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Abstract:

This study investigates the perceptions of women regarding public spaces and their sense of security in two
distinct cultural contexts: Iran and the United States. Through qualitative research, including in-depth
interviews with women from both locations—specifically, Milwaukee in the U.S. and various cities in
Iran—this paper examines how environmental factors, such as urban design and law enforcement presence,
intersect with cultural and societal norms to shape women’s experiences and feelings about safety in public
areas. The findings reveal that while urban design plays a significant role in influencing perceptions of
safety, underlying cultural factors, including gender roles and societal expectations, are equally critical in
shaping women's navigation of these spaces. Despite the geographical and cultural differences, women from
both contexts expressed common concerns regarding insecurity in public spaces, highlighting the universal
nature of these experiences. This research underscores the necessity for urban planning to encompass not
only the physical infrastructure of public spaces but also the cultural dynamics that influence women's
safety. By advocating for a more inclusive approach to urban design that considers gender-specific needs,
this study aims to contribute to the development of safer public environments for women globally. The
findings call for a reevaluation of urban policies to foster environments that empower women and enhance
their ability to engage freely in public life.

Keywords: Women's perception, public spaces, sense of security, urban design, cultural norms, gender
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Introduction

effect on the three notions of safety: comfort,

Publi he vi h f . . :
ublic spaces represent the vibrant heart of our belonging, and commitment (Tovi Fenster, 2005).

cities and neighborhoods, where people from
various backgrounds converge to engage, Problem Statement
exchange experiences, and shape the character of
a location. These areas, spanning from lively
urban squares to tranquil parks, serve as settings
for a wide array of human activities. Recognizing
the multifaceted role of public spaces is crucial for
designing urban environments that are not only
practical but also lively, inclusive, and responsive
to the desires and needs of their residents. The
elements of the built environment have a profound

Public spaces serve as the canvas upon which the
diverse tapestry of society is woven. They are the
backdrop for everyday life, where individuals
come together, interact, and engage with their
environment. However, the ability to enjoy and
navigate these spaces is not universally
experienced in the same way. Women often
contend with a unique set of challenges and
considerations that shape their perception of
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public spaces and their sense of security within
them.

Safety and Security

In recent years, more research has focused on how
women experience public spaces. This interest
stems from the realization that cities and other
areas can be unequal and sometimes even unsafe
for women. As Ratnayake's findings in 2013
show, the apprehension regarding personal safety
not only has adverse psychological consequences
but also constrains an individual's liberty and
ability to navigate public spaces, resulting in a
decrease in their utilization. Within this topic,
women are a focal point in the literature due to the
assertion that they encounter heightened safety
concerns when accessing public spaces and
contemplating their travel routines. Extensive
literature has been dedicated to elucidating the
gender-specific disparities in the utilization of
public spaces and travel behavior. Blobaum and
Hunecke (2005) contend that women's anxieties
about their personal safety may lead to their
avoidance of outdoor sports and recreational
activities, contributing to reduced utilization of
these spaces and a less vibrant urban environment.

One advocated approach for addressing concerns
related to perceived safety in public spaces
involves the strategic design and planning of
urban environments. This strategy is supported by
numerous studies (Blobaum and Hunecke, 2005;
Dymén and Ceccato, 2012; Harvey, Aultman-
Hall, Hurley, and Troy, 2015; Gargiulo et al.,
2020; Jorgensen, Ellis, and Ruddell, 2002).
Valentine (1990) argues that especially for
women, the "public environment can influence the
perception of safety and hence their willingness to
use spaces and places” (p. 301). Therefore, the
thoughtful design and planning of public spaces
should encourage their utilization. A substantial
body of research delves into the consideration of
perceived safety when shaping and organizing
public spaces. For instance, Harvey et al. (2015)
demonstrate how various urban elements like
greenery, building alignments, and the continuity
of buildings, as well as building-to-street ratios,
all impact the perceived safety in public spaces.
Soraganvi (2017) further asserts that poorly
designed urban public spaces, characterized by
inadequate lighting, vacant lots, a lack of public

toilets, or insufficient signage, can be particularly
discouraging for women.

Social and Cultural Norms

Numerous studies have explored the diverse
interpretations and viewpoints concerning the
concepts of ‘private’ and ‘public.’ These
investigations have delved into their cultural
underpinnings (Charlesworth, 1995; Fenster,
1999b). In this context, Lefebvre's concept of the
"right to the city" is clearly centered on the public
sphere, particularly the utilization of public
spaces, which serve as the backdrop for the daily
lives and creative expressions of their inhabitants.
However, certain feminist critiqgues view this
public domain, often referred to as the 'oeuvre," as
being dominated by white, middle-to-upper-class,
heterosexual males. As a result, this perception
sometimes leads to the exclusion of women, both
in Western and non-Western cultures, from the
use of public spaces like streets and parks,
especially when unaccompanied (Massey, 1994).

