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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary transformations in Iranian cities have encouraged the development of new
residential models for older adults. However, many of these environments have been designed according
to international functional standards, treatment-oriented principles, and Western clinical models. Such
environments frequently fail to correspond with the lifeworld, spatial habits, cultural expectations, and
accumulated environmental memories of Iranian older adults. This incompatibility is particularly evident
in historic cities such as Yazd, where residential culture has traditionally been organized around
introversion, privacy, spatial hierarchy, perceptual security, human scale, and gradual transitions between
public and private domains. Previous Iranian studies have generally emphasized physical standards,
functional requirements, service provision, and broad environmental characteristics, while paying less
attention to the perceptual and cultural dimensions of sense of place among older adults (Farrokhnejad &
et al., 2021; Ghafari & Kordasti Bami, 2022; Karami & et al., 2021).

Sense of place refers to the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral processes through which
individuals attribute meaning, identity, and belonging to an environment. For older adults, it is closely
associated with psychological security, continuity of identity, environmental control, independence, and
quality of life (Relph, 1976; Tuan, 1977). Place attachment is not produced solely by physical presence;
rather, it develops through the interaction of personal experience, emotional meaning, social relationships,
and the qualities of the surrounding environment (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). International literature
consequently recognizes environmental identity, familiarity, memory, social interaction, legibility, and
psychological well-being as important dimensions of older adults’ attachment to residential environments
(Altman & Low, 1992; Brown, 2004). Nevertheless, directly transferring these principles to Iranian settings
without culturally interpreting them may produce standardized environments that are technically
functional but experientially unfamiliar.

This problem is especially important in Yazd. Its traditional urban and architectural structure is
characterized by narrow passages, sabats, entrance vestibules, corridors, central courtyards, controlled
daylight, shaded transitional spaces, spatial enclosure, and clearly recognizable privacy gradients. These
features are not merely formal characteristics; they constitute cultural and behavioral codes embedded in
the environmental memories of older residents. The uncritical application of extroverted and hospital-like
spatial models therefore creates a gap between architectural form and lived experience. Previous research
has similarly noted that global design models are frequently applied in Iran without sufficient adaptation
to local climatic and cultural conditions (Rezaei et al., 2020). Iranian studies have also remained
predominantly concerned with physical and service-related dimensions, leaving the identity-based,
cultural, and perceptual layers of place insufficiently examined (Mahmoudi, 2020; Ruhaniyan & Kazemi,
2019).

The experience of place among older adults is shaped by physical factors such as lighting,
ventilation, spatial form, accessibility, and human scale; functional factors such as safety, comfort, activity
opportunities, and flexibility; and perceptual factors such as memory, participation, familiarity, and
attachment (Lawton, 1999; Oswald & Wahl, 2004; Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Individual characteristics and
life histories may also influence environmental perception (Wiles & et al., 2009), while familiar spatial
elements and opportunities for social contact can reinforce continuity of identity and emotional belonging
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(Sixsmith, 1990). Public-space quality, environmental comfort, route legibility, accessibility, and human-
scale design are therefore particularly important in environments intended for older users (Carmona, 2018;
Gehl, 2010). The present study consequently aimed to identify and contextualize the physical, functional,
social, perceptual, and identity-related components influencing sense of place in the design of health
villages for older adults in Yazd.

Methods and Materials

This applied study was conducted using a descriptive—analytical research design. Its applied
orientation reflected the intention to produce operational knowledge for architectural decision-making
rather than merely describing existing residential conditions. The descriptive component examined older
adults’ spatial perceptions, environmental preferences, social experiences, and levels of place attachment.
The analytical component evaluated the relative contributions of physical, functional, social, perceptual,
and identity-related variables to sense of place and environmental satisfaction.

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire developed on the basis of three principal
dimensions: physical-spatial qualities, functional-social qualities, and perceptual—identity qualities. The
measured indicators included social relationships, participation, spatial familiarity, circulation,
accessibility, route diversity, activity diversity, collective spaces, wayfinding, visual depth, environmental
signs, ventilation, greenery, furniture, materials, color, decoration, lighting, physical security,
psychological comfort, attachment, and identity. Content validity was evaluated and confirmed by
specialists in architecture, gerontology, and environmental psychology. The questionnaire demonstrated
satisfactory internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.81.

The study population consisted of older adults associated with residential care environments in
Yazd. Simple random sampling was used to reduce selection bias and increase the generalizability of the
findings. The methodology section reports that the sample size calculated using Cochran’s formula at a
95% confidence level was 150 participants. However, the descriptive tables, regression analyses, and
analyses of variance presented in the findings were based on 300 respondents. The extended abstract
therefore reports the statistical results according to the analyzed sample of 300 while retaining the
originally stated sample-size calculation.

Data analysis was conducted at descriptive and inferential levels. Means, standard deviations,
minimum values, and maximum values were calculated to summarize participants’ evaluations of the
environmental indicators. Multiple regression analysis was used to examine the combined predictive
contribution of environmental and social components to sense of belonging. One-way analysis of variance
was used to test differences in sense of belonging according to age, educational level, previous experience
of residence in a care home, and duration of residence.

