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Designing neighbourhood parks to foster

women and girls’ sense of safety

Drawing on research on women and girls’ views on parks and safety, Anna Barker, Helen
Forman, Carl McClean, Susannah Walker and Sibylla Warrington Brown look at the need
for public space design and policy to fully consider green space—a vital element of any 20-
minute neighbourhood—through the lens of gender and safety, and then outline some key

guidance principles for parks professionals

Parks are an essential part of local neighbourhoods. As well as providing environmental benefits,
a local park can help to create a sense of community and provides a space in which to be active,
play and relax, which benefits mental as well as physical health. So it is no surprise that parks are
recognised as a key part of a thriving 20-minute neighbourhood, and also one of the top five
amenities that British people would like to have within a 15-minute walk of their home.!

But simply providing a park is not enough; it has to be accessible and of good quality.
Unequal provision of green space is now being recognised as an important issue.> Engagement
with nature is often lower among groups who could benefit the most, including women.?
Deprived communities often have a lower quality and quantity of green space provision than
more privileged areas, and the creation of 20-minute neighbourhoods recognises the importance
of addressing these inequalities.*

So far, gender has been given less attention in policy and research,™® despite recognition
that women may spend more time in their local area as a result of gendered caring
responsibilities and different commuting patterns.®’ Neighbourhood parks may therefore be of
particular importance for some women, and so inequalities in local park provision may be
amplified for them.

These are not the only barriers that women and girls face in accessing good-quality local

parks and their benefits. Our recent research demonstrates that safety is perhaps the single



biggest issue for women and girls, significantly restricting their ability to access parks and other
green space. The majority of women and girls we interviewed in West Yorkshire think that parks
in their local area are very or fairly unsafe for women and girls (57% and 76%, respectively).®
Any public space design or policy which does not consider green space through the lens of
gender and safety will fail to be fully inclusive. This, clearly, has to include the 20-minute
neighbourhood.

Women have particular safety concerns which men do not share, notably a fear of rape,
and the constant worry that sexual assault may form part of other crimes, such as robbery. Their
feelings of safety are also affected by other aspects of their identity such as race and ethnicity,
sexual orientation, religion, and age. Notably, parks are a particular source of fear. Nearly one in
10 young people aged 16-19 years who experienced rape (including attempts) since the age of 16
were victimised in a park or open space, according to the Crime Survey for England and Wales.’

Safety is a relative and multi-faceted concept, broader than crime. Some acts of sexual
harassment which women regularly experience in public spaces are not categorised as crimes,
but do impact on how safe they feel. Some 71% of women in the UK have been sexually
harassed in public, and this figure is much higher (86%) among 18-24 year olds.°

The implications of this for women’s access to community parks and local
neighbourhood mobility need to be addressed. ‘Good green spaces in the right places’ will only
be accessible for women and girls if they feel safe there. This principle has to be at the centre of
design and policy if we are to provide inclusive and vibrant local spaces for all.

In the rest of this article, we set out what women and girls told us about parks and safety,
as well as giving an outline of the guidance for parks professionals which is being created as a

next stage from our research.

Research findings

In 2022, we interviewed 117 women and girls aged 13-84 years across West Yorkshire to
better understand what women and girls perceive to make parks feel safe and unsafe, and why.'!
Their views were varied, depending on identity, age, location, and park experiences, yet key
areas of consensus also emerged. These are the issues that we focus on below, as issues that can
be considered in planning new parks for compact neighbourhooods, as well as improving

existing local spaces.



Women and girls told us that visibility is crucial for their sense of safety in parks, with
darkness perceived as less safe than daytime, and open areas preferred to areas of thick
vegetation and hidden or secluded spaces. As one participant explained:

‘So parks with thick vegetation, hedges, trees; no I don’t feel safer [...] they have thinned

things quite a lot so there is more visibility and that feels really good.’

The creation of visibility and openness along main paths and in core areas of parks is
vital. In this respect, the edges of parks also feel safer, particularly in the absence of fences or
other barriers, as they are overlooked by passers-by on the street and facilitate easy escape.

For teenage girls a sense of openness is even more important. Fences and barriers—like
those around multi-use games areas (MUGAs)—made girls feel trapped and unsafe. Girls were
also concerned about play spaces being dominated by boys, and the lack of facilities in parks
which met their needs. The girls we spoke to prioritised active sociability—so things like age-
appropriate swings and group seating can make them feel like parks are spaces for them.

Generally, women and girls do not feel safe in parks after dark, and largely avoid parks at
these times. In a country where it can get dark as early as 3pm, that’s a significant restriction. So
lighting emerged as a key issue. For some women and girls, lighting on commonly used routes
through parks would mean that they could confidently walk home on a winter’s afternoon, walk
their dog in the park in the early morning feeling safe, or access an exercise class or work
opportunity in another part of the neighbourhood where the park acts as the significant cut-
through route. Teenage girls also pointed out that some facilities in parks are lit, but not the paths
to/from them.