In some cultures, women experience evolving
roles and responsibilities across different stages of
their lives, which significantly shape their sense of
belonging and their engagement with urban
landscapes. It is crucial to recognize that these
gender roles intersect with cultural and ethnic
identities, resulting in diverse perceptions of
women's roles and responsibilities across various
contexts (Fenster, 2005). As a result, women's
mobility within physical spaces is profoundly
influenced, if not entirely dictated, by the cultural
and symbolic meanings attributed to those spaces.
Cultural and ethnic norms often create "spaces of
belonging and dis-belonging,” designating certain
areas as either accessible or off-limits to women,
depending on the cultural context (Fenster, 1998,
1999b). This dynamic is reminiscent of the
societal constraints explored in Ghandeharion and
Feyz’s (2014) analysis of Who'’s Afraid of
Virginia Woolf?, which critiques the patriarchal
structures that confine women like Martha and
Honey to predefined roles, limiting their
autonomy and agency. Therefore, examining the
social and cultural factors that shape women's
perceptions of safety and security could foster
greater awareness, ultimately leading to more
inclusive and gender-sensitive urban planning.
This aligns with the findings of Kookhaie and
Masnavi (2014), who advocate for ecological
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infrastructure design that enhances urban life
quality by considering the diverse needs of all
community members, including women, in
creating equitable and sustainable urban
environments.

This study aims to address several key inquiries.
First, it explores how women perceive public
spaces across diverse countries. Secondly, it
examines the influence of social and cultural
dimensions within various communities on these
perceptions. Furthermore, the study delves into
the factors that contribute to women's feelings of
insecurity in public spaces. Lastly, it investigates
the strategies employed by women to cope with
their apprehensions while in these environments.
In essence, the overarching research question
centers on understanding how women's
experiences in public spaces are shaped by their
geographical location and nationality, as well as
the underlying factors influencing these
experiences.

Literature Review

This literature review explores the evolving
landscape of research on women's experiences in
public spaces, aiming to shed light on the complex
interplay between gender, spatial dynamics, and
safety. These inequalities stem from a variety of
factors, including societal norms, cultural
practices, architectural design, and policy
frameworks. Understanding these issues is not
merely an academic endeavor but a crucial step
toward fostering fairer and more inclusive
communities. According to Ratnayake (2013),
concerns about personal safety not only have
detrimental psychological effects but also restrict
individuals' freedom and choices in navigating
public spaces, thereby reducing their utilization.
Similarly, Blobaum and Hunecke (2005) highlight
that women's apprehensions about safety often
lead to their exclusion from outdoor sports and
leisure activities, contributing to diminished use of
public spaces and a less vibrant urban life. These
findings resonate with broader discussions on age-
related challenges in public participation, as
evidenced by Entezarizarch et al. (2024), who
emphasize the importance of addressing mental
workload and performance disparities across
different age groups to enhance safety and
inclusivity in various domains, including urban
mobility. Furthermore, the role of design and

planning in shaping inclusive environments is
underscored by Moghaddam et al. (2024), who
highlight the impact of design team characteristics
on project performance, suggesting that
collaborative and inclusive design processes can
significantly improve outcomes in urban spaces,
ensuring they meet the diverse needs of all users.

Women's Fear in Public Spaces

The fear of violence is recognized as a major
influence on women's movements in public
spaces. According to Cavanagh (1998, p.169),
apprehension regarding personal safety has a
profound impact on women's lives and
significantly influences their choices about when
and where to go. However, it's essential to note
that addressing safety concerns cannot be solely
resolved by tackling crime rates. Recent research,
such as the work of Romer, Jamieson, and Aday
(2003), has provided strong evidence indicating
that there is no direct correlation between crime
rates and the perception of safety.

For more than three decades, researchers in the
social sciences have conducted numerous studies
to determine the predictors of fear of crime.
Recurring research findings consistently indicate
that women exhibit a higher level of fear towards
crime compared to men, even though men tend to
experience higher victimization rates (Alvazzi del
Frate and Patrignani 1995; Ferraro 1996; Ferraro
and LaGrange 1992; van Kesteren et al. 2000).
This discrepancy is often explained by the
"vulnerability”  perspective, suggesting that
women's fear of crime may be linked to concerns
about experiencing specific types of crimes, such
as rape or sexual assault (Alvazzi del Frate and
Patrignani 1995; Ferraro 1996; Haynie 1998;
Smith, Torstensson, and Johansson 2001; Warr
1985; Zvekic and Alvazzi del Frate 1995).

