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Abstract:

This study aims to analyze the impacts of large-scale commercial center development on the urban land-use system and the realization of
smart urban growth in Tabriz. This mixed-method study involved 246 residents living near major commercial centers and 30 urban experts
selected through convenience, spatial cluster, and modified snowball sampling. Data were collected using two researcher-developed
questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, field observations, and document analysis, and analyzed through SPSS, SmartPLS, MAXQDA,
and GIS. Structural equation modeling revealed that commercial center development has a strong, positive, and significant effect on smart
urban growth (B =0.766, p <0.001), and that physical (f = 0.604), economic (f = 0.599), environmental (§ = 0.578), managerial—institutional
(B = 0.554), and social (B = 0.502) dimensions of megaproject impacts all exert significant influences on smart growth. Megamall
development has fundamentally reshaped the land-use system of Tabriz and, when strategically guided, can substantially enhance sustainable
and smart urban development.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary cities are increasingly shaped by large-scale commercial developments that function not only as economic
engines but also as major drivers of spatial restructuring, social transformation, and environmental change. The emergence of
megamalls represents one of the most visible manifestations of this transformation, reflecting deeper shifts in consumption
culture, urban governance, and land-use economics (2, 3). In the context of networked global economies, cities compete to
attract capital, investment, and consumption flows, and megamalls have become strategic instruments in this competition (1).
However, the rapid expansion of these mega-commercial centers has generated significant tensions with the principles of
sustainable and smart urban development, particularly in rapidly growing metropolitan regions.

Smart growth theory emphasizes compact development, mixed land uses, efficient transportation systems, environmental
protection, and enhanced quality of urban life (7, 8). While megamalls may contribute to economic vitality and urban
regeneration, they can simultaneously intensify traffic congestion, disrupt traditional commercial networks, weaken
neighborhood identity, and accelerate environmental degradation (9, 10). The complex relationship between megamall
development and smart growth thus remains highly contested within contemporary urban studies.

In Iran, the last two decades have witnessed a dramatic proliferation of large commercial centers, particularly in major
metropolitan areas such as Tehran, Mashhad, and Tabriz. These developments have fundamentally altered the urban land-use
system, transforming spatial hierarchies, mobility patterns, and socio-economic interactions (14, 15). Previous research
demonstrates that commercial megaprojects in Iranian cities influence urban vitality, social capital, and neighborhood identity
in profound ways (6, 13, 16). Yet, the degree to which these transformations align with or contradict smart growth principles
remains insufficiently examined.

Tabriz, as one of Iran’s largest metropolitan centers, provides a compelling case for investigating this relationship. In recent
years, the city has experienced extensive development of megamalls that have reconfigured its land-use structure and reshaped
its urban dynamics (17). These changes occur alongside mounting challenges related to urban sprawl, transportation
inefficiencies, environmental pressures, and governance constraints (18, 19). Furthermore, the increasing reliance of municipal
finance on land development and commercial investment reinforces the strategic importance of megamalls in urban policy,

while simultaneously heightening the risks of unsustainable growth (20).
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Despite growing scholarly attention to commercial megaprojects, there remains a critical gap in integrative analyses that
systematically connect megamall impacts on the land-use system with the multidimensional objectives of smart urban growth.
Existing studies often address economic, social, environmental, or spatial aspects in isolation, leaving the overall urban
development trajectory insufficiently understood (5, 9, 11, 12). This study responds to that gap by developing a comprehensive
analytical framework to assess how megamall development in Tabriz reshapes land-use patterns and affects the realization of
smart growth principles.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a mixed-methods design integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches. The quantitative
component involved a survey of 246 residents living within 500 meters of major commercial centers in Tabriz, selected through
non-probability convenience sampling. A second quantitative sample consisted of 30 urban experts, including planners,
academics, and senior municipal officials, selected using a combination of spatial cluster sampling and modified snowball
techniques.

Two researcher-designed questionnaires were administered: one for residents measuring environmental, physical, economic,
social, and managerial impacts of megaprojects; and one for experts assessing megaproject effects across institutional,
economic, social-cultural, environmental, and physical dimensions. In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with selected participants to capture in-depth qualitative insights. Extensive field observations and spatial analysis using GIS
were also undertaken to examine land-use change patterns, commercial center distribution, accessibility indicators, and urban
density dynamics.

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS, applying descriptive statistics, regression analysis, MANOVA,
structural equation modeling, and geographically weighted regression. Qualitative data were coded and thematically analyzed
in MAXQDA. Spatial data were processed using GIS to identify clustering patterns, land-use transformations, and scenario-
based development probabilities.

Findings

Descriptive analysis revealed that all major variables exhibited high mean values, indicating generally positive perceptions
of megamall impacts, with particularly strong evaluations for compact development, social-economic sustainability, and overall
smart growth. Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated strong and statistically significant positive relationships among all
land-use dimensions, confirming their structural interdependence.

Structural equation modeling indicated that commercial center development exerts a strong direct effect on smart urban
growth (B =0.766, t = 15.655). Among the impact dimensions of megaprojects, physical effects showed the strongest influence
on smart growth (B = 0.604), followed by economic effects (B = 0.599), environmental effects (B = 0.578), managerial-
institutional effects (f = 0.554), and social effects (p = 0.502). All path coefficients were statistically significant at p < 0.001.

Spatial analysis revealed significant clustering of megamalls along major transportation corridors and high-accessibility
zones, accompanied by notable shifts from residential and mixed-use functions toward commercial dominance. These
transformations contributed to increased land-use intensity, modified mobility patterns, and concentrated economic activity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that megamall development constitutes a central driver of land-use transformation and a decisive
factor in shaping the trajectory of smart urban growth in Tabriz. The strong influence of physical and economic dimensions
highlights the role of spatial restructuring and market forces in reconfiguring urban form, while the significant effects of social,

environmental, and managerial dimensions underscore the systemic nature of these transformations.
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The results suggest that megamalls can contribute to the realization of smart growth objectives when embedded within
coherent governance frameworks, integrated land-use planning, and sustainable infrastructure strategies. However, without
coordinated institutional oversight, such developments risk reinforcing environmental pressures, social inequalities, and spatial
imbalances. The evidence indicates that smart growth in Tabriz is not simply a technical planning outcome but a complex
governance process shaped by commercial investment, regulatory capacity, and collective urban vision.

In conclusion, megamalls represent both opportunity and risk for contemporary urban development. Their capacity to
stimulate economic vitality, intensify land use, and enhance urban services can significantly advance smart growth goals. Yet,
these benefits can only be fully realized through comprehensive planning policies, participatory governance, and long-term

sustainability strategies that harmonize economic ambitions with social equity and environmental responsibility.
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