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Abstract. During the past two decades, economic crises and climate change have triggered mass migrations from rural ar-
eas to big cities and metropolises. Considering that the destination cities often lack the required capacity to systematically 
accommodate these newcomers, immigrants settle in unofficially on city margins. Since these immigrants have different 
ethnicities, the informal settlements constructed by them turn into multiethnic informal Settlements in which develop-
ment of proper social ties becomes impeded. As a result, social cohesion is weakened and eventually ceases to exist among 
the residents in open community spaces. In this regard, the present study aims to analyze this process and the effects of 
multiethnicity on social cohesion in the open community spaces of poor urban areas and the role of environmental fac-
tors in this mechanism. The Hesar Imam Khomeini neighborhood, which is located in Hamadan Province and has a rural 
core, has given shelter to Lurish, Kurdish, Turkish and Persian-speaking immigrants during recent years, which makes it 
a suitable sample for study. Because of the existing limitations and in order to achieve the goal of the study, the grounded 
theory was used to conduct the research. In-depth interview was carried out on sixteen residents of the neighborhood, four 
individuals from each ethnicity. After coding the interviews using the theory, a grounded model of the study was formed. 
The results indicate that multiethnicity has negatively affected behavior settings, vibrancy and consequently social cohesion 
in the open community spaces of the area of study through the three factors of “different expectations from neighborhood 
space”, “different time of attendance in open spaces” and “different residence size”. It can be proposed that “creating spatial 
shared values” is one of the most effective strategies which can be used for narrowing gaps and increasing social cohesion 
in multiethnic neighborhoods.
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Introduction

The population of urban areas has reached that of rural 
ones for the first time during recent years (Egger, 2005, p. 
2). According to the head of the United Nations Human 
Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat), 2007 was the first 
year in which half of the world population lived in urban 
areas. At the same time, the population in poor urban ar-
eas has exceeded one billion (UN-Habitat, 2006). The UN 
predicts that by 2030 more than 60 percent of the world 
population will live in urban areas and by 2017 the devel-
oping world will have an urban character rather than a 
rural one (United Nations, 2004). It is evident that migra-
tion from rural areas to poor urban districts is notably on 
the rise. A review of the findings of international organi-
zations reveals growing concentrated poverty in cities and 

multiplication of slums in urban areas as an undeniable 
fact of urbanization during the 21st century. In its 2003 
report titled “The Challenge of Slums”, the UN-Habitat 
agency introduces these urban areas as “a physical and 
spatial manifestation of urban poverty and intra-city in-
equality” (UN-Habitat, 2003, xxvi). Also, in its 2008 report 
titled “State of the World’s Cities – Harmonious Cities”, the 
agency states that more than one-third of urban popula-
tions live in slums (UN-Habitat, 2008). On the other hand, 
these informal settlements are the concentration place for 
different cultures and ethnicities. Climate change and con-
sequently decline of farming are among the main reasons 
which have led to migration of different rural ethnicities 
to poor urban areas (Black et al., 2008; Khanian, Serpoush, 
& Gheitarani, 2017).
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Various empirical studies have shown that racial and 
ethnic heterogeneities are associated with lower levels of 
support for welfare redistribution (Eger, 2010, p. 26). In 
fact, these social differences have resulted in social dis-
sociation and this lack of cohesion is apt to create disa-
greements between social groups, individuals and systems 
and as a result the society may experience social exclusion 
(Van Tran, 2015). The negative effects of ethnic diversity 
on trust and willingness to engage in collective life have 
led to emergence of new concepts in the social cohesion 
literature (Putnam, 2000). Therefore, since slums are cre-
ated by immigrants of various ethnicities, these informal 
settlements lack proper social cohesion, which is more 
evident in open and community spaces.

The concept of social cohesion entered policy debates 
of developed countries in the 1990s (Hulse & Stone, 2007). 
But, social sciences have long been discussing the causes 
and effects of changes in social cohesion (Putnam, 2000). 
Social cohesion is recognized as the interrelationship 
between groups and organizations in a society (Stone & 
Hughes, 2002). More than one century ago, Durkheim 
(1894) said that there was no clear definition for social 
cohesion at that time. Unfortunately, the problem still per-
sists today. For example, Rosell’s (1995, p. 78) definition of 
the concept, after being adjusted by Maxwell (1996), holds 
that social cohesion consists of building shared values and 
communities of interpretation, reducing disparities in 
wealth and income, and generally enabling people to have 
a sense that they are engaged in a common enterprise, 
facing shared challenges and that they are members of the 
same community (Rajulton, Ravanera, & Beaujot, 2007). 
On the other hand, since social cohesion between vari-
ous social groups is projected in space, it can be suggested 
that environmental sciences such as architecture, urban 
design and urban planning play a significant role in devel-
oping this concept. A report produced under the auspices 
of the American Planning Association indicated that any 
planning and designing procedure which ignores human 
behaviors and basic needs inevitably leads to formation 
of neighborhoods which fail at providing positive social 
ties for the inhabitants (Ziegler, 2007; Khanian, Bolouhar, 
Gheitarany, & Nezhad, 2013).

