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Capacities on Livability in Informal Settlements of Mashhad
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Introduction

Informal settlements in Iranian metropolises, despite their well-documented problems such as infrastructure
deficits and tenure insecurity, possess hidden capacities (economic, social, and physical) that conventional deficit-
based approaches systematically overlook. Mashhad, Iran's second-largest city with over 3.7 million inhabitants,
has approximately 30-32% of its population (about 1.15 million people) living in informal settlements covering
3,894 hectares. While previous Iranian studies have predominantly adopted a deficit-oriented, quantitative-
indicator approach focusing on physical factors, the international literature has recently shifted toward asset-based
frameworks. This study aims to assess livability in Mashhad's informal settlements by identifying hidden capacities
and examining their relationships with livability dimensions. The central research questions are: (1) What is the
current status of livability and hidden capacities in these settlements? (2) Which dimensions of hidden capacities
most strongly influence livability? and (3) How do neighborhood contextual characteristics moderate this
relationship?
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Method

A mixed-method design (quantitative-qualitative) was employed. The study population comprised all residents
aged 18+ in eight zones (67 neighborhoods) of Mashhad's informal settlements. Using Cochran's formula (5%
margin of error, 95% confidence level), 384 participants were required; 420 questionnaires were distributed
considering 10% attrition, selected through stratified random sampling proportional to each zone's population. A
researcher-developed 66-item questionnaire (5-point Likert scale) measured four livability dimensions (economic,
social, physical, environmental; 42 items) and three hidden capacity dimensions (economic, social, physical; 24
items). Content validity was confirmed by 15 experts (CVR > 0.62, CVI > 0.79). Reliability was established with
Cronbach's alpha of 0.935 for the total instrument (subscale alphas: 0.812-0.871). Normality was confirmed using
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation, stepwise regression, ANOVA with
Tukey's post-hoc test, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), and structural equation modeling (SEM) in SPSS 26
and AMOS 24. Qualitatively, 40 semi-structured interviews (five per zone) were conducted with key residents
(community leaders, local business owners, housewives, youth) and analyzed using thematic analysis (open, axial,
selective coding) in MAXQDA 2022. Ethical protocols (informed consent, confidentiality, right to withdraw) were
observed.research design (e.g., experiment, observational study)

Results

The mean total livability (2.29/5) was significantly below the theoretical average (3), while mean
total hidden capacities (3.42/5) was significantly above average (p < 0.001). Social livability scored
highest (2.56) and environmental livability lowest (2.07); social hidden capacities scored highest (3.65)
and physical capacities lowest (3.18). Among eight zones, Jadeh-e Qadim-e Quchan exhibited the
highest livability (2.65) and Golshahr the lowest (1.95). Notably, Al-taimur and Qaleh-Sakhteman
showed low livability but remarkably high hidden capacities (3.60 and 3.50). Pearson correlation
revealed significant positive associations (p < 0.01), with the strongest being social capacities = social
livability (r = 0.623). Stepwise regression showed all three hidden capacity dimensions together
explained 37% of livability variance (R? = 0.370), with social capacities contributing most (Beta = 0.398).
CFA confirmed the measurement model (CMIN/DF = 2.456, GFl = 0.912, CFl = 0.945, RMSEA = 0.058).
SEM confirmed all hypotheses (p < 0.001); the highest path coefficient was social capacities = soci@l
livability (Beta = 0.628), the lowest was hidden capacities = environmental livability (Beta = 0.423).
The moderating variable (neighborhood characteristics) significantly increased model explanator:
power from R?2=0.323 to R =0.412 (Beta = 0.234, p < 0.001). Thematic analysis generated 520 initia
codes organized into four themes: "hidden networks of mutual aid and survival," "resistance eco
and invisible occupations," "physical flexibility and indigenous construction knowledge," an
"institutional hopelessness and local claim-making." pe
Conclusions L g

Informal settlements in Mashhad possess considerable hidden capacities, particular
that function as informal safety nets compensating for weak formal institutions. How
alone does not generate these capacities; incomplete and repeated urban interventio
institutional hopelessness, leading to structural lock-in that erodes social c
Golshahr). The environmental dimension shows minimal responsigegiess to hidde ities due to its
structural, supra-local nature. An asset-based approach is both fe@sibl&and necessary, emphasizing
strengthening existing mutual aid networks, supporting informal ec y as a survival strategy,
promoting gradual upgrading based on indigenous construction k ge, and avoiding unfinished
projects. Context-sensitive interventions are required: neig with high capacities (Al-taimur,
Qaleh-Sakhteman) need support for existing social capital, whilgé&olshahr requires institutional trust-
building first. Future research should conduct comparaﬁ city studies and longitudinal research

net
deprivation
can create

tracking capacity changes over time.
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