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Abstract

Children, as a vulnerable and developing group within society, require urban spaces that
are thoughtfully and specifically designed to meet their broad needs in educational,
recreational, and social domains. However, many existing urban spaces not only fail to fully
address these needs but may also pose threats to children's safety and well-being.
Therefore, the design and development of urban spaces tailored to children's psychological
and emotional needs are of great importance and demand special attention in the urban
planning and design process. This study aims to identify the dimensions and factors
influencing the design of child-friendly urban spaces through a systematic review of two
decades of global research articles. The primary goal of this research is to present a
comprehensive and precise overview of the key components affecting the development of
urban environments suitable for children. To achieve this, relevant articles were collected
and reviewed from reputable international databases such as Scopus and Elsevier, as well
as domestic databases including Magiran and Civilica. The PRISMA protocol was employed
for data collection and analysis. The findings indicate that in the past two decades,
significant emphasis has been placed on design and functional components; however, some
studies lack depth and comprehensive data, highlighting the need for further research in
this field. Key influential components include enhanced and independent mobility
(promoting dynamism), inspiring and educational settings (learning environments), comfort
and accessibility, safe and healthy environments, social and emotional development,
reduction of stress-inducing elements in street environments, the presence of responsive
social interactions in urban spaces, consideration of children's walking speed versus adults,
attention to children's visual perspective in street design, and the creation of environmental
security in streets to support children's presence.
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1. Introduction

Intro In the contemporary world,
designing suitable urban spaces for
specific groups such as children—
especially within the context of modern
and complex urban environments—has
become one of the fundamental challenges
in the field of urban planning and design
(Ginsburg, 2007:1; DfES, 2008:112;
Mastenbroek et al., 2011; Giller, 2018).
Children, as a vulnerable and developing
group, require effective environments that
are not only safe, hygienic, and attractive,
but also capable of providing educational
and recreational opportunities (Wells &
Evans, 2003; Cohen et al., 2007; Spengler
et al, 2011; Van Vliet, 2014). These
environments must be designed in a way
that effectively addresses the
psychological, social, and physical needs
of children (Tandon et al., 2012; Bowers &
Bowers, 2018; Kalinowska et al., 2020;
Moore & Wong, 1997).

Although some of these studies have
conducted thematic analyses in related
areas such as the design of playgrounds,
parks, and safe pathways (Karsten, 2005;
Veitch et al., 2007, Woolley, 2013), a
systematic and comprehensive review
aimed at extracting and categorizing the
key components influencing the formation
of child-friendly urban spaces has not yet
been observed in the research literature.
This lack of a comprehensive and
systematic  review has led to
fragmentation and diversity in opinions
and findings among researchers and urban
planners when addressing the challenges
of designing appropriate spaces for
children, without having a clear and
cohesive framework to guide them.

Therefore, the necessity of conducting
research that, through a systematic review
of two decades of scholarly articles in this

field, can extract and categorize the key
dimensions and components and present
these findings in the form of a
comprehensive and practical framework is
increasingly felt. This study seeks to fill
this gap in the literature and aims to serve
as a reliable reference for the design and
planning of urban spaces that are efficient
and aligned with children's needs.

The main research questions are as
follows:

How can a systematic review approach
be used to identify the dimensions and
factors influencing the formation of child-
friendly urban spaces?

Fundamentally, what is the position of
studies on child-friendly urban spaces
within the broader urban studies literature
in Iran and globally? (An analysis of
dominant themes)

2. Research Methodology

The research methodology of this study is
based on a qualitative approach and
employs a systematic review method. The
systematic review was conducted to
accurately identify and analyse the
existing literature related to child-friendly
urban spaces and to extract the
dimensions and components influencing
the formation of such spaces over a
twenty-year period (2003 to 2023).

