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Place (un)making through soft urban densification: exploring local 
experiences of density and place attachment in Tehran
Vafa Dianati a and Catalina Turcub

aDevelopment Planning Unit (DPU), UCL, London, UK; bBartlett School of Planning, UCL, London, UK

ABSTRACT
The relationship between urban density and social conditions in urban areas has 
received increasing attention in recent research. However, there is a lack of under-
standing of the dynamics between urban densification and these social conditions 
from a place-specific perspective, taking into account the institutional, socio-cultural, 
and contextual complexities. This paper seeks to enhance this understanding by 
unpacking the relationship between soft densification and place attachment in 
Tehran, Iran. The paper develops a framework for studying ‘soft densification’ as 
a process of incremental place change by prioritising local knowledge. The findings 
suggest that soft densification impacts place attachment by disrupting the everyday 
functionality of place, eroding its physical characteristics, erasing some of its collec-
tive and personal memories, and altering its socio-demographic structure. The paper 
highlights the importance of thinking ‘procedurally’ and ‘topologically’ about urban 
densification and calls for incorporating local knowledge and experiences into policy 
planning and urban decision-making.
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Introduction

Urban transformations occur at an unprecedented 
scale and pace in today’s cities to account for rapid 
changes in their social, political, environmental and 
economic systems (Crane et al. 2021). The spatial 
and temporal attributes of these transformations 
shape the experience of urban living and the rela-
tionships between people and their surroundings. 
Cities are increasingly becoming abstract geogra-
phies characterised by rapid transformation, tem-
porary social forms and relationships, and 
conflicting structures of governance and planning. 
While there is extensive literature on the macro- 
level and city-level understanding of urban trans-
formation, there is a lack of understanding of how 
these changes occur at the micro or neighbour-
hood level as perceived by residents and local 
communities. Thus, it is important to further our 
understanding of the local experiences and con-
flicts of neighbourhood change, as this knowledge 

from the bottom explains and underlines wider 
city-level processes of change (Turcu 2013).

As one example of urban change, urban densifica-
tion is mainly a localised response to population 
growth, rapid urbanisation and ensuing city transfor-
mation. Increasing urban density is seen to bring 
economic (Quigley 1998; Duranton and Puga 2020), 
environmental (Anderson et al. 1996; Mindali et al.  
2004; Modarres 2013), and social benefits (Cavicchia 
and Cucca 2020). There is, however, a lack of attention 
in urban policy discourse and planning practice 
towards the differences between density as a metric 
and densification as a process of urban change, con-
cepts which are often used interchangeably. While 
a quantitative metric offers a snapshot overview of 
density based on a mathematical ratio and at 
a specific moment of time, looking at densification 
as a process reveals a different facet of urban change, 
reflective of interactions between various forces and 
stakeholders which raises critical questions about the 

CONTACT Vafa Dianati v.dianati@ucl.ac.uk Development Planning Unit (DPU), UCL, 34 Tavistock Square, London WC1H 9EZ, UK

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF URBAN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
2023, VOL. 15, NO. 1, 63–79 
https://doi.org/10.1080/19463138.2023.2184825

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which 
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7494-3659
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19463138.2023.2184825&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-02-28


local experiences of density and the validity of 
assumptions made about densification processes.

Most studies looking at the relation between den-
sification and social conditions at the local level argue 
that the latter is determined by the former, that is to 
say, by the built form of cities (Dempsey et al. 2012; 
Hofstad 2012; Kyttä et al. 2016; Arundel and Ronald  
2017; Hemani et al. 2017; Alawadi and Benkraouda  
2019; Cavicchia and Cucca 2020; Yunda and Sletto  
2020). However, it is argued that this relationship is 
not that clear-cut and it is important to also focus on 
the context- and place-based nature of urban social 
life via concepts such as ‘place attachment’, ‘per-
ceived density’, ‘placemaking’, and ‘context sensitiv-
ity’ (Seghezzo 2009; Kyttä et al. 2016; Eizenberg and 
Jabareen 2017; Baldwin and King 2018; Ujang et al.  
2018; Hamiduddin and Adelfio 2019; Shirazi 2020; 
Shirazi and Keivani 2021). Moreover, studies have 
started to look at how densification is ‘experienced’ 
and ‘situated’ in cities. The focus here has been pre-
dominantly on cities in the Global North such as 
London (Blanc and White 2020), Zurich (von Wirth 
et al. 2016; Emo et al. 2017, January), Amsterdam 
(Arundel and Ronald 2017), Vancouver (Quastel et al.  
2012), Helsinki (Schmidt-Thomé et al. 2013; Kyttä et al.  
2016) and Adelaide (Sivam et al. 2012); while only 
a few examples from the Global South have been 
investigated to date, for example, Mumbai (Rao  
2007; Dave 2011). These ‘situated’ understandings of 
density and empirical insights into how densification 
is experienced and shaped on the ground are part of 
a current ‘relational turn’ in urban studies which 
argues that knowledge is diverse and dynamic, trans-
disciplinary and intersectional, and continually 
unfolding (West et al. 2020; Crane et al. 2021).

Understanding urban change in Western Asian 
cities has received little attention to date, and Iran’s 
capital, Tehran, is no exception. Urban densification 
and its impact on Tehrani’s everyday lives has long 
been an area of academic, political and public con-
troversy (Shieh and Shojaei 2008; Azizi and Moeini  
2011; Zareyian 2015). In Tehran, densification is not 
viewed as a sustainable spatial and urban develop-
ment strategy but rather as an ad-hoc response to 
housing demand implemented via informal channels. 
The informality of densification is unfolding from the 
bottom through incremental, mainly un-planned, pri-
vately-led and small-scale residential rebuilding and 
extension, which has been coined elsewhere as ‘soft 
densification’ (Bibby et al. 2020; Livingstone et al.  

