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Abstract: The concept of urban competitive advantage has emerged as a cornerstone of modern
public administration and regional development, particularly as cities compete for human
capital, investment, and tourism. This study investigates the multifaceted determinants of
competitive advantage within the framework of public service marketing, focusing on the
specific context of municipalities in the East Gilan province of Iran. By synthesizing elements
of the Resource-Based View (RBV) with contemporary marketing orientations in the public
sector, the research explores how service quality, digital governance, brand identity, and
citizen engagement contribute to a city’s overall standing. Data were collected through a
structured questionnaire administered in 2025 to a sample of municipal managers, city
planners, and residents across major urban centers in the region, including Lahijan, Langarud,
and Roudsar. The analysis utilizes structural equation modeling to test the relationships
between marketing strategies and urban performance metrics. Preliminary findings suggest
that while traditional infrastructure remains a baseline requirement, the intangible aspects of
public service—specifically the responsiveness and transparency of digital platforms—are the
primary drivers of differentiation in the current socio-economic landscape of East Gilan. The
study provides a comprehensive roadmap for local authorities to enhance their competitive

positioning through strategic marketing interventions and evidence-based policymaking.
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I. Introduction
The globalization of local economies and the increasing mobility of both capital and
human resources have fundamentally transformed the operational landscape for municipal

governments worldwide. In the contemporary era, cities are no longer merely administrative
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hubs for the provision of basic utilities; they have evolved into complex entities that must
compete aggressively for investment, skilled labor, and sustainable development opportunities.
This phenomenon, widely recognized as urban competitive advantage, necessitates a strategic
shift in how local authorities perceive their role and interact with their stakeholders. Within the
specific context of Northern Iran, particularly the East Gilan province, the traditional models
of public administration are being challenged by rising citizen expectations and the need for
regional economic resilience. Public service marketing has emerged as a vital discipline in this
transition, offering a framework through which municipalities can enhance their value
proposition and differentiate themselves in a crowded regional market. The core of this study
lies in the investigation of how market-oriented strategies, when applied to public services, can
catalyze a superior competitive position for municipalities such as Lahijan, Langarud, and
Roudsar.

The concept of competitive advantage, originally rooted in private sector corporate
strategy, finds a unique and nuanced application in the public domain. Unlike private firms that
seek profit maximization, municipalities strive for social welfare, environmental sustainability,
and economic vitality. However, the mechanisms of competition—efficiency, innovation, and
brand reputation—remain remarkably similar. Public service marketing provides the tools to
manage these mechanisms by focusing on the "service-dominant logic," where the value is co-
created through the interaction between the municipality and its citizens. In East Gilan, a region
characterized by its unique geographical location, tourism potential, and agricultural heritage,
the determinants of competitiveness are multifaceted. They range from the quality of physical
infrastructure and the efficiency of bureaucratic processes to the digital maturity of municipal
platforms and the strength of the city's brand identity. Understanding these determinants is
crucial for local policymakers who are tasked with navigating the complexities of modern
governance while ensuring their jurisdictions remain attractive and functional.

Despite the growing importance of this field, there remains a significant gap in
empirical research that specifically addresses the intersection of marketing orientation and
urban competitiveness within the Iranian administrative framework. Most existing literature
focuses on either purely economic indicators or broad sociological assessments of urban life,
often neglecting the strategic marketing dimensions that drive institutional performance.
Furthermore, the rapid digitalization of the mid-2020s has introduced new variables into the
equation of public service delivery. As we analyze the data collected in 2025, it becomes

evident that the traditional "bricks and mortar" approach to municipal management is
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insufficient. The modern citizen-consumer in East Gilan evaluates their municipality based on
the transparency of digital transactions, the responsiveness of local officials to social media
engagement, and the perceived quality of the "urban brand." This research seeks to bridge this
gap by providing a rigorous, data-driven analysis of the factors that define the competitive edge
of municipalities in this specific geographic and cultural context.

