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Abstract:

This study aims to identify and analyze the physical components that shape and enhance the quality of “Third Places” in urban environments
through a comparative analysis of the Tabriz Historic Bazaar and Laleh Park Shopping Mall. Adopting a qualitative approach, the research
employed systematic content analysis. Relevant literature on place quality, third place theory, and international and local urban design models
was reviewed and coded. Data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding using MaxQDA software. A preliminary conceptual
framework was developed and tested by comparing two case studies to reveal the key physical, functional, social, and perceptual dimensions
of third places. The results indicate that physical factors such as human scale, spatial flexibility, accessibility, lighting and visual quality,
furniture design, spatial boundaries, and perceived safety critically enhance the experience of place and foster social interaction. The Tabriz
Historic Bazaar, with its cultural-historical depth and spatial complexity, promotes stronger social cohesion and sense of belonging, while
the Laleh Park Shopping Mall—despite its modern amenities—shows weaker spontaneous social engagement and emotional connection.
This study presents a comprehensive conceptual model demonstrating that the success of third places extends beyond physical design to
include social, psychological, and cultural dimensions. The model offers an applicable tool for urban designers and planners to create vibrant,
human-centered, and identity-rich public spaces.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Urban public spaces are increasingly recognized as vital arenas for social interaction, cultural continuity, and the formation
of collective identity (1, 2). Among these, “Third Places”—conceptualized as social environments situated beyond the domestic
and occupational realms—play a pivotal role in fostering informal sociability, civic engagement, and psychological well-being
(3-5). The design and spatial qualities of third places significantly influence their ability to stimulate encounters, sustain social
cohesion, and provide inclusive leisure opportunities (9, 10, 12).

However, rapid urbanization, the commercialization of public life, and the globalization of architectural forms have
disrupted the social DNA of cities and weakened the identity and accessibility of public spaces (7, 8, 46). As a result, many
contemporary developments, such as shopping malls, struggle to provide meaningful social encounters and remain dominated
by consumerist logic (42, 43). In contrast, historical markets, with their layered spatial hierarchies and deep cultural narratives,
continue to embody rich models of collective interaction and attachment to place (40, 41).

The physical dimension of third places—including human scale, spatial flexibility, accessibility, and sensory cues such as
lighting and materials—directly shapes users’ affective bonds and behavioral patterns (14, 16, 27). These spatial factors are
strongly associated with place attachment and the ability of space to accommaodate diverse groups equitably (34, 45). Moreover,
the transformation of third places in the 21st century requires bridging the physical and digital realms, as hybrid social
experiences increasingly influence community building and individual engagement (30, 31, 33).

While multiple theoretical frameworks exist to evaluate urban place quality—such as the human-centered principles of Gehl
(28, 49), the sustainable place-making concepts of Golkar (10, 23), and the behavioral models of Lang (25)—there remains a
lack of integrated empirical work that simultaneously considers the physical, social, and perceptual layers of third places in
Iran. Local studies often emphasize either social interaction or psychological belonging, without systematically linking them
to spatial features (20, 54).

The Tabriz Historic Bazaar, as a UNESCO-recognized cultural site, represents an organic and resilient spatial structure that
has facilitated sociability and identity for centuries (24, 38). In contrast, the Laleh Park Shopping Mall symbolizes a
contemporary, consumption-driven development shaped by global commercial models. Analyzing these two spaces side by
side provides an opportunity to understand how physical attributes and socio-cultural narratives converge or diverge in
producing meaningful third places (21, 39). By identifying these spatial and experiential dimensions, urban designers and
policymakers can create more human-centered and culturally grounded public spaces (26, 50, 51).

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design with a systematic content analysis approach. The research began by
reviewing and coding an extensive body of theoretical and empirical literature on third places, place quality, and urban design
principles. Key frameworks from international scholars and Iranian urbanists were integrated to form a preliminary conceptual
model. Subsequently, two case studies were examined: the Tabriz Historic Bazaar, representing an organic, culturally
embedded urban fabric, and the Laleh Park Shopping Mall, representing a modern commercial environment. Data were
gathered through field observation, photographic documentation, and review of urban design and planning records. The coding
process proceeded through open, axial, and selective stages, enabling the identification of recurrent patterns in spatial
configuration, user experience, and social interaction. NVivo and MaxQDA software supported the thematic organization of

findings, leading to a refined conceptual model of the physical and perceptual elements shaping third places.
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Findings

Analysis revealed that the Tabriz Historic Bazaar provides a highly adaptable spatial network defined by narrow
passageways, intermediate courtyards, semi-open nodes, and human-scale retail units. These features foster a natural rhythm
of movement and pause, creating opportunities for spontaneous encounters and prolonged stays. The sensory richness of the
bazaar—derived from natural light filtered through domes, the tactile quality of traditional materials, and the continuity of
cultural motifs—supports a deep sense of familiarity and belonging. Access points and pathways are porous and organically
interconnected, encouraging pedestrian flow and discovery while reinforcing social trust.

Conversely, the Laleh Park Shopping Mall exhibits a predominantly commercialized and homogenous spatial order. While
it offers modern amenities such as climate-controlled interiors, elevators, and large atria, its oversized spaces and visually
monotonous retail corridors encourage rapid consumption-driven circulation rather than informal gathering. Artificial lighting
and generic finishes produce a neutral sensory experience with limited cultural resonance. Access is organized around
controlled entry points and vehicle-dependent infrastructure, resulting in reduced pedestrian permeability and limited
inclusivity for diverse user groups.

Both cases underscored the significance of transitional and semi-public spaces for social anchoring. However, the bazaar’s
organic nodes function more effectively as informal meeting points compared to the mall’s designated seating areas, which
remain underused and commercially framed. Place identity emerged strongly in the bazaar, where historical narratives,
community rituals, and collective memory underpin attachment. The mall’s identity, by contrast, is primarily shaped by global
consumer brands, lacking local cultural references and symbolic depth.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that successful third places are not merely defined by contemporary infrastructure or consumer appeal
but by an integrated spatial and cultural logic that nurtures social life. Human scale, spatial flexibility, and organic connectivity
proved essential for creating spaces where people feel comfortable to linger and interact—echoing the human-centered
principles of Gehl (12, 27) and the sustainable place frameworks of Golkar (10). The sensory and symbolic dimensions of the
Tabriz Bazaar—Ilight, materiality, and historic layering—uvalidate the argument that environmental cues shape emotional bonds
and meaning-making (14, 16, 37).

Furthermore, the study highlights the limitations of modern malls that focus primarily on controlled circulation and
consumption. Their enclosed and commercially standardized environments tend to discourage unstructured social life, aligning
with previous research warning against the commodification of public space and the erosion of social infrastructure (43, 46).
The absence of deep cultural references and participatory identity formation in such environments restricts their potential as
genuine third places (21, 56).

Importantly, the research points to the evolving hybrid nature of third places in the digital age. While the Tabriz Bazaar
represents a traditional model of embodied social interaction, users increasingly integrate digital networks to augment their
experience, a trend that can be strategically embraced in contemporary urban design (31, 33, 50). Integrating opportunities for
both physical and mediated connection could help bridge the gap between historic sociability and modern urban life.

Overall, the comparative framework developed here provides a comprehensive lens for evaluating and designing third places
by balancing physical design quality, socio-cultural embedding, and emergent digital patterns of interaction. This approach
offers practical guidance for creating vibrant, inclusive, and identity-rich public spaces that transcend mere commercial utility
and foster meaningful community ties. By doing so, cities can counteract the social fragmentation of contemporary urbanism

and restore public life to its essential human and cultural dimensions.
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