Numerous studies have demonstrated that natural
environments, or green spaces (GE), can evoke
fear in individuals. These fears encompass a range
of concerns, including physical dangers such as
accidental injuries (Gobster & Westphal, 2004)
and threats associated with nature, such as getting
lost or encountering wild animals (Van den Berg
& Ter Heijne, 2005), as well as social dangers like
concerns about crime (Pain, 1997). This fear,
when examined more broadly, is often described
as irrational and tied to an individual's personal
experiences in green spaces, where perceived
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safety or risk outweighs actual risk. Such
perceptions can significantly influence how
people interact with and utilize urban green
spaces, highlighting the need for urban planning
that addresses both physical and social safety
concerns. This aligns with the findings of
Mansourihanis et al. (2024), who emphasize the
importance of addressing neighborhood-level
challenges, such as deprivation and crime
distribution, to foster sustainable urban
development and create safer, more inclusive
environments for all residents. People who
experience fear in these settings tend to alter their
behavior by avoiding green spaces in general or
specific areas within them (Skogan, 1986). This
avoidance can result in reduced physical activity
and decreased contact with nature, ultimately
impacting their physical and mental well-being. In
essence, fear significantly influences how people
utilize green spaces, which, in turn, can have
broader implications for public health and urban
livability. This aligns with the findings of
Talebzadeh et al. (2024), who emphasize the
importance of optimizing systems—whether
supply chains or urban environments—to address
diverse needs and enhance overall performance.
Their research on the LARG framework
highlights the value of integrating multiple
strategies to create resilient and adaptable
systems, a principle that can be extended to urban
planning to ensure green spaces are designed and
managed in ways that promote safety, inclusivity,
and accessibility for all users.

Designing and Planning for Safety

Designing and planning for safety, particularly
with a focus on women and girls, is crucial as it
paves the way for the creation of public spaces
that offer equal opportunities for all individuals to
lead healthy, secure, and content lives. It
acknowledges that women's concerns are
grounded in real experiences of violence and fear
and that they possess an awareness of when and
where they feel unsafe in urban environments,
along with the reasons behind it. The
disproportionate fear of urban crime, which
unfairly affects women, serves as an informal
mechanism of social control, often diverting
attention from the more widespread issue of
domestic violence. Furthermore, this fear is
needlessly exacerbated by urban planning that

lacks consideration for gender-related factors
(Soraganvi, 2017).

Urban Design and Planning

Research has shown that urban design and
planning features play a pivotal role in shaping
women's experiences in public spaces. The study
conducted by Navarrete-Hernandez et al. (2021)
addressed the significant concern of women's
personal safety in public spaces and the role of
design interventions in shaping safety perceptions.
It investigates three common design interventions:
public toilets, solid walls, and graffiti removal,
focusing on how they affect safety perceptions,
especially for women. The findings indicate that
specific design interventions can significantly
improve perceived safety, with variations by
gender. Removing solid walls and graffiti has a
positive impact on safety perception, primarily for
women. However, the addition of public toilets
does not seem to enhance perceived safety.
According to the paper, the promoted strategy to
tackle issues of perceived safety in public space is
the design and planning of the urban environment
(Blobaum & Hunecke, 2005; Dymén & Ceccato,
2012; Harvey, Aultman-Hall, Hurley, & Troy,
2015; Gargiulo et al., 2020; Jorgensen, Ellis, &
Ruddell, 2002).

Moreover, Beebeejaun (2017) focuses on the right
to the city, in greater scale right to everyday life,
and the feminist point of view. This article
proposes that a more  comprehensive
acknowledgment of the diverse publics coexisting
within the modern city, along with the gendered
lens through which everyday experiences are
mediated, could empower urban planners and
policymakers to adopt more inclusive approaches
when intervening in urban spaces. Additionally,
Additionally, Akbari et al. (2012) examine the
sense of social security in public spaces,
particularly among women, who are often more
vulnerable in such environments. The study
investigates the relationship between the physical
characteristics of communal spaces in two distinct
residential complexes—conventional and high-
riss—located in the Narmak neighborhood and
Ekbatan town of Tehran. The findings reveal that
the Narmak neighborhood features design
elements that mitigate crime and enhance social
security, whereas Ekbatan town's public spaces
exhibit characteristics that increase the potential
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for crime and diminish the sense of safety. The
research underscores that high-rise residential
complexes are more likely to foster unsafe
environments compared to conventional ones,
emphasizing the critical role of physical design in
ensuring residents' security. This aligns with the
broader discourse on urban design and social
dynamics, as highlighted by Ghorashi et al.
(2024), who emphasize the role of subcultures in
shaping social issues within the context of old and
new neighborhoods, further illustrating the
interplay between spatial design and social
behavior.