As a result, in poor urban neighborhoods which house 
immigrants of various cultures, a social dissociation exists 
among the inhabitants. It is believed that efficient space 
design can increase social capital and create opportunities 
for social interaction and trust-building (Khanian, Mar-
shall, Zakerhaghighi, Salimi, & Naghdi, 2018). There is no 
doubt that human behavior is influenced by both social 
and physical factors. Social factors have always been given 
much attention, but physical factors seem to be in need 
of more study and understanding in order to contribute 
to better social interaction. The physical characteristics of 
urban neighborhoods play a significant role in social in-
teractions. Therefore, patterns of neighborhood design can 
be produced for the purpose of reducing differences and 
creating a sense of belonging in the residents (Marzbali, 
Abdullah, Razak, & Tilaki, 2014).

In this regard, the present study aims to analyze the 
effects of multicultural and multiethnic spaces on social 
cohesion by studying the behaviors and viewpoints of 
the inhabitants of urban multiethnic spaces via a spatial 
approach. The Hesar Imam Khomeini neighborhood in 
Hamadan Province was selected as a suitable case for 
study. The neighborhood has a rural core and was at-
tached to the main urban area of the city by immigrants 
during the multicultural rural migrations of the 1980s and 
1990s. This resulted in formation of a multicultural multi-
ethnic poor neighborhood. It needs to be mentioned that 
some of the original inhabitants still live in the neighbor-
hood today. The authors decided to include in the area of 
study open and community spaces, where ethnic diversity 
is highest. In this regard, a space was selected wherein four 
ethnicities, namely Lurish, Kurdish, Turkish and the na-
tives (Persians) live. Considering that the subject of study 
is relatively new and there is no prominent theory which 
can be applied to the study, grounded theory was used to 
conduct the research.

With regard to the focus of this study on Iranian in-
formal settlements, a review of the urbanization process 
in Iran indicates that formation of informal settlements 
or slums in this country began in 1941 with a slow pace 
(Hataminejad & Zomorrodian, 2002; Naghdi, Khanian, & 
Rueentan, 2016). However, economic and environmental 
changes alongside lack of proper urban and local manage-
ment and planning led to expansion of slums as a large 
portion of the rural population flowed toward cities. Over-
all, the related statistics indicate that informal residence 
in Iran is an expanding phenomenon. This kind of settle-
ment is currently considered a specific life-style and traces 
of it can be found in most Iranian cities (Hataminejad & 
Zomorrodian, 2002). Lalehpour and Karbasi (2017) have 
categorized the reasons of formation of Iranian informal 
settlements based on the existing literature. Table 1 shows 
this categorization (Table 1).

1. A review of social cohesion and  
its relation to space

Social cohesion, similar to globalization, has become 
another buzz word of the day (J. Chan, To, & E. Chan, 
2006). Many have attempted to define and propose ways 
to measure social cohesion, and these different definitions 
and approaches use different indices (Dickes, Valentova, 
& Borsenberger, 2010). Some perceive social cohesion as 
solidarity and trust and some others believe it to include 
such concepts as social inclusion, social capital and poverty 
(J. Chan, To, & E. Chan, 2006). However, it seems that de-
spite common usage, social cohesion has been misdefined, 
which has led to different researches having different inter-
pretations of the concept (Jeannotte, 2003; Osberg, 2003). 
At the present, it is difficult to find a commonly accepted 
definition for social cohesion. Social cohesion is a very 
popular concept with academia and politicians. In 1996 
the federal government of Canada created a social cohe-
sion network which became one of the most active social 
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cohesion research groups all around the globe (J. Chan, To, 
& E. Chan, 2006). It can be proposed that the definition of 
social cohesion is a reflection of a person’s mentality which 
projects itself in a particular behavior (J. Chan, To, & E. 
Chan, 2006, p. 289). Chan et al.claim that social cohesion 
has three levels: micro, meso and macro. They suggest that 
different groups should have social communication and 
interaction at the meso-level so as to contribute to social 
cohesion. However, measuring social relations at the meso-
level has proven difficult (Dickes et al., 2010).

Nonetheless, increased social capital helps increase so-
cial cohesion. According to Putnam (2000, p. 19), social 
capital refers to the link between the community network 
and individual members as well as mutual benefits and 
trust which result from the link (Portes, 2014). Table 2 in-
dicates the most common approaches to social cohesion 
as discussed by well-known theorists. As it is clear, the 
“social” aspect is present in all approaches.

