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Introduction

Social interaction is the most fundamental element constituting social life, which
determines the characteristics of its society, and humans turn to social interaction to
fulfill their mutual needs (Coleman, 2011). Establishing communications and social
interactions in urban space is one of the primary steps in citizens' perception of a space
as pleasant. In urban public realms, patterns of social interaction and the capabilities of
the space are of particular importance. The main reason for this is the close relationship
that exists between social interaction and people's attachment to social environments
for presence (Lang, 2007). The process of enhancing social interactions in urban spaces
is related to the social connections within that space and holds great importance for the
social growth of these spaces. According to Oldenburg, an American sociologist, people
need spaces outside the monotonous and routine environments of home, work, and
education to meet and socialize with friends, neighbors, colleagues, and even strangers,
where individuals can fulfill their desired needs and activities by being present in urban
spaces (Haghigi Borujeni et al., 2015: 34); therefore, urban space is "not merely a
physical concept but also encompasses the action of 'citizen interactions' and 'urban
activities.' That is, it compels a physical part of the city to be the place for establishing
urban activities or the arena for the emergence of social interactions" (Ghalamber
Dezfoli & Taghizadeh, 2013: 16).

Urban space is a place for the manifestation of social life, which is formed based on the
foundations of rational thought, civil participation of community members, collective
behaviors, and human values. This social interaction and public participation can be
considered the main and fundamental element of the content of urban space, which
influences human relations and urban activities.

The issue of enhancing social interactions in urban space is raised with increasing
opportunities for interaction in individual and group communications; the main reason
for this is the close connection social interaction has with the activities and functions of
urban spaces. However, following the increasing growth of urbanization and the
expanded use of vehicles, we are witnessing a multitude of cold and lifeless spaces that
have had adverse effects on the spirit and psyche of citizens as users of these spaces, to
the extent that they only appear in them to fulfill their essential needs, and the pedestrian
citizen has lost their place and priority in urban spaces. This problem, in addition to
degrading the quality of urban life, makes the decline in relations and social interactions
in urban spaces clearer. In other words, "the history of 20th-century cities can be partly
seen as an effort to give way to the automobile, which turned ancient cities upside down
and built new cities based on automobile access" (Moeini, 2011: 3). In line with this,
after much criticism of the industrialization and mechanization of life in cities, "in the
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contemporary era, to restore urban qualities to citizens and reclaim the city's dominance
from the machine and grant it to its true owners (i.e., the citizens), new movements and
perspectives, including 'Citizen-Centric Urban Planning' and 'Pedestrian-Oriented
Urban Planning,' have emerged" (Ghorbani & Jam-e Kasra, 2010: 56).

An issue that, in the view of many urban planners and sociologists, will be effective in
increasing presence and enhancing social interactions in urban spaces. Currently, urban
development programs in Iran are also in a deep rupture with their past tradition, being
car-oriented and based on facilitating vehicular movement as much as possible, and the
quality of social relations and interactions has not received due attention (Rastebin et
al., 2012). In many cities of our country, people only view urban spaces as a path for
passage; in fact, instead of inviting people to pause, be present, and establish social
exchanges, these spaces encourage them to flee, and the experience of encountering
others, the sense of belonging to a community, face-to-face meetings, social
interactions, and the experience of seeing and being seen as the most important human
needs no longer properly occur (Sheikhi et al., 2017: 84). This issue jeopardizes the
continuity of healthy urban life in cities. This lack of connection, in addition to its
destructive individual impact, causes social problems such as reduced sense of
vibrancy, increased crime propensity, decreased social trust, and decreased social
capital, and in the long term leads to public dissatisfaction. Therefore, identifying
factors that are effective in enhancing social interactions towards increasing the desire
for presence in pedestrian-oriented urban spaces has become more necessary than ever.
This issue is not only in the domain of urban planning and architecture but is also
considered among the important topics in contemporary social sciences, which is of
high importance due to social bonds, interaction, and the human connection with their
surrounding environment.

Emphasizing that a street is not merely a physical structure for public use but a
manifestation of life in urban society, the historic Chaharbagh Abbasi pedestrian
walkway in Isfahan has been selected as the case study for the present research, and one
cannot be indifferent to the changes and transformations occurring in it. Although the
conversion of this street into a pedestrian walkway can be mentioned as a suitable
solution for the continuity of people's presence, this solution alone cannot improve
social interactions in this street. Therefore, the present research aims to take an effective
step in reducing the level of monotonous spaces and increasing people's participation
and social connections by identifying and evaluating factors influencing the
enhancement of social interactions in pedestrian-oriented streets. Consequently, this
research, while addressing the subject literature, has evaluated factors effective in
enhancing social interactions with three components—physical, social, and activity-
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functional—using the hierarchical (AHP) method. In this process, by utilizing the
opinions of experts and specialists, weighting and prioritization of criteria and sub-
criteria were performed in Expert Choice software. This introduction will provide
justification for answering these questions: What are the factors influencing the
enhancement of social interactions in pedestrian-oriented streets? And which factor
holds greater importance in enhancing social interactions in Chaharbagh Abbasi
Pedestrian Street?

