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1. INTRODUCTION
In recent years, financial technology (FinTech) has fundamentally disrupted the global financial ecosystem, challenging the traditional dominance of banks. The 2008 global financial crisis, combined with the rapid expansion of mobile technology and internet infrastructure, catalyzed the emergence of FinTech firms offering faster, cheaper, and more customer-centric financial services. Unlike traditional banking institutions, FinTechs leverage artificial intelligence, blockchain, big data analytics, and the Internet of Things to revolutionize service delivery and customer experience.
FinTechs have not only created new business models but have also significantly reshaped customer expectations and behavior. Traditional banks, especially in emerging markets such as Iran, have been slow to adapt, facing challenges in innovation, agility, and customer engagement. However, the potential for strategic collaboration between banks and FinTechs is increasingly recognized. A notable example is Mellat Bank in Iran, which has begun forming partnerships with local FinTech companies to enhance service delivery and innovation capacity.
Despite this trend, banks often lack a structured framework for evaluating potential FinTech partners. Most previous studies have focused on the challenges and risks of FinTech, its impact on bank performance, or regulatory considerations. There is a gap in the literature concerning the criteria for selecting FinTech firms for strategic collaboration. This study aims to fill this gap by proposing a comprehensive, data-driven framework for identifying, weighting, and ranking key evaluation criteria for bank-FinTech partnerships, specifically in the context of Mellat Bank.
The research addresses two central questions:
1. What are the most important criteria for evaluating FinTech companies for strategic collaboration with banks?
2. Based on these criteria, which FinTech among Mellat Bank’s existing partners holds the highest potential for continued strategic cooperation?

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The study adopts a quantitative, applied research design utilizing multi-criteria decision-making (MCDM) techniques within a fuzzy logic framework. Three major analytical methods were employed:
1. Fuzzy Delphi Method – for screening initial evaluation criteria.
2. Fuzzy Best-Worst Method (F-BWM) – to assign weights to the shortlisted criteria.
3. Fuzzy Similarity Technique – to rank and prioritize FinTech alternatives.
Data Collection:
Two primary tools were used:
· Semi-structured interviews with banking and FinTech experts.
· Three structured questionnaires:
· A screening questionnaire (for Fuzzy Delphi).
· A pairwise comparison questionnaire (for F-BWM).
· A prioritization questionnaire (for Fuzzy Similarity).
The expert panel consisted of 10 professionals from Mellat Bank, including managers and technical staff in IT infrastructure, data analytics, organizational development, and commercial banking.
Analytical Process:
The research methodology unfolded in three stages:
1. Criteria Identification: Based on a comprehensive literature review (2010–2022) and expert input, 17 evaluation criteria were initially extracted.
2. Criteria Screening (Fuzzy Delphi): Using a defuzzification threshold of 0.70, the list was narrowed down to five core criteria.
3. Weighting (F-BWM) and Ranking (Fuzzy Similarity): The five final criteria were weighted and applied to assess and rank three real-world FinTech partners of Mellat Bank (anonymized as FinTech A, B, and C).
Software used included Excel for data handling and LINGO for solving the optimization models in BWM.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Step 1: Criteria Screening
Out of 17 initial criteria, the following five criteria passed the defuzzification threshold (>0.70) and were selected for detailed analysis:
1. Strategic relationship potential with the bank
2. Contribution to service quality improvement
3. Security considerations
4. Service innovation capabilities
5. Support for digital banking transformation
This reduction was crucial as the F-BWM method is sensitive to the number of criteria. Keeping the number manageable enhances consistency and robustness in weighting.
Step 2: Criteria Weighting (Fuzzy BWM)
The final criteria were evaluated using expert pairwise comparisons, and the results yielded the following normalized weights:
	Criteria
	Weight

	Strategic partnership potential
	0.35

	Improvement in service quality
	0.25

	Security considerations
	0.17

	Service innovation
	0.14

	Support for digital banking transformation
	0.09


The consistency ratio of the F-BWM model was calculated at 0.04, confirming strong reliability of the weightings.
Step 3: FinTech Alternatives Evaluation (Fuzzy Similarity)
Three anonymized FinTech companies currently working with Mellat Bank were evaluated. The fuzzy similarity technique was applied to compute each FinTech’s closeness to the ideal positive and negative solutions. The final performance scores were as follows:
	FinTech Option
	Performance Score
	Rank

	FinTech C
	0.82
	1

	FinTech A
	0.20
	2

	FinTech B
	0.19
	3


FinTech C emerged as the most suitable strategic partner for Mellat Bank, outperforming the others in areas such as strategic alignment, innovation potential, and security standards.
Discussion:
The results reflect a paradigm shift from technology-first selection toward strategic compatibility and long-term value creation. Among the highest-ranked criteria was the ability of FinTechs to engage in long-term, collaborative partnerships rather than merely offering novel tech solutions. This aligns with international findings (e.g., Wang et al., 2021; Zhao et al., 2022) that emphasize sustained integration and joint value creation as the foundation for successful FinTech-bank collaborations.
Interestingly, while innovation and technical features remain essential, they were ranked below service quality impact and strategic fit. This suggests that Iranian banks, particularly Mellat Bank, prioritize FinTechs that complement their internal structures, regulatory constraints, and long-term goals over those offering standalone technologies.
Security, although not ranked highest, was still among the top three concerns. This reflects broader concerns in financial markets, especially in emerging economies, about regulatory compliance, data protection, and system reliability when integrating external FinTech services.


CONCLUSION
This research provides a structured, quantifiable framework for evaluating and prioritizing FinTech firms as strategic partners for banks. By applying fuzzy logic techniques and expert insight, the study identified five key criteria that most significantly influence the success of bank-FinTech collaborations.
Key Conclusions:
· Strategic alignment is the most important selection criterion for FinTech partnerships, underscoring the need for vision compatibility and shared long-term objectives.
· Service quality improvements through FinTechs offer tangible value, provided that the partnership extends beyond superficial innovation.
· Security and compliance remain foundational, as banks operate in highly regulated and risk-averse environments.
· Innovation and digital transformation are necessary but should serve broader goals such as customer satisfaction, cost efficiency, and risk reduction.
· The Fuzzy BWM and Similarity approach offers a robust methodology for strategic decision-making in the FinTech ecosystem.
Managerial Implications:
1. Banks should transition from adversarial to collaborative FinTech engagement by integrating FinTechs into their long-term digital strategies.
2. Regulators and bank executives must develop tools and guidelines that assess not only technological capabilities but also strategic compatibility.
3. Investment in FinTechs should be guided by frameworks like the one proposed, ensuring alignment with organizational goals and customer needs.
Suggestions for Future Research:
· Expand the model to include dynamic interrelationships among criteria using methods like Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM).
· Develop a strategic roadmap for multi-phase collaboration between banks and FinTechs.
· Examine how different collaboration models (investment, acquisition, joint ventures) influence performance across banking institutions.
In sum, this study offers a replicable framework for banks seeking to intelligently assess FinTech collaborators and provides valuable insight into the evolving landscape of financial innovation in Iran and similar emerging economies.

