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Abstract:

This study aims to design and validate a comprehensive model for identifying the determinants of placemaking with emphasis on enhancing
social interactions in the urban spaces of Sanandaj. This applied research employed a quantitative descriptive—analytical approach. The
statistical population consisted of Sanandaj residents, from whom 271 participants were selected using Cochran’s formula and stratified
random sampling. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire comprising 30 items across 10 constructs. Instrument
validity was confirmed by experts and reliability achieved a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and LISREL
through structural equation modeling. Structural equation modeling revealed that physical quality, safety, accessibility, local identity and
culture, socio-economic functions, natural environment, spatial justice, and urban management exert significant positive effects on
placemaking. Placemaking also demonstrated a strong direct and significant effect on social interactions. Model fit indices (RMSEA=0.047,
CF1=0.94, x>/df=1.98) confirmed excellent model adequacy. Placemaking constitutes a core mechanism for strengthening social interactions
and improving urban quality of life in Sanandaj, requiring an integrated approach to urban design and governance.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Urban public spaces constitute the fundamental arenas of social life within contemporary cities. Beyond their physical form,
these spaces function as platforms where social relations, cultural meanings, and collective experiences are continuously
produced and reproduced. Recent urban scholarship increasingly emphasizes that the quality of public spaces directly
influences social cohesion, sense of belonging, civic participation, and overall quality of urban life (1, 2). In this context, public
spaces are no longer perceived as neutral containers of activity but as dynamic socio-spatial systems shaped by interactions
between physical form, human behavior, and cultural symbolism.

A central conceptual distinction in urban theory is the differentiation between space and place. While space refers primarily
to the physical and functional configuration of the environment, place emerges through human experience, emotional
attachment, and social interaction (4). The transformation of space into place occurs when people attribute meaning, identity,
and memory to the environment through repeated use and shared experiences. This transformation is essential for fostering
social vitality and urban resilience.

The contemporary planning paradigm of placemaking provides a systematic framework for facilitating this transformation.
Placemaking is an integrative and human-centered approach that combines physical design, social processes, cultural
expression, and institutional governance to create meaningful, inclusive, and vibrant public spaces (5, 6). Rather than focusing
solely on physical infrastructure, placemaking prioritizes the lived experience of users, encouraging social engagement,

participation, and emotional connection to place.
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Extensive research demonstrates that well-designed public spaces play a decisive role in promoting social interaction. Urban
environments that support walking, sitting, observing, and informal gathering significantly increase opportunities for
spontaneous encounters and sustained social relationships (7-9). Streets and main urban corridors, in particular, function as
essential social stages where everyday life unfolds (9, 10). When these environments lack appropriate design qualities, social
interaction weakens and public life deteriorates.

Psychological dimensions of place also contribute critically to social behavior. Place attachment, defined as the emotional
bond between people and their environment, has been shown to foster community participation, stewardship, and interpersonal
trust (11-13). Individuals who feel emotionally connected to their environment are more likely to remain present in public
spaces, engage in social exchanges, and contribute to community well-being.

In addition to physical and psychological factors, natural elements and green spaces significantly enhance social life. Access
to attractive and accessible urban green spaces increases frequency of social encounters, strengthens community ties, and
improves perceived quality of life (17-19). International policy reports further highlight the importance of inclusive public
spaces in reducing social inequality and strengthening urban cohesion (2).

Despite the growth of placemaking literature, several limitations persist. A substantial portion of existing research is
grounded in Western urban contexts and qualitative methodologies, limiting empirical generalization to non-Western cities.
Moreover, quantitative studies examining causal relationships between placemaking components and social interaction remain
relatively scarce (5, 6). This gap is particularly evident in Iranian cities, where cultural, social, and spatial dynamics differ
markedly from those of Western urban settings (1, 14).

Sanandaj, a historically and culturally rich city in western Iran, exemplifies these challenges. Despite its strong social fabric,
recent urban development patterns have weakened the quality of public spaces and reduced opportunities for social interaction.
Understanding how placemaking components operate within this local context is therefore essential for designing effective
urban regeneration strategies.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted an applied, quantitative, and descriptive—analytical design. The statistical population comprised
residents of Sanandaj. A sample of 271 participants was selected using Cochran’s formula and stratified random sampling
proportional to urban districts.

Data were collected through a researcher-developed questionnaire consisting of 30 items measuring ten latent constructs:
physical quality, safety and security, accessibility, identity and local culture, socio-economic functions, natural environment
and climate, spatial justice, urban management and policy, placemaking, and social interaction. Items were rated on a five-
point Likert scale.

Instrument validity was confirmed by expert review, and reliability was verified using Cronbach’s alpha (a = 0.89).
Descriptive and inferential analyses were conducted using SPSS and LISREL. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was
employed to evaluate the conceptual model and test hypothesized relationships among variables.

Findings

Descriptive analysis revealed that respondents generally evaluated public spaces in Sanandaj positively, with mean values
of constructs ranging between 3.69 and 3.83. The highest mean was observed for spatial justice and special groups, while the

lowest related to identity and local culture.
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Normality tests confirmed that data were normally distributed, allowing the use of parametric analysis. Measurement model
evaluation showed all factor loadings exceeded 0.50, with composite reliability values above 0.80 and average variance
extracted above 0.50 for all constructs, confirming strong convergent validity and internal consistency.

Model fit indices demonstrated excellent structural model adequacy: ¥*/df = 1.98, RMSEA = 0.047, CF1=0.94, GF1=0.91,
and SRMR = 0.041.

Structural path analysis indicated that physical quality, safety and security, accessibility, identity and culture, socio-
economic functions, natural environment, spatial justice, and urban management all exerted significant positive effects on
placemaking. In turn, placemaking demonstrated a strong, direct, and statistically significant effect on social interaction. The
model confirmed that social interaction is primarily shaped by the combined influence of multiple spatial and social factors
through the mediating role of placemaking.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that placemaking operates as a comprehensive socio-spatial mechanism that transforms physical
environments into socially vibrant urban places. Social interaction in Sanandaj is not produced by a single environmental
attribute but emerges from the synergistic interaction of physical quality, accessibility, security, cultural identity, environmental
conditions, spatial justice, and institutional governance.

The strong influence of physical quality highlights the foundational role of urban design in shaping human behavior. Spaces
that are visually coherent, human-scaled, safe, and functionally diverse encourage longer stays, repeated visits, and spontaneous
social encounters. Similarly, the importance of accessibility demonstrates that equitable spatial distribution of quality spaces
enhances opportunities for interaction among diverse social groups.

Cultural identity and local character play a decisive role in fostering emotional attachment, which strengthens willingness
to engage socially. Natural elements further amplify these effects by providing restorative environments that invite prolonged
presence and interaction. The significance of urban management confirms that effective governance and coherent policy
frameworks are indispensable for sustaining vibrant public life.

Ultimately, this study demonstrates that placemaking constitutes a powerful strategy for enhancing social interaction and
improving urban quality of life in Sanandaj. The proposed model offers a practical, evidence-based framework for urban
planners and decision-makers seeking to regenerate public spaces and strengthen social cohesion in cities with similar socio-
cultural contexts.
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