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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the role of biophilic elements in shaping the spatial experience patterns of customers in
contemporary commercial complexes, with the Iran Mall in Tehran serving as a case study. Employing a qualitative research
design, thematic analysis was applied to examine data obtained from 10 semi-structured interviews with experts, comprising
experienced designers and architectural faculty members with at least 15 years of professional and academic experience; the
sampling process continued until theoretical saturation was reached. This stage resulted in the extraction of key themes and the
development of an initial conceptual framework. The findings indicate that the thoughtful integration of biophilic attributes—
such as indoor greenery, water features, daylighting, and natural materials—fosters an enriched, multi-sensory, and positive
customer experience by enhancing sensory perception, spatial legibility, sense of place, and dwell time. This study confirms
that a biophilic approach can serve as an effective design strategy, bridging the gap between commercial efficiency and users’
psychological needs within large-scale contemporary commercial environments.

Keywords: Biophilic Design, Customer Spatial Experience, Contemporary Commercial Complex, Iran Mall, Sense of Place,
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Explanation of the Role of Biophilic Elements in Providing a Pattern of Spatial Experience for
Customers in a Contemporary Commercial Complex (Case Study of Iran Mall, Tehran)

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary large-scale commercial complexes have evolved beyond mono-functional shopping centers into complex socio-
spatial environments that serve as hubs for recreation, social interaction, and cultural engagement. However, the dominant
architectural paradigm of modern malls often generates profound psychological alienation. Characterized by enclosed, artificial
environments, windowless corridors, monotonous synthetic materials, and sensory overload, these spaces frequently induce
cognitive fatigue, disorientation, and emotional detachment among visitors. To address this spatial deficiency, contemporary
architectural theory has increasingly turned toward biophilic design—an approach grounded in humanity’s innate evolutionary
affinity for the natural world (E.O. Wilson’s biophilia hypothesis).

While biophilic principles have been extensively investigated in residential, healthcare, and educational contexts, their
structural role in transforming customer behavioral patterns and experiential dynamics within mega-commercial complexes
remains underexplored. Mega-malls represent high-density commercial ecosystems where spatial efficiency must
harmoniously align with human psychological well-being. Therefore, the primary objective of this qualitative investigation
was to explain and conceptualize the role of biophilic elements in shaping the spatial experience patterns of visitors, utilizing
the Iran Mall in Tehran—one of the largest contemporary mixed-use commercial developments in the world—as an empirical
case study. The study sought to decode how natural light, indoor vegetation, water installations, and natural materials operate
collectively to bridge commercial performance with deep-seated human psycho-spatial needs.

Methodology

This investigation utilized an applied, qualitative research design employing exploratory thematic analysis:

1. Research Strategy & Case Study: An exploratory qualitative framework was chosen to capture the nuanced, multi-
sensory perceptions and behavioral patterns generated within biophilic commercial spaces. The Iran Mall was selected
as the focal case study due to its large-scale architectural incorporation of nature-integrated zones, including central
water features, extensive vertical gardens, and climate-moderated green courtyards.

2. Target Population & Sampling: The study engaged two distinct panels of experts selected through combined
purposive and snowball sampling techniques: (1) senior academic scholars and university professors in architecture
and environmental design with 15-20 years of academic experience, and (2) professional commercial architects and
senior designers directly involved in the planning and execution of landmark commercial complexes, including the
Iran Mall project. A total of 10 in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted (both face-to-face and
telephonically). Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was firmly achieved, with data redundancy observed
from the 9th interview onward.

3. Data Collection Protocol: A semi-structured interview protocol structured around four foundational thematic axes
was implemented: (a) sensory and semantic values of biophilic elements; (b) spatial guidance and behavioral
orientation; (c) the influence of physical, perceptual, and semantic components on customer experience; and (d)
experience-oriented architectural design strategies. Data collection was complemented by documentary analysis of
Iran Mall’s architectural blueprints and design charters.

