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ABSTRACT

Introduction

While most studies on restorative environments have focused on urban green
spaces, parks, and gardens, the role of cemeteries as spiritual and restorative
spaces in [ranian cities, particularly within hot and arid climates, has received
limited attention. This study aims to investigate the restorative potential of
cemeteries and identify the environmental, spiritual, and landscape-related
factors influencing visitors’ psychological restoration, using Behesht-e
Mohammad Rasoul Allah Cemetery in Zahedan as a case study.

Methodology

The research employed an Exploratory Sequential Mixed Methods design. In
the qualitative phase, 59 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
cemetery visitors, and the data were analyzed using thematic analysis. In the
quantitative phase, the extracted themes were transformed into dichotomous
variables and examined using the Chi-square goodness-of-fit test in SPSS.

Results

The findings revealed that among the components of Attention Restoration
Theory (ART), “Being Away” (84.7%; > = 28.49, p < 0.001),
“Compeatibility” (76.3%; > = 16.28, p < 0.001), and “Fascination” (74.6%;
> = 1425, p < 0.001) had significant effects on visitors’ restorative
experiences, whereas “Extent” was not statistically significant (p = 0.091).
In addition, four emergent themes were identified, including “Leisure
Activities” (83.1%), “Sacralization” (76.3%), “Ritual Expression” (72.9%),
and “Altruism” (54.2%), of which the first three were statistically significant
(p <0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion

The results indicate that psychological restoration in the studied cemetery is
not solely dependent on natural elements. Rather, factors such as silence,
solitude, spirituality, reminders of mortality, and reflection on life play a
substantial role in enhancing visitors’ psychological restoration.

KEYWORDS
Physical Development, Green Landscape, Urban Cemeteries, Spiritual
Recovery, Urban Spiritual Spaces.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Urbanization has substantially transformed the spatial and social structures of contemporary
cities, leading to the gradual marginalization of cemeteries from integral urban spaces into
isolated burial grounds. Traditionally, cemeteries have functioned not only as places of
interment but also as cultural landscapes, repositories of collective memory, and spaces for
spiritual reflection. However, contemporary urban planning has largely overlooked their
broader psychological, social, and environmental functions.

Previous research on restorative environments has primarily focused on urban parks, forests,
gardens, and other natural landscapes, demonstrating their positive effects on stress reduction,
attention restoration, and mental well-being. Attention Restoration Theory (ART) identifies
four essential components of restorative environments: Being Away, Fascination,
Compatibility, and Extent. While these concepts have been extensively examined in green
spaces, little attention has been given to cemeteries despite their unique characteristics,
including silence, tranquility, historical identity, and opportunities for contemplation.

Recent studies suggest that cemeteries may serve as valuable components of urban green
infrastructure and public open spaces, yet evidence from Middle Eastern countries, particularly
Iran, remains scarce. Moreover, most previous investigations have emphasized physical
landscape qualities while overlooking the interaction between environmental, cultural, and
spiritual dimensions that contribute to psychological restoration.

This study addresses this gap by investigating the restorative capacity of Behesht-e Mohammad
Rasoul Allah Cemetery in Zahedan, Iran, located within a hot-arid climatic region. The research
aims to examine whether cemeteries function as restorative environments beyond their burial
role and to identify the environmental, landscape, and spiritual factors influencing visitors'
psychological restoration. Furthermore, the study explores whether restorative experiences
emerge solely from natural landscape elements or whether cultural and religious meanings also
contribute significantly to visitors' well-being.

Methodology
This research employed an Exploratory Sequential Mixed Methods design, allowing qualitative
findings to inform the subsequent quantitative analysis:

o Qualitative Phase
The qualitative phase consisted of 59 semi-structured interviews conducted with cemetery
visitors selected through purposive and convenience sampling to maximize diversity regarding
age, gender, and social background. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved, which occurred after approximately 30 interviews; however, interviewing was
extended to enhance the robustness of the findings. One interview was excluded due to poor
recording quality, resulting in a final sample of 59 participants.
Interviews were conducted during different times of the day and week following informed
consent. Each interview lasted approximately eight minutes and was fully transcribed. Data
were analyzed using Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis framework, involving
familiarization, open coding, categorization, theme development, and thematic mapping. To
improve reliability, independent coding by two researchers and data triangulation were
employed. The thematic analysis identified themes corresponding to the four components of
ART alongside several emergent themes reflecting the cultural and spiritual characteristics of
the cemetery.

e Quantitative Phase
In the quantitative phase, the identified themes were transformed into binary variables
indicating the presence or absence of each theme within individual interviews. Frequencies
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were analyzed using the Chi-square goodness-of-fit test in SPSS (Version 26) to determine
whether observed frequencies differed significantly from expected distributions. Statistical
significance was evaluated at p < 0.05.