On the other hand, Whitzman et al. (2013), in
Chapter 3, examine public transportation as a
critical public space, emphasizing the importance
of safe and affordable transit options, particularly
for women, to enable unrestricted urban mobility
free from insecurity and fear. The discussion
introduces a triad of social logic in urban
planning: redistribution of resources, recognition
of specific concerns and needs (e.g., gender), and
fostering encounters with diversity, all while
prioritizing women's safety and mobility. The text
underscores that exclusion from the right to
mobility can take overt forms, such as physical
barriers, as well as subtle manifestations,
including societal norms and messages conveyed
by authority figures. Ensuring safe mobility is not
only a matter of economic development but also a
fundamental rights issue, as it grants individuals
access to public spaces and collective resources
while enabling the creation and recreation of
identities within urban environments. This aligns
with the findings of Gowhareh and Taheri Tafti
(2022), who highlight the multiscalar mechanisms
of urban shrinkage and their implications for
equitable access to resources and infrastructure,
particularly in smaller cities, further emphasizing
the need for inclusive planning to address mobility
and safety challenges across diverse urban
contexts.

Despite various research approaches, a notable
gap exists in adopting ethnographic research and
in-depth interviews with women. This method
would provide a deeper insight into individual
women's lived experiences, enabling a more
authentic  understanding  of  their  unique
perspectives. Ultimately, the aim is to create urban
environments where women can move freely, feel
safe, and fully participate in civic life. Achieving

this requires a collaborative effort among
policymakers,  urban  planners, architects,
researchers, and communities, with a focus on
prioritizing women's needs and concerns in the
design and management of public spaces,
contributing to more inclusive and equitable cities
for all.

Methodology and Data Collection

As previously mentioned, a substantial body of
research has examined women's perceptions of
public spaces, albeit with a notable gap in cross-
national comparisons. In addressing the research
question at hand, a qualitative research
methodology has been selected, specifically
involving the conduct of in-depth, open-ended
interviews with women residing in both Iran and
the United States, who actively participate in their
communities by utilizing public spaces as women.
While employing an ethnographic approach would
likely vyield a more comprehensive dataset,
constraints related to the accessibility of public
spaces in Iran and the limitation of available time
necessitate a primary focus on the interview-based
research approach.

According to Rubin & Rubin (2011), in this
research, | will use responsive interviewing,
which prioritizes flexibility and adaptability
during the interview process. In responsive
interviewing, the interviewer adjusts their
questions, probes, and overall interview structure
based on the participant's responses and emerging
themes. The goal is to create a dynamic and open-
ended dialogue that allows participants to express
their thoughts and experiences in their own words,
rather than following a rigid script of predefined
questions. This approach is particularly useful
when exploring complex or sensitive topics, as it
allows for deeper exploration and a better
understanding of the participant's perspective.

For the research, four women were selected for
interviews, comprising two participants from Iran
and two from Milwaukee. They were chosen
because they share the same age range, falling
between 24 and 30 years old. The rationale for
selecting women within this age group from both
Iran and Milwaukee is to facilitate a comparative
analysis of women's experiences in different
sociocultural contexts, specifically, an Islamic
country and a liberal one. These participants are
either students or recent graduates, aligning with
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their shared attribute of having spent considerable
time in public spaces relative to other age groups
in their respective positions.

The interviews I collected were coded using a mix
of deductive and inductive processes. The initial
themes | coded for were based on the questions
that | had asked my subjects, primarily relating to
women's perception. This structure involved
overarching possible codes like "Cultural
practices influencing spatial behavior,” "Social
interactions in public spaces,” and "Gender-
specific mobility constraints,” which  will
subsequently branch into more specific codes such
as "Fear of crime in public spaces,” "Home as a
safe space,” and "Housing and neighborhood
affordability.”

However, over the course of these interviews,
another strong theme emerged: the definition of
crime and codes such as law enforcement
presence, familiarity with the area, cultural
influences, accessibility, gender regulation, and
harassment, personal exposure.

Findings

By listening to the voices of women and
discerning the patterns within their narratives, this
research endeavors to illuminate the multifaceted
dimensions of how women navigate, interpret, and
shape the public sphere. Through the lens of
participant interviews and the subsequent coding
process, we aim to unravel the subtleties of
women's encounters with public spaces, shedding
light on both the challenges they face and the
strategies they employ to assert their presence and
agency in these shared environments. As we
embark on this exploration, the richness of
interview quotes and the structured codes derived
from them will guide our journey into
understanding the diverse ways in which women
perceive and engage with the public realm.