2021). This paper looks at the process of soft densifi-
cation to unpack the dynamics between density and 
place, with the use of a place-based approach to 
urban social sustainability (Seghezzo 2009; Lara- 
Hernandez and Melis 2018; Dianati, 2021) **that incor-
porates both physical and non-physical aspects of 
built environments (Woodcraft 2015). More specifi-
cally, the paper asks how urban densification impacts 
place attachment at the neighbourhood level in 
Tehran and argues that physical and social dynamics 
of place change matter in the formation of multiple 
experiences of densification. Reciprocally, these var-
ied experiences impact the nature and strength of 
people-place relations by disrupting the daily func-
tioning of a place, degrading its physical characteris-
tics, erasing some of its collective and personal 
memories, and transforming its socio-demographic 
makeup.

Following this introduction, section one provides 
a comprehensive overview of the concepts of density 
and place and how they are related. It also outlines 
the paper’s theoretical framework, drawing upon 
a relational and topological reading of density and 
place. Section two provides an in-depth look at the 
research context and methods used to investigate the 
empirical evidence. Section three looks at the empiri-
cal evidence and results from Tehran, provides 
a detailed analysis of the findings and offers insights 
into the implications of soft densification on the for-
mation of place. Lastly, the conclusion of this paper 
critically discusses the findings, and reflects on direc-
tions for future research and policy implications

Densification, place and everyday social life

Density is at the centre of debates on built form, 
change and policy debates in cities, as well as inequal-
ity, health and climate change action (Mouratidis  
2018; Bibby et al. 2020; McFarlane 2020; Üçoğlu, 
Güney and Keil 2020). Increasing urban density is 
advocated by proponents of the agglomeration effect 
who argue that higher densities lead to the diversifi-
cation of functions, scales and demographics and the 
creation of mixed land-use (Ciccone 2002; Glaeser and 
Gottlieb 2009; Fallah et al. 2011; Duranton and Puga  
2020); brings about economic advantage (Quigley  
1998; Nilsson 2017), transport efficiency (Newman 
and Kenworthy 1989; Handy 1996; Cervero 2002; 
Ewing et al. 2016), reduced energy use (Mindali et al.  
2004; Modarres 2013), better access to public services 
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(Dave 2011) and, potentially, less social segregation 
(Burton 2001; Pendall and Carruthers 2003; Cavicchia 
and Cucca 2020). All the social, environmental and 
economic advantages of urban density have contrib-
uted to conceptualisations of the ‘compact city’ 
(Burton 2001; Neuman 2005), which has been used 
as a powerful argument for sustainable urban devel-
opment. However, critics argue that whilst compact 
city development effectively promotes certain urban 
outcomes, it fails to recognise and address the rela-
tions, processes and meanings underlying such out-
comes (Neuman 2005).

Density is more than a simple ratio of people or 
‘things’ to space (Dave 2010; Brown 2014; Yunda and 
Sletto 2020). There is an intrinsic but neglected nexus 
between physical or objective density (e.g. the num-
ber of buildings or people per spatial unit of measure) 
and non-physical, subjective or perceived density (e.g. 
degree of social interaction, perceptual stimulation, 
sense of crowding and visual complexity). This latter 
understanding of density is viewed as socially con-
structed and context-dependent, shaped by accounts 
of individual knowledge and experiences, and speaks 
to relational, symbolic and temporal aspects of cities 
and the socio-cultural dynamics of local settings 
(Rapoport 1975). A relational lens distinguishes 
between a topographical and topological interpreta-
tion of density (McFarlane 2016). The former views 
density as apolitical, linear and numerical, a relatively 
abstract concept, while the latter views it as produced, 
experienced, perceived, negotiated, and contested in 
everyday life at the local level (McFarlane 2016). 
A topological approach understands density as an 
assemblage of ideologies, a representation of politico- 
economic structures and a response to structural 
shortcomings (Bibby et al. 2020; Keil 2020; McFarlane  
2020). This implies that any objective measure of 
density carries social narratives and political under-
tones that influence the urban praxis and can ‘instru-
mentalise’ density to act as a political or market tool 
(Harper 2019; Pérez 2020; Giddings and Rogerson  
2021). The political power of density is present in the 
concentration of people to a space which creates an 
urban oeuvre based on ‘encounter, assembly and 
simultaneity’ (Lefebvre 1991, p. 101) and, in turn, can 
act as a catalyst for urban protests and social move-
ments (McFarlane 2020).

Densification is the process that employs density 
as a tool for urban change or transformation. Debates 
on density and densification are intimately related 

and evolve around discussions on hard versus soft 
processes of densification in cities. Hard densification 
refers to large-scale or city-scale development, usually 
undertaken by mass-developers and regulated by the 
urban planning system. In contrast, soft densification 
describes small-scale and incremental development 
at the neighbourhood level, usually led by private 
owners or small developers and taking place in the 
‘shadows’ of or within a deregulated planning system 
(Bibby et al. 2020; Dunning et al. 2020). Soft urban 
densification occurs through infill development and 
can take various forms, from subdivision and consoli-
dation of buildings, through plot-base rebuilding, to 
extensions and roof stacking. In cities with well- 
established planning frameworks, soft densification 
can occur in peri-urban areas where the lines between 
formal-informal planning regulation and public- 
private micro development are blurred (Touati-Morel  
2015) or where it is allowed as ‘permitted develop-
ment’ (Ferm et al. 2021). In cities with less established 
planning frameworks, it unfolds everywhere in the 
city – for instance, evidence from Turkey and Iran 
shows that this process is incremental, plot-based, 
informal and piecemeal (Üçoğlu, Güney and Keil  
2020; Karampour 2021). Soft densification is difficult 
to monitor, and so it impacts urban infrastructure, 
governance landscapes, and accessibility of public 
services and facilities (Dunning et al. 2020). It also 
frames a unique model of ‘place-change’ which can 
spin-off unintended consequences for the everyday 
practices of residents and, more importantly, can 
impact their well-being, quality of life and social inter-
actions (Pont et al. 2021).

