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Article Info ABSTRACT
The university, as a part of urban architecture, is a social structure. One of the
Research Article components of spatial quality and one of the most valuable spatial rights of humans is
Issue 55 the sense of individual control over space. This research was conducted to identify the
Volume 21 dimensions, criteria, and indicators of the controllability component within a

conceptual framework and to provide solutions for spatial planning. The study adopts
Page 409 to 431 a mixed-method approach, with qualitative content analysis and quantitative survey
methods, and is applied in terms of purpose. The statistical population consists of all
architecture students from five Islamic Azad University branches in Tehran, and the
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Logistic regression was used to test the effect of controllability on student presence.
The findings indicate that the indicators of the "controllability" component, which
affect student presence across three dimensions—physical, functional, and
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Introduction

The presence and use of a public space are fundamental to its survival, and as Whyte
(1980) and Appleyard (1981) have noted, only then can we consider that space
successful. Similarly, according to Cooper and Francis (1998), when a space is empty,
it simply does not function (Rasouli, 2013: 184). In this regard, Gehl (2010) argues that
high environmental quality and spatial desirability increasingly influence the level of
presence (Tato et al., 2020). He also suggests that this quality enhances interactions
between individuals and the environment, as well as among individuals themselves
(Abbasi et al., 2016). Therefore, improving environmental quality through designing
spaces that manage and meet people's needs and expectations is essential for increasing
presence in public spaces and, consequently, enhancing interactions.

One of the most important, influential, yet often overlooked components of spatial
quality—which is also one of the most valuable spatial rights of humans—is the "sense
of individual control over space,” their "freedom to shape" and "modify" the
surrounding public space (Tajbakhsh, 2020). In contemporary societies, public spaces
have become places where everyone should feel permitted and able to be present, where
they can "personalize,” "adapt," or "change" their environment. However, existing
public spaces are often controlled by owners, managers, planners, and designers,
leaving users with little sense of control, participation, or ownership over them (Tato et
al., 2020).

In this context, Bell et al. (2005) argue that when a behavioral setting fails to support
the spatial activities and behaviors of individuals in meeting their needs, or cannot fulfill
user expectations, people engage in activities to adapt the environment to their actions.
If this is not possible, the response to environmental pressure will involve
psychological, behavioral, and physiological changes (Jalili et al., 2015), leading to
increased stress and anxiety, reduced social interaction among users, and social
withdrawal (Tato et al., 2020). Thus, the less control an individual has over their built
environment, the less likely they are to be present and use the space for activities and
spatial behaviors. This issue justifies the necessity of case studies on controllability.

The university is considered part of urban architecture, where many academic activities
and student interactions take place. It is a complex setting where students strive to
establish their identity through participation in university activities and social
interactions while attempting to fulfill their developmental needs (Wang & Hofkens,
2019). This study focuses on open spaces in university campuses.

Regarding controllability—a psychological concept long addressed by theorists and
researchers—studies have been conducted by Langer (1975), Lefcourt (1982),
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Wortman (1975), and Allen and Greenberger (1980) (Francis, 1989). Researchers have
approached controllability from various perspectives, including "the conscious process
of mastery"” (Langer & Abelson, 1983), "efficacy” (White, 1959), “internal vs. external
control™ (Lefcourt, 1982), and "process vs. decision-making control™ (Lefcourt, 1982).
After controllability was introduced as a spatial right, most prior research either
examined its effects—such as the impact of perceived control on human psychology,
stress reduction, attachment, satisfaction, and responsibility—or focused on specific
indicators of controllability, such as participation, flexibility, territorial control, etc.
Additionally, many studies have explored controllability or its indicators in enclosed
spaces, while no research with the precise focus of this study or a comprehensive
examination of controllability indicators has been conducted, which constitutes one of
the innovations of this research. Among these studies, the following can be mentioned:

Huang et al., aiming to determine whether an office ergonomics training program
reduces psychological stress and improves “environmental control and environmental
satisfaction among employees, used a quasi-experimental approach with their
developed conceptual model. The results confirmed the importance of integrating
ergonomics training in office work environments to enhance effective use of
workspaces and employees' sense of control and environmental satisfaction (Huang et
al., 2004). Andrade and Devlin, through an experimental study, tested Ulrich's (1991)
supportive design theory and found that hospital environments reduce stress when they
enhance "perceived control,” social support, and positive distractions, confirming
Ulrich's theory (Andrade & Devlin, 2015). Rasoulpour and Charehjoo, in a qualitative
study using library research and expert opinions in environmental psychology,
identified factors such as environmental capabilities, architectural manageability,
"controllability,” place attachment, and place identity as interrelated with the
environment and human psychology, affecting psychological tranquility (Rasoulpour &
Charehjoo, 2017).

Jalili et al., in a study analyzing the impact of physical design characteristics of open
spaces in residential complexes on their environmental responsiveness, used a survey
method to evaluate residents' perceptions of three different residential designs based on
“flexibility,” legibility, and visual appeal. They found that environmental quality,
spatial relationships, and the arrangement of elements significantly influence
responsiveness, and poor quality in these factors can negatively affect outdoor activities
(Jalili et al., 2013). Aghalmand Azarian et al., in a place-making study aimed at
transforming spaces into social places and increasing public "participation” in selected
neighborhoods of Tabriz, used a descriptive-analytical method. They concluded that
perceptual and economic dimensions significantly correlate with place-making in social
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relations restoration, while physical and social dimensions have the greatest impact
(Aghalmand Azarian et al., 2022).

Given the importance of the issue, this study primarily aims to determine the indicators
of controllability and establish a new conceptual framework, then examine the effect of
controllability on student presence in open university campus spaces to propose
practical solutions for spatial planning. No prior research in Iran has addressed this
specific scope, making it an innovative aspect of this study. Accordingly, this research
seeks to answer:

1. What are the indicators of controllability that enhance presence?
2. Which dimension's indicators best predict presence?

3. To what extent do controllability indicators affect the presence of male and
female students in open university campus spaces?

Conclusion

As previously discussed, one of the most valuable spatial rights of humans—often
overlooked by designers, managers, and planners—is the sense of individual control
over space, the freedom to shape and modify the surrounding public environment. This
critical aspect has also been neglected in the open spaces of university campuses. Prior
research has demonstrated that enhancing controllability in a space significantly
increases an individual's sense of belonging and attachment. Conversely, the less
control a person has over their built environment, the less likely they are to use the space
for voluntary spatial activities and behaviors.

The findings of this study reveal that the controllability component, as a predictor of
presence, indicates that strengthening its contributing indicators in open spaces allows
students to consciously exert control over their physical environment and adapt it to
their needs. This sense of control significantly enhances their interaction with the space,
aligning with the studies of Sommer (1969) and Thoren (1973), which confirm the
necessity of spatial flexibility in increasing individual control over the environment.
Furthermore, the results of this study are supported by research that highlights the
positive and significant effects of controllability on presence and spatial interaction,
such as Francis (1989), Lynch (1981), Rasoulpour and Charehjoo (2017), and
Proshansky (2019), reinforcing the expected role of controllability in boosting presence.

While the findings of this study are promising and the proposed conceptual framework
has been validated, deeper investigation into the impact of controllability on students'
"longer-term™ presence in university open spaces requires quasi-experimental field
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studies and longitudinal research. Such studies should include interventions that
measure the effects of controllability on observable behavioral changes and the level of
student interactions and participation.

The presented framework, by emphasizing the importance of one of humans' most
fundamental spatial rights—controllability—can play a crucial role in assisting
designers and planners in creating successful open spaces. By enhancing students' sense
of control over campus environments, it can effectively increase their presence, usage,
and interpersonal interactions. No prior research in Iran has addressed this specific
scope, making it an innovative contribution. Additionally, this framework can serve as
a practical tool, akin to a research agenda, for "evaluating" the controllability of various
university open spaces and improving their functionality.
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