By listening to the voices of women and
discerning the patterns within their narratives, this
research endeavors to illuminate the multifaceted
dimensions of how women navigate, interpret, and
shape the public sphere. Through the lens of
participant interviews and the subsequent coding
process, we aim to unravel the subtleties of
women's encounters with public spaces, shedding
light on both the challenges they face and the
strategies they employ to assert their presence and
agency in these shared environments. As we

embark on this exploration, the richness of
interview quotes and the structured codes derived
from them will guide our journey into
understanding the diverse ways in which women
perceive and engage with the public realm.

In exploring women's perspectives on public
spaces through interviews, a complex web of
factors influencing safety perceptions showed up.
Participants consistently cite location, law
enforcement presence, and specific neighborhoods
as pivotal external elements shaping their
experiences.  Simultaneously, a theme of
subjectivity emerges, with personal comfort
crucial in determining safety levels, whether
navigating public spaces alone or with
companions which is clear in words of one of
interviewers from Iran:

It differs from place to place in the public space,
what space are you talking about, what time of the
day. Are you alone or with someone, now | may be
the person who feels safe even alone, it's not like if
I'm alone, | feel unsafe and safe with others.
Sometimes | feel more secure with others, but I
have this feeling when I'm alone.

Temporal and spatial dimensions add further
nuance, with safety perceptions fluctuating based
on the time of day and specific locations. The
dynamic nature of safety underscores the
importance of contextual considerations in
understanding women's experiences in diverse
urban environments. The communal aspect of
safety is also emphasized, with the presence of a
community and engagement in communal spaces
integral to enhancing overall security as an
American woman claimed:

It probably depends some on like the public space
at the time of day, but I would say generally here
pretty safe like I live right by Riverside Park and
like that's | feel fine. I even walk around there at
night, sometimes and Take phone calls. | think
Milwaukee has Quite a few public spaces that feel
pretty safe to me, and that's really nice.

In examining the responses of interviewees
regarding the factors influencing their feelings of
safety in public spaces, distinct patterns and
nuanced considerations emerge. One from
Milwaukee placed a strong emphasis on personal
familiarity and background knowledge, navigating
her surroundings based on an intricate
understanding of the neighborhood, cultural
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behaviors, and income levels. The presence of
known individuals, such as family or community
members, also significantly contributes to her
sense of security as she mentioned:

So again, if it's like a touristy place, there was,
there's a lot of people and usually there's like
police or security around that enhances the
security and safeness or my feeling of security and
safeness. Outside of that | mean. Either like which
part of the block maybe that | or what direction to
travel in that may not be safe. | may choose a
different direction depending on my knowledge
about the neighborhood itself, so I think like my
own personal background knowledge about the
area or neighborhood definitely helps with the
safety because | can choose and understand |
know. Typically, those that are higher income are
perceived as safer, but | wouldn't say that's
necessarily always the case. | think the two, if I'm
around people that you know, | know the culture, I
know.

Another from Iran, on the other hand, delves into
the specific characteristics of the public space,
considering the level of crowd, communal
activities, and even the dress code's impact on her
perceived safety. Her experiences with hijab
highlight  the intersectionality —of  safety
perceptions and cultural expectations:

But again, it is very related to the three points I
said. Which space and what time of fasting, | don't
mean darkness and light, I mean the crowdedness
of that space. Like one place may be busy at night,
another place may be quiet during the day. Look,
for example, | generally feel safe in the park.
Especially in places where people are sitting with
family and people are present, children playing.
It's interesting, maybe when | used to wear hijab,
if |1 passed by a suspicious man, | would be
worried. For me, now that I don't have a hijab,
this story has not changed. But a new fear has
been added to me, that is the safety of a woman
who does not wear a hijab in Iran is threatened by
someone who feels that this person is religious
and because of this he may cause trouble and
show that I do not like your veil.

Meanwhile, other perspective revolves around the
visibility of other people in the public space,
emphasizing the reassuring presence of fellow
individuals engaging in communal activities.
Additionally, she noted the role of open spaces in

providing a clearer understanding of her
surroundings as an Iranian women claimed:

Look, verbal abuse has no place for me and it
happens everywhere, even in that market. | feel
insecure when there is no light, no people, and
you feel that the possibility of something
happening to you is more and more dangerous
than when you are just being told something. But
well, in the solitude of the alley, the window is not
activated and no one will see if something
happens to you. But a man once stuck me in a
busy street, but after a while | went into a shop
and the shopkeeper helped me, even though it was
noon and the sidewalk was quiet, but the shops
were open. So the issue is not the sidewalk, the
issue is what is happening on it. What is on the
sidewalk? shop or house

Together, these narratives underscore the intricate
blend of personal and environmental factors that
shape women's perceptions of safety in public
spaces, reflecting the complexity inherent in their
urban experiences.

