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Abstract

Urban public spaces, as arenas for social interaction, play a crucial role in strengthening
social bonds, improving quality of life, and sustaining collective urban life. Despite the
importance of these spaces, many historical urban fabrics in Iranian cities have experienced
a decline in their capacity to facilitate everyday social interactions due to physical
transformations, changes in activity patterns, and reduced social presence. Therefore,
identifying the factors influencing the sociability of public spaces can provide a basis for
improving environmental quality and enhancing the sociability of historical urban fabrics.
This study aims to explain the factors affecting the sociability of public spaces within the
historical-cultural fabric of Ardabil. The research is applied in terms of its purpose and
descriptive-analytical in terms of its methodology. The required data were collected through
library  research, questionnaires, and systematic field observations. The statistical
population consisted of users of public spaces within the historical-cultural area of Ardabil,
from which 384 respondents were selected based on Cochran’s formula. In addition,
patterns of users’ presence, activities, and social interactions were observed over a four-
week period at different times of the day. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics,
Pearson’s correlation test, linear regression, and factor analysis. The findings indicate that
the overall level of sociability in the studied public spaces is below the desirable level.
Among the examined dimensions, the perceptual-semantic dimension demonstrated the
most favorable condition, highlighting the significant role of historical identity, collective
memory, and sense of belonging in sustaining social relationships. In  contrast,
environmental, physical-spatial, and activity-related dimensions revealed weaknesses in
urban furniture quality, opportunities for staying and lingering, diversity of activities, and
environmental conditions. Therefore, enhancing the sociability of public spaces in Ardabil’s
historical fabric requires an integrated urban regeneration approach that simultaneously
addresses spatial quality improvement, strengthening of social and cultural activities,
enhancement of comfort and security, and preservation of the place’s identity values. The
findings can provide an analytical framework for urban planners and designers seeking to
improve the quality of public spaces in historical urban fabrics.

Keywords: Sociability, Urban Public Spaces, Historical-Cultural Fabric, Ardabil
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Introduction

Public spaces are essential components of urban life, providing settings for social
interaction, collective activities, informal encounters, and the development of sense of
belonging. In historical-cultural fabrics, their importance extends beyond physical and
functional aspects, as they also preserve collective memory, historical identity, and cultural
meanings. Sociability refers to the capacity of public spaces to attract users, encourage
interaction, support diverse activities, and provide opportunities for staying and social
encounters. However, historical significance alone does not ensure sociability, as physical
deterioration,  automobile  dominance, changing land uses, inadequate  amenities,
environmental problems, and reduced residential presence may weaken social life. The
historical-cultural fabric of Ardabil, including Sheikh Safi al-Din Shrine, the historical
bazaar, Ali-Qapu Square, and traditional neighborhoods, illustrates these challenges. This
study therefore evaluates sociability, examines spatial differences, identifies its underlying
dimensions, and determines the most influential factors through questionnaires and
systematic field observations, considering sociability as a multidimensional phenomenon
shaped by physical, activity-related, environmental, social, and perceptual-semantic factors.

Methodology

The present study employed an applied, descriptive-analytical approach to assess the
sociability of public spaces within the historical-cultural fabric of Ardabil and identify the
main factors affecting social interaction. Data were collected through a structured
questionnaire and systematic field observations. The statistical population consisted of users
and citizens present in the study area, with 384 questionnaires collected and analyzed. The
questionnaire  examined  five  dimensions:  physical-spatial,  activity-related, perceptual-
semantic, environmental, and social factors. Field observations were conducted over a four-
week period at three daily time intervals: 08:00-11:00, 14:00-17:00, and 20:00-23:00.
Nine representative public spaces, including Sheikh Safi al-Din Shrine, the historical
bazaar, Ali-Qapu Square, traditional neighborhoods, Imam Khomeini Street, and residual
spaces, were evaluated. An observational checklist assessed sociability on a 0-20 scale.
Data analysis included descriptive statistics, Exploratory Factor Analysis using principal
components and Varimax rotation, and multiple linear regression to identify and prioritize
the main factors influencing sociability.

Discussion

The findings indicate that sociability in the historical-cultural fabric of Ardabil is a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by physical-spatial, activity-related, environmental,
social, and perceptual-semantic factors. Although the area possesses considerable historical,
religious, and cultural resources, these values have not been fully transformed into
contemporary social vitality. The relatively favorable performance of the perceptual-
semantic dimension confirms that historical identity, collective memory, and sense of place
remain important strengths of the area. However, weaknesses in physical-spatial, activity-
related, and environmental conditions limit the ability of these values to generate sustained
social interaction. Spatial assessment further demonstrates that public spaces combining
historical identity, continuous activity, accessibility, and diverse users generally achieve
higher levels of sociability. The Sheikh Safi al-Din Shrine and historical bazaar illustrate
this pattern, whereas deteriorated neighborhoods and residual spaces show lower sociability
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due to inadequate security, accessibility, environmental comfort, and activity opportunities.
Regression analysis identifies security and protection as the strongest predictor of
sociability, followed by pedestrian accessibility, opportunities for sitting and staying, and
sense of place and historical identity. Behavioral observations support these findings, as
48% of users were merely passing through, while only 5% engaged in prolonged social
interaction.  Therefore, regeneration should move beyond physical conservation and
integrate heritage preservation, security enhancement, pedestrian accessibility,
environmental improvement, public amenities, diverse activities, and opportunities for
social interaction.

Conclusion

This study examined the status and determinants of sociability in public spaces within the
historical-cultural fabric of Ardabil. The findings demonstrate that sociability is a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the interaction of physical-spatial, activity-
related, environmental, social, and perceptual-semantic factors. The overall sociability score
of 2.68 out of 5 indicates a relatively low and undesirable level of social performance.
Although historical identity, collective memory, and sense of place remain important
strengths,  weaknesses in  environmental  quality, pedestrian  accessibility,  physical
conditions, and opportunities for sitting, and activity diversity limit sustained social
interaction. Spatial analysis revealed significant differences among public spaces. The
Sheikh Safi al-Din Shrine and historical bazaar showed higher sociability, whereas
deteriorated neighborhood areas and residual spaces performed considerably —worse.
Exploratory factor analysis identified five major factors explaining 63.60% of total
variance: security and protection, pedestrian accessibility and permeability, sense of place
and historical identity, opportunities for sitting and staying, and diversity of daily and
seasonal activities. Regression analysis showed that security and protection was the
strongest predictor (B=0.320), followed by pedestrian accessibility ($=0.280), opportunities
for sitting (B=0.220), and sense of place (B=0.180). Behavioral observations confirmed
these findings, with 48% of users passing through without stopping. Therefore, regeneration
should integrate heritage conservation with improved security, pedestrian accessibility,
public amenities, social activities, and opportunities for interaction to transform historical
spaces into active and socially sustainable urban environments.
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