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Highlights

- Shorter distance and fair access cost facilitate seniors’ use.
- Environmental quality and landscape enhance comfort and length of stay.
- Local identity and planning with older women strengthen belonging and safety.
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|nequities in access, quality, and surrounding conditions of open-air sports spaces
in disadvantaged neighborhoods reduce older women’s participation in physical
activity. These inequities also erode perceived safety, sense of belonging, and
overall health. Many policies prioritize the number of facilities while overlooking
perceptual, cultural, and gendered needs. This study examined spatial justice
in open public sports spaces through older women lived experiences of quality
and livability. A qualitative design with a descriptive phenomenological approach
was used. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews with 24 older
women residing in underserved neighborhoods of Mazandaran Province, Iran.
Analysis identified 96 subthemes clustered into eleven domains: accessibility and
spatial justice; environmental quality and landscape; spatial form; local identity
and culture; urban governance; safety and security; psychological and affective
responses; economy and social justice; health and rehabilitation; social interactions;
and sustainability and urban resilience. Findings show that spatial justice in urban
sport cannot be achieved by facility counts alone. It requires attention to design
quality, perceived safety, cultural fit, meaningful participation, and justice-oriented
policy. The study underscores the need to redesign open public sports spaces and
to strengthen participatory processes that link spatial justice with social justice.
Such an approach can improve physical and mental health, enhance belonging, and
advance neighborhood livability in marginalized urban areas.
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Introduction: Public outdoor sports spaces such as walking loops, park courts, and local greens can
support health, social interaction, and place attachment when they are accessible, safe, and well
designed (Jabbar et al., 2022; Mouratidis, 2021). Yet the distribution and quality of these spaces remain
uneven across cities, with disadvantaged areas often facing longer distances, unsafe or discontinuous
approaches, and less comfortable environments (Jian et al., 2020; Shen et al., 2020). For older women,
whose mobility and safety needs are distinct and who may experience cultural barriers, these gaps are
amplified. Simple, human-scaled features continuous shade, non-slip surfaces, clear signage, frequent
seating, and predictable lighting directly shape both perceived safety and actual use (Zhai et al., 2020;
Bai & Jin, 2024). When policy focuses only on “how many” facilities exist, it overlooks the procedural and
experiential sides of spatial justice: who participates in decisions, how budgets are allocated, and whether
spaces feel fair, dignified, and culturally fitting (Feitosa et al., 2024; Swapan et al., 2024; Qi et al., 2024;
Veitch et al., 2025). Existing literature connects access to parks and outdoor activity with social cohesion
and wellbeing (Jabbar et al., 2022; Qi et al., 2024), but research in Iran rarely integrates spatial justice,
outdoor sports design, and the specific experiences of older women in marginalized neighborhoods. This
study fills that gap by asking: How do older women describe quality and livability in these spaces, and
which design and governance levers most effectively advance justice-oriented improvements?

Materials and Methods: A qualitative, descriptive phenomenological design examined spatial
justice in outdoor public sports spaces from older women’s perspectives in disadvantaged urban
neighborhoods of Mazandaran Province, Iran. Twenty-four participants were purposively recruited
for direct, recent experience, willingness to participate, and ability to articulate views; exclusion was
unwillingness to continue or insufficiently rich information. Data came from individual, semi-structured
interviews in quiet community settings. A piloted guide addressed access routes, environmental
quality, safety and security, cultural fit and identity, governance and maintenance, and everyday use.
Interviews were audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, anonymized, and accompanied by
field notes. Analysis followed Colaizzi’s method in MAXQDA 2020: immersion, extraction of significant
statements, meaning formulation, clustering into subthemes, exhaustive description, essential structure,
and participant validation. Trustworthiness was supported through member checking, expert codebook
review, dual independent coding (~¥85% agreement), an audit trail, reflexive memoing and bracketing,
and thick description to aid transferability. Data collection continued to thematic sufficiency. Ethical
procedures followed institutional guidance; participation was voluntary, confidentiality was protected,
and written informed consent was obtained.

