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Abstract:

This study aimed to analyze the role of intermediary spaces and semi-public architecture in enhancing social interactions and to examine the mediating role of
social capital in this relationship among residents of Tehran. This quantitative study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population
consisted of urban residents of Tehran who regularly used semi-public urban spaces. A total of 384 participants were selected through multistage cluster
sampling. Data were collected using the Intermediary Space Quality Assessment Questionnaire, the Onyx and Bullen Social Capital Questionnaire, and the
Urban Social Interaction Scale. The collected data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, multiple regression analysis,
and structural equation modeling. The results indicated a significant positive relationship between intermediary-space quality and social capital (r=0.64,
p<0.01). Intermediary-space quality was also positively associated with social interactions (r=0.69, p<0.01), while social capital demonstrated a significant
positive correlation with social interactions (r=0.72, p<0.01). Multiple regression analysis revealed that intermediary-space dimensions explained 53% of the
variance in social capital, with opportunities for social interaction emerging as the strongest predictor (=0.35). Structural equation modeling further showed
that intermediary spaces had significant direct effects on social capital (=0.64, p<0.001) and social interactions ($=0.37, p<0.001). Moreover, the indirect
effect of intermediary spaces on social interactions through social capital was significant ($=0.33, p<0.001), indicating the partial mediating role of social
capital. The findings suggest that intermediary spaces and semi-public architecture contribute substantially to the enhancement of social capital and social
interactions by creating opportunities for communication, strengthening social trust, fostering a sense of belonging, and encouraging civic participation.
Therefore, the planning, design, and management of semi-public spaces should be considered an effective strategy for promoting social cohesion and improving
urban quality of life.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary cities are increasingly confronted with challenges related to social fragmentation, declining face-to-face
interactions, weakening neighborhood ties, and reduced civic engagement. Rapid urbanization, technological transformation,
changing residential patterns, and the growing influence of digital platforms have significantly altered the ways in which urban
residents interact with one another. Within this context, the concept of social capital has emerged as a critical indicator of urban
sustainability and community well-being because it reflects the extent of trust, reciprocity, social participation, and
connectedness among citizens. Urban scholars have argued that social capital is not merely a social phenomenon but is deeply
influenced by the physical environments in which people live, work, and interact. Consequently, the design and organization
of urban spaces have become central concerns in discussions regarding social cohesion and urban quality of life (2-4).

Among the spatial components that have attracted growing scholarly attention are intermediary or in-between spaces, which
occupy a position between private and public realms. These spaces include courtyards, atriums, arcades, shared residential
areas, plazas, semi-public gardens, community centers, and transitional urban environments that facilitate encounters among
residents. Unlike fully public spaces, intermediary spaces provide a more intimate and socially manageable setting while still
encouraging interaction among diverse users. Research suggests that such environments can foster social encounters, strengthen
neighborhood relationships, and contribute to the accumulation of social capital through repeated social engagement and shared
experiences (1, 8, 24). The importance of these spaces is particularly evident in traditional urban environments, where semi-
public settings historically functioned as social connectors that linked households, neighborhoods, and broader urban

communities (9, 10).
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Recent studies have further emphasized the relationship between urban design and social capital. A systematic review of
quantitative studies demonstrated that characteristics of the built environment—including accessibility, spatial connectivity,
aesthetics, safety, and opportunities for interaction—are consistently associated with higher levels of trust, participation, and
social cohesion (2). Similar findings have emerged from investigations of cohousing developments, socially mixed
neighborhoods, and collaborative urban regeneration projects, which indicate that well-designed shared spaces encourage
community participation and strengthen social networks (6, 22, 23). Furthermore, research on participatory planning and
community-based urban development has highlighted the importance of inclusive and accessible spaces in promoting civic
engagement and collective action (5, 7, 26).

The significance of intermediary spaces has also been discussed within broader debates concerning urban identity,
governance, and cultural production. Studies have demonstrated that urban spaces contribute to identity formation by providing
settings where social meanings are negotiated and collective memories are reproduced (19, 20). Similarly, research on
intercultural landscapes, arrival cities, and culturally diverse urban districts suggests that intermediary spaces facilitate
encounters between different social groups and support the development of inclusive urban identities (31, 33). Such spaces
therefore perform not only functional roles but also symbolic and cultural functions that shape citizens’ experiences of
belonging and community.

At the same time, urban life has increasingly become influenced by digital infrastructures and platform-based forms of
interaction. Scholars have argued that digital platforms are transforming social relations and creating new modes of
participation and communication (13-15). Nevertheless, evidence suggests that digital interactions cannot fully replace the
social benefits generated through physical co-presence and direct interpersonal contact (12, 16, 17). Consequently,
understanding how physical environments continue to facilitate social interaction remains an important research priority.
Additional studies have shown that urban morphology, spatial organization, neighborhood clustering, and street network
structures can significantly influence patterns of social and political interaction (3, 9). Likewise, research on smart cities,
governance structures, urban democracy, and socio-legal frameworks has highlighted the need to examine how spatial
arrangements support collective participation and social inclusion (4, 28, 34).

