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Abstract:

The present study aimed to qualitatively investigate the impact of the physical and social characteristics of pedestrian routes on enhancing social participation
through fostering a sense of neighborhood attachment in Shariati and Amir Kabir Streets in Babol. This study employed a qualitative approach at the
neighborhood-street scale. Data were collected through systematic field observation and semi-structured interviews. A 24-item observational checklist was
developed to assess indicators related to pedestrian quality, safety, urban furniture, lighting, vegetation, spatial legibility, and opportunities for staying and
social interaction. In addition, 12 semi-structured interviews were conducted with residents, shopkeepers, pedestrians, and daily users of the studied streets.
The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on the Braun and Clarke approach. The inferential findings indicated that Shariati Street,
particularly in sections with active commercial functions, demonstrated higher levels of vitality, perceived safety, opportunities for staying, spatial legibility,
and social interaction, thereby providing a stronger context for neighborhood attachment and social participation. In contrast, Amir Kabir Street, due to poor
pavement quality, insufficient urban furniture, lack of staying spaces, inadequate lighting, and visual disorder, was mainly perceived as a transit route with
limited capacity for social presence and citizen participation. Thematic analysis further revealed that perceived safety, collective presence, place memory,
everyday interactions, and environmental service quality were among the most influential factors shaping place attachment and willingness to participate
socially. Participants also emphasized the importance of basic environmental facilities such as benches, lighting, shade, safe accessibility, and diverse land
uses in improving urban experience quality. The findings demonstrated that the physical and social quality of pedestrian routes plays a decisive role in fostering
place attachment, social presence, and civic participation. Streets that provide opportunities for interaction, staying, safety, and positive spatial experiences
beyond mere movement functions are more capable of strengthening social ties and neighborhood attachment. Therefore, human-centered urban design,
improvement of pedestrian environments, and enhancement of environmental facilities can contribute significantly to increasing social participation and
improving urban quality of life.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, urban streets have increasingly been conceptualized not merely as transportation corridors but as everyday
social spaces that significantly influence social interaction, urban vitality, environmental perception, and citizens’ attachment
to place. Contemporary urban design approaches emphasize that the quality of pedestrian environments directly affects how
people experience, perceive, and engage with urban spaces (1). Streets with high environmental quality can provide
opportunities for social interaction, voluntary presence, walking, observation, and participation in everyday urban life.
Conversely, poorly designed pedestrian environments often weaken social engagement, reduce public presence, and diminish

citizens’ emotional connection to their neighborhoods (2). In this context, the relationship between the built environment and
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social participation has become a major topic in urban studies, environmental psychology, and sustainable urban development
research.

The growing dominance of automobile-oriented urban development has substantially altered the social role of streets in
many cities. Streets that once functioned as active public arenas have gradually become spaces primarily designed for vehicular
movement, often at the expense of pedestrian comfort and social interaction. As a result, urban planners and designers have
increasingly turned their attention toward pedestrian-oriented environments and human-centered urban spaces (3). Research
has demonstrated that high-quality pedestrian routes can encourage social participation, increase urban vitality, and foster
stronger neighborhood attachment among residents (4). The quality of pedestrian streets is therefore no longer evaluated solely
based on functional accessibility, but also through social, psychological, and experiential dimensions.

Environmental quality in pedestrian streets encompasses multiple dimensions, including physical infrastructure, visual
attractiveness, accessibility, environmental comfort, safety, readability, urban furniture, greenery, and opportunities for social
interaction (5). The perceived quality of the environment plays a decisive role in shaping citizens’ willingness to walk, stay,
interact, and participate in urban life. Previous studies have shown that streets characterized by active frontages, adequate
lighting, attractive public spaces, and safe pedestrian infrastructure tend to generate more positive social experiences and
stronger place attachment (6). Likewise, perceptions of environmental quality have been linked to subjective wellbeing, social
satisfaction, and neighborhood livability (7). In this regard, urban streets become meaningful not simply through their physical
form, but through the lived experiences and emotional relationships that users develop with them.