4. Data Analysis & Psychometric Rigor: Verbatim interview transcriptions underwent systematic thematic coding
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following a multi-tier hierarchy: raw data — initial codes (n=158) — basic themes (n=29) — organizing/intermediate
» themes (n=18) — overarching comprehensive themes (n=5). Methodological trustworthiness was established through
data triangulation (literature, expert interviews, and architectural documents), member checking, and an audit trail.
Inter-coder reliability was confirmed via independent recoding, yielding a Holsti’s coefficient of agreement (PAO) of
0.70, verifying robust analytical dependability.
Results
The thematic synthesis revealed that the customer spatial experience within a biophilic commercial complex is governed by a
tripartite conceptual model comprising perceptual values, behavioral patterns, and experiential outcomes. Across the
qualitative dataset, 158 initial codes converged into five overarching thematic domains:

1. Perceptual and Semantic Multi-Sensory Values (68 codes, 10 basic themes, 2 overarching themes): Biophilic
elements function far beyond mere cosmetic decoration; they constitute an active sensory-balancing system. Natural
daylighting mitigates spatial fatigue and resets circadian alertness; vegetative installations moderate ambient acoustic
reverberation and thermal microclimates; and water bodies generate multi-sensory soothing impressions. Crucially,
natural elements operate as a “spatial compass” (spatial legibility), significantly improving wayfinding and visual
orientation within complex, vast interiors.

2. Place Attachment and Identity Formation: The integration of nature facilitates place identity through four distinct
mechanisms: (a) collective and individual memory-making; (b) the blurring of boundaries between enclosed artificial
interiors and the open natural world; (c) flexible spatial affordances supporting diverse social gatherings; and (d) the
transition into an “experiential economy,” where pleasant natural atmospheres extend voluntary dwell time and
convert casual recreational visitors into engaged consumers.

3. Behavioral and Spatial Navigation (50 codes, 13 basic themes, 1 overarching theme): Biophilic features
restructure spatial behavior across four hierarchical tiers:

o Psycho-Physiological Level: Water features, green atriums, and natural illumination lower cognitive load and
mental stress, offering restorative pauses.

o Behavioral-Spatial Level: Natural installations serve as focal landmarks that subtly guide foot traffic,
transforming rigid, linear “A-t0-B functional shopping” into exploratory, meandering, and immersive
journeys.

o Socio-Perceptual Level: Shared biophilic focal points (e.g., musical fountains and central gardens) create
catalytic gathering spaces for informal social interaction, elevating the perceived quality of time spent.

o ldentity-Institutional Level: The monumental integration of living natural systems elevates brand prestige,
transforming the complex into a distinctive urban leisure destination and fostering institutional loyalty.

Discussion and Conclusion

The empirical findings substantiate that biophilic design in contemporary mega-malls operates as an active, transformative
design mechanism rather than a secondary aesthetic embellishment. In vast environments like Iran Mall, biophilic installations
bridge the historic tension between cold commercial efficiency and the intrinsic psychological need for human restoration. By
attenuating spatial alienation and sensory depletion, thoughtfully integrated nature reorganizes visitor movement, prolongs
dwell time, and imbues the commercial environment with meaningful social affordances.

From a practical and architectural perspective, this research offers key strategic recommendations for architects, commercial
developers, and urban planners:

e Shifting from Cosmetic to Systemic Nature: Biophilic elements must not be treated as isolated potted accents; they
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should be conceived as functional spatial anchors, visual corridors, and environmental microclimate moderators

integrated directly into the structural layout. «
e Multi-Sensory Coherence: Architects must harmonize auditory (sound of flowing water), visual (daylight
penetration and foliage sightlines), and tactile (natural stone and timber finishes) cues to maximize cognitive
restoration.
e Designing for Exploratory Circulation: Incorporating natural landmarks allows commercial spaces to disperse

crowd density naturally and encourage exploratory, leisurely circulation patterns that enhance retail vitality.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that incorporating biophilic architecture within contemporary mega-commercial

complexes successfully synthesizes economic productivity with human-centered spatial well-being, providing an evidence-

based framework for future sustainable commercial architecture.

Keywords: Biophilic Design, Customer Spatial Experience, Contemporary Commercial Complex, Iran Mall, Sense of Place,

Behavioral Pattern
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