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Objective: This research was conducted with the aim of examining the effect of three different scales
of urban parks on citizens’ usage patterns, recreational activities, and tourist attraction, with an
emphasis on gender differences, in districts 9 and 11 of Mashhad city. In this regard, efforts were made
to assess, with a comprehensive perspective, the role of small, medium, and large parks in the social,
environmental, and economic dimensions of citizens’ lives and to provide a clear picture of how
citizens interact with green spaces. This study also examined how the scale of parks could shape
recreational behaviors and influence the level of social participation. Furthermore, it investigated which
environmental and social factors strengthen or weaken these relationships.

Method: The research methodology consisted of a field survey. The sample size was determined using
Cochran’s formula, and ultimately 384 semi-structured questionnaires were distributed to citizens. Data
were collected in four main sections, including demographic information, the extent and patterns of
park use, individuals’ perception of the environmental features and design of parks, and the type of
participation in recreational and tourism activities. Data analysis was performed using a set of
parametric and non-parametric statistical tests, including one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA),
Tukey post-hoc test, two-factor analysis, and the Mann—Whitney test in SPSS and R software, in order
to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the results.

Results: The results showed that the scale of parks plays a decisive role in the level of attractiveness
and the type of citizens’ use. Medium-sized parks, owing to their proximity to residences, safety, and
easy access, had the highest attractiveness. Large parks, given their social, environmental, and
economic functions, played the greatest role in attracting tourists. Small parks were mainly considered
for everyday use and children’s play. The gender analysis showed no significant difference between
men and women in their perception of park features and activity types. However, women rated safety
and children’s play facilities as more important, whereas men paid more attention to proximity and
natural landscapes. In the area of activities, walking in large and medium-sized parks and children’s
play in small parks had the highest priority. In the field of tourist attraction, 83 percent of respondents
preferred large parks and regarded them as having the highest environmental, social, economic, and
aesthetic advantages.

Conclusions: The results indicate that the scale of parks, along with environmental factors such as
safety, accessibility, design, and cleanliness, as well as socio-cultural contexts, plays an important role
in the extent of citizens’ use and tourist attraction. These findings can serve as a basis for effective
planning of urban green spaces with different scales and for achieving sustainable urban development.
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Introduction

Today's society faces significant challenges in environmental, social, and public health sectors stemming from
rapid population growth and the continuous expansion of urban areas (Soltani-Far & Jafari, 2019). As essential
environmental infrastructures, urban green spaces are crucial for enhancing the overall well-being of city dwellers.
These spaces contribute significantly to social welfare by offering recreational activities, alleviating stress,
supporting mental and physical health, and fostering social connections (Bedimo-Rung et al., 2005).

Studies show that the presence of parks in residential areas increases social interactions and cohesion among
residents (Dadvand et al., 2016) and is effective in reducing individual stress levels (Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2017).
Moreover, these locations offer a favorable environment for participating in physical activities and can offer
greater health benefits compared to other urban environments (Mitchell & Popham, 2008; Vujcic et al., 2018).
Urban parks, depending on their size and design features, can have different effects on users. Research indicates
that park scale affects individuals’ perceptions of environmental attractiveness, the quality of leisure experiences,
and the diversity of activities that can be performed (Schipperijn et al., 2010; Peschardt et al., 2012).

In addition to the scale and physical characteristics of parks, users’ demographic factors also play an important
role in park use. Studies show that users’ gender may affect activity choice, visit frequency, and even perceptions
of park attractiveness (McCormack et al., 2010).

Despite the importance of the topic, previous studies conducted in Iran have not specifically clarified how parks of
different scales influence users’ perceptions, types of activities, and usage levels, or if women and men experience
these effects the same way. Much of the past research has only focused on the overall benefits of parks or the role
of accessibility, and relatively few studies have simultaneously analyzed the relationship between “park scale,”
“attractive features and activities,” and “gender differences”.

The main aim of this study is to examine the impact of three different urban park scales on recreation and leisure
behaviors, both in aggregate and with consideration of gender differences. Specifically, the features and types of
activities that attract individuals to the parks were evaluated through users’ perception analysis. This research can
assist urban planners and green space designers in identifying appropriate features and activities for parks of
different sizes and ensure that these spaces are designed in a way that they can effectively attract a larger number
of users.