The ways in which urban densification occurs in 
a particular city, the subsequent changes to the place, 
and the nature of people’s attachment to the place all 
influence everyday practices. In rapidly transforming 
cities, these everyday practices may include individual 
or collective actions and associated ‘tactics’ of 
responding to place change (de Certeau 1988). 
When applied to urban transformations, these ‘tactics’ 
can involve various modes of adaptation, acceptance, 
or relocation (Zube et al. 1989; Devine-Wright 2009). 
Opting for each of these everyday life tactics or modes 
of response is closely dependent on the nature and 
strength of people-place bonding. Therefore, it is 
essential to understand the connection between den-
sity-based changes to a place and the everyday life 
trajectories of residents in order to grasp the impacts 
of densification on place attachment fully.
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The intersection between physical, objective or 
hard densification, and non-physical, subjective- 
perceived and soft densification happens in ‘place’, 
defined here as a meaningful location that people are 
attached to in one way or another (Cresswell 2014). 
Place has been approached through 
a phenomenological lens by Tuan (1979), Relph 
(1976) and Seamon (2000) in order to unpack its rela-
tion to the human experience (Withers 2009). Relph 
claims that humanity is defined by ‘being in place’. 
The connection between place and people is proble-
matised in critical pluralism which views place as the 
sum of both the social activities and institutions, as 
well as the physical objects and events involved 
(Malpas 1999) while the physical and social realms 
are dialectically involved in their co-production (Soja  
1980); and also in relational thinking, where place is 
continually unfolding through the multiplicity of co- 
existing interests, identities and experiences (Massey  
2013), to describe a meaningful location to which 
people can become attached (Cresswell 2014).

This complex balancing act and the not-always- 
easy-to-pin-down dynamic between places and peo-
ple is also discussed in some of the social sustainabil-
ity literature, examples including Seghezzo’s (2009) 
triangle of sustainability or Dempsey et al. (2011) 
model of community sustainability. Seghezzo takes 
‘place’ and ‘persons’ as representatives of the objec-
tive, concrete reality and adds a new dimension, ‘per-
manence’, corresponding to the temporal aspect of 
social sustainability (Seghezzo 2009). This theorisation 
acts as the foundation of the place-based approach to 
social sustainability that acknowledges both physical 
and non-physical aspects (Dempsey et al. 2011; 
Woodcraft 2015), the plurality of definitions, and the 
multi-scalarity of the concept while emphasising on 
the locally-rooted and contextual attributes of its 
social conditions (Stedman 1999; Turcu 2012; Kyttä 
et al. 2016; Shirazi and Keivani 2019; Dianati, 2021). 
**The amalgamation of relational place and place- 
based social sustainability is reflected in the idea 
that the creation of ‘better places’ is linked to the 
creation of socially sustainable environments as peo-
ple who develop an attachment to place would care 
about it and contribute towards their sustainable tra-
jectories (Bramley and Power 2009).

Place attachment refers to the affective bond 
between people and spatial settings such as neigh-
bourhoods (Low and Altman 1992; Hidalgo and 
Hernandez 2001). Theoretically rooted in attachment 

theory (Morgan 2010), place attachment signifies that 
it is possible for people to develop bonds with places 
(e.g. Low and Altman 1992; Giuliani 2003; Morgan  
2010; Lewicka 2011). This connection is 
a fundamental human need (Relph 1976) which 
requires a physical location and a long and deep 
involvement with it (Shamai 1991). Some studies 
have assigned an explicit temporal dimension to 
place attachment by arguing that places become con-
nected to the life path of individuals through length 
of residence, significant life events, milestones or fre-
quent visits (Nanzer 2004).

These attributes co-construct place memory, 
a notion described as a glue that connects people to 
place (Lewicka 2013a). At the individual level, place 
memory is manifested in the continuity of the rela-
tionship with place with the hope to maintain it in the 
future (Crinson 2005). Collective memory or social 
memory (Halbwachs 1992), on the other hand, refers 
to a memory shared by a group and the meanings 
associated with it (Lewicka 2008; Lak and Hakimian  
2019; Cittati et al. 2022). In urban context, the forma-
tion or dissolution of individual and collective mem-
ory are deeply intertwined with urban transformation 
(Crinson 2005). These transformations disrupt indivi-
dual or collective place memory through various ways 
such as residential relocation (Brown and Perkins  
1992) and could lead to alienation and engender the 
psychological function of nostalgia as a mechanism to 
restore the disrupted continuity (Lewicka 2013a).

The above discussion has three theoretical implica-
tions for the framing of this paper. First, place and, in 
accordance with that, place attachment are relational 
concepts and encompass physical objects, social rela-
tions and events (Malpas 1999; Cresswell 2014; 
Seamon 2014). The physical attributes of place attach-
ment include factors such as accessibility, physical 
amenities responding to daily needs, and environ-
mental qualities, while social aspects are mainly con-
cerned with factors such as sense of safety and 
privacy, local social ties, cultural (dis)similarities, and 
place memory. Second, urban density is a topological 
concept dependent on lived and experienced aspects 
at the local level, alongside the underlying political 
and social processes behind its production (McFarlane  
2016, 2020; Kjærås 2020). As a process of place 
change, urban densification is experienced, con-
ceived, and interpreted in various ways by individuals 
depending on physical and non-physical factors such 
as traffic level, buildings’ physical features and design 
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qualities, open spaces, urban greenery, sense of 
crowding, cultural homogeneity and privacy. Third, 
and building on the above understandings, the 
experience of densification is influenced by the total-
ity of individuals’ knowledge of a place, their percep-
tion of density as a formal attribute of the city, and 
their everyday experience of densification as a process 
of place change. This body of knowledge, experience 
and perception is contingent upon the urban plan-
ning policy framework within which densification 
unfolds, whether soft or hard. Particularly and as this 
paper is concerned, soft densification engenders 
a more complex set of individual experiences and 
encounters due to its temporality and under- 
regulated, piecemeal, and contingent nature. The 
relationship between people and the places they 
inhabit is intimate and interdependent, with signifi-
cant impacts on the social sustainability of urban 
areas and neighbourhoods. Alterations to a place, 
through means such as soft densification, can dimin-
ish place attachment by eroding place memory, dis-
integrating social relations or undermining physical 
attributes of the environment.