Results
The findings demonstrate that the cemetery possesses considerable restorative potential despite
its relatively limited green infrastructure.
Among the four ART components, Being Away emerged as the strongest restorative dimension,
reported by 84.7% of participants and showing a statistically significant effect (y* = 28.49, p <
0.001). Participants frequently described the cemetery as a place to escape everyday pressures,
reflect upon life, and experience emotional relief. The second most influential component was
Compatibility (76.3%; x> = 16.28, p < 0.001), indicating that visitors perceived the cemetery as
an environment capable of satisfying emotional and psychological needs such as relaxation,
solitude, decision-making, and coping with grief. Fascination also demonstrated a significant
restorative role (74.6%; y*> = 14.25, p < 0.001). Interestingly, fascination was not primarily
associated with visual landscape aesthetics but rather with silence, remembrance, spiritual
contemplation, and emotional reflection. Conversely, Extent was not statistically significant
(61%; p = 0.091), suggesting that visitors were less concerned with opportunities for
exploration or spatial complexity than with the emotional and spiritual qualities of the
environment.
Beyond the traditional ART dimensions, thematic analysis identified four additional restorative
themes:

o Leisure Activities (83.1%; p <0.001)

e Sacralization (76.3%; p <0.001)

e Ritual Expression (72.9%; p <0.001)

e Altruism (54.2%; p = 0.515, not significant)
These findings indicate that cultural and religious practices substantially enrich visitors'
restorative experiences. Analysis of visitation purposes further revealed that Quran recitation
and praying for the deceased represented the most common motivation (55.9%), followed by
overcoming loneliness (18.6%), funeral participation (10.2%), watering plants (10.2%), and
attending memorial ceremonies (5.1%). The distribution of visitation purposes differed
significantly from expected frequencies (%> = 50.40, p <0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion

This study demonstrates that urban cemeteries can function as restorative environments even
when natural landscape elements are relatively limited. Unlike conventional restorative
environments that primarily rely on vegetation and biodiversity, the restorative qualities of the
investigated cemetery were largely derived from its spiritual atmosphere, cultural symbolism,
silence, and opportunities for contemplation. The prominence of Being Away suggests that
visitors experience psychological distancing from everyday stress through reflection on
mortality and life priorities rather than through immersion in nature alone. Similarly,
Compatibility reflects the cemetery's ability to accommodate visitors' emotional needs by
providing an environment conducive to peace, remembrance, and personal reflection.

The interpretation of Fascination differs from previous studies conducted in urban parks and
forests. Rather than visual stimulation or biodiversity, fascination emerged through spiritual
experiences, memories of deceased relatives, and emotional engagement with the sacred
landscape. These findings suggest that the mechanisms proposed by Attention Restoration
Theory may operate differently within culturally and spiritually meaningful environments. The
absence of significance for Extent indicates that visitors generally pursue purposeful and
relatively short visits rather than exploration, reducing the importance of spatial complexity.
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Perhaps the most important contribution of this research is the identification of Sacralization,
Ritual Expression, and Leisure Activities as additional restorative dimensions beyond the
traditional ART framework. These themes demonstrate that restoration in religious and cultural
contexts cannot be fully explained through environmental characteristics alone but instead
emerges through interactions among landscape, spirituality, collective memory, and social
practices. From a planning perspective, the findings support recognizing cemeteries as
components of urban mental health infrastructure and spiritual public spaces rather than merely
burial facilities. Improving landscape quality through climate-appropriate vegetation,
enhancing pedestrian pathways and seating areas, preserving tranquility, and facilitating
religious and commemorative activities may substantially strengthen their restorative capacity.
This research expands the theoretical understanding of restorative environments by
demonstrating that psychological restoration in hot-arid urban settings may arise as much from
spiritual and cultural meanings as from natural landscape characteristics. These findings
provide valuable implications for urban planners, landscape architects, and policymakers
seeking to develop more inclusive and culturally responsive approaches to urban health and
well-being.

Keywords: Physical Development, Green Landscape, Urban Cemeteries, Spiritual Recovery,
Urban Spiritual Spaces.
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