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Introduction

Cities provide the primary settings in which children's daily experiences, social interactions,
and cognitive development are shaped. The quality of urban design plays a crucial role in
determining children's opportunities for independent mobility, outdoor play, social
participation, and psychological well-being. However, rapid urbanization, increasing
motorization, and the predominance of car-oriented development have progressively
reduced children's access to safe, inclusive, and healthy public spaces. As a result, many
contemporary cities have become increasingly detached from children's developmental
needs, limiting opportunities for exploration, creativity, and meaningful engagement with
urban environments. In response to these challenges, the Child-Friendly City (CFC)
framework has emerged as an internationally recognized approach to promoting children's
rights within urban planning and design. Rather than focusing exclusively on recreational
facilities, this framework advocates urban environments that enhance safety, accessibility,
participation, environmental quality, social inclusion, and overall well-being. Urban design
therefore represents a key instrument for translating child-friendly principles into physical
spaces that support children's everyday experiences. Despite growing international interest
in child-friendly urbanism, empirical research addressing children's own perceptions of
urban environments remains limited in Iran. Previous studies have predominantly reflected
adult viewpoints, while children's voices have rarely been incorporated into planning and
design processes. Addressing this gap, the present study qualitatively examines urban design
through the lived experiences of children in Tabriz Metropolis. By integrating children's
narratives, drawings, and expert opinions, the research identifies the urban design
characteristics that contribute to the realization of a Child-Friendly City and provides
practical implications for future planning and urban policy.

Methodology

This research employed a descriptive—analytical qualitative approach to investigate the role
of urban design in strengthening the principal dimensions of a Child-Friendly City in Tabriz,
Iran. The qualitative methodology was selected to obtain an in-depth understanding of
children's lived experiences and to explore how urban environments are perceived and
interpreted by young users. Participants included two complementary groups: children living
in different municipal districts and experts in urban design and child-friendly urban
planning. Using purposive sampling, fifteen children representing diverse socio-economic
backgrounds were selected to ensure maximum variation in experiences. Semi-structured
interviews were also conducted with urban planners, designers, and specialists in child-
friendly city development to obtain professional insights into the spatial characteristics and
planning principles that support child-friendly environments. Data collection combined
semi-structured interviews with children's drawings, allowing both verbal and visual
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expressions of children's perceptions. The drawings complemented interview data by
revealing experiences and preferences that children could not always express verbally. This
methodological triangulation enhanced the depth and credibility of the findings. The
collected data were analyzed through qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis.
Interview transcripts were first coded to identify meaningful concepts, after which similar
codes were grouped into broader categories. Thematic analysis subsequently identified the
principal themes associated with the nine dimensions of a Child-Friendly City: safety,
accessibility, participation and sense of belonging, social interaction, urban public realm,
built form, urban green infrastructure, environmental sustainability, and social well-being.
To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, expert review, iterative comparison of codes,
and triangulation between interviews and drawings were employed throughout the analytical
process.

