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I ntroduction: The rapid pace of urbanization in recent decades has fundamentally reshaped the built en-
vironment of major metropolitan cities, presenting profound challenges in designing urban spaces that
adequately serve the diverse needs of all population groups — particularly children. In cities such as Teh-
ran, the compounding pressures of population growth, traffic expansion, and the systematic prioritization of
commercial and vehicular land uses have progressively marginalized the spatial needs, experiential realities,
and developmental requirements of children. As one of the most vulnerable demographic groups within
urban society, children require environments that not only guarantee their physical safety and psychological
well-being but also provide meaningful and sustained opportunities for creative development, social skill
formation, motor skill development, and the cultivation of a sense of belonging, civic identity, and communi-
ty responsibility. Despite growing international awareness of the importance of child-friendly urban design,
many contemporary cities — including Tehran — remain fundamentally oriented around adult-centric plan-
ning paradigms that produce spaces which are unsafe, unattractive, and structurally incompatible with how
children experience, navigate, and make sense of their urban environment. This neglect carries measurable
and serious consequences: restricted independent mobility, reduced physical activity, heightened psycho-
logical insecurity, weakened social development, and diminished long-term civic engagement among urban
children. The Mobarak-Abad — Hossein-Abad neighborhood in Tehran’s District 4 exemplifies this tension
acutely. While the neighborhood possesses notable environmental assets — including proximity to Lavizan
Forest Park, a metro station, several arterial road connections, existing green spaces, and the culturally and
historically significant Ein-al-Dowleh mansion — it simultaneously suffers from severe heavy traffic, deteri-
orated and narrow pedestrian infrastructure, insufficient and poorly maintained play spaces, inadequate street
lighting, limited child-centered community facilities, and widespread surface hazards that render everyday
movement unsafe and stressful for children. These conditions are not exceptional but representative of the
broader challenges facing residential neighborhoods across Tehran and many other Iranian cities. The neigh-
borhood’s designation by District 4 municipality as a pilot site for child-friendly urban initiatives — along-
side its structural combination of existing potential and serious deficiencies — provided both the institutional
foundation and the practical scope necessary for this participatory research to be conducted meaningfully
and with genuine prospects for implementation.

he Purpose of the Research: This study aims to develop a practical, evidence-based, and replicable
framework for child-friendly urban design in the Mobarak-Abad — Hossein-Abad neighborhood, with
specific and sustained emphasis on the active and meaningful participation of children aged 7 to 11 years as

.
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co-producers of spatial knowledge and urban design vision. Rather than treating children as passive recipients of planning deci-
sions, as informants in surveys, or as decorative participants in consultation processes, the research seeks to elevate their role to
that of genuine active co-designers — systematically identifying their lived perceptions, spatial preferences, critical assessments
of existing conditions, and creative visions for improvement, and translating these into actionable, implementable urban design
recommendations. In doing so, the study directly addresses several critical and persistent gaps identified in the existing body of
domestic and international literature. These include the dominance of theoretical and normative approaches over applied, field-
based methodologies in Iranian child-friendly city research; the persistent limitation of children’s roles to passive respondents in
questionnaires or focus groups rather than active participants in design; the scarcity of neighborhood-scale, culturally grounded,
and contextually situated participatory studies that can generate locally applicable knowledge; the absence of systematic, method-
ologically transparent processes for converting children’s expressed preferences and creative outputs into implementable spatial
design proposals; and the lack of effective integration between qualitative participatory methods and systematic quantitative
analysis in this domain. Beyond addressing these scholarly gaps, the research pursues a practical objective of equal importance:
to demonstrate that children’s participatory engagement, when grounded in developmentally appropriate and culturally sensitive
creative tools and supported by robust institutional partnership with municipal authorities, can produce design knowledge of
genuine practical utility — knowledge that enriches professional urban planning practice and contributes directly to improving

the quality of children’s daily urban experience.