The context and methods of research

The urban densification in Tehran, Iran’s capital city, is 
the combined result of policy inconsistency, socio- 
political contestation and a weak planning system at 
multiple scales (Madanipour 2006; Ghadami and 
Newman 2019; Karampour 2021). The process takes 
the form of ‘soft densification’ characterised by piece-
meal, plot-based, privately led and un-regulated resi-
dential development or demolition and re- 
development at a higher floor area ratio (FAR). The 
Detailed Plan of Tehran (2006) specifies the city’s 
density and FAR thresholds at urban block and plot 
levels. However, municipalities and developers 
engage in ‘selling and buying surplus density’, which 
is of mutual financial benefit (Madanipour 2011; 
Nematollahi 2013; Karampour 2018) – the developers 
build at an increased FAR rate and, in turn, pay 
a development levy to the municipality, i.e. the more 
is built, the higher the levy paid. The underlying dri-
vers of this monopolistic, clandestine practice could 
be found in the political fragmentation of urban gov-
ernance structure, territorial spatial planning policies 
at the national level, migration patterns, and more 
importantly, the practices of the rentier state which 
promote speculation on urban land and property 

(Khatam and Keshavarzian 2016; Ghadami et al.  
2020). Tehran seems to be undergoing a process of 
soft densification across its neighbourhoods, 
although the reasons behind it are not well under-
stood. One explanation can be that these neighbour-
hoods are suited for densification due to their gridiron 
structure which confers environmental qualities and 
accessibility, uniform street pattern and land division, 
and a modern landscape (Madanipour 1998). At the 
same time, flawed application of land use policies, 
lack of legislation to protect their architectural value, 
and the proximity of these areas to labour markets 
make them easy targets for speculation, re- 
development, and densification. Studies on the 
impact of density on urban sustainability in Iran 
have predominantly focused on environmental or 
energy aspects (Bokaie et al. 2016; 
Khoshnoodmotlagh et al. 2021; Roshan et al. 2021; 
Sedaghat and Sharif 2022). Some research has exam-
ined how factors arising from densification, such as in- 
migration to neighbourhoods, lack of urban services, 
and loss of privacy, can diminish residents’ place 
attachment and lead to dissatisfaction with their 
neighbourhoods (Shieh and Shojaei 2008). High 
population density has also been found to be nega-
tively correlated with social interaction between 
neighbours due to a lack of trust, kinship, and com-
munity attachment (Zareyian 2015).

This paper examines densification processes in two 
neighbourhoods in Tehran, Gisha and Afsariyeh, in 
detail (Figures 1 and 2). The two neighbourhoods 
were selected from among the inner-city neighbour-
hoods of Tehran and have similar characteristics, 
including age (built in the 1970s), street pattern (grid-
iron), building typology (apartment blocks), and land- 
use structure (residential). Gisha is located in 
a relatively central location, while Afsariyeh is located 
in the southeast of Tehran and has double the density 
of Gisha (455 people/hectare compared to 215 peo-
ple/hectare, respectively).

This study employed a multi-faceted methodologi-
cal design comprising three stages that blend quali-
tative and quantitative methods, including site visits 
and observation, a survey of 175 residents, and 16 
semi-structured interviews with residents in Gisha 
and Afsariyeh. The residents were selected using 
quota sampling, a nonprobability technique, and 
drawing on the methodologies of similar studies 
(Turcu 2012). The survey questionnaire comprised 39 
Likert-scale questions that were designed to gauge 
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participants’ experiences with densification (11 ques-
tions) and place attachment (28 questions). These 
questions were based on existing literature and 
focused on variables related to these two concepts. 
The survey data were analysed using the SPSS soft-
ware package (Statistical Product and Service 
Solutions), and descriptive statistics were generated 
using the mean of variables to evaluate the residents’ 
opinions, attitudes, and perceptions towards urban 
densification and place attachment. The analysis 
focused on the frequency distributions of responses 
to each question and identified a list of key themes/ 
variables with the highest level of agreement among 
respondents, either positive or negative. These vari-
ables indicated the objective and subjective attributes 
of density, the process of densification, and the con-
struct of place attachment divided into physical and 
non-physical sub-categories (See Table 1).

The survey was used to understand the latent 
construct of the experience of densification and 
place attachment in Tehran. This situated knowl-
edge was then used to address the research objec-
tive of understanding the interconnection between 
the experience of densification and place attach-
ment through in-depth interviews with the 

residents. The identified themes/variables were 
used as the guiding topics of the interview proto-
col. A nested sampling model was employed to 
unify the sampling process through both survey 
and interview techniques, and so the interviewees 
were selected from the pool of survey respondents 
(Onwuegbuzie and Collins 2007). A total of 16 
interviews were conducted, eight in Gisha and 
eight in Afsariyeh. The in-depth interviews lasted 
between 1.5 to 2 hours each. Eight women and 
eight men were interviewed, aged between 25 
and 65. One limitation of this research design is 
the small interview sample size. This research has 
no claim towards generalisability of its finding and 
maintains its position as a context-dependent and 
locally rooted research endeavour towards gaining 
deep understanding of an exceptional case. 
Despite this limitation, the insights gained from 
the interviews are still valuable and contribute to 
the existing knowledge in the field. The fact that 
the interviews were conducted in-depth and were 
able to capture subtle differences or nuances in the 
data can compensate for the limitation imposed by 
the small sample size. The research design is sum-
marised in Table 1.