Regarding the relationship between social cohesion 
and space, Shaw and McKay (1942) have reported that in 
urban communities and regions with high poverty rate 
and issues such as mental illnesses, high infant mortality 
rate, crimes and other forms of physical and social prob-
lems, social cohesion and interpersonal relationships are 
very weak (Almeida, Kawachi, Molnar, & Subramanian, 
2009). For this reason, many researchers establish a direct 
relationship between various neighborhood capitals such 
as social networks, social cohesion and healthcare (Berk-
man et al., 2004; Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 
2002; Whitley & Mckenzie, 2005; Pearl, Braveman, & 
Abrams, 2001). But, Sampson believes that not much at-
tention has been given to finding out what factors contrib-
ute to establishment of social relations and social cohesion 
(Sampson et al., 2002). According to an influential work 
of Forrest and Kearns (2001), social cohesion comprises 
sharing norms and values, social solidarity, social control 

Table 1. Reasons of formation of Iranian informal settlements (Lalehpour & Karbasi, 2017)

Researcher Year of 
Study Title of Study Findings of Study

Piran 1998 Hasty and disharmonious urbanization: 
inappropriate residence

The informal market of lands and 
accommodation as well as land separation 
regulations

Athari 1992 Slums in cities and their impacts and 
consequences

Ignoring low-income groups in the urban 
planning system

Habibi 1992 Transformation of villages adjacent to big cities 
and their role in the accommodation system of 
Iran

Lack of enforceable bylaws for use of lands 
outside city limits and territorial boundaries

Rafiei 1993 Slums Shortages in the approaches of urban planning, 
structural planning and housing

Khatam 1994 Housing plans and social categorization in 
Tehran districts

Lack of minimum separation standards in 
comprehensive urban plans and ignoring the 
needs of low-income groups

Latifi 1998 A socioeconomic analysis of Tehran slums 
between 1981 and 1993

Lack of nationwide executive planning followed 
by urban, local and districtwide executive 
planning

Sarrafi 2001 Toward a theory of organizing informal 
settlements: from slums to urbanization

Inequitable distribution of national wealth, lack 
of district and local balances, shortcomings of 
districtwide plans, lack of sufficient and proper 
residential spaces for low-income groups in 
structural plans

Fanni & Bashiri 2010 Informal land economy and informal settlement Shortcomings in housing policies for low-
income populations

Table 2. Different approaches to defining social cohesion

Theorist Type of Approach Year

Rosell (1) economic, (2) social 1995
Bernard (1) political, (2) social, (3) cultural, (4) economic 1999
Berger-Schmitt, R. (2000) (1) political, (2) social 2000
Fernando Rajulton, Beaujot and Ravanera (1) political (voting and volunteering), (2) economic (job, income 

and work force contribution), (3) social (social ties)
2007

Paul Dickes, Marie Valentova and Moni 
Borsenberger

(1) political, (2) social, (3) cultural 2010
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and a feeling of belonging to each other through a com-
mon identity and a strong bonding with the place where 
one lives.

Many attempts have been made to determine the dif-
ferent dimensions of social cohesion (O’Connor, 1998; 
Woolley, 1998). O’Connor (1998) introduces affiliation/
isolation, insertion/exclusion, participation/passivity and 
acceptance/rejection as the four main dimensions of social 
cohesion, which can be said to have a relationship with 
place (Dickes et al., 2010). The results of another study by 
Foster, Giles-Corti, and Knuiman (2010), which is based 
on the theory of new urbanism, encourages increased 
public presence in streets and higher walkability, which 
both can be interpreted as positive and meaningful rela-
tionships in social. It is believed that designing commu-
nity spaces based on the idea of creating opportunities for 
establishing social interaction and trust can increase social 
capital, and in return increased social interaction contrib-
utes to higher social cohesion. Urban spatial design and 
planning makes it possible for a community to overcome 
the negative effects of criminal activities such as social ex-
clusion and narrow the gap among its members who may 
come from different ethnic backgrounds ties (Marzbali 
et al., 2014). Creating social cohesion in a neighborhood 
requires establishment of various types of social capital, 
including social support, social leverage, informal social 
control, and neighborhood organization participation 
(Carpiano, 2006; Carpiano & Kimbro, 2012). Considering 
that social cohesion has a bottom-up process, the qual-
ity of social integration at the neighborhood-level is the 
basis for creating social cohesion at higher levels (Forrest 
& Kearns, 2001; Morrison, 2003). Taylor (1998) believes 
that even a small geographical unit can act as a behavior 
regulator and help the social ties inside a neighborhood 
and the behavioral patterns of the residents develop.