Specifically, the issue of enhancing social interactions in pedestrian-oriented urban
spaces was raised due to the decline in the quality of these spaces resulting from the
dominance of automobiles and people's lack of desire for presence. Based on this,
before entering theoretical discussions to refine the topic and formulate the theoretical
framework in any research, the conducted studies, empirical backgrounds, and obtained
results must be scrutinized as background. This section, considering the research topic
by reviewing conducted studies and stating and addressing gaps and scientific
shortcomings, attempts to assist the research in reaching a new idea. Most of the
research referenced in the background is similar to the present research in that they have
examined one of the keywords of this research. Tibalds, in his book titled "Human-
Centered Cities," states diversity and permeability as important qualities for achieving
vibrancy in urban pedestrian paths, which are very effective in individuals'
communications and social interactions and are formed through visual connection
between the path and the facade. In his view, the pedestrian axis should be as level and
obstacle-free as possible and connect diverse activities by creating visual distinctions,
implying the unity and continuity of the path (Tibalds, 2004: 140). Gehl (2008), who
has focused his studies more on social interaction and issues of sociology and
psychology in urban public spaces, opposes the complete separation of vehicular and
pedestrian traffic spaces but introduces a city with calm traffic as a lively city where
people have a greater desire for presence. In his book titled "Life Between Buildings,"
he researches and studies public and collective spaces. In this book, he refers to
everyday activities in the human-made environment and considers a space vibrant
where the possibility for slow passage and pedestrian activity is provided. Gehl argues
that through the design of the physical environment, one can influence the number of
events and people using public space. The results of his research indicate that a
successful space is one where social activities are ongoing. Jacobs, in her book "The
Death and Life of Great American Cities" (2009), emphasizes the role of urban public
spaces in creating social interactions. In her belief, urban spaces such as streets and
sidewalks are spaces of a city that remain more in the human mind. Behzadfar and
Tahmasebi (2013), in an article titled "Identification and Evaluation of Components
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Influencing Social Interactions, Consolidation and Development of Citizen Relations in
Urban Streets: Case Study of Sanandaj," seek to increase social interactions and human
solidarity in urban spaces. This research proved that individual components have a
direct impact on social interactions, and the results also show that the role and
capabilities of physical components in enhancing social interactions cannot be ignored.
Khakzand and Baghalian (2015), in an article titled "Investigating Factors Influencing
the Enhancement of Social Interactions in Open and Semi-Open Spaces of Residential
Complexes (Case Study: Residential Complex in District 22)," introduce social
interactions as one of the most essential social needs of humans, ignoring which
confronts the individual and social life of residents with fundamental problems.
Mansouri and Jahanbakhsh (2015), in an article titled "Measuring Components
Effective in Enhancing Social Interactions and Sociability in Urban Space (Case Study:
Modares Street, Kermanshah)," introduce social interactions and sociability in urban
space as the first steps in understanding space, which is very important for the legibility
of the city. This research used the SWOT technique and the Analytical Hierarchy
Process (AHP), and its results show that the components of pedestrian walkway, non-
verbal communication, and the interaction of space and place are components effective
in enhancing social interactions and sociability in urban space.

By reviewing the theoretical literature related to the topic, it was determined that many
theories, perspectives, and researches have emphasized the topic of social interactions
and its importance in urban spaces. However, the framework that gives importance to
the current research topic is the quantification of factors that cause the enhancement of
social interactions in pedestrian-oriented urban spaces—a topic that has been examined
qualitatively in most conducted research. The present research, aware of this issue and
by consulting experts and specialists, attempts to identify and evaluate these factors and
provide them to urban designers to improve the social quality of these spaces.

