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of urban parks in Mashhad and to identify the mechanisms through which their
positive functions are transformed into dysfunctional social outcomes.
Materials and Methods: A mixed methodological approach was adopted,
combining qualitative inquiry with Social Impact Assessment (ETA). In the
qualitative phase, fifty in-depth interviews were conducted with local
stakeholders, community informants, and key actors across Mashhad’s 13
municipal districts. Field observations were also used to contextualize social
dynamics within parks. In the second phase, ETA was applied to classify both
positive and negative social impacts of park design, management, and use.
Results: The findings indicate that urban parks and green spaces are exposed to
negative social impacts. These impacts significantly reduce citizens’ sense of
belonging, social participation, and effective use of green spaces, creating
dysfunctions in socialization. The central phenomenon is “decline in public
acceptance,” reproduced through cycles of “fragile social security,” “structural
abandonment,” “weak social solidarity,” and “lack of inclusion.” In contrast,
three strategies— “empowering collective happiness,” “enhancing interaction,”
and “eliminating discrimination”—activate a sense of belonging and citizen
participation, leading to positive outcomes such as “reducing marginalization,”
“strengthening collective belief,” and “improving quality of life.”

Conclusion: The research concludes that if strong and intertwined relationships
between local and urban communities can be utilized in effective urban
management—whose essence is local participation—it will enable more
organized and desirable urban governance. The output is an explanatory
conceptual model and an implementation plan for urban management
(municipality and partner institutions), which suggests prioritizing interventions
in accordance with local identity and spatial justice.
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Introduction

Urban parks and green spaces represent essential socio-cultural arenas within contemporary cities. Beyond their
ecological and aesthetic roles, parks are dynamic public spaces that shape patterns of interaction, inclusion, and
belonging. In rapidly growing metropolitan areas such as Mashhad, the second-largest city in Iran, these spaces
have become increasingly vulnerable to social challenges including insecurity, marginalization, and weakened
social cohesion. Prior literature acknowledges that public parks embody both the promise of social revitalization
and the risk of becoming sites of deviance, exclusion, and crime. Mashhad provides an important case study
because of its demographic diversity, religious-touristic significance, and rapid urban expansion. The city’s 13
municipal districts contain numerous parks, yet these spaces reveal stark variations in accessibility, security, and
public perception.

Obijectives :The primary objective of this study is to investigate the socio-cultural roles of urban parks in Mashhad
with a particular focus on identifying the processes that transform positive social functions into dysfunctional
outcomes. The study seeks to:

Assess the extent to which social pathologies affect urban parks and undermine public acceptance.

Examine the interplay between insecurity, structural abandonment, weak solidarity, and exclusion in shaping social
dysfunctions.

Propose strategies that can renew collective interaction, reinforce social belonging, and enhance urban quality of
life. Provide an explanatory conceptual model and practical framework for municipalities and partner institutions
to implement socially responsive urban management.

Materials and Methods

This research employed a mixed methodology that integrates qualitative exploration with social impact assessment
(ETA).

Qualitative phase: In-depth semi-structured interviews and participant observation were conducted with 50
informants, including local stakeholders, community leaders, and residents across the 13 districts of Mashhad.
Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Field observations captured patterns of park usage,
security concerns, and forms of social interaction, providing contextual insights into lived experiences.

Social Impact Assessment (ETA): This stage analyzed the social implications of urban projects, focusing on both
intended and unintended consequences of park design and management. The assessment identified key
stakeholders, traced causal relationships between spatial conditions and social outcomes, and classified both
positive and negative impacts. The study followed a grounded-theory orientation, allowing codes and categories to
emerge from the data. By combining empirical evidence with theoretical frameworks on social capital, urban
governance, and spatial justice, the research generated a conceptual model illustrating the dynamics of park-related
social processes.

Results

The analysis revealed that Mashhad’s urban parks are subject to significant social pathologies, which manifest in
reduced public trust, declining participation, and functional inefficiency.