2. Social cohesion in poor multiethnic 
neighborhoods

During the last few decades, climate-induced and eco-
nomic crises have forced a large number of villagers to 
migrate to cities (Black, Kniveton & Schmidt-Verkerk, 
2013). Often lack of appropriate urban infrastructures 
has resulted in these villagers settling in informally. This 
phenomenon is more evident in developing countries and 
has led to formation of slums at the margin of large cit-
ies throughout years (Durand-Lasserve & Royston, 2012). 
Considering that most of these immigrants come from 
different cultures and ethnicities, no strong social cohe-
sion exists in the open and community spaces of their 
neighborhoods. However, many researchers believe that 
strong social relations and mutual aid are characteristics 
of poor neighborhoods which help them fight poverty, un-
employment and social exclusion (Forrest & Kearns, 2001; 
Patel & Kleinman, 2003). Despite this, different cultural 
and ethnic backgrounds of the residents make it difficult 
to ascertain the existence of social cohesion in open and 
community spaces in such neighborhoods. Some argue 

that economically deprived areas lack the elements which 
produce and sustain social ties and cohesion (Almeida 
et  al., 2009). They draw on the social chaos theory and 
propose that poverty destroys positive social capital and 
procedures and as a result creates distrust and fear among 
residents (Moore & Pinderhughes, 1993; Sampson, 2003; 
Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002; Ross, Mi-
rowsky, & Pribesh, 2001). Establishing community spaces 
for social interactions in poor neighborhoods is expected 
to result in a wide range of positive outcomes, like so-
cial cohesion, social mobility opportunities, more social 
capital, better services, less crime, an improved neighbor-
hood reputation, and more residential stability (Bolt, Van 
Kempen, & Van Ham, 2008; Kleinhans, 2004; Tunstall & 
Lupton, 2003).

Considering that the residents of such neighborhoods 
face multiple challenges in the quality of their lives, study-
ing the methods which can help increase social cohesion 
among them can be very beneficial since positive social ties 
contribute to better physical and mental health and trust-
building (Kawachi & Berkman, 2000; Putnam, 2000). Put-
nam (2000) states that in communities with high levels of 
social interaction and social organization, residents enjoy 
more social cohesion (Portes, 2014). The aspects of social 
cohesion seem to reinforce one another; whenever people 
have, for example, the same ideas about life (shared norms 
and values), the chance of making social contacts is greater 
and so the feeling of being part of a certain group or a par-
ticular neighborhood or district is reinforced (Atkinson & 
Kintrea, 2001). In her proposed method for measuring so-
cial capital, Berger-Schmitt (2000) says that social cohesion 
has two principal goal dimensions: (1) reducing disparities, 
inequalities and social exclusion within a society and (2) 
strengthening the social capital of a society. The second 
dimension includes all aspects which are considered a type 
of social capital. In communities which have more social 
cohesion, more investment might be made on general so-
cial infrastructures such as education, social welfare and 
healthcare services, which in return will decrease inequali-
ties in accessing medical and healthcare services. Also, 
higher social cohesion produces more social support and 
mutual respect and prevents stress symptoms (Jen, Sund, 
Johnston, & Jones, 2010; Pearce & Smith, 2003). Consider-
ing that slums are formed without proper planning, they 
are spatially and structurally weak especially in open and 
community spaces. Studying the possible ways to correct 
the existing spaces in these informal settlements based on 
their multicultural and multiethnic nature has often been 
ignored by researchers. Doeksen (1997) proposes that the 
positive features of a constructed space can act as media-
tors for social feelings and sense of belonging. According 
to a theory by Mayo (1979), manipulation of a street can 
create a better social space in the neighborhood (Marz-
bali et al., 2014). Other studies also bespeak a meaningful 
relationship between the shape of streets and behavioral 
patterns (Hillier, 2004; Mason, 2010). Therefore, study-
ing the passages and structures of open spaces in multi-
ethnic poor neighborhoods can improve the outlook and 
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decision-making of urban designers and planners. In the 
next section, these structures in the area of study have been 
analyzed using the grounded theory.

3. Evaluating social cohesion from spatial 
perspective in the area of study using the 
grounded theory

3.1. Methodology

Nowadays, qualitative research methods have earned their 
true place in science. One of the more successful qualita-
tive methods is known as the grounded theory developed 
by sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss. This 
theory relies on data collection, note-taking, coding, cat-
egorizing, describing and explaining. The origins of this 
theory can be traced back to symbolic interactionism and 
the works of Charles Horton Cooley and George Herbert 
Mead (Goulding, 1999). The grounded theory is usually 
used when no study has been conducted on the topic at 
hand and since no credible study has been conducted on 
lack of social cohesion in multiethnic slums, using this 
theory is justifiable. The analysis procedure consists of 
tagging concepts and elements with codes. The collected 
data are divided to smaller parts, conceptualized and then 
relinked to one another in a new way. Theoretical sam-
pling in the grounded theory occurs based on the type 
of coding, and events which seem to be meaningful or 
indicative of concepts which can be used to acquire data 
are sampled. It can be said that the nature of the grounded 
theory consists of studying people in the social context us-
ing tools and methods which allow access to social mean-
ings in a way that the researcher is directly present in the 
study field, talks to the subjects under study, reflects the 
reality from their viewpoint and provides a deep explana-
tion of the reality under study (Creswell, 2009). Therefore, 
data collection and analysis have a mutual relationship. 
According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), research does not 
begin with a theory which is supposed to be substantiated; 
rather, research begins with a field of study and then what 

is suitable and related is allowed to unfold. In other words, 
unlike deductive methods which begin with a general 
theory and use hypotheses for experimental testing, the 
grounded theory is an inductive method which begins the 
research by direct observation and then forms patterns, 
implications or general categories and concepts. This does 
not mean that researchers who use the grounded theory do 
not have any hypothesis or presumption; rather, it means 
that what has been learnt beforehand forms a new study 
for shaping general principles and concepts; but, analysis 
is not performed to substantiate or reject hypotheses.