Findings

Qualitative analysis of the interviews and children's drawings identified five overarching
themes that characterize children's perceptions of a Child-Friendly City in Tabriz: (1) safety
and accessibility, (2) participation and creativity, (3) natural and visual elements, (4) social
interaction and sense of community, and (5) environmental quality. Collectively, these
themes demonstrate that children's urban experiences extend beyond physical infrastructure
and encompass emotional, social, environmental, and psychological dimensions. Among
these themes, safety and accessibility emerged as the most significant. Children consistently
emphasized the importance of safe pedestrian environments, reduced traffic hazards, and
opportunities for independent mobility. Rather than defining safety solely as physical
protection, participants associated it with confidence, emotional comfort, and the freedom to
use public spaces without constant adult supervision. These findings suggest that children's
understanding of safety differs considerably from conventional adult-centred planning
perspectives and should therefore be explicitly incorporated into urban design policies. The
findings also revealed a strong demand for meaningful participation in planning and
designing urban spaces. Children expressed enthusiasm for contributing ideas related to
parks, playgrounds, streets, and neighbourhood public spaces. Their responses indicate that
children should be recognized not only as users of urban environments but also as active
stakeholders whose experiences and ideas can improve planning outcomes. Children's
drawings provided valuable insights into their preferred urban environments. Most drawings
depicted colourful public spaces, artistic installations, distinctive landmarks, trees, flowers,
water features, and attractive open spaces. These visual narratives demonstrate that children
associate urban quality with creativity, visual diversity, environmental attractiveness, and
opportunities for play and exploration. Natural elements, particularly green spaces and
interactive water features, were repeatedly represented as essential components of enjoyable
and child-friendly environments. Water was perceived both as a recreational resource and as
an environmental feature that encourages longer use of public spaces during Tabriz's warm
seasons. Environmental quality constituted another major concern. The frequent depiction of
air pollution in children's drawings indicates that environmental degradation has become
sufficiently visible to influence children's perceptions and everyday experiences. This
finding reflects a high level of environmental awareness among participants and highlights
the urgent need to improve urban environmental quality through sustainable planning
policies. Another important finding concerns children's aspiration for independent mobility.
Safe cycling routes, walkable streets, and uninterrupted pedestrian movement were
repeatedly emphasized in both interviews and drawings. These preferences demonstrate that
freedom of movement contributes directly to children’'s autonomy, confidence, and overall
well-being. Grounded theory analysis integrated these findings into a conceptual framework
explaining the relationships among the principal dimensions of a Child-Friendly City. Safety
and Well-being (SC1) emerged as the primary causal condition supporting positive urban
experiences, while Meaningful Participation (SC2) provided the contextual foundation for
child-centred planning. Social Interaction (SC3) functioned as an intervening condition that
strengthens children's engagement with urban spaces, whereas Urban Public Realm Quality
(SC4) represented the principal strategic dimension through which child-friendly
environments can be achieved. Overall, the model demonstrates that the realization of a
Child-Friendly City depends upon a holistic urban design approach integrating physical,
social, environmental, and participatory dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study demonstrates that children's lived experiences provide valuable evidence for
understanding the qualities of child-friendly urban environments. The findings indicate that
children's perceptions are shaped through the interaction of physical, social, environmental,
and psychological factors, suggesting that urban design should be regarded as a
comprehensive planning framework rather than a series of isolated physical interventions.



Safety emerged as the most influential dimension. Unlike conventional planning approaches
emphasizing traffic control and physical protection, children perceive safety as an integrated
experience combining independent mobility, emotional comfort, environmental quality, and
confidence in navigating public spaces. This finding supports the adoption of human-centred
urban design approaches that prioritize children's everyday experiences. The research also
highlights the importance of meaningful participation. Although children demonstrated
considerable willingness to contribute ideas regarding the design of public spaces,
opportunities for their involvement in planning remain limited in Tabriz. Institutionalizing
children's participation would not only strengthen their sense of ownership and belonging
but also improve the responsiveness of urban environments to their actual needs. Children's
drawings further illustrate that an ideal city is characterized by colourful public spaces,
abundant greenery, interactive water features, artistic landmarks, safe pedestrian networks,
and clean environments. These preferences indicate that children evaluate urban quality
through a combination of functionality, creativity, environmental sustainability, and
opportunities for social interaction rather than through physical infrastructure alone. The
grounded theory model confirms that Safety and Well-being, Meaningful Participation,
Social Interaction, and Urban Public Realm Quality function as interconnected dimensions
that collectively support the realization of a Child-Friendly City. Consequently, successful
urban policies should adopt integrated planning strategies that simultaneously address
safety, environmental sustainability, social inclusion, participation, and urban design quality.
From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to the growing literature on child-
friendly urbanism by positioning children's lived experiences as a primary source of
knowledge for urban design. From a practical perspective, it provides evidence-based
recommendations for planners, designers, and policymakers, emphasizing pedestrian-
oriented neighbourhoods, inclusive public spaces, environmental quality improvement, and
institutional mechanisms that facilitate children's participation in planning and decision-
making. In conclusion, creating a Child-Friendly City requires a holistic urban design
paradigm that integrates physical design quality, environmental sustainability, social
inclusion, children's participation, and psychological well-being. Placing children's voices at
the centre of planning and design processes enables cities to move beyond infrastructure-led
development toward more resilient, inclusive, sustainable, and child-responsive urban
environments that effectively enhance children's quality of life.

KEYWORDS
Qualitative  Analysis; Category; Child-Friendly City; Children's
Participation; Tabriz Metropolis.
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