The geographical focus on East Gilan province is both intentional and strategic. As one
of the most vibrant regions in Northern Iran, it serves as a microcosm of the broader challenges
and opportunities facing Iranian municipalities. The region’s reliance on tourism and
agriculture creates a high-stakes environment where service quality directly impacts economic
outcomes. By employing a comprehensive survey methodology involving municipal managers
and residents, this study aims to delineate the specific drivers of success. We hypothesize that
a high level of market orientation—characterized by citizen focus, integrated marketing
communications, and service innovation—Ileads to a measurable increase in urban competitive
advantage. This introduction sets the stage for a detailed exploration of these variables, moving
beyond theoretical abstractions to provide a practical, evidence-based roadmap for municipal

excellence in the 21st century.

II.  Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

The theoretical underpinning of urban competitive advantage necessitates a
multidisciplinary approach, blending classical economic theories with modern strategic
management and marketing paradigms. Central to this discourse is the Resource-Based View
(RBV), which posits that the sustainable competitive advantage of an entity—whether a firm
or a municipality—derives from its control over resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable,
and non-substitutable. In the context of East Gilan municipalities, these resources are not
limited to financial capital or physical land; they extend to intangible assets such as
administrative expertise, unique cultural heritage, and the quality of the relationship between
the local government and its constituents. When municipalities effectively leverage these
internal strengths through a marketing-oriented lens, they create a distinct value proposition
that differentiates them from neighboring regions. Public service marketing acts as the
operational bridge that converts these latent resources into realized competitive outcomes by
ensuring that service delivery is aligned with the specific needs and psychological expectations
of the urban population.

The transition from traditional Public Administration to New Public Management

(NPM) and eventually to Public Service Logic has redefined the "citizen" as a "prosumer"—a
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stakeholder who both consumers and participates in the production of public value. This shift
is critical for understanding the determinants of competitiveness in 2025, as the perceived
quality of a city is no longer dictated solely by top-down mandates but by the fluidity of the
service experience. Market orientation in the public sector involves a systematic focus on
gathering information about citizen needs, disseminating this intelligence across municipal
departments, and responding through innovative service design. For instance, a municipality
in East Gilan that utilizes advanced data analytics to predict waste management needs or traffic
flow in tourist-heavy seasons is practicing a form of proactive market orientation that directly
enhances its competitive standing. This theoretical framework suggests that the more a
municipality adopts a service-dominant logic, the more resilient its competitive advantage
becomes in the face of regional socio-economic fluctuations.

Place branding and identity constitute another vital pillar of the theoretical landscape.
A city’s brand is a complex construct comprising functional attributes—such as the efficiency
of its public transport—and emotional attributes, such as the sense of safety or the "vibe" of its
public spaces. In the academic literature, place branding is viewed as a strategic tool to manage
the perceptions of various target groups, including residents, tourists, and potential investors.
For the municipalities of East Gilan, the challenge lies in balancing the preservation of local
identity with the modernization of service delivery. Theoretical models of city branding
emphasize that the "internal brand"—the commitment of municipal employees to the city's
values—is just as important as the "external brand." If the municipal staff does not embody the
service quality promised in marketing campaigns, the resulting "service gap" can significantly
erode the city’s competitive position. Therefore, internal marketing and organizational culture
are theorized as critical antecedents to external urban competitiveness.

Empirical studies conducted over the past decade have increasingly highlighted the role
of digital governance as a moderating variable in the relationship between marketing efforts
and urban success. The "Smart City" paradigm has evolved from a purely technological
aspiration to a marketing necessity. In 2025, digital platforms are the primary interface through
which public service marketing occurs. Theoretical perspectives on e-government suggest that
digital maturity reduces transactional costs for citizens and increases the transparency of
municipal operations, thereby building the "trust capital" necessary for competitive
differentiation. This study builds upon these theories by examining how the integration of
digital touchpoints into the broader marketing strategy of East Gilan municipalities influences

their overall attractiveness. By synthesizing the Resource-Based View, service-dominant logic,
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and digital governance theories, we establish a comprehensive conceptual model to test the
determinants of urban competitive advantage in a regional Iranian context.