Focusing on the personal experiences of them
offers valuable insights into the diverse factors
influencing women's perceptions of safety in
public spaces. One’s reflection on the NBA Finals
in downtown Milwaukee reveals the significance
of events and the effectiveness of high police
presence in fostering a sense of safety, even amid
incidents involving firearms. Her experiences in
Chicago further emphasize the importance of
awareness when navigating well-lit and populated
areas at night, emphasizing the need for strategic
choices in a bustling urban environment:

In college, too, | would work till probably 10:00
and | lived off campus, so | lived maybe 15
minutes away in Chicago. So there would be times
where | have to walk home at night. In a busy St.
you know to my apartment, which usually would
take a 15-minute walk after | get off the. Pain. So
I'd be more aware of my surroundings just
because it's late, just because | don't know who's
out and it's taking me a little bit to get home. But |
usually would, you know, specifically choose
specific routes that were well lit on populated
streets rather than taking side streets to walk
home just being. Smart about that. So that would
be like another situation where I'd be more aware
of my surroundings in case it could turn into a
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dangerous situation which in Chicago being a big
city.

In contrast, a girl from Iran’s narrative shifts the
focus to the impact of solitude on her perception
of security. She challenges traditional warnings
about crowded places, expressing a sense of
security in places such as Bazaar. However, an
unsettling incident near her home in a quiet
village disrupts this perceived safety, prompting a
reevaluation of the concept of security in
seemingly protected private spaces. She also
highlighted the increased vulnerability
experienced in less populated areas, where
reduced visibility and assistance may elevate the
risk of harassment, providing a nuanced
perspective on safety considerations.

A girl’s experience from Milwaukee brings a
more interpersonal dimension to the discussion.
Her discomfort when alone, particularly when
strangers approach her at Bradford Beach, sheds
light on the challenges women face in navigating
social interactions in public spaces. Unwanted
attention from individuals trying to strike up
conversations becomes a focal point in her
narrative, underlining the impact of interpersonal
dynamics on feelings of safety as she said:

I guess the times I've | feel unsafe is often times
when I'm alone and like a band that comes up and
keeps trying to Talk to me. That oftentimes does
make me kind of feel like, OK, I've got to pay
attention to my surroundings. So like, sometimes
I'll go to Bradford Beach and like, guys will just
come up and like, be like, so what are you
reading? What are you doing? can | have your
number? And it's like, no, I'm not here to talk to
you. Everyone, not all the time, but every once in
a while, it's like, oh my gosh, I don't, I don't want
to talk to you.

In comparing these experiences, American women
emphasis on event-specific safety measures and
highlighting  of  unwanted interpersonal
interactions showcase the varied factors
influencing women's perceptions of safety.
Women from Iran nuanced consideration of
solitude's impact, These narratives underscore the
complexity of safety considerations for women in
public spaces, shaped by both local dynamics and
personal encounters, and reflect the need for
comprehensive approaches to address these
multifaceted concerns.

Regarding the responses of interviewees about the
influence of their gender on feelings of safety in
public spaces, distinct patterns emerged.
American-African woman heightened awareness
stems from societal expectations that women may
face a higher risk of crime when alone at night,
even though she hasn't encountered specific
incidents. This reflects a broader perception of
women's vulnerability and the precautionary
measures women often adopt. But the African-
American woman believed that because of her
body shape she is more secure in public spaces:

Yeah, | think the tying to the identity with Prime, I
think women are primarily targeted more just
because they're seen as more vulnerable and that
in terms of physical strength, not necessarily the
same. But | wouldn't say that that's always the
case. So like me myself, just because like I'm a
bigger person, I'm taller. Like I'm not a small
stature. | probably have a better chance of
fighting off an offender than somebody else who's
smaller.

One from Iran challenged cultural norms in Iran,
questioning societal warnings to women about
their vulnerability. She emphasized that sexual
harassment is not exclusive to women and
discusses prevalent fears among women related to
sexual and verbal abuse in public space and she
advocated for a shift in societal attitudes and
consequences for harassers:

See, this discussion is very cultural, apart from
the discussion of whether the society is safe or
not. We always warn women and girls that you
should take care of yourself because you are weak
and vulnerable and if something goes wrong it
will happen to you. You are the one who is hurt.
This is not defined for men, while it happens to
them too. The last thing a boy may think of is
sexual and verbal abuse, while for women, this is
the first fear. In my opinion, this fear is greater
than the fear of theft, that they will be physically
and verbally abused.