I\/I ethodology: This study adopts a mixed-methods research design with a dominant qualitative orientation, grounded in the
production of interpretive data through direct participatory interaction with children in their own neighborhood context.
The study population consisted of children aged 7 to 11 residing in the Mobarak-Abad — Hossein-Abad neighborhood, alongside
adult residents and school principals. Sample sizes were determined using the Cochran formula with a 10% margin of error, yield-
ing targets of 94 children from an estimated child population of 3,600, and 96 adult residents from the remaining neighborhood
population of approximately 59,173; all 19 school principals were surveyed in full. High levels of voluntary participation ulti-
mately resulted in the collection of data from 185 children and 100 adult residents. Data were collected through four complemen-
tary channels: documentary and library research to establish the theoretical framework and identify child-friendly city indicators;
field observations, photography, and initial semi-structured interviews with residents and school principals to characterize the
neighborhood’s physical and social conditions; participatory workshops as the primary and core data-generation mechanism; and
descriptive questionnaires as a supplementary instrument for capturing initial perceptual patterns. Participatory workshops were
organized across two structured levels. Level 1 workshops, attended by 182 children across four two-hour sessions held in local
schools, focused on sensitization and perspective-gathering. Children were invited to produce individual and collaborative group
drawings of their neighborhood — depicting routes between home and school, parks, streets, play areas, and places of fear or
joy — and to participate in structured group discussions guided by questions such as “What makes you happy or unhappy in your
neighborhood?” and “What would you change if you could?” This process enabled children to articulate a comprehensive range
of problems and aspirations in their own terms and through their own representational practices. Level 2 workshops, attended by
71 children across four sessions, focused on design ideation and spatial proposal development. Children were introduced to basic
urban planning concepts — including route mapping, pedestrian safety, spatial legibility, urban furniture, and green space design
— through simplified visual explanations before working in small groups to produce schematic neighborhood maps identifying
proposed locations for parks, cycling paths, play installations, and community facilities, and to construct detailed physical scale
models using cardboard, wood, plastic, and recycled materials. These models incorporated elements such as treehouses, water
features, dedicated cycling tracks, participatory garden plots, child-scaled seating and furniture, and sensory green spaces. A pub-
lic culminating exhibition held at the Ein-al-Dowleh mansion displayed children’s drawings and models to municipal officials and
community members, providing formal institutional recognition of children’s contributions and reinforcing their sense of civic
agency. Throughout all phases, the research was conducted in close collaboration with District 4 municipality and Sub-district
3 municipality, who facilitated access to schools, coordinated workshop logistics, and supported the public exhibition. Qualita-
tive data were analyzed through directed content analysis using MAXQDA software, with meaningful analytical units extracted
from group discussions, children’s verbal explanations during activities, drawn compositional elements, and model construction

choices. Data triangulation across all four collection sources was employed to strengthen validity and reliability. Quantitative
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questionnaire data were analyzed descriptively using SPSS. Integrated findings from both analytical strands were organized within
a SWOT framework to systematically map the neighborhood’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats from the combined
perspectives of children and adult residents across twelve key child-friendly city indicators.

Findings and Discussion: The integrated SWOT analysis revealed a nuanced and multidimensional picture of the neighborhood’s
conditions as experienced and perceived by children. Street safety and freedom of movement emerged as the most critical and
consistently identified concern: while existing crosswalks and arterial road connections represent baseline infrastructure assets, high
vehicle speeds near schools, extremely narrow and deteriorated pavements, frequent surface hazards including potholes and level
discontinuities, insufficient traffic signals at key pedestrian crossings, and a complete absence of dedicated cycling infrastructure
were vividly and repeatedly identified by children across both workshop levels and in questionnaire responses. Children depicted
these conditions powerfully in their Level 1 drawings, producing images of dangerous crossings, speeding vehicles, and the expe-
rience of fear and vulnerability on everyday routes. Security concerns were equally prominent, centered on poor and inconsistent
street lighting, abandoned and physically deteriorated spaces that generate fear and social avoidance, and the resulting severe restric-
tion of children’s — particularly girls’ — independent movement through the neighborhood. Urban furniture and play equipment
were consistently found to be poorly proportioned for children’s physical scale, frequently in a state of disrepair, and insufficient
in variety and sensory richness; 15.1% of children reported having no satisfactory place to play anywhere in their neighborhood.
Environmental legibility was hampered by signage uniformly positioned above children’s eye level, an absence of child-readable
maps or spatial orientation aids, and insufficient visual landmark differentiation across the neighborhood fabric. Green space quan-
tity was relatively adequate in absolute terms but severely uneven in spatial distribution, with maintenance quality poor and par-
ticipatory or sensory gardening opportunities entirely absent. Access to child-centered community services — including healthcare
facilities, libraries, and sports centers — was inequitable across the neighborhood, with the southern areas particularly underserved.
Despite these extensive deficiencies, 75.7% of children expressed a strong and enthusiastic desire to participate actively in shaping
and improving their neighborhood environment, demonstrating high levels of civic motivation that existing institutional structures
had provided no channel to express or act upon. Children’s Level 2 workshop outputs — drawings, schematic maps, and physical
models — coalesced around several recurring and coherent design priorities: safe, colorful, continuous, and clearly delineated
pedestrian and cycling routes connecting key destinations; natural, diverse, and creatively stimulating play spaces incorporating
water, vegetation, and varied terrain; child-scaled and proportionally appropriate urban furniture and shaded seating; participatory
green spaces including community vegetable garden plots and sensory gardens designed for multi-sensory engagement; improved
and consistently distributed street lighting; and the provision of child-centered community facilities including small libraries and
accessible healthcare. These findings both confirm and significantly extend prior domestic scholarship. In comparison with earlier
Iranian studies that assessed children primarily as users or respondents, this research demonstrates a substantially deeper level of
engagement in which children function as active spatial knowledge producers generating specific, spatially grounded, and imple-
mentable design solutions — representing clear movement toward the higher rungs of Hart’s participation ladder, from consultation
toward genuine co-design and empowerment. The study’s findings also highlight a conceptually important limitation in prevailing
interpretations of the 15-minute city framework: spatial proximity to destinations without safe, attractive, and continuous pedestrian
and cycling connectivity does not constitute genuine accessibility for children seeking independent mobility in their everyday lives.