Figure 1. Location of the two neighbourhoods, Gisha and Afsariyeh in Tehran. The yellow areas signify the respective urban district boundaries. 
Source: the authors.
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Results
The qualitative analysis of the interview findings 
revealed connections between the residents’ experi-
ence of density and their relationship with place, 
mainly around the two dimensions of place attach-
ment as place and process (Scannell and Gifford 
(2010). The four identified themes concerned with 
place were (1) perceived environmental quality of 
place; (2) place dependence; (3) community loss; and 
(4) social turnover. In addition to these, two themes 
were identified affecting the process of formation of 

place attachment: (1) place memory; and (2) place 
meaning.

Place as a physical and social construct

The most explicit link between the experience of 
densification and place attachment in Tehran was 
identified in relation to the perception of environ-
mental qualities of place based on the experience 
of being in place (Rapoport 1982; Seamon 2000; 
Casey 2001; Macarthur 2001; Dempsey 2006; 

Figure 2. Gisha (top) and Afsariyeh (bottom) photos. Source: taken by the author in 2018.
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Lewicka 2011). One of the most tangible yet pro-
blematic consequences of residential rebuilding is 
the nuisances caused by demolishing the existing 
buildings and the reconstruction process. In their 
accounts of such nuisances, residents mentioned 
noise caused during the demolishing/construction 
process, road closures, and sidewalk obstruction. 
One interviewee sarcastically remarked:

“the structure of the old house in front of our home was 
rock-solid, they couldn’t easily demolish it . . . it took 
a very long time for them to finally tear it down. The 
demolition noise was brutal.” (Male, 40s,Gisha).

These nuisances are not directly associated with den-
sification per se but are consequences of an under-
regulated, inept urban management system which 
not only enables soft densification at the city level 
but also is incapable of minimising the local implica-
tions of such transformation. Many residents were 
critical of these nuisances while they felt powerless 
to act:

“what can I do? I call the municipality to complain, if I am 
lucky enough, they will give the developer a notice. But 

eventually [developers] start over after a few days.” 
(Male, 20s, Gisha).

Such challenges might seem minor and temporary; 
however, the situation worsens when two or more 
constructions simultaneously happen on a single 
street. The long-term psychological distress and func-
tional disruption caused by such nuisances could 
negatively impact residents’ quality of life and their 
relationship with place.

Moreover, the lack of control mechanisms, preli-
minary evaluations and impact assessments in the 
small-scaled re-developments lead to an array of 
adverse effects on the existing urban fabric. The 
newly constructed buildings cast a shadow on the 
existing buildings, block natural ventilation, views 
and sunlight, particularly for lower storeys, and, in 
general, impose their physical presence onto the 
existing urban fabric:

“Our south-faced windows used to be full of sunshine. 
Until this building [six-storey apartment building] was 
built here . . . now I have no sunlight in our home after 
10 am.” (Female, 30s, Afsariyeh)

Table 1. Research framework, research question and methods/data analysis.

Research Question: How does soft densification process impact place attachment at the neighbourhood level in Tehran?

The survey (175 residents): Emerging variables

Experience of densification Place attachment factors

Physical
● Accessibility
● Car park
● Traffic congestion
● Building features and design quality
● Physical amenities
● Greenery
● Open space

Non-physical
● Privacy
● Sense of crowding
● Migration
● Residential relocation

Physical
● Environmental qualities
● Aesthetic qualities
● Accessibility
● Functionality

Non-physical 
● Privacy
● Safety
● Migration
● Local community ties
● Getting used to the place
● Cultural confrontations
● Relocation experience
● Personal and collective memories

Semi-structured interviews (16 participants): four identified themes

● Perceived environmental quality of place
● Place dependence
● Community loss
● Social turnover
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Degradation of the environmental qualities of place 
has consequences and affects the functionality of 
place or place dependence. A recurring, strong 
theme in the interviews was concerned with the 
functionality of the neighbourhood and its deter-
mining role in consolidating place dependence 
and subsequently, place attachment. Place depen-
dence is a form of attachment referring to the 
degree to which local residents rely on the neigh-
bourhood to satisfy their needs (Hidalgo and 
Hernandez 2001; Giuliani 2003). This type of attach-
ment signifies the imperative role of the neighbour-
hood as the setting of daily life in offering 
a balanced set of services, functions, and accessibil-
ities. Residents reported that the neighbourhood’s 
ability to satisfy their daily needs was the primary 
determinant of their attachment: 

“I really do not care if they change the neighbourhood, as 
long as they don’t touch the places that satisfy my needs 
such as some specific shops and stores . . . we cannot 
resist change.” (Male, 20s, Gisha).

This account might be understood as an indication 
of a lack of an affective connection to the place. 
A closer inspection suggests that a strong form of 
attachment exists that is reliant on the functionality 
of place. The functionality of place also proved to be 
highly contingent upon adequate parking spots and 
the level of street congestion. The lack of enough 
parking spaces for the residents and the daily users 
of the services across the neighbourhood disrupts 
the residents’ daily lives in various ways. One inter-
viewee remarked:

“the high number of cars in the neighbourhood is really 
annoying . . . double parking is very common . . . some-
times [drivers] park their cars on the sidewalk . . . it’s 
frustrating in narrow alleys.” (Female, 30s, Afsariyeh).