In my opinion, this sense of being a woman goes
back to the fact that this role was instilled in you
from childhood. My personal experience says that
if all Iranian women who saw harassment instead
of acceptance and discomfort, they would have
reacted by shouting and announcing and helping.
Taking it from others and defining the situation
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was different. Being defined as a woman is going
to hurt you.

These perspectives lead to the societal
expectations shaping women's behavior in public
environments. For women in Iran, cultural and
societal factors shaping her experiences in the
city. They explore the complex interplay of hijab
(Dezfuli, 2024), legal mechanisms, and societal
attitudes toward gender dynamics and mentioned
the absence of clear legal mechanisms for
addressing verbal and sexual harassment in Iran,
attributing the prevalent issues to societal
suppression of sexual needs and the separation of
sexes from childhood.

In examining the perspectives of women on the
role of urban design and planning in women's
perceptions of space, nuanced differences surface.
In comparing these perspectives, women from
Milwaukee  emphasized  accessibility  and
community-centered development and advocated
for pedestrian-friendly spaces and well-lit streets.
Women from Iran, challenged the cultural
underpinnings of harassment rather than design
strategies:

Look, these places where | had problems, the

Safety

Experiences in Public
Spaces in Iran and

Cultural Contexts of
Safety: Women's
theUs.

cations of Findings

design has no problems. What can you expect
from a residential alley or a park that is designed
to a standard, and in my opinion, there is no
problem in this aspect that | say it is not suitable
for women. Cultural and social discussion for
women is the driving force of this issue. In my
opinion, it is not possible for a person to have the
intention of harassing, but by coming into a space
because of its design, he regrets his behavior or
does not do the harassment. The person who
wants to hurt is just looking for a suitable
opportunity like the solitude of the space.

Together, these viewpoints underscore the
multifaceted nature of creating safe and inclusive
public spaces, considering factors ranging from
physical design and accessibility to cultural
attitudes and community empowerment.

In examining the cultural contexts of safety,
Figure 1 illustrates the trend in current research
and the results obtained regarding women's
experiences in public spaces in Iran and the U.S.

jy and Data Collection Conclusion and Future Directions

Figure 1: Trends in Current Research on Women's Experiences in Public Spaces in Iran and the U.S.

Discussion and Conclusion

Understanding women's perceptions of public
spaces necessitates a nuanced exploration of
individual experiences and the multifaceted
factors that shape these perceptions. Insights
gathered from interviews reveal the complex
interplay between personal experiences, cultural
influences, and urban design considerations. This
comprehensive analysis seeks to distill key themes
and draw overarching conclusions from the
diverse perspectives presented. Such an approach

aligns with the work of Bevilacqua and Sohrabi
(2020), who highlight the importance of
networking analysis in urban contexts as a tool for
managing urban transitions, emphasizing the need
to integrate diverse perspectives and systemic
thinking to address the complexities of urban
environments effectively. By doing so, urban
planning can better address the unique needs and
experiences of women, fostering more inclusive
and equitable public spaces.

Personal Experiences: Varied Realities
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One participant, hailing from Milwaukee, offers
valuable insights into how personal experiences
shape women's perceptions of safety. Her
recognition of the connection between urban
familiarity and feelings of security underscores
the role of exposure and prior knowledge in
influencing  these  perceptions. While she
expresses a sense of safety in familiar
environments, she also emphasizes the
significance of factors such as police presence,
cultural awareness, and socio-economic context in
shaping these views. This aligns with the broader
literature, which suggests that individual
experiences play a critical role in determining
feelings of safety or insecurity in public spaces.
These findings resonate with the work of Azimi
Asmaroud (2022), who explores the importance of
knowledge  transfer and  reasoning in
understanding complex systems, highlighting how
prior experiences and contextual factors influence
decision-making and perceptions in both
educational and real-world settings.

The perspective of women from Iran adds a
valuable cultural dimension to the analysis,
challenging the conventional notion that urban
design alone can mitigate harassment and
highlighting the pervasive influence of cultural
attitudes. Their experiences underscore the deeply
gendered nature of societal expectations and
reveal the necessity of broader societal
transformations to address the root causes of
women's vulnerability in public spaces. This
aligns with the findings of Rezaei and Gholami
Gowhareh (2021), who explore the role of
individual investors in driving urban change,
particularly in historic districts, and emphasize the
interplay between cultural norms, economic
dynamics, and urban development. Their research
further illustrates how localized cultural contexts
shape urban experiences and the need for
inclusive strategies that address both physical and
social dimensions of urban spaces. Additionally,
the importance of addressing uncertainty and
systemic risks, as highlighted in Roshdieh’s

(2024) study on monetary policy uncertainty and
stock market dynamics, as well as Sadeghi et al.’s
(2022) work on optimal stock portfolio selection,
underscores the broader relevance of managing
uncertainty and risk in both economic and urban
systems to foster stability and inclusivity.