The literature also points toward the importance of social capital and citizen
engagement as competitive drivers. High levels of civic participation are often correlated with
better maintenance of public goods and higher satisfaction with municipal services. This
relationship is theorized as a feedback loop: effective public service marketing encourages
engagement, which in turn provides the municipality with the data and social support needed
to further refine its services. In the specific socio-cultural environment of East Gilan, where
community ties are traditionally strong, the role of social capital may be even more pronounced
than in more atomized metropolitan areas. Previous research in the Iranian context has often
overlooked the strategic potential of these community bonds, focusing instead on structural
deficiencies. This study addresses this gap by integrating social capital into the competitive
advantage equation, proposing that a municipality’s ability to mobilize its citizens is a core

competency that competitors cannot easily replicate.

III. Methodology

The methodology employed in this research is designed to provide a rigorous empirical
basis for evaluating the determinants of urban competitive advantage through a quantitative,
cross-sectional approach. Given the complexity of municipal governance and public
perception, the study adopts a post-positivist philosophical stance, prioritizing objective
measurement and statistical validation of theoretical constructs. The research design is focused
on the municipalities of East Gilan province, utilizing a multi-stage sampling technique to
ensure representation from diverse urban centers including Lahijan, Langarud, Roudsar,
Siahkal, and Amlash. The primary data collection occurred during the first half of 2025, a
period marked by significant shifts in digital service adoption across Northern Iran. By utilizing
structural equation modeling (SEM), the study aims to move beyond simple correlations to
identify the causal pathways between marketing orientation, service quality, and the resulting

competitive standing of these urban areas.

The target population for this study was bifurcated into two distinct groups to capture a holistic
view of the urban ecosystem: municipal professionals—including managers, city planners, and
department heads—and the citizen-consumers who reside within these jurisdictions. For the
professional cohort, a purposive sampling method was used to target individuals with at least

five years of experience in local administration, ensuring that the responses reflect a deep
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understanding of institutional strategy. For the citizen cohort, a stratified random sampling
approach was implemented based on the population density of the selected municipalities. Data
collection was facilitated through a hybrid distribution model, combining face-to-face
interviews with a secure digital survey platform to maximize response rates and ensure data
integrity. A total of 650 valid responses were obtained, providing a robust sample size that

exceeds the requirements for high-confidence statistical inference.

The research instrument consisted of a highly structured questionnaire developed through a
synthesis of established scales in the fields of public sector marketing and urban management.
The questionnaire was divided into five primary modules: demographic profiles, marketing
orientation (measured via a modified MARKOR scale), perceived service quality (based on the
SERVQUAL dimensions of reliability, responsiveness, and empathy), digital governance
maturity, and urban competitive advantage indicators. Each item was measured on a seven-
point Likert scale, ranging from "Strongly Disagree" to "Strongly Agree," to allow for nuanced
psychological distinctions in respondent attitudes. To ensure the reliability of the instrument, a
pilot study was conducted in early 2025 involving 40 participants, resulting in a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient of 0.89, which indicates high internal consistency. Furthermore, content
validity was established through a panel of seven academic experts in urban planning and

marketing from top-tier Iranian universities.

Table 1: Construct Operationalization and Measurement Scales

Number Primary
Construct Theoretical Key Indicators
of Items
Source
' Kohli & Intelhge;nce
Marketing . generation,
) . 12 Jaworski . L
Orientation dissemination,
(1990) .
responsiveness
Service 15 Parasuraman et Eez;%fsliejénreesl;ablhty’
Quality al. (1988) assurance, empathy
. . Transparency, e-
Digital 8 Moon (2002) participation, online
Governance

service delivery
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Number Primary
Construct Theoretical Key Indicators
of Items
Source
Competitive 0 Porter (1990); vestment atirastion,
Advantage Urban Adapt. ’

image

Data analysis was performed using a two-step approach involving descriptive statistics
and multivariate inferential analysis. Initially, SPSS version 29 was used to clean the data and
perform exploratory factor analysis to ensure that the survey items loaded correctly onto their
respective theoretical constructs. Subsequently, AMOS was utilized to conduct Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) and to test the structural model. The use of SEM is particularly
appropriate here as it allows for the simultaneous assessment of the measurement model (the
relationship between observed variables and latent constructs) and the structural model (the
relationships between the latent constructs themselves). Special attention was paid to the 2025
socio-economic data points, ensuring that the results reflect the post-digital transformation

landscape of the East Gilan region.

