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Highlights
e This study investigates street cafés along the Enqelab Square—University of Tehran axis as urban “third
places.”

e  Street cafés perform functions beyond commerce by fostering social interaction, psychological security,
and collective identity.

e Café management, spatial quality, and social vitality exert the strongest influence on users’ experience.

e Temporal flexibility, integration with the street, and environmental conditions emerge as the main
weaknesses.

e Management, spatial quality, and social interaction explain more than 70% of the perception of third place.

e  Major improvements include human-centered design, enhanced management, adjusted operating hours,
and stronger integration with the sidewalk.

Extended Abstract

Street cafés along the Engelab Square—University of Tehran corridor function as significant third places that
enhance social interaction, sense of belonging, and urban experience. The findings indicate that café management,
spatial quality, sensory experience, and social vitality have the strongest positive effects on users, whereas
environmental sustainability and café—street integration remain comparatively weaker dimensions. Overall, these
cafés make an important contribution to the creation of vibrant urban spaces; however, improvements in
sustainability and connectivity with public space are still required.

Introduction

Urban public spaces play a vital role in supporting social interaction, shaping identity, and sustaining everyday
urban life. The concept of the “third place” refers to spaces beyond home and work that facilitate informal social
interaction, with cafés representing one of the most prominent examples of such environments. These spaces
strengthen social capital and reinforce place attachment. Street cafés along the Engelab—University of Tehran
corridor operate as human-centered settings that promote interaction, memory, and urban vitality. Accordingly,
this study examines their role in the formation of third places and explores how design, management, and micro-
scale planning can enhance their social performance and improve users’ experience.

Theoretical Framework

1. General characteristics of the third place and the position of street cafés

The concept of the “third place,” introduced by Oldenburg, refers to informal and accessible spaces beyond home
and work that support social interaction, a sense of belonging, and community cohesion. Such places help reduce
loneliness and strengthen social life. In the Iranian context, they also provide opportunities for dialogue and
informal engagement within urban environments. Street cafés constitute a key example of third places, where
design qualities and semi-public settings encourage interaction and, in turn, improve livability, social satisfaction,
and neighborhood vitality.
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2. Street cafés as third places and spatial experience
Street cafés function as third places by offering informal and accessible environments for social interaction and
the exchange of ideas. They bring together diverse social groups, thereby reinforcing social cohesion and trust,
and often serve as a “second home” for regular users. Design features such as human scale, comfort, natural light,
and soft boundaries encourage longer stays and richer patterns of interaction. Along the Engelab—University of
Tehran corridor, these cafés contribute to socialization and urban vitality and are assessed in this study through
13 third-place indicators.
3. Theoretical linkage of the third place with the views of Jacobs, Lefebvre, and Relph
The concept of the third place is theoretically grounded in the ideas of Jacobs, Lefebvre, and Relph, all of whom
emphasize lively public spaces, everyday interaction, and place attachment. Third places foster social capital,
identity formation, and civic participation through social, cultural, and physical dimensions. This study extends
the concept by incorporating management and environmental sustainability, demonstrating that the physical,
spatial, and managerial characteristics of street cafés shape users’ experiences and enhance vitality, psychological
security, and sense of place along the Enqelab—University of Tehran corridor.
Figure 1. Conceptual model of the relationships among the research variables
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Methodology
This applied descriptive—analytical study investigates how street cafés along the Enqgelab Square—University of
Tehran corridor contribute to the formation of third places. Drawing on data collected from 380 café users,
together with expert opinions, the research evaluates 13 third-place indicators through questionnaires and field
observations. The findings show that, owing to their accessibility, informal atmosphere, and street-edge location,
these cafés function as hubs of social interaction and urban vitality. The principal contribution of this study lies
in its comprehensive analysis of the social, cultural, physical, managerial, and environmental factors that shape
user experience and place attachment within one of Tehran’s most important cultural corridors.

Case Study Introduction

The Engelab Square—University of Tehran corridor is one of Tehran’s most vibrant cultural and social spaces,
distinguished by its large student population, cultural activities, bookstores, and numerous street cafés. Field
surveys identified 42 active street cafés that serve as accessible and informal gathering places for students, artists,
employees, and visitors. The corridor’s strong cultural identity, social diversity, pedestrian-friendly environment,
and concentration of cafés make it an ideal case for examining the concept of the third place. These cafés
contribute to urban vitality by promoting social interaction, cultural identity, sense of belonging, spatial quality,
and psychological securi{y.

o X 9 a = N »
e B et
; o N T .,;~°_u i u»»-nh‘ ¢ ) = g
s, VAR Y i vy R
e b i -} 5 ;
G o 8

Figure 1. a) Location of therstudy area, b) Spaﬁal distribution of cafés within the study area, and c) Photographs of the cafés
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Results and Discussion

Street cafés along the Engelab—University of Tehran corridor function effectively as third places. The study
demonstrates high reliability (¢ = 0.94) and reveals that café management, spatial quality, social vitality, and
sense of belonging are the factors that most strongly shape user experience. Among these, management, spatial
quality, and social interaction emerge as the principal predictors, explaining approximately 71% of the variation
in users’ perceptions. The weaker dimensions include temporal continuity, social equality, and integration with
the street. Overall, the findings support Oldenburg’s theory and indicate that cafés enhance social interaction,
place attachment, and urban vitality, although improvements in design, management, and pedestrian planning
remain necessary.

Conclusion

Street cafés along the Enqelab—University of Tehran corridor function as important third places that extend beyond
commercial use and contribute to social interaction, psychological security, place attachment, and urban vitality.
Analysis of 380 questionnaires shows that café management, spatial quality, social vitality, and sensory
experience are the strongest factors shaping users’ perceptions, while temporal adaptability, street integration, and
environmental quality remain weaker dimensions. Correlation and regression analyses confirm that management,
spatial quality, and social interaction are the main predictors of third-place formation, explaining more than 70%
of its variance. Overall, these cafés successfully support third-place functions; however, improvements in
operating hours, sidewalk integration, and environmental management are still needed. Key recommendations
include strengthening human-centered design, improving management quality, adjusting opening hours, and
enhancing the physical connection between cafés and the street in order to reinforce their role as urban social
nodes.
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