onclusion: This research demonstrates convincingly that meaningful participatory engagement of children aged 7 to 11 in urban

design processes — when supported by developmentally appropriate and culturally sensitive creative methodologies, robust and
sustained institutional partnership with municipal authorities, and a structured two-level workshop progression that moves systemat-
ically from sensitization and perspective-gathering to active co-design and spatial proposal development — can produce substantive,
grounded, and directly actionable design knowledge at the neighborhood scale. Children, given appropriate creative tools, a genuine
and respected voice, and a structured process, successfully transition from passive recipients of planning decisions to active co-produc-
ers of urban spatial vision. The study provides a replicable and adaptable operational model for child-participatory neighborhood design
in the Iranian urban context, with the specific proposals generated — safe and continuous pedestrian and cycling corridors, partici-
patory and sensory green infrastructure, child-scaled and properly maintained urban furniture, improved and equitable street lighting,
enhanced spatial legibility through child-height signage, and expanded child-centered community facilities — offering concrete and
practically implementable guidance for municipal design practice. A central theoretical contribution is the confirmation that Piagetian
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concrete operational thinking and \gotskian sociocultural learning theory together provide a robust and productive framework for
understanding and facilitating children’s participatory capacity in urban design contexts. A central conceptual contribution is the
demonstration that realizing genuinely child-friendly cities demands far more than creating isolated designated spaces for children
such as playgrounds; it requires reconceiving the urban design process itself as inherently participatory, multi-voiced, and deeply
grounded in the lived experiences, spatial perceptions, and creative visions of all urban users — above all, its youngest and most spa-
tially vulnerable citizens. Limitations of this study include its single-neighborhood focus, its dependence on municipal institutional
partnership for operational feasibility, and the practical challenges involved in ensuring systematic and accountable implementation
of children’s design proposals within institutional planning processes. Future research should rigorously test this participatory model
across other neighborhoods in Tehran and in other Iranian cities to assess its generalizability and cultural transferability, and should
extend participatory engagement frameworks to address the distinct needs and capacities of younger children below age 7 and adoles-
cents above age 11, thereby capturing the full developmental spectrum of children’s urban experience, spatial perception, and design
contribution.
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Highlight

- This study employs participatory workshops to present a tangible framework for involving children in the urban design process.

- Moving beyond mere physical dimensions, it emphasizes fostering a sense of ownership and responsibility among children through their active
participation.

- It demonstrates that direct engagement of children leads to the identification of genuine needs and the proposal of innovative solutions, thereby
enhancing the quality of urban environments.
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< Introduction: The growth of urbanization in recent
fdecades, particularly in Tehran, has created serious
§chal|enges in designing urban spaces suited to chil-
< dren’s needs. The dominant approach to urban design
§in Iran has been top-down, with decisions made by
< experts and urban managers, while children are re-
§garded merely as passive recipients of services rath-
< er than stakeholders. This neglect has caused even

: child-friendly plans to remain distant from children’s
actual lived experience. The Mobarak-Abad — Hos-
sein-Abad neighborhood, despite its considerable po-

tentials, faces challenges such as heavy traffic, unsafe
pavements, and a shortage of play spaces, and has been
selected as a pilot site for the child-friendly plan by
District 4 municipality.

The Purpose of the Research: This research aims to
develop a practical framework for child-friendly urban
< design, with emphasis on the active participation of

< children aged 7 to 11, seeking to identify their needs,
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perceptions, and creative ideas and translate them into
implementable design solutions.

¢ Methodology: TThe research is applied in purpose
§ and mixed-methods in nature with a dominant quali-
< tative orientation. Sample size was determined using
§the Cochran formula. Data were collected from four
< sources: documentary studies, field surveys, participa-
ftory workshops as the primary instrument, and ques-
§tionnaires as a supplementary instrument. Workshops
3 were held at two levels: the first centered on sensitiza-
ition and neighborhood-based drawings, and the sec-
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¢ Findings and Discussion: Analysis across twelve
: child-friendly city indicators showed that heavy traf-

. « fic, unsafe routes, lack of cycling infrastructure, and

< uneven distribution of services are the most significant

. nelghborhood challenges. 75.7% of children expressed
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