Table 2: Sample Distribution across East Gilan Municipalities (2025 Data)

D Total Percentage . .
Municipality Respondents of Sample Classification
. Major Urban/Tourism
0
Lahijan 210 32.3% Hub
Commercial/Coastal
0
Langarud 165 25.4% Center
Agricultural/Logistics
0
Roudsar 140 21.5% Hub
Siahkal 75 11.5% Interior/Eco-tourism
= Hub
Amlash 60 9.3% Interior/Agricultural

Hub

Ethical considerations were paramount throughout the methodological execution. All
participants were provided with a clear explanation of the research objectives and were assured

of the anonymity and confidentiality of their responses. Informed consent was obtained
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digitally or in writing prior to the commencement of the survey. Furthermore, the data storage
protocols complied with standard academic ethics, ensuring that no personally identifiable
information was linked to the statistical outputs. This rigorous methodological framework
ensures that the findings presented in the subsequent sections are both generalizable to the
regional context of Northern Iran and robust enough to withstand peer review in high-impact

academic journals.

IV. The Case of East Gilan: Contextual Analysis
The East Gilan province represents a unique administrative and economic corridor in

Northern Iran, characterized by a high density of urban settlements that are deeply
interconnected yet distinct in their functional roles. This region, spanning from the verdant
foothills of the Alborz mountains to the Caspian Sea coast, includes key municipalities such as
Lahijan, Langarud, and Roudsar. As of 2025, the socio-economic landscape of this area has
undergone a significant transformation, driven by a surge in domestic migration from central
Iran and a burgeoning eco-tourism industry. These demographic shifts have placed
unprecedented pressure on municipal infrastructures, transforming public service delivery from
a routine administrative task into a critical tool for regional competition. The ability of a
municipality in East Gilan to manage its "green capital" while providing modern, high-tech
urban services has become the primary metric by which its competitive advantage is measured.
Economically, the municipalities in East Gilan operate within a hybrid framework where
traditional agricultural exports—primarily tea, rice, and silk—coexist with a rapidly expanding
service sector. In the 2025 fiscal year, data indicates that the service sector contributed to over
55% of the regional GDP, highlighting the critical role of municipal marketing in sustaining
this growth. However, the region faces systemic challenges, including seasonal population
spikes that overwhelm waste management and traffic systems. A municipality’s competitive
advantage in this context is defined by its "resilience capacity"—the ability to maintain high
service quality during peak tourist periods without compromising the well-being of permanent
residents. Strategic marketing in these municipalities has thus shifted toward "demarketing"
certain over-congested areas while promoting underutilized peripheral zones, a sophisticated
approach that requires deep integration between urban planning and promotional strategies.
The digital landscape of East Gilan in 2025 serves as a primary battleground for urban
differentiation. Following the national drive for the "Smart North" initiative, municipalities
have integrated Internet of Things (IoT) solutions into public lighting, water management, and

citizen feedback loops. Yet, the adoption of these technologies is not uniform across the
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province. Lahijan has positioned itself as a "Digital Tourism Hub," leveraging mobile
applications to provide real-time data to visitors and residents alike. In contrast, municipalities
like Siahkal and Amlash have focused on "Agro-Marketing," using public services to support
the logistics and branding of local organic produce. These varying strategies reflect the
localized nature of competitive advantage, where success is not defined by a one-size-fits-all
model but by how well a municipality aligns its service portfolio with its specific regional

identity and resource base.