Findings: Analysis identified 96 subthemes across eleven domains shaping older women’s decisions
to reach, enter, and remain in outdoor public sports spaces in marginalized neighborhoods.
Accessibility and spatial justice dominated: long, uneven approaches; missing or unsafe crossings; absent
curbs and ramps; dirt paths; high taxi fares; misaligned transit; concentration of facilities in affluent
districts; and repurposing of peripheral sports land reduced effective access. Environmental quality
and landscape determined staying: improper waste disposal, sewage odors, traffic noise, proximity to
waste sites, scarce shade, weak irrigation, degraded surroundings, lack of quiet rest areas, and glare
from nonstandard floodlights undermined comfort. Spatial form and functionality limited confidence:
absent or substandard ramps, narrow entrances, confusing or missing wayfinding, risky track details,
hard surfaces, poor equipment spacing, few shaded seats or multipurpose areas, and no short-stay
drop-off. Local identity and culture influenced acceptance: weak local motifs, naming detached from
neighborhood memory, gender-insensitive programming, and mismatched media lowered use; culturally
aligned events and graphics improved it. Urban governance gaps limited monitoring and reporting, weak
municipal-sport coordination, low financial transparency, short-termism, lack of senior-sport standards,
and minimal representation of older women eroded trust. Safety and security issues darkness, stray
animals, motorcycles on paths, heavy vehicles, erratic lighting, scarce patrols, interpersonal conflicts,
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and no nearby first aid curtailed visits. Psychological responses included anxiety, injury fear, fatigue,
crowding stress, perceived unfairness, and reduced motivation. Economy and social justice concerns
involved hidden costs, commercial capture, unequal budgeting, and absent subsidies. Health and
rehabilitation need first aid, screening, fall-prevention cues, trained staff, and rehabilitation access were
unmet. Social interaction suffered from sparse group seating, weak programming, few volunteers, and
no intergenerational workshops. Sustainability and resilience were hindered by non-durable materials,
climate-unfit design, absent rainwater or gray-water systems, unreliable lighting, and inadequate
maintenance.

Discussion and Conclusion: Increasing the number of outdoor public sports spaces is not
enough to improve use or livability for older women in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Decisions to
reach, enter, and remain in these places depend on a chain of conditions that starts well before the site.
Real access requires safe, continuous walking routes, readable crossings, stable surfaces, and reliable
links to public transport. Where approaches are long, broken, dark, or costly, a facility is effectively
out of reach regardless of nominal distance. Inside the site, environmental quality determines whether
time spent feels comfortable and dignified. Shade, cleanliness, calm soundscapes, and the absence of
unpleasant odors support longer stays; poor microclimate, glare, and nuisance use undermine comfort.
Spatial form also matters: non-slip surfaces, gentle grades, clear wayfinding, adequate equipment
spacing, and frequent shaded seating build confidence and reduce conflict, while missing ramps, narrow
entrances, and confusing circulation do the opposite. Identity and culture shape acceptance. Names,
graphics, and programs aligned with local context make spaces feel owned and safe; misalignment
with gendered norms or neighborhood memory depresses use even when construction quality is
adequate. Governance is a persistent fault line: limited transparency, weak reporting channels, absent
senior-friendly standards, and the lack of older women’s voice erode trust and slow improvements.
Safety concerns are continuous; predictable lighting, separation from motorbikes and heavy vehicles,
passive surveillance, and visible first-aid readiness strongly influence when and how often women
visit. Psychological responses mirror conditions: supportive places foster calm and motivation; poor
quality or unfair distribution produces anxiety, fatigue, and a sense of neglect. Hidden costs add a social-
justice burden. Basic health and rehabilitation needs remain unmet without fall-prevention cues, simple
guidance, and first aid. Durable, climate-fit design is essential to sustain gains. Spatial justice advances
when the entire chain from approach to on-site experience is improved together. Cities should treat
access routes as health infrastructure, adopt senior- and gender-sensitive design checklists, co-design
identity and programs with local women, fund routine maintenance in deprived areas, and use simple
quality audits to keep standards visible and accountable.
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