As explained by one participant, soft densification 
process exacerbates the car parking problem because:

“land parcels are very small in Afsariyeh; when they build 
apartment blocks, they do not provide parking space for 
all the units. This is the root of the problem . . . residents 
have to park in the street and there is not enough space 
for this.” (Female, 40s, Afsariyeh)

Although traffic congestion, car dependency and the 
lack of sufficient parking spaces are among the most 
discussed urban challenges in Tehran (Atash 2007; 
Shoorcheh et al. 2016), the above accounts suggest 
that soft densification directly disrupts the expected 

functionality of place at the local level. The pre- 
eminence of place dependence in the case of this 
research suggests that in Tehran, the relationship 
between residents and their place of living has mainly 
remained at the level of satisfying daily needs. 
Furthermore, it can be argued that as the functionality 
of place is not consolidated through time, the resi-
dents have no opportunity to develop a more com-
plex, affective relationship with place.

The residents’ evaluations of the transformation of 
place were not all negative. A noteworthy narrative 
was identified among the residents in favour of den-
sification and the subsequent changes to place based 
on a pro-development, pro-renewal perspective. 
A resident alluded to the notion of renewal and said:

“the landscape of our neighbourhood has changed a lot, 
but in a good way. It is more modern now, new buildings, 
new shops, it’s classier!” (Male, 40s, Afsariyeh).

This is a common narrative where the renewal effect 
of urban densification is positively interpreted and 
thus contributes to enhanced satisfaction and place 
attachment. Arguably, there is a considerable differ-
ence between urban renewal and urban densification 
in objectives, implementation steps and outcomes. 
Residents seem to favour the renewal of the old, run- 
down, ostensibly low-quality and austere buildings, 
but the question remains if this positive outcome 
could be reached by a more sustainable, less place- 
undermining process.

The ramifications of soft densification go beyond 
the physical elements of place and expand into the 
social domain. These social ramifications of urban 
densification in Tehran include social turnover trig-
gered by the constant relocation of existing residents, 
the influx of new population, and the subsequent 
disruptions of family ties, support networks, and com-
munity groups. Some residents expressed concerns 
about social turnover in their neighbourhood and 
shared their own experiences of losing social ties. 
For example, one resident explained her experience 
of moving out of the neighbourhood because of the 
discussed residential rebuilding as depressing and 
excluding:

“I suddenly felt that I was left alone . . . all my friends were 
living in Gisha. It was very hard for me; I was depressed 
and lonely . . . I did not feel belonged to the new neigh-
bourhood. Eventually we moved back to Gisha after 
a couple of years.” (Female, 50s, Gisha).
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This account suggests that residential relocations and 
disruption of local bonds are the common narratives 
which have unnoticed implications for community 
cohesion, local support networks and social 
engagement.

The analysis also uncovered a complex, concealed 
socio-gender dynamic associated with patriarchal 
norms and family ties. Most female interviewees in 
Afsariyeh explicitly referred to their existing family 
ties as the critical determinant of their place attach-
ment. In an exemplar account, one interviewee 
remarked that:

“I do not feel attached to Afsariyeh at all. I live here 
because I have to. My parents live here and we have 
strong family ties as well. we have changed our home 
within the neighbourhood but never left it.” (Female, 20s, 
Afsariyeh).

This theme suggests that the strong presence of patri-
archal structures within some households that enor-
mously value the family institution and do not allow 
individual autonomy might affect how people-place 
relations unfold. Within this context, the question of 
the dynamics between density and place attachment 
descends from being at the society’s level to a strictly 
constrained scale of family. The way Iranian women 
might develop a sense of attachment to place might 
not be influenced by social dynamics, spatial attri-
butes of place and their transformation.

Social turnover and loss of local ties are also 
closely linked to the prevailing inter-country and 
inter-city migration patterns and the socio-cultural 
conflicts arising from it. Socio-cultural heterogeneity 
is regarded in the literature as contributing to 
a higher perception of density (Rapoport 1975). 
The internal migration issue in Iran is a symptom 
of an array of longstanding ill-defined spatial plan-
ning policies at the macro level alongside 
a multitude of geopolitical externalities. In this 
sense, the migrant must not be seen as 
a troublemaker in the analysis but rather as 
a victim. A common account among the residents 
in both neighbourhoods was regarding their locality 
becoming a migration target. One resident in Gisha 
described her recent experience of dealing with 
a migrant family in their building and commented:

“I had a parking issue in our building. A new neighbour 
who had come from the country used to occupy other 
neighbours’ parking spot. He had two cars . . . I told him 
several times, he kept doing this for three years. . . it was 

unbelievable, I understand that he was from a different 
culture, but things are different in cities.” (Female, 50s, 
Gisha).

The findings suggest a deep gulf between lifestyles, 
expectations, traditions, needs, and desires of the 
urban citizens, or as our participant said, us, and the 
newcomer migrants, them, which is very likely to trig-
ger intergroup socio-cultural conflicts. Socio-cultural 
dissimilarities exacerbated by continuous waves of 
migration are not the direct result of soft densifica-
tion. Rather, densification is a supply-driven response 
to this condition by providing more housing stock in 
the popular areas among migrants.

Process of people-place relations

The findings identified a temporal phenomenon 
related to the memory of place and the process of 
its diminishment through the change of place. Loss of 
place memory could affect an individual’s cognition of 
place and distort the representations of the past 
within the place (Lewicka 2008; Scannell and Gifford  
2010; Manzo and Devine-Wright 2013). Destroying the 
material traces of sites ‘resets the clock on the embo-
died relationship between the individual and the envir-
onment.’ (Jones and Evans 2012, 2326). The 
metaphoric expression of ‘resetting the clock’ of 
place and the individual’s relationship with it explains 
the situation where the destruction of the material 
elements of place leads to its erosion and the birth 
of a new place out of the ashes of the old. An inter- 
generational gap also exists with regard to place 
memory. As one of the participants put it:

“I don’t have my head in the clouds . . . it is true that the 
neighbourhood has changed and many memories 
[place-related] are lost, but I never say the old image 
was better. Now, the buildings are new, and I like it this 
way.” (Female, 50s, Gisha).