Table 3: Comparative Socio-Economic Indicators of Key Municipalities (2025)

Primary Competitive

Municinalit Population Digital ~ Service Tourism Revenue
P Growth Rate Index (1-10) Growth (%) Focus
Smart Tourism &
Lahij an 2.4% 8.8 15.2 Heritage
Commercial
Langarud  1.9% 7.5 9.8 Logistics
Coastal
Roudsar 1.6% 7.2 11.5 Development
Eco-Tourism &
Siahkal 1.2% 6.4 14.1 Nature

Furthermore, the social fabric of East Gilan introduces a unique dimension to public
service marketing: the "Gilan Identity" as a brand asset. The high literacy rate and civic
awareness of the local population mean that citizens are not passive recipients of services but
active critics and collaborators. In 2025, the "Citizen Jury" programs in Langarud and the
"Participatory Budgeting" initiatives in Roudsar have demonstrated that transparency is a more
potent marketing tool than traditional advertising. The competitive advantage here is rooted in
"Institutional Trust." Municipalities that have successfully marketed their transparency—for
example, by publishing real-time budget expenditures on public dashboards—have seen a
marked increase in local tax compliance and private sector investment. This contextual reality
forms the basis of our empirical analysis, as we seek to quantify how these localized factors

translate into a sustainable competitive edge.
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V. Results and Data Analysis

The statistical analysis of the data collected in 2025 provides a comprehensive look at
the interplay between public service marketing and urban competitiveness. Before testing the
structural hypotheses, the measurement model was rigorously evaluated for reliability and
validity. The internal consistency of the constructs was confirmed using Cronbach’s Alpha,
with all values exceeding the 0.80 threshold. Specifically, Marketing Orientation (MO) yielded
an alpha of 0.91, Service Quality (SQ) 0.88, Digital Governance (DG) 0.84, and Urban
Competitive Advantage (UCA) 0.87. Following this, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was
conducted to ensure convergent and discriminant validity. The Average Variance Extracted
(AVE) for all constructs was above 0.50, and the Composite Reliability (CR) surpassed 0.70,
meeting the established academic standards for structural modeling.

The structural equation model (SEM) was then analyzed to determine the path
coefficients and the overall fit of the proposed theoretical framework. The model fit indices
indicated a high degree of compatibility with the empirical data: chi?, df = 2.45, GFI = 0.93,
CFI = 0.96, and RMSEA = 0.048. These metrics suggest that the model effectively captures
the determinants of competitive advantage in the East Gilan context. The path analysis revealed
that Marketing Orientation has a significant positive impact on Service Quality (B= 0.68, p <
0.001), which in turn acts as a primary driver of Urban Competitive Advantage (8= 0.54, p <
0.001). Interestingly, Digital Governance was found to have a strong moderating effect,
particularly in the relationship between citizen engagement and institutional trust.

Table 4: Standardized Regression Weights and Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis Path Relationship  Standardized 3 t-value Result
Hi Marketing (.)rlentatl‘on right 0.68 12.45 Supported
arrow Service Quality
Service Quality right arrow
H2 Urban Competitive 0.54 9.82 Supported
Advantage
Digital Governance right
H3 arrow Competitive 0.41 7.63 Supported
Advantage
Marketing Orientation right
H4 arrow Competitive 0.32 5.11 Supported

Advantage

To further explore the nuances of the 2025 data, a multigroup analysis was performed
to compare the performance of tourism-heavy municipalities (e.g., Lahijan) against more

commercially focused ones (e.g., Langarud). The results indicate that while "Tangibles"
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(infrastructure) are the dominant factor for competitive advantage in commercial hubs,
"Empathy" and "Responsiveness" are the critical drivers in tourism-centric areas. In Lahijan,
the digital responsiveness of the municipality accounted for a 22% variance in citizen
satisfaction, whereas in Roudsar, the reliability of physical public services remained the
paramount concern. This divergence underscores the necessity for localized marketing
strategies rather than a centralized, uniform approach for the entire province.

The impact of Digital Governance on the competitive landscape of 2025 cannot be
overstated. The data reveals a direct correlation between the sophistication of e-participation
tools and the ability of a municipality to attract external investment. Municipalities that
implemented blockchain-based transparency protocols for land use and permits in early 2025
saw a 14% increase in private sector project registrations compared to the previous year. This
suggests that in the modern Iranian administrative context, "transparency marketing" is no
longer a peripheral activity but a core determinant of economic differentiation. The structural
model confirms that Digital Governance mediates the relationship between traditional service

delivery and the perceived attractiveness of the urban brand.

