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Abstract

Commercial complexes, as one of the most important urban public spaces, provide a
platform for economic development, social interaction, and cultural cohesion. The
present study adopts a mixed-methods approach. In the qualitative phase, the main
components were identified, and in the quantitative phase, 380 gquestionnaires were
distributed among commercial complexes in Tabriz. The relationships between
variables were analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) in AMOS
software. The findings indicate that among the dimensions of sensory preferences, the
visual dimension—with indicators of legibility, complexity, coherence, and
mystery—and the tactile dimension—with functional and instrumental indicators—
have the greatest impact on user experience, whereas the gustatory dimension—with
the quality indicator—nhas the least effect. Regarding dimensions of place attachment,
the behavioral dimension—with indicators of security, liveliness, and flexibility—
plays the most significant role, while the physical dimension—with indicators of style,
stability, enclosure, and invitation—plays the least. Accordingly, the results of this
study can provide effective guidance for designers and urban planners to enhance
place attachment and promote social and cultural interactions in public spaces, thereby
improving environmental quality, increasing citizen engagement, and ultimately
contributing to the success of commercial complexes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Shopping complexes, as one of the most significant urban public spaces, have expanded considerably in recent years,
particularly in metropolitan areas, due to rapid construction growth and heightened competition. Beyond their
economic functions and provision of daily needs, these spaces have transformed into social and recreational
destinations, playing a crucial role in enhancing urban culture, social interactions, and economic vitality. However,
shortcomings such as an overly functional and physical design focus, neglect of users’ perceptual and behavioral
dimensions, and inappropriate location choices have diminished the meaning and identity of these spaces, weakened
place attachment, and consequently undermined the social and economic sustainability of many centers. In this context,
adopting an environmental psychology approach and paying attention to users’ sensory preferences can provide a
foundation for creating efficient, meaningful, and sustainable spaces. Accordingly, the present study, focusing on
shopping complexes in Tabriz, investigates the role of sensory preferences in enhancing place attachment and
promoting social interactions, based on the hypothesis that attention to environmental sensory dimensions significantly
increases user satisfaction, social engagement, and sustained presence.

Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods approach (qualitative—quantitative) with an applied nature. In the qualitative
phase, through a review of theoretical foundations and previous studies, as well as semi-structured interviews with
experts in architecture and urban planning, the components and indicators related to “sensory preferences” and “place
attachment dimensions” were identified and coded through thematic analysis, forming the basis for questionnaire
design. In the quantitative phase, data were collected using a researcher-made questionnaire. Following a pilot test
with 35 participants and verification of reliability using Cronbach’s alpha (greater than 0.7), the final questionnaire
was distributed among 380 users of three Tabriz shopping complexes (Laleh Park, Atlas, and Setareh Baran), randomly
selected according to the Cochran formula. To control confounding variables, participants under 18 years old and those
with an artistic background were excluded. The questionnaire distribution was conducted over 30 days in September
2022. Quantitative data were ultimately analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with AMOS software.

Results and Discussion

The results indicated that the proposed conceptual model exhibited good fit, and the relationships among variables
were statistically significant. Sensory preferences had a direct and positive effect on both place attachment and sense
of place, and the mediating role of sense of place in this relationship was confirmed. Factor loadings revealed that
among the sensory preference dimensions, visual and tactile components had the greatest influence, whereas gustatory
elements had the least. In terms of place attachment dimensions, behavioral factors contributed most, and physical
components contributed least. Regarding attachment components, place dependence showed the strongest effect, while
place identity had the weakest. Regression analysis further demonstrated that part of the variability in sense of place
could be explained by variables such as visual coherence, instrumental touch, and natural scent experience, while
components like vitality, safety, and expected behaviors played a key role in enhancing place attachment. Overall, the
study demonstrated that sensory experiences in shopping complexes play a fundamental role in shaping the sense of
place and enhancing user attachment, thereby fostering sustained social interactions and user satisfaction. Solely
focusing on physical aspects is insufficient; successful design requires a comprehensive approach that simultaneously
addresses sensory, behavioral, and social dimensions. Sense of place serves as a mediating variable linking sensory
perception to place attachment. Practically, the findings can guide designers and urban managers in improving lighting,
enhancing spatial legibility, designing tactile and experiential opportunities, and elevating the quality of sensory
perception. Such an approach not only improves user experience but also contributes to the social and economic
sustainability of shopping complexes.
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