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In recent decades, cities have acquired a new role in the international system and have
evolved from purely local actors into active participants in transnational interactions. One
of the most important instruments cities use to expand their influence and cooperation is
the establishment of sister-city relationships—mechanisms through which opportunities
for cultural, economic, scientific, tourism, and even technological collaboration are
created. The city of Tehran has also signed a series of sister-city agreements and
memoranda of understanding with various cities around the world in recent years.
However, evidence indicates that many of these relationships, due to the absence of a
clear strategic framework, the lack of operational programs, managerial discontinuity,
and an overemphasis on ceremonial interactions, have not been able to make a
meaningful contribution to urban development and have often remained symbolic and
short-term. Therefore, revisiting and redesigning Tehran’s sister-city policies based on
successful global experiences appears both necessary and unavoidable. The main
objective of this research is to identify successful models of sister-city relations at the
international level and to propose a framework for redesigning Tehran’s intercity
cooperation policies. To achieve this aim, the study employs a multi-method approach
that includes a systematic literature review, thematic analysis, and expert evaluation. In
the first stage, 318 documents related to intercity cooperation were identified. After
screening based on the criteria of validity, relevance, and applicability, a total of 40
successful global cases were selected for in-depth analysis. In the next step, using
thematic analysis, 212 basic themes were extracted from the data and organized into nine
overarching and organizing themes, each representing a key dimension of effective
intercity partnerships. To validate and prioritize these themes within the context of
Tehran as a megacity, the perspectives of eight experts and specialists in urban
management and city diplomacy were collected and analyzed. The Friedman test was
then used to rank the importance of each cooperation dimension. The findings indicate
that the success of sister-city relations depends primarily on strengthening cultural,
scientific, and economic collaborations, as well as institutionalizing sustainable executive
mechanisms within the structure of urban governance. According to expert assessments,
“cultural and identity diplomacy,” “scientific and educational exchanges,” and “economic
cooperation” constitute the three most significant and high-potential areas for
development in Tehran, and prioritizing these areas can substantially enhance the
effectiveness of the city’s sister-city partnerships.
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