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Abstract:

Contemporary developments in the field of urban regeneration indicate a paradigmatic shift from purely physical interventions to more
comprehensive and human-centered approaches. Within this context, citizens’ perception and cognitive interpretation of public spaces play
a key role in the success of regeneration projects. This article, focusing on the historic neighborhood of Dokkan-e Shams in the city of
Shushtar, provides a qualitative analysis of citizens’ perceptions of public spaces. Using the SWOT method and an interpretive analytical
approach, it investigates the interconnection between spatial quality, historical identity, and social participation in the regeneration process.
Findings suggest that despite the presence of a coherent spatial structure, historical potentials, and functional vibrancy, the Dokkan-e Shams
neighborhood faces several challenges such as physical deterioration, visual disorder, a shortage of high-quality public spaces, and the threat
to architectural identity. Citizens’ negative perception of these spaces has led to diminished sense of belonging and reduced participation.
Conversely, the positive attitude toward historical buildings, lived experiences in collective spaces, and the residents’ willingness to revitalize
the neighborhood highlight a high potential for participatory regeneration. This article recommends that by applying context-sensitive design
principles, improving the quality of public spaces, organizing entrances and pedestrian pathways, and strengthening participatory approaches,

it is possible to restore residents’ positive mental image and guide the regeneration process toward sustainable outcomes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The regeneration of historic urban fabrics has become a critical issue in contemporary urban planning, especially in contexts
where cultural identity, spatial memory, and architectural heritage are under threat due to unregulated development and physical
degradation. Traditional approaches to urban regeneration often prioritized physical rehabilitation, overlooking the intangible
dimensions of place, including lived experience, social interactions, and citizens’ mental image of space. However, recent
research emphasizes that successful regeneration in historic areas must be deeply rooted in understanding how citizens perceive
and interact with public spaces (1, 27). Public spaces in historic contexts act as anchors of collective memory and are essential
for preserving spatial identity and promoting community cohesion (4, 5).

In this context, the city of Shushtar—an ancient Iranian settlement with globally recognized hydraulic structures and a dense
historical urban fabric—presents an ideal case for investigating how urban public spaces influence and are influenced by local
perceptions. Particularly, the Dokkan-e Shams neighborhood, due to its central location, proximity to the historical bazaar, and
existing cultural assets, holds significant potential for participatory urban regeneration. Nevertheless, physical decay, visual
chaos, and neglect of architectural heritage have weakened the perceived quality of public spaces in this area, diminishing
social participation and local identity.

According to (8), people-oriented urban regeneration is achievable only when the social and perceptual layers of space are
considered alongside physical restructuring. Moreover, studies such as (23) highlight the catalytic role of cultural heritage in
fostering sustainable regeneration and improving residents’ quality of life. As (7) explains, revitalization must move beyond
mere preservation toward activating public space as a platform for social life. It is also evident that the legibility of space,
architectural coherence, and visual aesthetics substantially shape citizens’ attachment to place and their willingness to engage
in community activities (10, 11).

Given these considerations, the present study aims to explore how the residents of Dokkan-e Shams perceive public spaces
and how these perceptions can be used to inform sustainable and participatory regeneration strategies. The study builds on the
idea that public spaces are not neutral or passive entities, but rather socio-spatial constructs shaped by historical layers, everyday
usage, and cultural memory (3, 12). Thus, the research contributes to ongoing debates on heritage-sensitive urban design and

context-based regeneration by offering an in-depth case study grounded in empirical data.
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Methods and Materials

This research adopts a qualitative and interpretive methodology to analyze citizen perception within the spatial context of
the Dokkan-e Shams neighborhood. The study relies on the SWOT analysis framework (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities,
Threats) as an analytical tool to categorize findings across physical, perceptual, functional, and socio-cultural dimensions.

Data collection involved systematic field observations, qualitative spatial readings, review of urban regeneration policies,
and in-depth interviews with long-term residents, community stakeholders, and heritage experts. Key indicators included spatial
coherence, visual aesthetics, public space vitality, safety, accessibility, identity-bearing elements, and participatory potential.
Triangulation was employed to enhance validity by cross-verifying data from site analysis, documentary review, and narrative
accounts.

