi-stage screening process, 123 qualitative articles that
directly addressed the analysis of challenges and obstacles to the renovation and
regeneration of central deteriorated urban fabrics in Iranian cities, especially
Mashhad, focusing on economic dimensions, were selected for final analysis. The
collected qualitative data were analyzed using the Grounded Theory framework
through open, axial, and selective coding. Additionally, the axial code “Changes in
the Neighborhoods’ Economic Structure” was extracted as one of the economic
consequences for residents resulting from the inefficient implementation or halt
of these plans. Ultimately, “The Failure of Economic Management of Mashhad's
Urban Renewal and Improvement Plans due to Poor Coordination among
Decision-Making Institutions, the Economic Incapacity of Fabric Residents, and
Macroeconomic Policies, Inflation, and Sanctions” was identified as the core
category. The results indicate that renewal and improvement policies, instead of
acting as a platform for economic revival and the promotion of spatial justice,
have primarily been organized to serve the interests of powerful economic actors
based on project-oriented approaches, thereby deepening economic and spatial
disparities in central urban areas. Therefore, resolving the existing challenges
requires a fundamental transformation in three areas: redefining the concept of
development based on spatial justice, reforming the governance structure and
establishing transparent institutions, and shifting the planning approach from
land-oriented to people-centered development.

Copyright © 2024 The Authors. Published by University of Mazandaran. This work is published as an open access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc/4). Non-commercial uses of the work are permitted, provided the original work is properly cited.

“Corresponding Author: Mohammad Rahim Rahnama

Address: Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Mashhad,

Iran.

Tel: 09151152584
Email: rahnama@um.ac.ir

Mozhgan Arasteh, Mohammad Rahim Rahnama, Mohammad Ajzashokouhi. A Qualitative Analysis of the Economic
Challenges of Urban Core Regeneration Projects in Iran: A Case Study of Mashhad City Center



https://doi.org/10.22080/usfs.2026.29452.2528
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4
mailto:rahnama@um.ac.ir
https://www.orcid.org/0009-0007-3101-608X
https://www.orcid.org/0000-0002-4851-6327
https://www.orcid.org/0000-0002-6679-0629

Volume 13. Issue 2. 2026. Pages 89 to 107.

>\\://4 USFS
?/& (USFS)

'

1. Introduction

In recent decades, rapid urbanization and
unbalanced urban development have led
to economic stagnation, weakened
functionality, and the gradual
deterioration of historical and central
urban fabrics in Iranian cities. Incomplete
implementation, mid-process halts, or
long-term suspensions not only result in
wasted financial resources and reduced
efficiency in urban management systems
but also lead to widespread economic
consequences for local communities. In
Iran, one of the most prominent examples
of such urban fabric is the central area of
the metropolis of Mashhad, which covers
approximately 360 hectares. Due to its
adjacency to the Razavi Shrine. This
attention has led to the approval of various
plans for its redevelopment and
revitalization up to the present day. An
analysis of the causes of these failures
reveals that one of the main and recurring
obstacles to the successful
implementation of these plans is economic
challenges. These challenges not only
hinder the progress and realization of the
plans' objectives but also lead to the waste
of financial resources and reduce the
efficiency of the urban management
system, furthermore bringing about
extensive economic consequences for
local communities. This knowledge gap is
particularly evident in a metropolis with
unique characteristics like Mashhad,
whose economy is deeply intertwined with
religious tourism. Therefore, given the
importance of the subject, the main
objective of the present research is to
investigate the economic challenges
affecting the unsuccessful implementation
of urban center revitalization plans,
particularly in the center of Mashhad, as
well as the economic consequences
resulting from the inefficient execution or

stoppage of these plans for the residents
of this area. In this regard, the present
research seeks to answer the following
questions: What key economic challenges
exist in implementing the urban renewal
projects in central Mashhad? And what are
the primary and root causes of the
formation and persistence of these
challenges?

2. Research Methodology

The present study, adopting a qualitative
approach, utilizes Meta-Synthesis to
systematically integrate findings from
previous studies. For the analysis of the
collected qualitative data, the Grounded
Theory framework was employed, which,
due to its structured nature, was deemed
appropriate for analyzing textual data. For
data analysis and coding, a comprehensive
search was first conducted across
reputable academic databases using
relevant keywords, including "city center,"
"deteriorated  fabric,” "regeneration,"
"urban renewal," "economic," "economic
challenge," and "financial challenge." This
search initially identified 712 relevant
articles. To ensure alignment with the
research topic, a more rigorous screening
process was carried out, ultimately
resulting in the selection of 123 articles.
Following this step, key data pertaining to
the economic challenges and
consequences of urban regeneration
projects were extracted from each
selected article. These data were then
categorized through three levels of open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding.

3. Research Findings

In line with grounded theory methodology
the data analysis process was carried out
in three stages: open coding, axial coding,
and selective coding. In the first stage,
more than 49 economic concepts were
identified, reflecting not only the
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economic  problems impeding the
implementation of urban regeneration
projects but also the economic
consequences  arising from  their
incomplete execution. Key axial codes
identified as major economic challenges
influencing the implementation of
regeneration plans in Mashhad's city
center included “financial resources and
budgeting,” “investment and stakeholder
participation,” “economic instability,”
“financial capacity of residents and local
businesses,” “financial and economic
misconduct during project
implementation,” and “real estate
speculation.” Additionally, “changes in the
economic structure of neighborhoods”
was identified as an axial code
representing the economic consequences
of ineffective or suspended urban
regeneration projects for local
communities.

Ultimately, the core category was
defined as “the failure of economic
management in  Mashhad’s  urban
regeneration projects due to weak
coordination among decision-making
bodies, residents’ limited financial
capabilities, macroeconomic policies,
inflation, and international sanctions.”

4. Conclusion

In general, the results of this research
revealed that the bitter truth of urban
center revitalization plans in Iran,
particularly in central Mashhad, is that
these plans are trapped in a vicious cycle
of "physical development at the expense of
social capital destruction" and are driven
by the objective of accruing substantial
profits. Behind the polished facade of so-
called revitalization projects lies a form of

destructive renovation that has crippled
the local economy and marginalized the
host community. The fundamental
problem is the dominance of a "rent-
seeking logic in urban management" that
transforms land and space into
commodities for  speculation and
perceives people and their culture as
obstacles to capital accumulation.

Breaking free from this cycle of
inefficiency necessitates a fundamental
transformation across three spheres:
theoretical, institutional, and wurban
planning. This transformation begins with
redefining the concept of development
based on spatial justice and the
preservation of social and cultural capital.
It continues through the reform of the
fragmented governance structure and the
establishment of transparent,
accountable, trans-sectoral institutions,
and is ultimately completed by shifting the
planning paradigm from speculative, land-
oriented development to people-centered
development.
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