3.2. Delimiting the immediate area of study

One of the slums of Hamadan Province is “Hesar” dis-
trict. Hesar is one of the poor neighborhoods of Hamadan 
which has a rural core. The neighborhood has and still is 
expanding over the farmlands of Hesar Village. The cur-
rent state of Hesar indicates that uncontrolled construc-
tions still happen in different parts of the neighborhood, 
especially on surrounding farmlands. Originally the vil-
lage was known as “Hesar Piazkaran”, but migration of 
a large number of the inhabitants and construction of 
residential units has led to the village becoming a section 
of the city (Urban Development and Renewal Company, 
2004). Back in seventy years, around 200 families lived 
in the village but the village shrank in size as a result of 
mass migrations, and gradual constructions have led to a 
combined texture which is now known as Hesar. Accord-
ing to the 2011 statistical studies, Hesar has a population 
of 35,000 (Statistical Center of Iran, 2011; Zakerhaghighi, 
Khanian, & Gheitarani, 2015; Kahvand, Gheitarani, Kha-
nian, & Ghadarjani, 2015).

In order for an accurate study of the district, a neigh-
borhood was selected in Hesar Imam Khomeini Slum with 
maximum existing multiethnicity and social differences 
(Figures 1 and 2). Hesar Imam is located in north west of 
Hamedan leading to some agricultural and farming area. 
It is accessible from main city of Hamedan with urban 
streets. Also, The main study area is in the center of Hesar.

Figure 1. Geographical location of the area of study in 
Hamadan

Figure 2. Map of the study area neighborhood structure
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Figure 3. Geographical location of the rural core and the 
immigrants living quarters in the area of study

Figure 4. Area of study ethnicity map

Figure 5. Pictures taken of the area of study

The area is the rural core of Hesar neighborhood 
which has come to direct contact with the living quarters 
of the immigrants. As it can be seen in Figure 3, section 
1 is the rural core housing the native inhabitants; section 
2 is an open space around which immigrants with differ-
ent ethnic backgrounds live; and section 3 is a passage 
which connects sections 1 and 2. Imam Hassan Mojtaba 
Mosque (known as the old mosque) is located on the east-
ern wall of the passage. It needs to be mentioned that the 
mosque is used mostly by the native inhabitants, and the 
immigrants use another mosque located elsewhere in the 
neighborhood.

In order to analyze the social cohesion of this multi-
ethnic neighborhood, the ethnicity of the residents dwell-
ing in the immediate vicinity of the selected area was de-
termined. Figure 4 shows the results.

The majority of the residents consist of four ethnici-
ties: Lurish, Kurdish, Turkish and the natives (Persians). A 
number of pictures taken of the area of study and its open 
and community spaces can be seen in Figure 5.

In-depth interview was carried out on 16 residents of 
the neighborhood  – four members from each ethnicity. 
The grounded theory methodology was executed in the 
following stages:

Overall, data collection, note taking, coding and 
memoing were performed ab initio. Sorting was per-
formed only when all categories were saturated, after 
which drafting the write-up became possible. Then cod-
ing was performed, during which the collected data were 
reduced to separate meaningful units and then became 
conceptualized. Coding was performed in three stages of 
open coding, axial coding and selective coding based on 
Strauss’s theory (1990). During open coding, the collected 
data were reduced, analyzed, compared, tagged and con-
ceptualized. During axial coding, the formed categories 
were linked and their relations were analyzed. During 
selective coding, one category was selected as the cen-
tral category to relate all categories together. The sample 
size in this type of sampling method, which is exclusively 
used in qualitative field studies, depends on the theoreti-
cal saturation of the study question. Therefore, interviews 
continued until no new information could be extracted 
from the collected data.