Conclusion

Defining the city as a living phenomenon is indebted to the presence, life, and
dynamism of humans within it, and the dominance of this presence over the urban
structure transforms it into a human-centered and human-oriented environment. This
characteristic is among the important urban qualities that today face serious challenges.
If we accept that a significant portion of social and cultural encounters occur in urban
spaces, the role of pedestrian spaces in strengthening the social and cultural foundations
of the city seems undeniable. In today's world, the increase in population and the ever-
expanding urban life and the dominance of cars over cities, although not a new issue,
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have had a destructive impact on interactions and social communications in urban
spaces. Just as the invitation of the car has, over the years, driven the pedestrian into
enclosed spaces and given priority to the car, the invitation of the pedestrian can reverse
this trend and return life to the city's spaces. Consequently, social relations among
people require a social space for establishment, in which urban space acts as a suitable
platform. "Urban space is not only a social space that connects with people but also an
arena that provides the opportunity to create and enjoy social communications. In fact,
these spaces have a nature beyond merely a recreational place and the exterior realm of
architectural buildings" (Pourmohammadi, Koushaneh, 2013: 37-38). These spaces
express the values of a society which, due to their open and public nature, invite people
to social exchanges, and the essence of social life is crystallized within them.
Accordingly, considering the human need to be among others, urban spaces are an arena
for the manifestation of connection and social interaction between humans and their
unplanned encounters, and the interactions and social actions of citizens are considered
the condition for the success of these spaces. This very reason has led to urban spaces
being considered as a platform for social functions.

Through the theoretical studies of the present research, it became clear that the terms
being together, social interactions, and communications in today's world are not given
attention due to the increasing trend of urban population and mechanical life, and it has
led to the growing separation of humans from each other and their surrounding
environment. Since the street is involved with the social dimension and daily life of
people, it is recognized as the place for informal gatherings in urban spaces that
responds to needs related to the social life of citizens. The main function of these spaces
is to provide and prepare the ground for hosting all strata, age and gender groups, and
social minorities at all hours of the day and night. Therefore, communications, social
interactions, and public participation in the street are considered the main element of
the content of urban space, which influences human relations and urban activities.

As can be inferred from the results of tables 4 to 7, the three criteria—physical, social,
and activity-functional—along with their related sub-criteria were analyzed using the
hierarchical (AHP) method by Expert Choice software. The result of the criteria matrix
in table 4 indicates that, while there is an internal dependency among the criteria, the
physical factor with a weight of 0.31 plays the most significant role and holds the
greatest importance in enhancing social interactions in Chaharbagh Abbasi Pedestrian
Street. Based on the results of the final weight of the matrices obtained through the
Analytical Hierarchy Process in table 8, and the prioritization of effective indicators in
enhancing social interactions in Chaharbagh Abbasi pedestrian walkway according to
experts and specialists, it was determined that visual diversity and permeability from
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the physical criterion with a final weight of 0.29, safety and security, lighting and
illumination from the physical criterion, and sociability from the social criterion with a
weight of 0.27, and vibrancy from the social criterion have the greatest impact on the
process of enhancing social interactions in this pedestrian path. Overall, the components
and criteria considered for enhancing social interactions in Chaharbagh Abbasi
Pedestrian Street are among the most important influential factors in increasing citizen
presence in this street, and this point has been confirmed and emphasized precisely in
the studies of Jacobs (1961), Whyte (1980), Gehl (1987), and Madanipour (2008). On
the other hand, enhancing social interactions leads to increased public presence in the
space. The components and indicators mentioned in this research help enhance the
communications and social interactions of citizens in Chaharbagh Abbasi Pedestrian
Street, and this itself makes the street more sociable and leads to greater vibrancy of the
street. Considering that Chaharbagh Abbasi Street is one of the most important
historical, economic, and social streets of Isfahan, it is suggested that by utilizing the
components and criteria mentioned by urban planners and specialists, in addition to
helping enhance the level of social interactions, a significant contribution is made to
sociability and the revival of the city's cultural and historical values, which have been
cooling for some time.

Considering the social nature of humans, whose existence in cities brings life and
vitality to the city, humans need enthusiasm and joy, dynamism and vibrancy, being
with others and living among others in the course of their lives. "If there is life and
activity in urban space, there will also be abundant social exchanges. If the urban space
is abandoned and empty, nothing happens and there are only many passive auditory and
visual connections; such as watching people and events, which this simple and humble
form of connection is the most extensive part of the city's social activity" (Gehl, 2008:
80). These results indicate the importance of communications and social interactions in
urban spaces that lead to sociability. The results of this research have important
implications regarding social interactions for sociability in pedestrian-oriented streets,
which can form the basis for future research in this same field. Therefore, the process
of enhancing social interactions in this research can be summarized in the following 5
stages: 1- Addressing the expected demands from the space; 2- The possibility of
presence in the space; 3- The possibility of pausing and staying longer in the space; 4-
The formation of gatherings and public assemblies; 5- The interaction of humans with
each other and with the space.
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