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Introduction

Urban squares are pivotal public spaces that foster social interactions and embody a city’s cultural identity.
Shohada Square in Mashhad, Iran, adjacent to the holy shrine of Imam Reza, holds significant potential for
sociability due to its cultural-religious context and diverse users, including residents, pilgrims, and merchants.
Despite this, past designs have often failed to enhance its physical, social, and activity-related qualities, limiting
its role as a vibrant communal space. Public art, including visual, live, interactive, environmental, digital, and
architectural forms, is recognized globally as a tool to enhance urban sociability by improving spatial quality and
social engagement (Zhu, 2024a, 2024b; Swartjes Berkers, 2025). Local studies in Iran (e.g., Vahdat Sajjadzadeh,
2016) highlight public art’s role in enhancing urban spaces but lack quantitative structural analysis. This study
addresses this gap by examining how public art types influence the sociability of Shohada Square through users’
perceptions, using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). It explores the impact on physical (accessibility, spatial
quality, legibility, spatial continuity), social (social interactions, safety, sense of belonging, presence), and activity-
related (functional diversity, eventfulness, vitality) components, identifies the most effective art types, and assesses
the mediating roles of physical and activity-related dimensions.

Materials and Methods

This study adopts a quantitative approach using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-
SEM). Shohada Square was selected for its strategic location and cultural significance. Data were collected from
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240 users (residents, pilgrims, merchants) via 100 in-person questionnaires (simple random sampling) and 140
online Google Forms (targeted distribution), meeting PLS-SEM sample size requirements (130-260 samples; Hair
et al., 2017). The questionnaire assessed the impact of public art types on sociability components using a five-
point Likert scale, with reliability confirmed by Cronbach’s Alpha (0.910-0.935) and validity via content (expert
review) and convergent (AVE > 0.5) measures. Analysis using SmartPLS 4 included the PLS algorithm,
bootstrapping (5,000 samples), and PLSpredict to evaluate path coefficients, significance (p < 0.05), and model fit
(Cronbach’s Alpha, Composite Reliability, AVE, SRMR).

Results and Discussion

Public art significantly impacts Shohada Square’s sociability across physical (=0.8994, p<0.0001, R?=0.809),
social (=0.9628, p<0.0001, R2=0.927), and activity-related (=0.9107, p<0.0001, R2=0.829) dimensions, with the
social dimension most affected. Visual art excels in enhancing legibility (=1.082, f2=1.039) and social interactions
(=1.0000, f2=0.130), though collinearity (VIF=6.2—-7.1) suggests coefficient inflation. Live art boosts vitality
(f2=2.054), and interactive art enhances presence (=0.854, f2=1.373). Environmental art impacts social interactions
(=0.584, 12=0.626), while digital and architectural art show weaker effects. Physical (indirect effect=0.7353,
p<0.0001) and activity-related (indirect effect=0.788, p<0.0001) dimensions mediate the social impact, with
activities slightly stronger. These align with studies like Daneshpour Ebadi Amooghin (2025), emphasizing
cultural elements in sociability.

Conclusion

Public art, particularly visual and live forms, significantly enhances Shohada Square’s sociability, with activity-
related mediation being key in its cultural-religious context. Planners should prioritize these art types to boost
presence and social interactions. Future studies should address collinearity and expand to diverse urban contexts.
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2. Virtual Immersive Public Art
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5. Project 7000 Oaks
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