Journal of Architecture and Urbanism, 2019, 43(1): 1–13 7

4. Categories extracted based on the condition of 
social cohesion in the area of study

Different expectations from neighborhood space

During the interviews, participants had different expecta-
tions from the neighborhood space. It became clear that 
each participant goes to the neighborhood space for a 
particular reason and then leaves the area after perform-
ing his/her daily affairs. In-depth analysis of the extracted 
codes from the interviews indicated that the residents 
have different mental images of the neighborhood, spaces 
outside their houses and various passages inside the area. 
Since the mental image of any person is formed by his/
her expectations from an object, it can be inferred that 
different mental images of the space under study has re-
sulted in a significant reduction of social cohesion. Hamid, 
a 34-year-old native of the neighborhood with a relatively 
favorable economic condition, says: “The space in front 
of the mosque is like a home to me and I earn my daily 
bread mostly there. And I always meet friends and neigh-
bors in that area and my son Abbas also plays there.” Ali, 
a 40-year-old resident who migrated to the neighborhood 
five years ago, says: “When every evening I return home 
from the workshop in which I work, I buy whatever I need 
from the city center; when I get home I don’t leave un-
til the next morning when I go to work.” Also, Figure 6 
shows an old woman with traditional Kurdish clothes il-
lustrating a different personal viewpoint to the place.

Different time of attendance in open spaces

Another factor which was prominent in the interviews was 
the residents’ different time of attendance in the space under 
study. Central codes extracted from the interviews indicated 
that the main reason for this difference was the different life-
style of each resident, which is rooted in his/her ethnic and 
cultural background. Nahid, a 28 year old Kurdish resident 
who has recently joined the neighborhood, says: “We are 
used to having dinner late, and naturally before dinner my 
husband and children are out in the neighborhood space. We 

also get up late in the morning and they are home then.” 
Akram, a 34 year old Turkish longtime resident, on the other 
hand says: “My husband gets up early in the morning. I also 
go the bakery in the early morning and do my daily shop-
ping. Then I do the household chores. Sometimes I don’t see 
my neighbors for quite a few days.” The economic condition 
of the residents can also have certain effects on their different 
time of attendance in the neighborhood space. In fact, one 
of the defining characteristics of these neighborhoods is the 
variety of the residents’ jobs.

Different residence size

Some non-native interviewees said that because of the 
small size of their houses, they have to do certain chores 
in the open space in front of their abodes. But, the na-
tive residents said that they do all their household chores 
inside their houses and were unwilling to use the open 
space for this purpose. Reza, a 45-year-old Lurish resident, 
says: “Our entire house is 55 square meters. In the last year 
housecleaning, we had to dust and wash our rugs in the 
public space in front of the house; Ahmad and his family, 
who come from the same village I do and live in the next 
alley, helped us with the cleaning.” This is highlighted in 
Figure 7 which two house on the study are are signifi-
cantly different in terms of size.

Detached behavior settings

In the evening and before noon small social interactions 
occur in the form of 2–3 people gatherings in the area of 
study. These interactions are usually far from each oth-
er and occur out of public sight. Codes extracted from 
the interviews indicate that the residents typically com-
mune with their close friends and fellows, who are few 
in number but similar in lifestyle. They gather around in 
one another’s houses in intimate get-togethers and soi-
rees. Hussein-Ali, a 60 year old Kurdish retired resident 
who has been living in the neighborhood since 10 years 
ago when he migrated to the area, says that he usually 
kills time in a park behind the neighborhood. Since there 

Figure 6. An old woman with traditional Kurdish clothes in the 
study area (Authors, 2018)

Figure 7. Two houses next to each others with significant 
different scales (Authors, 2018)
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are no Kurdish people in the immediate space in front of 
his house, Hussein-Ali rarely spends time there unless he 
catches sight of Ghasem, a 57 year old Kurdish resident, in 
the alley in which case they spend some time together un-
der the awning in front of his house. It seems that cultural 
and ethnic differences and consequently different lifestyles 
prevent formation of cohesive and linked behavior settings 
despite available open spaces with favorable capacities.

Weak vibrancy

Certain codes extracted from the interviews indicated 
that “lack of vibrancy” is another feature of the space 
under study, which has affected social cohesion in the 
area. A review of the concept of vibrancy helps us bet-
ter understand the extracted codes. In Creating a Vibrant 
City Center: Urban Design and Regeneration Principles, 
Paumier (2007, pp. 69-73) says that a successful public 
space should be able to admit a large number of individu-
als, as well as nearby retail centers in order to encourage 
and produce walkability and pedestrian activity. Jacobs 
(1961) introduces four principles to create productive 
variety in urban streets and areas and increase urban vi-
brancy: (1) the area should serve more than one primary 
function; preferably more than two; (2) blocks must be 
short to allow pedestrians to turn corners and enter new 
streets frequently; (3) buildings need to vary in age, condi-
tion and economic yield; (4) density should be enough to 
meet the needs of the people there but not greater. Jacobs 
emphasizes functional variety in the first principle, physi-
cal variety in the second and third principles and activity 
variety in the fourth principle. Jacobs believe that variety 
results in vibrancy (Khastou & Rezvani 2010, p. 2). There-
fore, another factor that contributes to urban vibrancy is 
functional, physical and activity variety. According to Ian 
Gehl (1996), in vibrant areas “optional” and “social” activi-
ties occur in a relatively large timespan. With regard to 
these principles, it can be suggested that vibrancy is weak 
in the area of study. Morteza, a 17 year old student, says: 
“I have no motivation to spend time in the open spaces of 
the neighborhood, since there is no place with shades or 
anywhere I can have fun with my friends. I usually go to 
the city with my classmates and friends to kill time.” Over-
all, from the viewpoint of the inhabitants no functional, 
physical or activity variety exists in the neighborhood.