The above remark offers a more holistic view towards 
the complex layers of place memory. Place memory is 
predicted – among several other factors – by socio- 
demographic variables such as education, age and 
length of residence. Whether individual or collective, 
the memory of place is more tangible and vivid for the 
older generations. Place memory does not have sig-
nificant meaning for the young generation that com-
poses a considerable proportion of the population in 
our case study areas. Our findings suggest that they 
commonly have an attitude in favour of perpetual 
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changes associated with their vision of modernity. As 
one young interviewee said, ‘One cannot live with 
memories.’ The noted inter-generational variation cor-
responds with different personality types (Lewicka  
2013b) and also the two modes of attachment as 
traditional and active attachments (Hummon 1992). 
The traditional type of attachment is conceived to be 
more pertinent in older generations with restricted 
mobility and social circles and most often leads to 
the formation of nostalgia (Lewicka 2013a). 
Nevertheless, normative evaluation of these attach-
ment types and their associated personality types 
must be avoided. For one thing, nostalgia could func-
tion as a powerful psychological tool to restore the 
disrupted continuity of the place.

Discussion

This paper argued that the process of soft densifica-
tion explicitly affects place attachment by shaping 
place and affecting people-place relationships. The 
findings suggest that soft densification functions as 
an alienating mechanism in Tehran, continually con-
solidating conceived space at the expense of under-
mining lived space at the scale of everyday life 
(Lefebvre 1991). The identified themes and variables 
were clustered around two dimensions of place 
attachment as place and process (Scannell and 
Gifford 2010). While place’s social and physical attri-
butes determine the degree of place attachment 
through social relations and functionality of place, 
the process dimension interactively co-constructs per-
sonal and collective memories of place while high-
lighting the temporality of urban densification and 
place attachment.

The place undermining, incremental and piece-
meal process of soft densification in Tehran means 
that the urban fabric transformation and community 
loss stretch over a long period, impacting intra- 
generational people-place relations and memories. 
These conditions are not directly linked to the techni-
cal definition of density per se but instead could be 
interpreted as the inevitable consequences of an ill- 
performed planning policy. This complements the 
view that densification unfolds in cities, not in isola-
tion but as a response to the broader politico- 
economic, institutional and governance landscape 
(McFarlane 2020; Karampour 2021; Livingstone et al.  
2021). This argument underlines the context- 

sensitivity of urban compaction processes and under-
mines the universalist approach towards accepting 
the good faith of high density. Unpacking soft densi-
fication opens space to integrate it into policy dis-
course as an urban reality, not merely as an 
‘unplannable’, exceptional process outside the realm 
of planned and regulated urban development (Roy  
2005).

The presented results show that place attach-
ment is strongly linked to the functional attributes 
of place manifested in the residents’ dependence 
on place to satisfy their daily needs. This comple-
ments the existing literature emphasising on func-
tionality of place, arguing that a prerequisite of 
developing affective links with the neighbourhood 
is the ability of the place to contribute to 
a seamless flow of everyday life of its inhabitants 
(Talen 1999; Trentelman 2009). Residents could 
develop more complex relationships with place 
through the satisfaction of this genuine need 
(Giuliani 2003; Hernandez et al. 2013). In Tehran, 
soft densification undermines the functionality of 
place through intensifying uses and networks, 
overwhelming services, overloading urban infra-
structure and disrupting the everyday life activities 
of the residents. The continuous increase of density 
beyond the recommended cap and in the form of 
‘selling surplus FAR’ (Karampour 2018) leads to 
a condition where the urban provision of services 
and infrastructure cannot keep up with the devel-
opment pace within the neighbourhood either 
because of the lack of available undeveloped 
urban land or due to the deficiency of planning 
system to anticipate needs (Næss et al. 2020; 
Dunning et al. 2020).

The results also suggested that semantically, the 
term density resembles a wide range of physical impli-
cations and perceptual conditions such as crowding, 
construction sites, nuisances, social turnover, traffic, 
and the dominance of buildings, development, and 
speculation over social aspects of life. This bears sig-
nificant policy implications as it talks to a commonly 
neglected side of density discourse concerned with 
the variegated interpretations and experiences of the 
concept among the public.

While we discussed the experiences associated 
with density/densification, place and place attach-
ment in Tehran, these might differ in other contexts. 
Nevertheless, the findings presented here may be 
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pertinent to other geographies in the fast-growing 
cities of the Global South, where the border between 
formality and informality is blurred. These underscore 
the significance of posing questions on the ‘right’ 
density in a place or city, or the ‘right’ way to imple-
ment densification.

Soft densification was also found to have implica-
tions for place meaning. The findings suggest that the 
meaning of place in Tehran’s neighbourhoods is 
divided into two parallel metaphorical ideas: (1) an 
internal, socially constructed and more tangible idea 
of place at the micro-scale mainly corresponding to an 
individual’s life events, everyday life, routine activities 
and lived experience; and (2) an external, structurally- 
formed idea of place connected to the changes occur-
ring at the macro scale within which organisational 
forces, institutional regulations and governmental 
formalities seem to have more authority and control. 
The latter idea must still be considered a ‘place’ 
despite its seemingly disconnection from daily experi-
ences and individualised meanings. In the two neigh-
bourhoods, the residents perceive soft densification in 
relation to the latter idea of place; as a trajectory of 
change to which they have no authority to control, no 
way to influence and no right to challenge. Place 
changes – in the latter conceptualisation – are 
deemed inevitable and it is on the local community 
to resist or adapt to the massive consequences of 
change in multiple aspects of their daily lives (de 
Certeau 1988).

