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The World’s Most 
Competitive Cities 
A Global Investor’s Perspective on True City Competitiveness 

A report by Site Selection magazine in cooperation  
with IBM Global Business Services



Objective of the Report

The objective of this report is to develop various rankings of cities around the world based 
on their competitiveness for attracting international (Greenfield) investment projects from 
several types of operations. 

Unlike all other city rankings published so far, this report will be based on location  
decision criteria as they are used by corporate decision makers in real life. These criteria are 

defined by one of the leading global corporate location advisors IBM-Plant Location International. The 
location decision criteria used by corporate decision makers vary for each type of investment project and 
can be quite different from the factors used in other reports that often aim at one generic ranking (across 
all types of operations).

The rankings in this report will demonstrate that the competitiveness of cities will be different for 
different types of business operations, and that therefore cities have varying propositions for attracting 
companies from different industries.

To our knowledge this will be the first public report that aims at ranking global cities on their  
competitiveness for different types of operations.

Which cities are assessed in the “World’s Most Competitive Cities”?
The report will include rankings for 5 different types of operations, such as regional headquarters, 

R&D operations and service centers. The types of operations will be selected from current investment 
projects that typically focus on locating in international metropolitan areas, rather than in rural  
environments or smaller communities.

In total, 100 cities have been selected for this analysis. For consistency, these 100 cities will be the 
same for all types of operations considered. 

The cities have been selected by IBM-Plant Location International on the basis of their inward  
investment performance from the past 4 years. This performance has been analyzed from IBM-PLI’s 
Global Investment Locations Database (GILD) which registers new ‘mobile’ investment projects around 
the world, and which forms the main data source for IBM’s annual Global Location Trends report  
(see www.ibm.com/gbs/pli for free download).

To identify eligible cities for this report, the following basic criteria have been used:
•	A minimum population of 1 million inhabitants in the local labor catchment area

• A minimum of 25 foreign investment projects attracted in 2008-2011, as registered in GILD

Based on these two criteria, the top ranking cities globally and by main geography on the 
basis of the number of foreign investment projects were selected. In this process, the following  
additional guidelines were used:
• Reasonable balance across the world, based on the ratio of new (‘greenfield’) foreign direct investment 

projects in cities around the world.

• Maximum numbers of cities (ranging from 3 to 13) for individual large FDI markets (countries), and 
maximum 2 cities for all other countries.

Methodology for Competitiveness Assessment
The assessment of competitiveness of the 100 cities for the 5 different types of operations will be 

based on an approach originally developed by IBM-Plant Location International and now used by many 
companies for their international location decisions. This approach differentiates locations on the basis 
of their financial attractiveness and their qualitative attractiveness, with the objective to identify the 
combined ‘cost-quality’ offer of location and thus the trade off that locations demonstrate for a particular 
investment project.

This is the type of analysis that is used in the initial stages of the location selection process  
(see illustration), as a method for companies to arrive at a short-list of a few suitable locations for  
their investment project. The analysis is focused on the location decision factors that are of strategic  
importance to the company at the stage where they (quickly) have to select the most suitable location  
options to assess in detail before making a final decision and implementing an investment project.  
This approach and analysis places less emphasis on more tactical micro-level decision criteria that  
companies will consider once they are making a final decision.



The location criteria that will be reviewed in this analysis and 
presented in the report vary by type of operation, and will also have 
different impact (weights) in the location assessments for different 
kinds of operations. The results of the analysis will therefore show 
that there is no such thing as ‘one overall ranking of best cities to do 
business’ or ‘most competitive cities’, but that the competitiveness 
varies by type of operation and even by company.

IBM-PLI will develop prototypes for each of the five selected 
investment projects, which will include key inputs for the financial 
assessment (such as labor needs, real estate, utilities, etc) as relevant 
for the types of operation — and qualitative criteria and weightings 
for the qualitative assessment.

IBM-PLI will then gather raw data for all identified criteria and 
cities, and prepare financial and qualitative analysis.

For the financial analysis a Net Present Value of operating costs 
or Return on Investment will be calculated.

For the qualitative analysis a weighted scoreboard will be devel-
oped with individual factor scorings and overall weighted quality 
scorings for the 100 cities. For this analysis, all (non-comparable) raw 
data will be translated into comparative scorings based on IBM-PLI’s many year’s experience  
with this approach.

Report Content
As output from the above analysis, various results will be published in the report:

• Qualitative attractiveness of cities

• Financial attractiveness of cities

• Combined ‘Cost-Quality Maps’

• Combined Financial and Qualitative index and ranking

These results will be presented for each of the selected investment prototypes, as well as for all five  
prototypes combined.

Additionally, the report will include rankings on the basis of the most important individual  
location criteria.

A short summary of main results (± five pages) will complement the many data and rankings that are  
represented in the report.
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The WORLD FORUM for Foreign Direct Investment 2013
November 11–13, Shanghai, China

    The World’s Most Competitive Cities Report will be mailed directly to 25,000
global executives responsible for making corporate expansion decisions. The results
will be highlighted in Site Selection Magazine’s 60th Anniversary edition, and
presented live at the 10th Anniversary World Forum for Foreign Direct Investment
2013 in Shanghai, China, November 11–13.
    In addition to the key fi ndings from the Report, the Index will be profi led in the
FDI Report, with 100,000 subscribers, and a digital edition of the full report, with
all ads included, will be distributed to an additional 20,000 corporate end users
around the globe.
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