Findings

The descriptive results indicated generally moderate evaluations of the studied environmental and
social characteristics. Mean scores ranged approximately from 2.93 to 3.35 on the five-point scale.
Participation received the highest mean score of 3.35, suggesting that opportunities for involvement and
social presence were particularly important to the respondents. Access hierarchy, diversity of ventilation
facilities, and decorative diversity each had a mean of 3.24, while traffic control and the number of
available activities had means of 3.23. Place attachment had a mean of 3.20, access quality had a mean of
3.19, and wayfinding and the number of lighting elements each had means of 3.17. Comparatively lower



means were obtained for interpersonal relationships and furniture form, both at 2.93, visual depth at 2.98,
and furniture placement at 2.99.

Multiple regression analysis demonstrated a relatively strong relationship between the combined
environmental predictors and older adults’ sense of belonging, with R=0.743. The model explained 64%
of the variance in sense of belonging (R?=0.640), and the adjusted coefficient of determination was 0.612.
The standard error of the estimate was 0.78, and the overall model was statistically significant (F=2.264,
p=0.010). These results indicate that a substantial proportion of older adults’ emotional connection to their
residential environment could be explained by the combined quality of lighting, security, circulation,
accessibility, furniture, spatial organization, social interaction, climatic comfort, greenery, materials,
colors, and decorations.

Among the individual predictors, lighting had a positive and statistically significant effect on sense
of belonging (B=0.113, SE=0.0328, t=3.43, p=0.001, 95% C1[0.0476, 0.178]). Security and psychological
comfort also had a significant positive effect and produced the largest standardized coefficient among the
significant environmental variables ($=0.150, SE=0.050, t=2.99, p=0.003, 95% CI [0.053, 0.250]).
Circulation, accessibility, and spatial hierarchy approached statistical significance (f=0.107, p=0.057), as
did furniture-related qualities (f=0.080, p=0.0666). Social interaction, spatial and activity diversity,
legibility, climatic comfort, greenery, and materials, colors, and decorations did not independently reach
the 0.05 significance level after the simultaneous effects of the other predictors were considered.

Age-group differences in sense of belonging were not statistically significant (F=2.249, p=0.067).
Nevertheless, the highest mean was observed among participants aged 50-55 years (M=3.219), while the
lowest occurred among those aged 66-70 years (M=2.629). Educational differences were also
nonsignificant (F=0.491, p=0.783). Participants with a high-school diploma had the highest mean score
(M=3.095), whereas those with postgraduate education had the lowest mean (M=2.821).

Previous experience of residence in an older-adult care facility did not produce a significant
difference in sense of belonging (F=0.338, p=0.562). Participants without previous residential experience
had a mean of 3.008, compared with 2.922 among those with such experience. Duration of residence was
similarly nonsignificant (F=0.811, p=0.544). The highest mean was found among residents with one to
two years of residence (M=3.125), while the lowest occurred among those who had resided in the facility
for more than 10 years (M=2.682). A separate control-variable analysis identified age as the strongest
individual correlate of sense of belonging (f=0.273, r=0.253), while duration of residence had a positive
bivariate correlation (r=0.206) but a negligible adjusted standardized coefficient (f=-0.008). Gender,
educational level, and previous residential experience showed limited effects.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that sense of belonging among older adults in Yazd is shaped more
strongly by environmental structure and culturally meaningful spatial qualities than by demographic
characteristics. Lighting and security—psychological comfort emerged as the most important independent
predictors. In the cultural context of Yazd, however, these variables should not be interpreted merely as
technical design requirements. Controlled lighting, gradual light—shadow transitions, shaded passages, and
glare-free illumination reproduce familiar perceptual conditions embedded in the traditional architecture
of the city. They support visual comfort and wayfinding while also activating memories of courtyards,
sabats, corridors, and semi-shaded neighborhood spaces.
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Security likewise extends beyond protection from physical danger. For older residents of Yazd,
psychological security is associated with privacy, recognizable boundaries, gradual transitions, predictable
routes, environmental legibility, and confidence in social surroundings. Residential environments that
provide clear circulation, familiar spatial markers, and comprehensible relationships between private,
semi-private, and collective spaces can strengthen perceived control and reduce environmental stress.

The near-significant effects of circulation, spatial hierarchy, and furniture also have practical
importance. Health villages should incorporate short and shaded routes, protected transitional spaces,
buffered entrances, recognizable landmarks, and small-scale seating areas positioned near everyday
movement without exposing residents to excessive noise or congestion. Collective spaces should resemble
neighborhood settings rather than institutional halls. Small courtyards, shaded sitting platforms, semi-
public gathering points, and spaces supporting face-to-face interaction can reproduce the socially
embedded character of traditional Yazd neighborhoods.

The nonsignificant differences associated with age, education, residential experience, and duration
of residence suggest that prolonged exposure to an institution does not automatically create attachment.
A sense of belonging develops when the environment is home-like, culturally recognizable, socially
supportive, and consistent with residents’ established spatial habits. The findings therefore support a
transition from hospital-centered models toward residential and neighborhood-oriented health villages.
The principal contribution of the study is a culturally and climatically grounded framework in which
lighting, privacy, spatial hierarchy, human scale, social interaction, and familiar semi-public spaces
function as interconnected design codes. Applying these principles can strengthen environmental
coherence, psychological comfort, social participation, place attachment, and quality of life among older
adults in Yazd and potentially in other historic cities with comparable cultural and climatic conditions.
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