Despite the growing body of international literature, limited research has simultaneously examined intermediary spaces,
social capital, and social interactions within the context of Iranian cities. Most previous studies have focused either on physical
characteristics of urban spaces or on social outcomes independently. Therefore, the present study sought to analyze the role of
semi-public architecture and intermediary spaces in enhancing social interactions through the mediating role of social capital
among residents of Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quantitative, descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population consisted of adult residents
of Tehran who regularly used semi-public urban spaces. Using multistage cluster sampling, 384 participants were selected from
different districts of the city. Eligible participants were at least 18 years old, had lived in Tehran for a minimum of one year,
and had experience using intermediary urban spaces such as community courtyards, pedestrian pathways, cultural centers,
shared residential spaces, and neighborhood gathering areas.

Data were collected using three standardized instruments. The first instrument assessed the perceived quality of intermediary
spaces and included dimensions such as accessibility, spatial legibility, environmental attractiveness, safety, and opportunities
for social interaction. The second instrument was the Social Capital Questionnaire, measuring social trust, civic participation,

neighborhood relationships, social support, and community belonging. The third instrument evaluated social interactions
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through indicators such as frequency of interpersonal communication, participation in collective activities, quality of social
relationships, and willingness to cooperate with others.

Data collection was conducted through both face-to-face and electronic surveys. Ethical principles including informed
consent, voluntary participation, and confidentiality were strictly observed. Data analysis involved descriptive statistics,
Pearson correlation coefficients, multiple regression analysis, and structural equation modeling. Statistical significance was
evaluated at the 0.05 level.

Findings

The demographic analysis revealed that 51.6% of participants were male and 48.4% were female. The mean age of
respondents was 36.48 years (SD = 9.73). Participants represented diverse educational backgrounds and residential districts
across Tehran, indicating satisfactory population representation.

Descriptive statistics demonstrated relatively high levels of perceived intermediary-space quality, social capital, and social
interaction among participants. The mean score for intermediary-space quality was 98.64 (SD = 16.32), while the mean score
for social capital was 128.71 (SD = 21.56). Social interaction also exhibited a relatively high mean score of 86.32 (SD = 15.28).
Among the dimensions of intermediary spaces, opportunities for social interaction and environmental attractiveness received
the highest average scores.

Pearson correlation analysis indicated significant positive relationships among all major variables. Intermediary-space
quality was positively correlated with social capital (r = 0.64, p <0.01) and social interaction (r = 0.69, p < 0.01). Social capital
was also positively associated with social interaction (r = 0.72, p < 0.01). These findings suggest that improvements in the
quality of semi-public environments are accompanied by increases in both social capital and interpersonal interaction.

Results from multiple regression analysis demonstrated that intermediary-space characteristics explained 53% of the
variance in social capital (R2 = 0.53, F = 106.84, p < 0.001). Opportunities for social interaction emerged as the strongest
predictor (B = 0.35), followed by environmental attractiveness (§ = 0.29), perceived safety (B = 0.24), and accessibility (B =
0.21). These findings indicate that environments designed to encourage social encounters and prolonged occupancy are
particularly influential in fostering social capital.

Structural equation modeling revealed a well-fitting model. Intermediary spaces exerted a significant positive effect on
social capital (B = 0.64, p < 0.001), while social capital significantly predicted social interaction (B = 0.52, p <0.001). A direct
effect of intermediary spaces on social interaction was also observed (B = 0.37, p < 0.001). Furthermore, the indirect effect of
intermediary spaces on social interaction through social capital was significant (B = 0.33, p < 0.001), indicating partial
mediation. These findings confirm that social capital serves as an important mechanism through which semi-public architecture
influences social interaction.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that intermediary spaces play a significant role in strengthening social capital and enhancing social
interactions within urban environments. The positive association between intermediary-space quality and social capital suggests
that urban design extends beyond physical functionality and contributes directly to the development of trust, belonging, and
social participation. When urban residents have access to attractive, safe, and accessible environments that encourage
encounters and communication, opportunities for building social relationships increase substantially.

The results further indicate that opportunities for social interaction constitute the most influential component of intermediary
spaces. This finding highlights the importance of designing urban environments that facilitate spontaneous encounters, informal

communication, and community engagement. Spaces that support prolonged presence and repeated interactions appear
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particularly effective in generating social networks and reinforcing social cohesion. Environmental attractiveness and perceived
safety also emerged as important predictors, suggesting that citizens are more likely to use and benefit from urban spaces when
they feel comfortable, secure, and aesthetically engaged.

The structural model confirmed that social capital partially mediates the relationship between intermediary spaces and social
interaction. This finding suggests that the effects of architecture on social life are not solely direct but operate through social
processes that develop over time. High-quality intermediary spaces first foster trust, participation, and a sense of belonging;
these forms of social capital subsequently facilitate broader and more meaningful social interactions. Thus, social capital
functions as a bridge connecting spatial design to social outcomes.

The findings are particularly relevant in contemporary cities where digital communication, individualization, and social
fragmentation increasingly challenge community cohesion. Although technological platforms have transformed social
interaction, physical spaces remain indispensable for creating meaningful face-to-face relationships and sustaining community
life. Semi-public architecture therefore represents a valuable urban resource capable of supporting social integration, civic
engagement, and neighborhood vitality.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that intermediary spaces constitute a critical component of socially sustainable urban
environments. By providing opportunities for interaction, strengthening social capital, and encouraging community
participation, semi-public architectural environments contribute significantly to urban well-being. Urban planners, architects,
and policymakers should therefore prioritize the creation and maintenance of accessible, attractive, and socially inclusive

intermediary spaces as a strategy for enhancing social cohesion and improving the quality of urban life.
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