As a result of this ontological duality of place, the 
locals tend to interpret their neighbourhood as an 
untouchable, inaccessible urban superstructure that 
is being transformed based on an incomprehensible 
upper-level knowledge of technicity and unknown 
logic of governmentality (de Certeau 1988). This dual-
ism points out the difference between the realm of 
everyday life or ‘lived space’ on the one hand, and the 
upper level of the state, institutions, and the realm of 
untouchable – ‘conceived space’. The parallel lives of 
these places concomitantly carry on, although at dif-
ferent institutional levels and with the involvement of 
distinctive actors.

The case of Tehran showed that the current land-
scape of continual place change through soft densifi-
cation portrays ‘the devastating conquest of the lived 
by the conceived’ (Wilson 2013). The individualised 
perception of the density level as a snapshot or 
a condition at a particular moment plays a less sig-
nificant role in the formation of place attachment 

compared to the accumulated experience of densifi-
cation. The precedence of process over condition in 
investigating urban density and densification is of 
utmost importance and hugely informs the research 
towards identifying sustainable urban forms or the 
ideal density level for creating a sustainable future.

Lastly, the emerging literature on the multiple 
dichotomous theoretical approaches to density, such 
as subjective vs objective, topological vs topographi-
cal, and soft vs hard not only indicate the complexity 
of this ostensibly straightforward urban concept but 
also signifies a ‘qualitatively relational turn’ in urban 
density scholarship (Kjærås 2020; McFarlane 2020). This 
epistemological break will have important implications 
for applying density models and their associated plan-
ning regimes at multiple scales and within different 
contexts. It will also challenge the established but 
disputed body of knowledge on the sustainability of 
higher densities by showing that neither sustainability 
nor densification happens in a vacuum. Therefore, 
densification in general and soft densification in parti-
cular, must be seen as relational processes of change 
that take various forms and trajectories depending on 
the reciprocities between multiple social, economic, 
political and cultural forces and stakeholders.

Conclusion

Tehran’s ongoing soft densification process is influen-
cing the everyday life of its residents and is antici-
pated to have long-term environmental and social 
implications for the city at large. This paper speaks 
to the subjective and qualitative nature of urban den-
sification processes by unpacking the relationship 
between the experience of densification and place 
attachment. It contends that from the perspective of 
the residents of Tehran, density has become synon-
ymous with ‘change’, incorporating various transfor-
mative trajectories, sometimes not even relevant to 
the technical connotations of the terms. Additionally, 
densification is perceived as an incontestable process 
of ‘place change’, which brings about social transfor-
mation and physical upheaval. As observed in Tehran 
and in accordance with evidence from other cities 
across the globe, soft densification is becoming 
a prominent mode of small-scale and incremental 
urban development at the micro or local level. While 
enabled by structural preconditions, the local experi-
ences of soft densification as a process of constant 
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change are riddled with complexities and implications 
for everyday life.

The findings of this research make important the-
oretical, empirical and policy-related contributions. 
Theoretically, the paper developed a novel frame-
work of place-based social sustainability, which is 
then tested in two neighbourhoods while adding 
to the relational perspectives on urban density as 
an experienced and topological phenomenon. 
Empirically, the paper contributed to the less devel-
oped body of studies focusing on Western Asian and 
Iranian urban contexts by unpacking local conditions 
at the neighbourhood level in the rapidly occurring 
and undocumented process of soft densifications in 
Tehran as an exemplar city in the South in terms of 
urbanisation pace. This contribution is particularly 
salient to the development of ‘theory from the 
south’ (Roy 2014; Lawhon and Truelove 2020) and 
the emerging trends of south-south and south-north 
knowledge transfer and bi-directional learning (Birch 
and Keating 2011; Parnell and Robinson 2012; Patel  
2014). Policy-wise, the paper drew important lessons 
on the implications of planning policies and govern-
ance frameworks for the sustainability of urban com-
munities, particularly those that facilitate and 
encourage soft densification. Such lessons could 
draw attention to the necessity of knowledge trans-
fer from the everyday level to planning practice, and 
initiating more inclusive, context-sensitive 
approaches to urban decision-making. These lessons 
are also valuable to cities elsewhere, both in the 
Northern and Southern contexts, which undergo 
similar processes of soft densification driven by the 
deregulation of planning systems, financialisation of 
housing and municipal neoliberal agendas such as 
privatisation and entrepreneurism (Jessop 2002; 
Wang and Shaw 2018; Navarrete-hernandez and 
Toro 2019; Aalbers 2020).

Urban policy should challenge the orthodoxy of an 
objective understanding of urban densification which is 
disengaged from the socio-cultural base of cities and 
nurture practice that builds on topological and rela-
tional ‘readings’ of density. Integrating lived experi-
ences and local knowledge into the planning policy 
can be done through transdisciplinary and co-creation 
processes, participatory evaluations, post-occupancy 
assessments and social surveys (Turcu 2012, 2013; 
Crane et al. 2021). Future research must consider 
these aspects of urban densification in the rapidly 
growing cities of the global South. This could be 

coupled with explorations of the politics of soft densi-
fication in relation to its unplannable nature and the 
political ecology of sustainable densification. It is also 
relevant to examine the politics of the production of 
social space through urban densification at the national 
level and through a critical analysis of the dynamics 
between space, power and the state. Specifically, more 
research can be done by looking into density as 
a political tool driven by political values, planning ideol-
ogies, capital circulation trajectories, and social categor-
isations along gender, ethnicity and class divisions.
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