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Abstract:

Today, the issue of quality has become one of the emerging discussions in contemporary architecture and urban planning. Place identity and
the application of its components lead to the enhancement of urban environmental quality. Therefore, assessing the qualitative status of these
environments—including urban neighborhoods—and evaluating the level of satisfaction and use of these spaces, as well as efforts to
strengthen the social interactions of all stakeholders in such urban environments, is essential. The purpose of this research is a comparative
study aimed at identifying the factors influencing the enhancement of environmental quality in urban neighborhoods, with emphasis on place
identity, from the perspectives of both citizens and design engineers. The selected area for this study is the Qasr al-Dasht neighborhood in
the city of Shiraz, which is one of the old neighborhoods located in Shiraz. Urban planners believe that environmental and spatial quality is
a key concept in regional and social planning and is associated with concepts such as quality of life, diversity of social spaces, physical
characteristics, activities, spatial attachments, and urban identity. Understanding the relationship between humans and place is an essential
requirement for comprehending place identity and its elements, and for improving urban environmental quality through its components. In
this article, based on definitions, concepts, and criteria of environmental quality, and considering the stages of place identity formation,
effective indicators of spatial quality were collected. Finally, these indicators were refined and localized according to the aims of the research.
Based on the conducted studies in the selected area, the criteria were classified into three general categories: physical factors, activity-related
factors, and semantic factors. Regarding semantic factors, it was observed that the criterion of wayfinding had the greatest influence, from
the respondents’ perspective, on the enhancement of environmental quality. Concerning activity-related factors, the presence of life and
activity in the neighborhood after sunset was reported as having the most significant impact on environmental quality. Regarding physical
and structural factors, physical connectivity was identified as having the greatest effect on improving environmental quality. The statistical
population of the study consists of 306 residents of residential units in the Qasr al-Dasht neighborhood of Shiraz and 30 design engineers, all
selected through simple random sampling. For analyzing the questionnaire data, SPSS statistical software was used, and the Friedman test
was applied to rank and determine the importance of the criteria influencing neighborhood quality enhancement.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Urban neighborhoods are among the most tangible arenas where cultural identities and social belonging take shape. These
micro-units of urban life embody traditions, values, and collective memories, often becoming the first point of interaction
through which individuals experience cultural identity and strengthen their sense of community. Historically, the neighborhood
has been the smallest civic unit after the family, where moments of human life, values, and spiritual traditions have been deeply
embedded in daily practices. In Iran, neighborhood culture has endured across centuries, resisting the homogenizing tendencies
of modern urban planning and preserving dimensions of identity despite the expansion of large-scale urban projects (1).

However, the rapid growth of cities has raised concerns over declining urban environmental quality, leading to crises of
place identity. This erosion of identity manifests in reduced satisfaction with urban spaces and weakened social ties among
residents. Place identity has emerged as an important theoretical and practical concern in urban studies, particularly due to its
connections with environmental perception, attachment, and memory. Environmental perception, understood as the process
through which individuals interpret and select stimuli from their surroundings, is shaped by cultural and structural values and
mediates the human-environment relationship (2). This process highlights how environmental features contribute to
development, growth, and learning (3).

Environmental quality, as a subset of quality of life, combines both quantitative and qualitative aspects of the urban
experience. Urban planners emphasize that environmental quality is essential to regional and social planning, connecting
directly to concepts such as quality of life, diversity of social spaces, physical characteristics, activities, place attachment, and

urban identity (4). Place quality also encompasses positive personal experiences in specific settings, such as family and social
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relationships, historical heritage, recreational opportunities, and local employment. These factors illustrate the interconnection
between personal development, life satisfaction, and collective urban identity.

The Iranian-1slamic model of progress further situates urban identity within a broader vision of cultural and civilizational
development. Rooted in Islamic principles, this model highlights architecture and urbanism as foundations for sustainable
planning and cultural continuity (5). Within this context, neighborhoods such as Qasr al-Dasht in Shiraz serve as case studies
for examining how place identity can enhance environmental quality and sustain cultural memory.

Scholars in phenomenology and environmental psychology have emphasized that identity is shaped through lived
experiences and personal or collective memories of place. For instance, Proshansky and colleagues described place identity as
emerging through daily practices and specific events within residential settings, while others highlighted how mental images
and symbolic associations form a core of identity (8). Bahrami argued that memories and subjective perceptions create place
meanings beyond physical and functional attributes (9). The broader literature further associates place identity with
environmental perception, memory, symbolism, and social interactions (7). These insights reinforce the notion that urban form
and social processes co-evolve, generating distinctive neighborhood identities.

Theoretical models of environmental quality emphasize three dimensions: physical-spatial factors such as connectivity,
scale, and accessibility (11); semantic factors such as readability, symbolism, and collective memory (12); and activity-based
factors such as social interaction, diversity of use, and vitality (4). These categories together inform a comprehensive
understanding of how environmental quality and place identity intersect. Additionally, international scholars such as Bernard
(13) and others have identified core urban design qualities including vitality, accessibility, readability, flexibility, and social
inclusivity, all of which resonate with contemporary debates in Iran.