Place attachment constitutes another important dimension of urban experience. It refers to the emotional and cognitive bond
that individuals establish with places through repeated experiences, memories, social interactions, and everyday activities (10).
Research indicates that people are more likely to participate socially and maintain stronger relationships with neighborhoods
when they feel emotionally connected to their environment (11). Urban spaces that support interaction, social familiarity,
collective memory, and meaningful experiences are therefore more likely to foster neighborhood attachment and social
cohesion. Moreover, studies on public spaces emphasize that environmental quality and social sustainability are deeply
interconnected (2). Urban spaces capable of encouraging voluntary presence and social engagement can strengthen social
capital and improve the quality of urban life.

Within the Iranian urban context, recent studies have highlighted the importance of pedestrian-oriented environments in
revitalizing urban social life and enhancing citizens’ environmental experience. Research conducted in various Iranian cities
demonstrates that the quality of urban streets significantly affects social interaction, democratic access to public space, and
citizens’ sense of belonging (14). Similarly, studies focusing on pedestrian street design have shown that environmental
attractiveness, accessibility, and social functionality contribute to greater urban participation and public presence (9). Despite
these findings, many urban streets in Iran still prioritize vehicular circulation over pedestrian experience, resulting in
environments that often fail to support meaningful social interaction or neighborhood attachment.

The city of Babol provides a valuable context for examining these issues due to its evolving urban structure and the
contrasting environmental characteristics of its major streets. Among them, Shariati Street and Amir Kabir Street represent two
different patterns of pedestrian experience, social activity, and environmental quality. Shariati Street, characterized by active
land uses, vibrant commercial activities, and higher pedestrian presence, offers a socially dynamic urban environment. In
contrast, Amir Kabir Street demonstrates weaker pedestrian infrastructure, lower social vitality, and fewer opportunities for

public interaction. Therefore, the present study aimed to qualitatively examine the impact of the physical and social
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characteristics of pedestrian routes on enhancing social participation through fostering a sense of neighborhood attachment in
Shariati and Amir Kabir Streets in Babol.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research approach focusing on the neighborhood—street scale. The research investigated
two major streets in the city of Babol, hamely Shariati Street and Amir Kabir Street, selected due to their different spatial,
social, and environmental characteristics. The study combined systematic field observation with semi-structured interviews to
obtain a comprehensive understanding of users’ experiences and perceptions regarding the quality of pedestrian environments
and social participation.

A structured field observation checklist containing 24 coded indicators was developed based on theoretical literature and
pedestrian environment quality indicators. The checklist included variables related to pavement quality, urban furniture,
lighting, accessibility, environmental cleanliness, greenery, readability, pedestrian safety, opportunities for stopping and social
interaction, and environmental comfort. Each indicator was evaluated using a five-point Likert scale ranging from very poor to
very good. In addition to quantitative scoring, descriptive field notes were recorded to capture contextual and experiential
dimensions of the observed spaces.

Observations were conducted across multiple segments of both streets during different periods of the day in order to
document variations in pedestrian activity, environmental quality, lighting conditions, and social presence. Shariati Street was
divided into three primary observational sections, while Amir Kabir Street was divided into two main segments. This
segmentation enabled comparative analysis between different parts of each street.

To explore citizens’ lived experiences and perceptions more deeply, 12 semi-structured interviews were conducted with a
diverse group of street users, including residents, shopkeepers, pedestrians, and daily users of the streets. Participants were
selected purposively based on their level of engagement with the street environment and their familiarity with the studied
locations. Interview questions focused on perceived security, environmental quality, social interactions, neighborhood
attachment, motivations for presence, barriers to participation, and suggestions for improving pedestrian environments.

The collected interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on the Braun and Clarke approach. The analysis
process included familiarization with the data, initial coding, identification of subthemes and main themes, reviewing and
refining themes, and final interpretation of findings. Thematic analysis focused particularly on the relationships between
environmental quality, social participation, security perception, and neighborhood attachment.