As it is clear in Figure 8, there is no activity and inter-
action in main small park of the study area. To be more 
specific, this space is not able to create vitality.

Lack of social capital

Regardless of the price and physical properties of their 
houses such as accessibility, the interviewees unanimous-
ly believed that living in another house in the neighbor-
hood would make no difference for them. This indicates a 
type of disappointment in their place of living. Open and 
axial codes extracted from the interviews revealed that 
the space under study has weak social capital. In other 
words, after years of expansion during which the physi-
cal structure of the neighborhood has been shaped, the 
inhabitants have not become socially intimate, and as a 
result social cohesion is lacking. Mohsen, a 45 year old 
native of the neighborhood, says in nostalgia: “When a lot 
of the neighborhood original people moved out and were 
replaced by immigrants, the neighborhood and the space 
in front of the old mosque [Imam Hassan Mojtaba Mo-
suqe] are no longer like before; I don’t feel familiar with 
the area anymore.”

5. Relating extracted categories and forming 
A Grounded Theory of social cohesion in the 
multiethnic area of study

Extracted categories indicate that the “different lifestyle” 
category covers all perceptions of the neighborhood resi-
dents as indicated in Table 3.

Finding a central category allowed for forming a 
grounded theory on the subject under study. The conse-

Figure 8. Main small park in the study are with no significant 
activity and vitality in it a sunny day (Authors, 2018)

Table 3. Extracted categories and the central category

No. Category Type of Category Central Category

1 Different Expectations from Neighborhood Space Conditional Different lifestyle
2 Different Time of Attendance in Open Spaces Conditional
3 Different Residence Size Conditional
4 Detached Behavior Settings Interactional

5 Weak Vibrancy Interactional
6 Lack of Social Capital consequential
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quence of the central category, i.e. “different lifestyle” which 
itself has been extracted from the other categories, is “lack 
of social capital” which has led to weak social cohesion in 
the area of study. It can be proposed that “weak social co-
hesion” is the consequence of the two the interactional cat-
egories “detached behavior settings” and “weak vibrancy”. 
These two interactional categories result from the three 
categories “Different Expectations from Neighborhood 
Space”, “Different Time of Attendance in Open Spaces” and 
“Different Residence Size”. Finally, the root of all categories 
is “racial, ethnic and cultural” differences between the im-
migrants on the one hand and between the immigrants and 
the native residents on the other hand (Figure 9).

This study was conducted out of the necessity of ana-
lyzing the effects of multiethnic spaces on social cohesion 
in poor urban neighborhoods, which are majorly formed 
by immigrants. Having reviewed the existing literature 
about slums and social cohesion, the authors decided to 
choose the grounded theory as a suitable methodology 
for the study. After interviewing sixteen neighborhood 
residents, open, axial and selective codes were extracted. 
Then the “conditional”, “interactional” and “consequential” 
categories and the central category were formed based on 
which a grounded model was proposed.

The principal effect of multiethnic spaces on social 
cohesion is “formation of different lifestyles”. This is in-
tensified by unplanned informal construction and design. 
In fact, this unplanned informal construction and design 
not only fails to induce behavioral changes but also wid-
ens the social gap between the residents. In light of this, 
proper construction and design polices for creating social 
cohesion and narrowing social gaps using the proposed 
grounded model herein will be discussed below.

Discussion and conclusions

During the last decade, climate-induced crises and criti-
cal economic conditions all around the globe, especially 
in developing countries, have resulted in mass migrations 

from small towns and villages to big cities and metropo-
lises with more favorable economic conditions and more 
job opportunities. But, lack of proper urban and physical 
infrastructures which can accommodate this phenomenon 
has led to formation of slums and poor neighborhoods 
on the margin of cities. A careful study of these infor-
mal settlements indicates that because of the inhabitants’ 
ethnic diversity and consequently the multicultural nature 
of the settlements, cohesive social ties do not get estab-
lished among the inhabitants, and as a result social cohe-
sion is challenged in these areas. This problem becomes 
more tangible when a multiethnic poor neighborhood has 
a rural core, and as a result differences come to the fore 
between immigrants with different ethnic backgrounds on 
the one hand and between those immigrants and native 
residents on the other hand. In this regard, the present 
study focused on analyzing social cohesion in multiethnic 
poor neighborhoods. After reviewing the concepts which 
are related to social cohesion and poor multiethnic slums, 
the suitable methodology was selected. Considering that 
no proper conceptual model exists in the related literature, 
the grounded theory was chosen to conduct the study in 
the sample area. The area of study is an open community 
space in a poor neighborhood located in Hamadan Prov-
ince, which has a rural core and houses both immigrants 
with different ethnic backgrounds and native residents. 
From each of the four ethnic groups in the neighborhood, 
namely Lurs, Kurds, Turks and the natives who speak Per-
sian, four people were selected and a total of 16 people 
were interviewed with the open and in-depth method. The 
results were analyzed at different stages and a grounded 
model was formed.