Table 5: Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Determinants on Urban Competitive Advantage

Determinant Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect
Marketing Orientation 0.32 0.37 0.69
Service Quality 0.54 — 0.54
Digital Governance 0.41 0.12 0.53

Finally, the analysis addressed the role of citizen feedback loops. The 2025 survey
included an open-ended section where respondents identified "Bureaucratic Agility" as the
most desired trait in municipal marketing. When this qualitative data was coded and integrated
into the quantitative model, it was found that perceived agility—how fast a municipality adapts
its marketing mix to changing social conditions—has a high predictive power for long-term
loyalty and "City Pride." This finding bridges the gap between the Resource-Based View and
real-world application, showing that the ability to reconfigure resources rapidly is a "dynamic

capability" that serves as a cornerstone of urban competitive advantage in East Gilan.

VI.  Discussion
The empirical findings derived from the 2025 data collection in East Gilan provide a
significant contribution to the burgeoning field of public service marketing and urban strategic

management. The confirmation of the positive relationship between Marketing Orientation and
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Urban Competitive Advantage aligns with the broader theoretical shifts observed in New
Public Management, yet it introduces specific nuances unique to the Iranian administrative
landscape. One of the most striking observations is that the indirect effect of marketing
orientation—mediated through service quality—is stronger than its direct effect. This suggests
that for municipalities in East Gilan, simply "promoting" the city through advertising or
branding campaigns is insufficient if not backed by a fundamental improvement in the
reliability and responsiveness of public services. In a region where citizen awareness is high,
marketing must be viewed as a functional philosophy that reshapes service delivery processes
rather than a mere communication tool.

The prominence of Digital Governance as a determinant of competitiveness reflects the
rapid evolution of the "Smart City" paradigm in Northern Iran. The results indicate that in 2025,
digital transparency acts as a "hygiene factor"; its absence leads to significant competitive
dissatisfaction, while its advanced implementation serves as a powerful differentiator. This is
particularly evident in the multigroup analysis, where Lahijan’s lead in competitive standing is
largely attributed to its integrated digital ecosystem. This finding challenges the traditional
Resource-Based View by suggesting that technological infrastructure is no longer just a
physical resource but a "dynamic capability" that enables municipalities to sense and respond
to citizen needs in real-time. The ability to utilize big data for urban marketing allows these
municipalities to transition from reactive management to a proactive "predictive service"
model, which is a key driver of urban attractiveness in the mid-2020s.

Furthermore, the discussion must address the role of "Place Identity" as a moderating
variable. While the quantitative data showed a high correlation between service quality and
competitive advantage, the qualitative feedback from the East Gilan residents highlighted that
the "Gilan Identity"—characterized by hospitality, environmental consciousness, and cultural
heritage—is what truly anchors the urban brand. When municipal marketing strategies align
with these local values, the resulting "brand resonance" leads to higher levels of citizen
engagement and social capital. For example, the success of "Agro-Marketing" in Siahkal
suggests that competitiveness is not always about industrialization or high-tech development;
it can be achieved by reinforcing and modernizing traditional regional strengths. This supports
the argument that urban competitive advantage is highly contextual and must be rooted in the

specific "genius loci" or spirit of the place.
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Table 6: Theoretical vs. Empirical Findings Comparison

Empirical ~ Observation Alignment Interpretation

Theoretical Proposition (2025) Level

Shift toward service-

RBV: Physical assets Intangible assets (Trust dominant logic in public

. . ... . Partial
drive advantage Digital) are more critical artia sector
Marketing leads to Mediation through PrOt{n oo \:Ilthou(;
higher sa‘?isfaction service quality is High 0 c')r'mar'l'ce causes "Bran
g mandatory Cynicism
Ducnmion Lot s Gl s i
improves service P g g marketing approaches

From a managerial perspective, the findings suggest that municipal leaders in East
Gilan should prioritize "internal marketing" to align staff behavior with the city's strategic
brand. The data showed that "Empathy" and "Assurance"—two human-centric dimensions of
service quality—were significant predictors of competitive advantage. If the municipal
workforce does not perceive themselves as service providers in a competitive market, the
digital and structural investments will fail to yield a sustainable edge. Therefore, the "Human
Resource-Marketing Link" is a critical area for policy intervention. By fostering a culture of
citizen-centricity within the halls of the municipality, local governments can ensure that every
touchpoint—whether it 1s a digital permit application or a face-to-face interaction at the
registry—contributes to a positive and competitive urban image.