Method

In this study, urban parks in Mashhad, Iran, as the case study, were classified into three scales- small, medium,
and large- based on the city’s master development plan issued by the Iranian Ministry of Roads and Urban
Development. Large-scale parks were defined as those with an area of at least 10 hectares, medium-scale parks
between 2 and 5 hectares, and small-scale parks between 0.2 and 0.9 hectares.

A two-stage sample size calculation using Cochran’s formula resulted in a final sample of 384 respondents from
Districts 9 and 11. Data were collected through a semi-structured questionnaire divided into four sections. The
first section was related to demographic characteristics. The second part assessed annual park usage, the third
section evaluated park scale effects on recreation, leisure, and tourism, and the fourth part collected suggestions
for improving the park experience. The third section included three categories: park features (e.g., proximity,
accessibility, recreational facilities, scenic diversity, cleanliness, safety, and air quality), activities attracting users
(e.g., walking, cycling, picnics, sports, photography, study, relaxation, children’s play, and social gatherings), and
park tourism potential. All items were rated on a five-point Likert scale.

Questionnaires were distributed randomly at six high-traffic points along Vakilabad Boulevard, located at the
border of the two districts, in Mashhad. Respondents participated voluntarily, and each interview lasted
approximately 10—15 minutes.

Data analysis involved descriptive statistics and both parametric and non-parametric tests, depending on
normality, which was assessed using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov and Shapiro—Wilk tests. One-way ANOVA and
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Tukey post-hoc tests were used to compare perceptions across park scales, while two-way ANOVA based on
generalized linear models analyzed interactions between parameters including gender, park scale, and park
features. Mann—Whitney tests and one-way ANOVA assessed relationships between gender and activity
frequency. The tourism potential of each park scale was evaluated using qualitative content analysis (QCA) of
Likert-scale responses. Reliability of the questionnaire was confirmed via Cronbach’s alpha. Statistical analyses
were performed using SPSS 16 and R 4.4.2.

Results

The study examined the influence of park scale, gender, and activities on citizens’ preferences and tourism
potential in Mashhad’s urban parks. Results from one-way ANOVA showed significant differences in park-
attracting features across large, medium, and small parks (p < 0.05), with park scale explaining 72.6% of variance.
Post-hoc Tukey tests revealed that medium parks differed significantly from both large and small ones. Key
distinguishing features were proximity to residential areas, accessibility, safety, cleanliness, and landscape variety,
while air quality and recreational facilities had lower impacts.

Two-way ANOVA indicated no significant interaction between park scale and gender (p > 0.05). Separate
analyses showed that gender had no statistically significant effect across scales, though medium and small parks
displayed moderate effect sizes, suggesting minor practical differences. Women prioritized safety, while men
emphasized proximity and landscape diversity. Activity analysis showed no significant differences across park
scales (p > 0.05). Walking was the most popular activity in large and medium parks, while children’s play
dominated in small parks. Gender-based activity preferences were also statistically insignificant, though practical
differences emerged: women valued safety and socializing, while men prioritized proximity and certain leisure
activities.

Qualitative analysis revealed that 92% of respondents believed park scale influences tourism, with 83% favoring
large parks, citing environmental, social, economic, and aesthetic benefits.

Conclusions

The findings of this study revealed that the scale of urban parks is one of the most critical determinants of their
attractiveness and patterns of use. Medium-scale parks were identified as the most effective in engaging citizens,
whereas large-scale parks, with their emphasis on environmental, social, economic, and aesthetic benefits, play a
pivotal role in attracting both domestic and international tourists and in enhancing urban quality of life. Despite
their spatial limitations, small-scale parks hold particular importance due to their ease of access and their capacity
to meet the daily needs of families.

From a social perspective, although no statistically significant differences were observed between men and
women in park use, subtle variations in activity preferences reflected the influence of cultural and social roles on
user behavior. This insight provides a foundation for gender-sensitive planning and strategies that are responsive
to the needs of diverse social groups.
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. Parametric

. Nonparametric

. Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk

. ANOVA: Analysis of Variance

. Tukey HSD (Honestly Significant Difference)
GLM: Generalized Linear Model

. Mann Whitney U Test

. Qualitative Content Analysis
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1. Box-Cox Transformation
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