In validation of the proposed grounded model, it was 
revealed that it has certain similarities with Forrest and 
Kearns’ (2001) study on the formation of social cohesion 
in open community spaces of neighborhoods. Forrest and 
Kearns suggest that there is a direct relationship between 
social capital and social cohesion in the community spaces 
of neighborhoods and neighborhood units. The present 
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Figure 9. Grounded model of social cohesion in the area of study
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study also indicates that social capital is a consequential 
phenomenon negatively affected by racial, ethnic and cul-
tural differences, which eventually leads to weak social 
cohesion.

Echeverría, Diez-Roux, Shea, Borrell, and Jackson 
(2008) found out that social cohesion is weak in multi-
ethnic community spaces, which results in more depres-
sion and less willingness in the residents to appear in such 
spaces. Their findings are in conformity with the “condi-
tional” category of the present study, since it was revealed 
that the two interactional categories of “linked behavior 
settings” and “vibrancy”, which contribute a lot to the resi-
dents’ mental health, are missing in the area of study.

A review of non-Iranian studies corroborates the gen-
eral findings of the mentioned researches. Abramo (2016), 
for example, concluded in his study about informal settle-
ments in Latin American cities that development of infor-
mal markets in such settlements set up by the residents 
has –owing to an increase of social capital– boosted social 
interactions between the dwellers who have migrated to 
those settlements from different locations. Abramo argues 
that daily economic needs fulfilled in places such as local 
markets are among the factors which contribute to forma-
tion of shared interests and values and which counter the 
impact of cultural differences. In his study about the infor-
mal settlements of Moctezuma in Mexico from the “place-
making” viewpoint, Lombard (2014) suggests that social 
and spatial processes go hand in hand in construction of 
informal settlements as places with lived experience. He 
concludes that society and space are interdependent in 
Moctezuma informal settlements.

The findings of the study confirm that racial, ethnic 
and cultural differences lead to formation of the central 
category of “different lifestyle”, and when this category 
becomes manifest in a multiethnic area, it leads to small-
er-scale categories such as “different expectations from 
the neighborhood space” and “different time of attend-
ance in open spaces” which in turn lead to “conditional” 
and “consequential” categories and eventually weaken 
social cohesion in the area. Another point which needs 

to be mentioned is that since the various spaces of the 
neighborhood under study have not been constructed 
based on proper planning and designing and lack the 
required infrastructures to fulfill the needs of the resi-
dents, they play no part in increasing social cohesion in 
the area. Considering the weakness of social cohesion 
mechanism in the area of study, any new construction 
and landscaping carried out as an architecture and de-
signing strategy should be oriented toward narrowing the 
gap resulting from cultural differences and emphasizing 
the shared values and activities of the residents. Focusing 
on the function of the old mosque (Islam is the shared 
religion of all four ethnicities) as a sacred place for all 
of the neighborhood residents, or commercial activities 
and daily shopping as well as proper urban furniture can 
be considered as examples of effective policies for creat-
ing shared values and activities among the residents. The 
model presented below indicates this.

This model emphasizes the necessity of social partici-
pation of residents with regard to their shared interests 
and values. In their study about the informal settlements 
of Alexandria, Nassar and Elsayad (2017) found out that 
spatial interventions aiming at increasing the social par-
ticipation of the slum dwellers have notably contributed 
to stabilization of these settlements. With all this in mind, 
it can be said that spatial factors need to be implemented 
in a manner that help increase social participation among 
the residents of poor urban settlements, mitigate their cul-
tural, racial and ethnic differences and as a result increase 
social cohesion in such regions.

Figure 10 indicates that racial, ethnic and cultural 
differences are not important in the process of creating 
shared values. “Creating spatial shared values” is a concept 
which merits further research in creating stronger social 
cohesion in multiethnic neighborhoods. For example, as 
it is clear in Figure 11, a mosque with 200-meter distance 
from the study area is illustrated. This is belonging to 
Turkish rural immigrant and can form spatial shared val-
ues between all group of the region considering religious 
common believes.

Creating Shared 
Values and 

Activities in 
Community and 

Open spaces Daily 
Life

Landscaping

Religious Space

Commercial 
Activities

Urban Furniture

Creation of social 
capital in 

Neighborhood

Increase of Social 
Cohesion

Figure 10. Creating shared values through spatial polices with the purpose 
of increasing social cohesion

Figure 11. A mosque belonging to Turkish immigrant 
(Authors, 2018)
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