In the first step, the main research
questions were formulated to guide the
systematic review process. Subsequently,
inclusion and exclusion criteria were
defined, and relevant articles were
identified and selected accordingly. The
inclusion criteria consisted of peer-
reviewed research or review articles, a
clear focus on urban spaces and their
relation to children, publication within the
specified period, and access to both
abstract and full text. In contrast, articles

Mozhgan Arasteh, Mohammad Rahim Rahnama, Mohammad Ajzashokouhi. Identification of Dimensions and Factors
Influencing the Formation of Child-Friendly Urban Spaces: A Systematic Review of Two Decades of Research

Articles

Urban Stucture and Function Studies



Urban Stucture and Function Studies
(USFS)

lacking these characteristics, duplicate
entries indexed in multiple databases, or
those that focused solely on topics such as
children's education or health without
direct connection to urban spaces were
excluded from the review.

To extract relevant articles, searches
were conducted across a range of
reputable domestic databases, including
the Scientific Information Database (SID),
IranDoc, Magiran, and Civilica, as well as
international databases such as Scopus,
Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Springer,
and Google Scholar. Keywords used in the
search process were designed using
logical operators (AND/OR) and included
both Persian and English equivalents of
key concepts such as “child," "urban
spaces," ‘"child-friendly city," "urban
design,” ‘"safety," ‘“participation,” and

"play".

3. Research Findings

The qualitative content analysis of sources
related to the design of child-centered
urban spaces led to the identification of
five main categories, each comprising a set
of subcategories with specific frequencies
and percentages. Examining the frequency
of repetition and the percentage allocated
to each category reveals the level of
attention given by researchers to various
aspects of child-friendly urban design. The
results of this analysis offer a
comprehensive overview of theoretical
and empirical trends in this field,
contribute to a better understanding of
conceptual priorities in the planning, and
design process. The highest share among
the categories belongs to “Children’s
Rights and Participation in Urban Design,”
which accounts for 35.04% of the total
references. Ranked second is the category
of “Integration into Spatial and Urban
Fabric,” which accounts for 18.44% of the

total, indicating a notable emphasis on
linking child-friendly principles with the
broader spatial structure of the city.
Components such as “Connection with
Public Urban Spaces” (0.23%), “Recreating
Public Environments with a Child-
Centered TFocus,” and “Intersection of
Child-Friendly Design and Sustainable
Urban  Development” (each  0.17%)
highlight the necessity of embedding
child-centered design within
comprehensive and inclusive urban
planning models. The third category,
accounting for 17.40%, relates to
“Institutional and Conceptual Challenges
and Requirements.” Within this domain,
components such as “Age Appropriateness
and Children’s Psychophysical Needs”
(0.35%), “Participation in Social Life and
Urban  Interactions”  (0.29%), and
“Strengthening Social Bonds Through
Childhood Experience” (0.29%) emphasize
the importance of aligning design with
children’s developmental characteristics,
as well as the role of space in the social
construction of childhood.

The category of “Children’s Social,
Psychological, and Lived Experience in
Space”, comprising 14.60%, focuses on the
qualitative and perceptual dimensions of
children's presence in urban
environments.

4, Conclusion

The present study, aimed at identifying the
key dimensions and components in the
design of child-friendly urban spaces, was
conducted based on a systematic analysis
of two decades of scientific literature. The
findings reveal that five main conceptual
categories have been most frequently
emphasized in the existing body of
research: Children’s  Rights  and
Participation in Urban Design,
Institutional and Conceptual Challenges
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and Requirements, Children’s Social and
Psychological Experience in Space,
Integration into the Spatial and Physical
Structure of the City, and Long-term
Development-Oriented Planning.
Components such as children’s
participation as a key principle in the
design process, connectivity with public
urban spaces, the impact of urban
policymaking on children's experiences,
and the necessity of reconstructing public
spaces at both community and city scales
emerged as the most frequently discussed
and emphasized issues in the reviewed
articles. Furthermore, significant
attention was given to topics such as
spatial justice, the social perception of
safety, childhood identity and lived
experience, and the application of
interdisciplinary  theories in  spatial
analysis and design. A comparative
analysis of journals, authors, countries,
analytical software, and data collection
tools indicates that, internationally,
research trends are increasingly focusing
on active child participation, designs

tailored to sensory and physical needs, and
strategic approaches to child-centered
sustainable development. In contrast,
domestic  studies  have  primarily
concentrated on the physical aspects of
space and localized design solutions,
highlighting a need to enhance
interdisciplinary approaches, strengthen
theoretical frameworks, and diversify
analytical methods in future research.
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