In light of these theoretical foundations, the present study focused on Qasr al-Dasht neighborhood in Shiraz, one of the city’s
oldest districts with rich cultural and historical significance. The research sought to comparatively identify factors influencing
environmental quality improvement, with emphasis on place identity, from the perspectives of both residents and design
engineers.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive—analytical approach to evaluate environmental quality indicators in the Qasr al-Dasht
neighborhood of Shiraz. The indicators were drawn from existing definitions and concepts of environmental quality and the
stages of place identity formation. Based on these, three overarching categories were developed: physical factors, activity-
related factors, and semantic factors, each further divided into sub-indicators.

A structured questionnaire was designed using a 5-point Likert scale to assess the perceived desirability of each indicator.
The statistical population consisted of 306 residents of the neighborhood and 30 design engineers, selected through simple
random sampling. Reliability was tested through Cronbach’s alpha, yielding values above 0.70 for all variables, confirming
internal consistency. Content validity was established through expert review.

SPSS software was used for data analysis. Descriptive statistics were applied to characterize the demographic profile of
respondents, while the Friedman test was conducted to rank indicators and determine their relative importance in improving
neighborhood quality.

Findings

The reliability analysis indicated Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding 0.75 for all categories, confirming strong reliability.
Descriptive statistics showed that among residents, 40.2% were women and 59.8% men, with most respondents aged between

31 and 55 years. The majority of residents held at least a diploma, while among design engineers, nearly half held bachelor’s
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degrees and over half had postgraduate education. Occupationally, residents included employees, students, homemakers, and
retirees, while all engineers were practicing professionals with official design licenses.

Regarding housing, 53.9% of residents lived in low-rise apartments, 41.2% in detached houses, and a minority in high-rise
or organizational housing. More than half of residents had lived in the neighborhood for over five years, indicating a high level
of stability, while design engineers typically had shorter residence durations. In terms of ownership, 51% of residents were
owners, compared with 70% of engineers.

Analytical results revealed significant differences across the three categories of factors. For residents, semantic factors
recorded the highest mean (3.14), followed by activity factors (3.15) and physical factors (2.67). For design engineers, semantic
factors also ranked highest (2.62), followed by activity (2.04) and physical factors (2.46). Friedman test results confirmed these
differences as statistically significant.

Within semantic factors, residents prioritized “wayfinding” as the most influential element, while design engineers
highlighted “unique identity.” Among activity factors, residents ranked “neighborhood life after sunset” as most important,
while engineers emphasized “diversity of facilities and services.” For physical factors, residents stressed “physical
connectivity,” whereas engineers focused on “urban equipment.”

Further analysis of all indicators combined showed that residents considered wayfinding, evening vitality, walking vitality,
and social meeting opportunities as top priorities. Engineers, however, gave greatest weight to unique identity, symbolic
features, and diversity of services. Despite differences, both groups acknowledged the importance of identity-related indicators
such as memory, symbolism, and distinctive neighborhood features.

Discussion and Conclusion

The comparative findings highlight that both residents and design engineers view semantic factors as central to improving
environmental quality. However, while residents emphasize tangible and experiential elements such as wayfinding and
everyday neighborhood vitality, engineers give greater priority to abstract qualities like unique identity and symbolic
representation. This divergence reflects the dual nature of place identity: it is simultaneously constructed through lived
experiences and professional design principles.

The results suggest that in traditional neighborhoods like Qasr al-Dasht, where cultural continuity and historical memory
remain strong, semantic factors such as symbolism, identity, and memory are more significant than purely physical
interventions. Residents rely on landmarks, memories, and familiar routes to sustain their sense of belonging, while engineers
interpret identity through design elements and formal representations. Reconciling these perspectives requires integrated
planning that values both lived experience and professional expertise.

The prominence of activity factors, particularly evening vitality and diversity of uses, underscores the role of social
interaction in sustaining place identity. Environments that remain active after sunset not only enhance safety but also strengthen
social cohesion and neighborhood belonging. Similarly, the diversity of facilities supports inclusivity and intergenerational use
of space.

Physical factors, although ranked lower, still play an essential supporting role. Connectivity, infrastructure, and urban
equipment provide the necessary framework for semantic and activity-based qualities to manifest. Neglecting physical
conditions can undermine symbolic and social values, suggesting that balanced interventions across all three categories are
essential.

Overall, the study demonstrates that improving environmental quality in historic neighborhoods requires strategies that

integrate semantic, activity-based, and physical dimensions. Policymakers and planners must recognize that residents’
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perceptions of memory, symbolism, and everyday vitality are as important as formal design considerations. By aligning the
experiential knowledge of residents with the technical expertise of engineers, more holistic and culturally grounded strategies
can be formulated.

In conclusion, the Qasr al-Dasht case study affirms that environmental quality enhancement depends on nurturing place
identity through collective memory, symbolic representation, and active public life. Strengthening these dimensions fosters not

only better urban environments but also deeper cultural continuity and community resilience.
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