Findings

The findings demonstrated significant differences between Shariati Street and Amir Kabir Street regarding environmental
quality, social vitality, and users’ experiences of public space. Observation results showed that the northern and central
segments of Shariati Street achieved higher scores in visual attractiveness, pavement quality, pedestrian accessibility, urban
furniture, lighting, environmental cleanliness, and opportunities for social interaction. Active commercial uses, attractive
shopfronts, cafes, public visibility, and continuous pedestrian movement contributed to a vibrant and socially engaging
environment. The street was frequently perceived by users as lively, comfortable, and socially meaningful.

In contrast, Amir Kabir Street exhibited lower environmental quality in several dimensions. Poor pavement conditions,
inadequate urban furniture, lack of seating opportunities, insufficient pedestrian accessibility, weak environmental
maintenance, and limited social activity reduced the quality of pedestrian experience. Although some sections of the street

provided adequate sidewalk width, deficiencies in environmental design, poor accessibility for elderly and disabled users, and
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lack of active social spaces weakened the overall social functionality of the street. Users often described Amir Kabir Street as
primarily a transitional route rather than a social place.

Thematic analysis revealed that perceptions of security were strongly associated with lighting quality, social presence,
pedestrian density, visual openness, and environmental activity. Participants emphasized that crowded and active spaces
generated feelings of comfort and safety, whereas poorly lit or less active areas increased feelings of insecurity. Security
perception was therefore understood not only as the absence of crime but also as the presence of continuous social activity and
informal social surveillance.

Findings also indicated that social participation in these streets occurred mainly through informal and everyday interactions.
Short conversations, collective presence, neighborhood familiarity, local ceremonies, and routine social encounters represented
the dominant forms of participation. The quality of the pedestrian environment directly influenced users’ willingness to remain
in the space and engage with others. Streets that supported walking, staying, observing, and interacting encouraged stronger
social participation and greater urban vitality.

Another important finding concerned the role of place attachment. Participants who frequently used Shariati Street often
associated the street with memories, social relationships, everyday routines, and emotional familiarity. Cafes, bookstores,
commercial spaces, and public gathering areas functioned as meaningful urban landmarks that strengthened users’ emotional
connection to the environment. In contrast, weaker environmental quality and lower social vitality in Amir Kabir Street limited
opportunities for emotional attachment and meaningful urban experience.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that the quality of pedestrian environments plays a decisive role in shaping social
participation, neighborhood attachment, and everyday urban experience. Streets characterized by environmental comfort, active
land uses, pedestrian accessibility, visual attractiveness, and opportunities for social interaction can function as meaningful
social spaces rather than mere transportation corridors. The results indicate that urban streets become socially successful when
they support human presence, social engagement, and emotional attachment simultaneously.

The comparison between Shariati Street and Amir Kabir Street clearly illustrates how environmental quality affects the
social functionality of urban spaces. Shariati Street, with its active commercial activities, pedestrian-friendly environment, and
opportunities for stopping and interaction, created conditions that encouraged voluntary presence and social engagement. In
contrast, the lack of environmental amenities and weak pedestrian infrastructure in Amir Kabir Street reduced its ability to
function as a socially vibrant urban space.

The study further highlights that perceived security is fundamentally connected to social vitality and environmental design.
Well-lit, active, and socially populated spaces generate stronger feelings of safety and comfort among users. Likewise, the
presence of urban furniture, greenery, seating opportunities, and visually attractive environments significantly contributes to
positive pedestrian experiences and greater social interaction.

The findings also emphasize the importance of place attachment in strengthening urban social life. Emotional connections
to urban environments emerge through repeated experiences, collective memories, social familiarity, and meaningful everyday
activities. Streets capable of supporting these experiences can foster stronger neighborhood identity and social cohesion.
Therefore, improving urban streets should not be limited to physical interventions alone. Urban planning strategies must also
address experiential, social, and emotional dimensions of public space.

Overall, the study concludes that pedestrian-oriented urban design can significantly contribute to enhancing social

participation and strengthening neighborhood attachment. High-quality pedestrian streets can transform everyday urban
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environments into socially meaningful places that support interaction, belonging, and collective urban life. Consequently, future
urban development policies should prioritize human-centered design principles, environmental quality, accessibility, and social

functionality in order to create more livable and socially sustainable cities.
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