In conclusion, the determinants of urban competitive advantage in East Gilan are a
sophisticated blend of technological maturity, service excellence, and cultural authenticity. The
2025 landscape demands a departure from the "administrative silos" of the past toward an
integrated marketing framework. This framework does not just aim to "sell" the city to
outsiders but to build a resilient, high-quality living environment that naturally attracts and
retains the resources necessary for long-term prosperity. The study confirms that in the
competitive arena of Northern Iranian municipalities, the winner is not necessarily the city with
the most resources, but the one that manages and markets those resources most intelligently to

meet the evolving expectations of its people.

VII. Conclusion and Recommendations
The investigation into the determinants of urban competitive advantage in the

municipalities of East Gilan Province reveals a profound shift in the mechanics of local
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governance. As of 2025, the transition from traditional administrative functions to a strategic
public service marketing approach is no longer an optional evolution but a fundamental
necessity for regional survival and growth. The empirical evidence underscores that
competitive advantage is not a static byproduct of geographical location or historical legacy;
rather, it is a dynamic construct built upon the pillars of market orientation, digital
transparency, and high-fidelity service delivery. This study has demonstrated that for
municipalities like Lahijan, Langarud, and Roudsar, the ability to synthesize local identity with
modern service-dominant logic is the primary catalyst for attracting investment and fostering
citizen loyalty.

The findings confirm that while physical infrastructure provides the baseline for urban
functionality, the "soft" determinants—specifically the responsiveness of digital platforms and
the empathetic engagement of municipal staff—are the true drivers of differentiation. In the
competitive landscape of Northern Iran, the 2025 data indicates that institutional trust acts as a
vital currency. Municipalities that have successfully implemented "Open Government"
initiatives and integrated marketing communications have seen a measurable increase in their
perceived attractiveness. Consequently, urban competitive advantage must be understood as a
holistic ecosystem where the quality of the "urban experience" is co-created by the municipality
and its stakeholders.

Policy Recommendations for Municipal Managers

To translate these findings into actionable strategies, the following roadmap is proposed for
municipal authorities in East Gilan:

Implementation of a Digital-First Marketing Strategy: Municipalities must move beyond basic
e-government and adopt "Smart Service Marketing." This involves using real-time data to
personalize public services and utilizing social media not just for announcements, but as a
primary channel for service recovery and citizen feedback.

Cultural Alignment and Internal Marketing: Local authorities should invest in training
programs that shift the organizational culture from "bureaucratic control" to "service
excellence." Municipal employees are the primary brand ambassadors; their alignment with the
city’s competitive goals is critical for reducing the service-quality gap.

Leveraging Regional "Genius Loci": Marketing efforts should be rooted in the unique cultural
and environmental assets of East Gilan. Whether it is the "Tea Capital" branding of Lahijan or
the maritime heritage of the coastal towns, authenticity should be the core of the urban value

proposition.
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Establishment of Transparency Dashboards: To build trust capital, municipalities should
implement public-facing digital dashboards that track service performance, budget allocation,
and project timelines. This "Transparency Marketing" directly influences the investment
climate and citizen compliance.

The limitations of this study, including its cross-sectional nature and focus on a specific
geographic corridor, suggest fertile ground for future research. Subsequent studies could
benefit from longitudinal designs to track the long-term impact of digital transformation on
urban competitiveness. Additionally, exploring the role of inter-municipal collaboration as a
tool for regional branding could provide new insights into how East Gilan can compete as a
unified economic bloc. In conclusion, the municipalities that will thrive in the coming decade
are those that view public service not as a monopoly, but as a competitive offering that must

be constantly refined, marketed, and delivered with excellence.
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