The scope of the analysis was divided into two levels: the "macro context" (the broader historic fabric of Shushtar) and the
"intervention zone" (Dokkan-e Shams neighborhood). Emphasis was placed on understanding how the current physical and
visual conditions influence citizens’ perceptions and how these perceptions could serve as a foundation for sustainable
regeneration planning.

Findings

The analysis revealed a nuanced understanding of how spatial structure, identity, and function intersect in shaping citizen
perceptions of public spaces. While Dokkan-e Shams retains a relatively coherent spatial organization and benefits from
proximity to key cultural and commercial landmarks, residents expressed considerable dissatisfaction with the quality and
usability of public spaces. Key weaknesses included severe physical deterioration, absence of greenery and open spaces, poor
pedestrian infrastructure, and unsightly architectural interventions that ignored the traditional fabric.

Residents also pointed to safety concerns, especially during nighttime, due to inadequate lighting and a lack of social
surveillance. Many identified specific public squares and alleyways that, despite their historical value, had become visually
fragmented and functionally inactive. These issues contributed to a negative mental image of the neighborhood, particularly
among younger residents and recent migrants.

On the other hand, residents with long-term connections to the neighborhood maintained a strong emotional bond, expressed
willingness to participate in regeneration efforts, and valued the neighborhood’s traditional character. The presence of
historically significant buildings (e.g., mosques, water reservoirs, and traditional houses), dynamic market zones, and localized
religious activities were frequently cited as sources of pride and community cohesion.

The SWOT analysis outlined the following key findings:

e Strengths: spatial continuity, presence of historic landmarks, functional diversity, strong sense of community among
long-term residents.

e \Weaknesses: physical dilapidation, visual chaos, lack of public amenities, ineffective lighting, and incongruent new
developments.

e Opportunities: abandoned plots and vacant structures that could be repurposed into public spaces, potential for
pedestrian-friendly design, engaged residents willing to participate in planning processes.

e Threats: uncontrolled construction, displacement of native populations, rising population density due to in-migration,
and erosion of collective memory due to neglect.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study affirm that citizen perception plays a pivotal role in the success of urban regeneration initiatives,

particularly in historically rich but physically vulnerable neighborhoods. The case of Dokkan-e Shams illustrates how spatial
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fragmentation, architectural disharmony, and lack of public investment can weaken the psychological connection between
people and place, leading to social disengagement and passive deterioration. While the physical structure of the neighborhood
retains potential, its symbolic and experiential value is undermined by poor maintenance, visual disruption, and disjointed
modernization.

The existence of a strong community memory and cultural identity—anchored by historical architecture and religious-social
events—suggests that regeneration strategies must prioritize preserving and enhancing these elements. Rather than imposing
top-down architectural solutions, the planning process should be rooted in local narratives and experiences. Design
interventions must reflect the values and expectations of residents, which can be achieved through participatory mechanisms
and co-design approaches.

Another critical insight from this study is the duality of abandoned and underused spaces: while currently perceived as
unsafe and degraded, they offer immense potential for transformation into vibrant, inclusive, and meaningful public spaces.
However, this transformation demands sensitive design grounded in contextual awareness and architectural continuity. Without
such consideration, there is a risk that interventions may accelerate visual and functional alienation.

Moreover, the study highlights the importance of spatial legibility, especially in historic neighborhoods where traditional
paths, nodes, and visual cues contribute to orientation and sense of belonging. Disruption of these features through inconsistent
development can fragment the spatial experience, alienating both residents and visitors. Restoring legibility through consistent
materials, forms, and urban furniture can reinforce the cognitive map of the area and encourage more active use of space.

In conclusion, the regeneration of public spaces in Dokkan-e Shams requires a multidimensional approach that integrates
spatial, perceptual, social, and cultural components. The insights from citizen perception not only offer a diagnostic tool but
also function as a blueprint for sustainable and meaningful regeneration. Reclaiming public spaces as realms of memory,
interaction, and identity is essential to revitalizing historic neighborhoods and safeguarding their socio-cultural integrity.

Future strategies must embrace a place-sensitive, bottom-up model of regeneration—one that recognizes citizens not merely
as users but as co-authors of urban life. By doing so, Dokkan-e Shams can move beyond physical repair toward a deeper, more
enduring renewal of community, identity, and public space.
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