Cultural Influences: Unpacking Gender Roles

Iranians’ narrative provides a profound reflection
on the deeply ingrained gender roles in Iranian
society. Their suggestions for raising awareness
and empowering women to react against
harassment reveal a societal need for cultural
transformation.  This aligns with  broader
discussions on the importance of dismantling
gender norms to create safer public spaces for
women globally. The definition of crime diverges
significantly between the two countries. In
Milwaukee, crime is predominantly characterized
by acts like theft, mugging, and catcalling. On the
other hand, in Iran, the perception of crime is
more centered around verbal and sexual
harassment, particularly concerning women. As
they say in Milwaukee:

But when 1 think of crime, I think of like robbery,
petty thefts like. Things of that nature, like
somebody pulling out and going. Hey, | want your
purse or, you know, stealing your car. Like, even
when I'm pumping gas at night, | pay attention to,
like, my surrounding.

And a woman from Iran said:

I have never had the experience of being stolen
from myself and it was mostly about verbal and
sexual harassment. So it is the definition of crime
for me.

Urban Design: A Balancing Act

American women both highlight the significance
of urban design and planning in shaping women's
perceptions of public spaces. one underscores the
need for accessibility and community-centered
development, emphasizing the role of
transportation in ensuring equal access and the
other, while acknowledging her limited
knowledge on urban design, advocates for
pedestrian-friendly spaces and well-lit streets.
These perspectives emphasize the importance of
balancing physical infrastructure with cultural and
social considerations to create truly inclusive
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public spaces. However, in Iran, they think it is
more about social measures and cultural
reinforcements:

My suggestion does not have any practical result
in the city. | think that people talking to each other
about their experiences and raising awareness in
the sense that women can take a series of actions
in the situation of harassment. Everyone may not
be able to shout loudly, but they should know that
something can be done against harassment and
telling similar stories, they can show a reaction or
ask others for help or shout so that the person
may be afraid of these reactions. Nothing can be
done to prevent harassment until there is a law for
it, except for women's own actions. Women should
be empowered to defend themselves. Regarding
other crimes in the public space, there is a series
of laws to some extent, for example, for
pickpocketing or theft.

Across the diverse cultural and geographical
landscapes of Iran and Milwaukee, striking
similarities emerge in the way women perceive
safety in public spaces. Both contexts reveal a
pronounced influence of cultural norms on
women's feelings of vulnerability, although it is
much important in Iran. Traditional gender roles
and societal expectations contribute to a shared
sense of caution and awareness among women in
navigating public environments. This common
thread underscores the universal impact of cultural
influences on shaping perceptions of safety.

A notable commonality is the intersectionality of
factors that women in both Iran and Milwaukee
must navigate. Their safety considerations are
intricately woven with personal experiences,
exposure to varied urban environments, economic
constraints, and societal expectations. This
intersectionality highlights the complex nature of
women's perceptions and the multifaceted
influences that contribute to their sense of
security. Personal experiences play a significant
role in shaping perceptions of safety for women in
both Iran and Milwaukee. Exposure to different
urban environments and familiarity with specific
neighborhoods  contribute  to individual
perspectives. This subjectivity emphasizes the
importance of recognizing the unique and diverse
ways in  which women navigate their
surroundings, irrespective of cultural nuances.

In acknowledging these similarities, it becomes
evident that while cultural contexts differ, the
universal challenges women encounter in public
spaces call for comprehensive and inclusive
approaches. Addressing issues such as gendered
harassment, urban design, and the intricate
interplay of societal factors requires a nuanced
understanding that transcends geographical
boundaries.

In conclusion, women's perceptions of public
spaces are deeply intertwined with personal
experiences, cultural influences, and urban design
considerations. The narratives from interviewers
collectively underscore the complexity of the
issue, highlighting the need for a holistic
approach. To create truly inclusive public spaces,
urban planners and policymakers must consider
not only the physical design but also address
cultural norms and societal attitudes that
perpetuate  gender-based vulnerabilities. By
fostering community  engagement, raising
awareness, and challenging ingrained gender
roles, societies can work towards creating public
spaces where all individuals, irrespective of
gender, feel secure and empowered. This analysis
serves as a testament to the diversity of
experiences and perspectives that must be taken
into account to build a safer and more inclusive
urban landscape for women.
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