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Highlights

o Physical-spatial factors significantly influence social sustainability in historic urban fabrics.

e Land-use diversity and spatial integration strengthen social interaction in Mehdi-al-Qadam.

o Inadequate public spaces and fragmented access networks weaken social sustainability of neighborhood.

o Preservation of historical—cultural values enhance sense of place and social attachment.

Integrating heritage conservation with urban planning promotes sustainable historic neighborhoods.

Extended Abstract

Intoduction

Historic urban fabrics represent the cumulative outcome of long-term interactions between human societies and the
physical form of cities. These areas embody multiple layers of value, including social, cultural, historical, economic
and symbolic dimensions that are deeply embedded in the built environment. However, in many Iranian cities, historic
neighborhoods have gradually faced functional inefficiency and social decline due to uneven service distribution,
inappropriate land-use patterns, neglect of social and cultural dimensions, and uncontrolled physical transformations.
As a result, many historic districts have shifted from vibrant, cohesive communities into socially fragile and
unsustainable urban areas.

Among the various dimensions of sustainability, social sustainability has received comparatively less attention in the
context of historic urban fabrics. Social sustainability emphasizes equity, social interaction, sense of belonging,
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participation, and quality of life, all of which are closely related to the physical structure of urban environments.
Changes in human behavior, spatial organization, and patterns of activity within historic neighborhoods play a crucial
role in either reinforcing or weakening social sustainability. Therefore, understanding how physical—spatial factors
contribute to social sustainability through the preservation of historical and cultural values is essential for informed
urban conservation and regeneration strategies.

The city of Urmia, as one of Iran’s historic cities, has evolved around a coherent physical and social structure centered
on the traditional bazaar, mosques, squares, and religious institutions. Within its historic core, the Mehdi-al-Qadam
neighborhood stands out as a culturally diverse area that has historically accommodated Muslim, Armenian, and
Assyrian communities. The presence of mosques, churches, and traditional residential patterns makes this
neighborhood a valuable case for examining the relationship between physical form, cultural heritage, and social
sustainability.

Theoretical Framework

The conceptual framework of this study was developed through the integration of Sustainable Place Theory and the
Social Sustainability Model of Barron and Gauntlett. By adding an ecological dimension to Roger Trancik’s place
theory, the study established a comprehensive framework linking physical, functional, perceptual, and ecological
dimensions with the principles of social sustainability. Based on this framework, indicators including land-use
diversity, equitable access to services, quality of physical form, and spatial connectivity were selected to evaluate the
sustainability of historic urban fabrics.

Methodology

The research is applied in nature and adopts a mixed-methods approach. The study was conducted in two main phases.
In the first phase, a theoretical framework was developed through an extensive review of literature on historic urban
fabrics, cultural-historical values, and social sustainability. Key physical indicators related to social sustainability were
extracted and a conceptual framework was formulated by integrating the Sustainable Place Model and the social
sustainability principles proposed by Barron and Gauntlett, emphasizing diversity, equity, quality of life, connectivity,
and integration.

In the second phase, the Mehdi-al-Qadam neighborhood was selected as a case study. A descriptive—survey method
was employed to evaluate physical indicators, including land-use diversity, equitable access to services, physical form
quality and connectivity. Data collection involved field observations, analysis of urban development plans, GIS-based
mapping of land use, building quality, and building heights using ArcGIS, as well as in-depth semi-structured
interviews with 15 long-term residents and local shopkeepers. Integration and connectivity were analyzed using space
syntax methods through DepthmapX v10, focusing on global and local integration (HH and R3), depth and
connectivity.

Results & Discussion

The findings indicate that land-use diversity in the Mehdi-al-Qadam neighborhood is relatively strong along the main
surrounding streets, where commercial and service activities are concentrated. These areas exhibit higher levels of
movement, interaction, and social presence. In contrast, the inner parts of the neighborhood are predominantly
residential, with limited green spaces and public gathering areas, which reduces opportunities for social interaction and
negatively affects social sustainability.

The analysis of physical form quality shows that a significant proportion of buildings are structurally acceptable and
possess historical value, reflecting residents’ willingness to preserve the historic character of the neighborhood. This
contributes positively to the sense of place and attachment among long-term residents. However, inappropriate
renovation practices, incompatible materials and uncoordinated facade treatments—particularly along peripheral
streets—have weakened visual coherence and historical identity. In addition, recent tendencies toward vertical
expansion and an increasing number of tenants threaten social stability and neighborhood cohesion.

The space syntax analysis reveals that global and local spatial integration levels within the neighborhood are generally
lower than those of surrounding main streets. Streets such as Hafez and Sardaran exhibit higher integration values due
to their functional importance and commercial activity, whereas inner alleys show greater spatial depth and
fragmentation. The lack of continuous, legible access networks and the absence of designated public spaces for social
interaction reduce spatial intelligibility and limit social encounters. Moreover, weak correlations between connectivity
and integration indicate low spatial clarity, which further undermines social sustainability.

Despite these challenges, the coexistence of mosques and churches within the neighborhood highlights its strong
cultural diversity and historical significance. These religious landmarks act as symbolic anchors but lack adequately
designed forecourts or public spaces that could enhance social interaction and collective activities.

Conclusion
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The study demonstrates that social sustainability in historic urban fabrics is strongly influenced by physical—spatial
factors, particularly land-use diversity, building quality, access networks, and spatial integration. In the Mehdi-al-
Qadam neighborhood, social sustainability is partially achieved along major streets but remains weak within the inner
fabric due to limited public spaces, fragmented access networks and inappropriate physical transformations.

To enhance social sustainability while preserving historical—cultural values, the study proposes several strategies,
including:

e Designing and revitalizing public and semi-public spaces near religious and cultural landmarks to support social
interaction.

e Promoting pedestrian-oriented routes

e Encouraging community-based cultural events, exhibitions, and ceremonies to strengthen social cohesion and sense
of belonging.

Overall, integrating physical planning with cultural heritage conservation can play a pivotal role in reinforcing social
sustainability in historic neighborhoods. The findings of this research can inform urban planners, designers and
policymakers seeking to balance preservation and social vitality in historic urban areas of Iran and similar contexts.
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