Manifestation of Art in Architecture and
Urban Engineering

Exploring the Impacts of Physical Factors on the Formation of
Third Places: A Comparative Study of the Historical Bazaar and
Laleh Park Commercial Complex in Tabriz

1. Sepideh Rafiei: Department of Architecture, Ta.C., Islamic Azad University, Tabriz, Iran
2. Shabnam Akbarinamdar®*: Department of Architecture, Ta.C., Islamic Azad University, Tabriz, Iran.

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: Namdar@iau.ac.ir

How to Cite: Rafiei, S., & Akbarinamdar, S. (2025). Exploring the Impacts of Physical Factors on the Formation of Third Places: A Comparative Study of
the Historical Bazaar and Laleh Park Commercial Complex in Tabriz. Manifestation of Art in Architecture and Urban Engineering, 3(3), 1-15.

Abstract:

This study aims to examine the influence of physical factors—including spatial architecture, extent and harmony, aesthetic principles, spatial
functionality, and social dimensions—on the formation of third places through a comparative analysis of the historical bazaar and Laleh Park
commercial complex in Tabriz. The research follows a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population comprises non-working
visitors present in cafés and restaurant areas of the two study sites. A total sample of 400 participants (200 per site) was selected using
convenience sampling. Data were collected through a researcher-made questionnaire covering five physical dimensions. Reliability and
validity were confirmed via factor analysis and Cronbach’s alpha. Data were analyzed using SmartPLS software through structural equation
modeling (SEM). The SEM results indicated that all physical dimensions significantly affect the formation of third places (t-values > 0.5).
Spatial architecture (0.731), extent and harmony (0.622), aesthetic principles (0.516), functional dimensions (0.594), and social aspects
(0.563) collectively contribute to creating socially engaging, comfortable, and cohesive environments. These outcomes highlight the central
role of the physical environment in enhancing social interaction, urban vitality, and cultural sustainability. The findings underscore that well-
integrated physical design elements foster third places that strengthen social interactions, cultural identity, and urban liveliness. Urban
planners and designers should integrate physical and social dimensions when developing public spaces to promote belonging, inclusiveness,
and social cohesion.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The concept of the “third place”—originally introduced by Ray Oldenburg—refers to semi-public social environments
situated between home (the first place) and the workplace (the second place), where people engage in informal communication,
leisure, and collective experience (1). These spaces play an indispensable role in nurturing social capital, fostering belonging,
and creating inclusive urban experiences (2, 3). In contemporary urbanism, the physical and social design of such environments
is increasingly recognized as a determinant of urban quality and social sustainability (8, 12).

Third places act as intermediaries between private and public life, providing a sense of equality and mutual recognition (11).
They also foster emotional attachment, stimulate participation, and reinforce civic identity, especially in densely populated or
culturally diverse societies (6, 7). In the 21st century, rapid urban transformation, commercialization, and privatization of public
spaces have altered the essence of social gathering places. As a result, many modern spaces, although economically vibrant,
fail to replicate the intimacy and cultural belonging once offered by traditional urban structures such as bazaars and
neighborhood cafés (23, 24).

The architecture and physical environment of a third place—its form, light, materials, and spatial configuration—serve as
mediators between human perception and social interaction (15, 41). Architectural theorists such as Zevi and Golkar emphasize
that physical structures not only shape spatial behavior but also generate meaning through sensory and aesthetic experiences
(14, 19). Similarly, urban design theorists have underlined the importance of human-scale environments that evoke familiarity,
trust, and comfort (13, 17). These insights resonate with the phenomenological view of place as a lived experience
encompassing both tangible form and intangible emotion (16, 36).

Empirical studies in Iran have revealed the sociocultural importance of third places as nodes of interaction and collective

identity. Markets, cafés, and mosque courtyards function not only as economic arenas but also as loci of memory and belonging
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(25, 26). These traditional public realms maintain spatial continuity and emotional resonance that strengthen users’ sense of
rootedness (34, 43). However, the rise of modern shopping centers and commercial complexes has introduced new forms of
“engineered sociability,” where design aesthetics and commercial motives often override communal function (39, 40).

Physical factors are thus critical in shaping the social affordances of space. The parameters of architectural design, harmony,
aesthetics, functionality, and social perception collectively define the capacity of a place to become a genuine third place (9,
32). Harmony among form, color, and material encourages psychological ease, while well-proportioned layouts and appropriate
lighting enhance the sense of inclusion and openness (16, 27). Conversely, visual clutter, rigid circulation, or overwhelming
artificiality may inhibit social interaction and diminish the quality of shared experience (18, 42).

In this regard, biophilic and sustainable design approaches advocate integrating natural elements, tactile materials, and
multisensory cues into built environments to cultivate restorative and socially vibrant settings (21, 22). These frameworks echo
contemporary architectural discourse that emphasizes design “with nature” rather than “against it,” situating the physical form
as an active component in users’ psychological well-being (21). Similarly, virtual and augmented environments have been
explored as experimental spaces for understanding spatial perception, scale, and user comfort in architectural education (20).

