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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Cultural spaces play a vital role in representing collective identity,
preserving historical continuity, and fostering public engagement within societies.
In Iran, however, the design and redesign of such spaces have traditionally been
shaped by top-down governmental and institutional policies, often overlooking the
experiential needs and expectations of users. Addressing this critical gap, the pres-
ent study aims to identify the key components influencing the redesign of cultural
spaces through a participatory approach, ultimately providing actionable strategies
for cultural policymaking.

Methods: Employing a pragmatist paradigm and a mixed-methods design, this
research integrates qualitative and quantitative analyses to ensure comprehensive
insight. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with
24 experts in architecture and cultural policy, using purposive and snowball sam-
pling. Thematic analysis and three-stage coding were performed using MAXQDA
to reveal the essential components shaping participatory redesign. Subsequently,
a researcher-developed questionnaire based on these components was distributed
among 73 users of cultural spaces, exceeding the minimum sample size of 68 calcu-
lated using Cochran’s formula. Data were analyzed using SPSS 26 for descriptive
statistics and SmartPLS 3.3.9 for structural equation modeling (SEM).

Findings: The findings highlight physical configurations, functional adaptability,
cultural identity, and human needs as the most influential elements in participatory
redesign. In particular, spatial layout, cultural patterns, and experiential qualities
emerged as primary factors shaping user engagement and satisfaction. These results
suggest that embedding local cultural narratives and traditions into the design pro-
cess significantly enhances users’ sense of belonging and collective memory. This
aligns with theoretical frameworks such as Lefebvre’s “production of space” and
Relph’s “sense of place,” emphasizing that spaces lacking cultural resonance risk
alienation and functional inefficacy.

The study also engages critically with Arnstein’s ladder of participation, revealing
that architectural and urban design projects in Iran often remain at lower levels
of participation-symbolic consultation rather than meaningful power-sharing. Al-
though users express a strong willingness to engage, structural mechanisms enabling
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real influence are largely absent. Consequently, the research advocates for a shift
from tokenistic involvement toward genuine co-decision-making to ensure social
legitimacy and sustainable spatial outcomes.

From a policy perspective, the study underscores the need to integrate cultural and
social indicators into architectural assessment frameworks. While technical and eco-
nomic criteria have historically dominated, this research demonstrates that cultur-
al compatibility and social inclusivity are essential for the long-term success and
relevance of public spaces. Incorporating qualitative measures such as collective
memory, experiential quality, and community adaptability into urban planning can
help prevent cultural homogenization and create richer, more meaningful spaces.
Moreover, the research emphasizes the urgent necessity of reforming architectural
education in Iran. Current curricula predominantly focus on formal and technical
aspects, often at the expense of social and cultural considerations. The study rec-
ommends incorporating interdisciplinary courses on spatial anthropology, cultural
policy analysis, and participatory design to cultivate architects who understand and
respond to complex socio-cultural dynamics. This educational reform is essential
for training professionals capable of effectively transforming community needs into
spatial design.

Additionally, the study highlights the importance of institutionalizing participatory
mechanisms, including neighborhood design councils, interactive digital feedback
platforms, and local design workshops. These initiatives not only empower commu-
nities but also enhance spatial quality and foster public trust. The research suggests
implementing transparent cultural impact assessments throughout project cycles to
support adaptive learning and continuous improvement in urban development.
Conclusion: In conclusion, this study contributes significantly to the discourse on
cultural policy and participatory design by offering empirically grounded insights
and actionable recommendations. It demonstrates that culturally responsive and par-
ticipatory approaches to redesigning cultural spaces can strengthen social cohesion,
promote collective identity, and improve spatial functionality. The findings empha-
size that architectural design should transcend formal aesthetics and evolve into a
multidimensional socio-cultural practice that involves users as active co-creators.
By integrating cultural policy, community empowerment, and educational reform, a
more context-sensitive and participatory urban future can be envisioned for Iran and
similar cultural contexts.
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