Central Phenomenon: Decline in Public Acceptance The dominant theme identified was a “decline in public
acceptance,” meaning that citizens increasingly perceive parks as unsafe, uninviting, or irrelevant to their daily
needs. This decline is not an isolated outcome but part of a self-reinforcing cycle sustained by four interrelated
categories:

Fragile Social Security: In many parks, the visible presence of delinquent groups, drug users, and marginalized
populations has undermined perceptions of safety. Structural policing has been inadequate, and informal
community-based safety mechanisms have eroded. Women and vulnerable groups, in particular, report reduced
willingness to frequent parks, which further weakens surveillance and collective guardianship.

Structural Abandonment: Many parks suffer from insufficient maintenance, inadequate lighting, poor design
choices, and lack of responsive management. Uniform Park layouts across districts fail to reflect local cultural
needs, thereby diminishing neighborhood attachment.

Weak Social Solidarity: Although community ties in some neighborhoods remain relatively strong, structural
challenges limit the ability of solidarity to reduce deviant behavior. In deprived areas, even cohesive local cultures
have been unable to counter the stigmatization of parks as crime-prone zones. Thus, solidarity without institutional
support remains ineffective.

Lack of Inclusion: Discriminatory allocation of park facilities fosters perceptions of inequality. Examples include
better-equipped sports facilities for boys compared to girls, and inadequate accessibility for people with



Journal of Urban Space and Social Life Vol. 5, No. 18, 2026

disabilities. These inequities not only restrict usage but also intensify feelings of alienation and exclusion, feeding
into the cycle of declining acceptance.

Strategic Responses: From Dysfunction to Renewal

Despite these challenges, the study identified three strategic approaches that can reverse the negative trajectory
and activate positive socio-cultural functions:

Empowering Collective Happiness: Parks serve as arenas for leisure, recreation, and cultural celebration.
Organizing family-centered events, providing joyful and inclusive recreational opportunities, and designing spaces
that generate positive shared memories can increase citizen presence. Such collective joy strengthens the emotional
bond between people and place, reinforcing social belonging.

Enhancing Interaction: By redesigning physical layouts to encourage gathering, dialogue, and participation, parks
can become hubs of everyday sociality. Interaction fosters trust, strengthens social capital, and enables
collaborative problem-solving. This strategy highlights the role of parks as democratic spaces where different
social groups can coexist and engage constructively.

Eliminating Discrimination: Ensuring equitable distribution of facilities and inclusive design can restore trust in
public institutions. Accessibility for women, children, elderly, and persons with disabilities is not only a matter of
rights but also a precondition for genuine participation.

Consequential Outcomes:

When these strategies are implemented, three significant outcomes emerge:

De-marginalization: Parks lose their function as deviant hangouts and regain legitimacy as community-friendly
spaces.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the socio-cultural role of urban parks in Mashhad is shaped by a complex interplay
between structural vulnerabilities and community-based strategies. While current conditions reveal significant
dysfunction, parks also possess transformative potential if managed through participatory and context-sensitive
approaches.

Key conclusions include:

Parks should not be seen merely as ecological or recreational assets but as socio-political arenas where issues of
inclusion, justice, and governance converge.

Urban management must integrate local participation and recognize neighborhood identity to avoid one-size-fits-
all interventions.

Addressing security requires both structural measures (institutional coordination between municipalities and
police) and social strategies (encouraging family presence, cultural events, and community stewardship).

A balanced model combining collective joy, enhanced interaction, and reduced discrimination can reactivate
positive park functions and restore citizen trust.

The practical implication is the need for a conceptual model and implementation plan tailored to Mashhad’s
specific urban and cultural landscape. Such a framework should prioritize interventions aligned with spatial justice
and local identity. Municipalities and partner institutions are urged to shift from a top-down managerial approach
to an inclusive model of co-governance, where citizens become active participants in shaping, protecting, and
enjoying their public spaces.
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