Within Iranian urban morphology, the historical bazaar remains a quintessential model of a physical-social equilibrium. The
intertwined spatial hierarchy of corridors, courtyards, and domes orchestrates movement and encounter in ways that modern
commercial centers rarely achieve (23, 34). Yet, new complexes such as Tabriz’s Laleh Park, while architecturally advanced,
often privilege consumerist experiences over communal intimacy. This dichotomy between the “traditional social market” and
the “modern retail complex” underscores a broader tension between heritage and modernity (2, 6).

Despite extensive theoretical literature, empirical evidence on how physical attributes concretely influence the formation of
third places in Iranian cities remains limited. Addressing this gap, the present study conducts a comparative analysis of two
distinct urban typologies— the historical bazaar and the modern commercial complex—both located in Tabriz, Iran. It aims to
examine how five dimensions of the physical environment—spatial architecture, extent and harmony, aesthetic principles,
spatial functionality, and social aspects—interact to shape the sense and experience of the third place. By employing structural
equation modeling (SEM), this research offers a validated model for understanding the spatial determinants of social
engagement, belonging, and comfort in contemporary urban settings.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a descriptive-correlational design aimed at analyzing the impact of physical dimensions on the
formation of third places. The study population included all non-working visitors present in café and restaurant areas within
both the Tabriz Historical Bazaar and Laleh Park Commercial Complex. A total of 400 participants were recruited using non-
random convenience sampling, with an equal distribution between the two study sites.

Data collection involved a researcher-developed questionnaire encompassing five main dimensions: (1) spatial architecture,
(2) extent and harmony, (3) aesthetic principles, (4) spatial functionality, and (5) social aspects. The instrument’s validity was
confirmed through expert review and exploratory factor analysis, while reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) exceeded
0.80 for all dimensions. Data were analyzed using SmartPLS software through Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), enabling
simultaneous testing of multiple latent constructs and causal pathways among the variables.

Findings

Descriptive results revealed that the majority of participants were aged 30—40 years (52.9%), mostly male (60.3%), married
(62.5%), and held bachelor’s degrees (60.9%).
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The SEM results indicated statistically significant relationships between all examined variables and the formation of third

places. Standardized path coefficients and t-values were as follows:
e  Spatial Architecture — Third Place:  =0.731, t = 3.837
e Extent & Harmony — Third Place: p = 0.622, t = 2.422
e  Aesthetic Principles — Third Place: § =0.516, t = 3.887
e  Functional Dimensions — Third Place: B =0.594, t = 6.210
e  Social Aspects — Third Place: f = 0.563, t = 5.490

All dimensions exhibited positive and significant impacts (p < 0.05), demonstrating that architectural quality, harmony,
beauty, functionality, and social design collectively enhance the emergence of third places. Among them, spatial architecture
had the strongest influence, followed by functionality and social aspects.

The comparative analysis further revealed nuanced differences between the two studied environments. In the historical
bazaar, social and aesthetic dimensions were the dominant predictors of third place formation, reflecting the organic and human-
centered nature of traditional Iranian spatial design. In contrast, in the Laleh Park complex, architectural form and functional
efficiency were more influential, highlighting the prominence of visual order and accessibility in contemporary commercial
environments.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that physical form is not merely a static background for social life but an active
generator of meaning and interaction. The strong impact of architectural variables aligns with the humanistic design theories
of Gehl and Carmona, emphasizing the primacy of spatial experience in nurturing sociability and well-being. Spaces that
embody human scale, clear legibility, and adaptive functionality are more likely to transform into authentic third places capable
of sustaining everyday encounters and collective identity.

The significant role of harmony and aesthetics reaffirms that beauty in the built environment transcends visual pleasure; it
influences mood, behavior, and the quality of interpersonal relationships. Harmonious spatial composition and proportional
design contribute to users’ psychological comfort and readiness to engage socially. Likewise, flexibility and multi-
functionality, as revealed in the performance dimension, ensure inclusivity by accommodating diverse user needs and temporal
variations.

The comparison between the historical bazaar and Laleh Park complex reveals two parallel paradigms in the evolution of
urban sociability in Iran. The bazaar exemplifies an organic, community-oriented space shaped by cultural continuity, while
the commercial complex represents a regulated, design-driven environment shaped by consumer culture. The former thrives
on informal proximity and sensory richness, whereas the latter depends on controlled order and visual appeal. Yet, both can
function as third places when their physical structures successfully facilitate comfort, interaction, and symbolic connection.

From a theoretical perspective, the findings support the notion of “spatial-social reciprocity,” where physical and social
factors are mutually reinforcing in place-making. This resonates with global trends in biophilic and participatory design,
advocating that human-centered spatial composition is integral to social sustainability. In practice, integrating natural elements,
localized aesthetics, and human-scaled design principles into urban projects can foster inclusive, vibrant, and emotionally
resonant spaces.

In conclusion, this study establishes that the physical dimensions of architecture—spatial configuration, harmony, aesthetics,
functionality, and social design—are decisive in the emergence of third places. By bridging the traditional wisdom of Iranian

bazaars with modern urban design principles, cities can create hybrid spaces that sustain both social life and cultural identity.
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The findings thus highlight a vital imperative for architects and planners: to move beyond form and function toward creating

environments that inspire connection, belonging, and collective meaning.
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