However, this was not a unanimous opinion. Other women did not feel that lighting
would be sufficient for them to use parks after dark, and prioritised societal change. As two
participants put it:

‘That’s not going to stop men from hurting a woman just because there’s more lighting in

the park.’

‘We are doing things around it which make us safer, but not dealing with the cause,

which is males’ behaviour [ ...] and until that is dealt with, women and girls will not be

safe in those quiet spaces.’



Experiences of harassment pervaded women and girls’ sense of unsafety in parks.
Furthermore, participants often discussed avoiding parks where they had heard about incidents of
male violence, such as rape. These findings are concerning for the gendered accessibility of all
parks, yet have particular implications for women’s local mobility, including use of active travel
routes through parks.

‘Last month a girl got raped in the park. And the weird thing is [...] she was just taking

her kids to school and it was 8 in the morning, so it wasn’t even night [...] he’s just

grabbed her and raped her in the park [...] And the thing is, it’s not the first time I’ve
heard of it, so I kind of feel weird going there.’

Women and girls felt that men should take more responsibility for changing their
behaviour in parks to make women and girls feel safer, such as not walking or jogging too close
and standing up to harassment. In addition, there was agreement, from girls especially, that
relevant authorities are not doing enough about harassment in parks:

‘Parks are all the same as they used to be, and theyve still had loads of reports about

women being harassed.’

Another clear area of agreement was that well used parks felt safer. Women and girls said
that their sense of wellbeing and safety in parks was improved by the park being used and shared
by other users that they perceived as legitimate. The presence of other women was seen as a sign
of safety, and empowered other women and girls to use the park. Furthermore, parks that have a
range of facilities and mixed uses, including amenities such as caf¢s, tend to be busier and so felt
safer.

‘Having other women and girls there, especially [...] on their own, it makes you feel a lot

better.’

The presence of park staff, volunteers and other users helps women to feel that they are
not alone or isolated, reduces prospects for violence, and gives a greater chance of bystander
intervention in the case of trouble. Opportunities to seek help are also important, with women

emphasising the importance of visible staffing and policing, and girls favouring the installation



of help points. Organised activities were also seen to improve safety by bringing in more users
who could intervene or provide support.
‘I will walk the dog while parkrun’s going on because [ ...] there’s an organised thing
going on, there’s lots of volunteers around, there’s lots of people I could ask for help if I

needed.’

These events also extend women’s use of parks by enabling them to engage in exercise,
recreational and social activities that they would not do alone because of safety concerns.

While this may seem like a blueprint for parks in compact 20-minute neighbourhoods,
there are other issues, in particular the uneven access to high-quality park space in deprived
areas.* As one girl explained, the lack of access to quality facilities in her local park, including a
play space, meant that she had to travel to a park further away:

‘There was a reason I wouldn’t leave and go to the park. The state of it. You’d have a

swing set without the swings. They would have been taken away having been vandalised.

We’d spend most money on transport to get to another park that was better maintained.’

Given their greater facilities, staffing and resources, ‘major’ city parks may continue to
feel safer for some women and girls:
‘In the bigger parks [...] definitely you feel much more comfortable being around those
facilities because there is people there and there is stuff going on and there is a sense of

it being official [...] And it attracts people throughout the day.’

For 20-minute neighbourhoods to work in the long run, we will need to address this, by
redressing the uneven distribution of high-quality facilities but most of all by ensuring that all
parks of every size feel safe for women and girls.

To this end, West Yorkshire Combined Authority has worked with Keep Britain Tidy,
who manage the Green Flag Award programme, Make Space for Girls and the University of
Leeds to develop a set of design and management principles for both existing parks and new

developments. The following section is a very brief outline of what this guidance contains.

New parks guidance



‘If more things make it safer for you to be in parks, obviously you’d want to be in parks

more often, because it’s safer for you.’

The guidance — Safer Parks: Improving Access for Women and Girls - cover 10
principles (see Table 1) under three themes. ‘Eyes on the park’ reflects the fact that the presence
of others makes women and girls feel safer. ‘Awareness’ addresses design issues that can help
women and girls feel more secure. ‘Inclusion’ considers the importance of bringing a diverse
cross-section of women and girls into our parks and designing spaces with their input.

Forming supplementary guidance to the Green Flag Award programme—the benchmark
standard for management of parks and green spaces across the UK and beyond—the principles
illustrate practices and projects that can be implemented at varying scales and budgets. In
addition, 10 case studies from Britain and abroad are included to demonstrate how these
principles can be applied. One of the case studies is of Umea in northern Sweden, which began
focusing on gender equality in 1978. A group of teenage girls worked with landscape architects
and an artist to create Frizon (‘Freezone’) in Arstidernas Park (see the picture below). Based on a
roundabout, it has coloured roof lights and swinging seats, with backrests, ergonomically
designed to suit teenage girls. It also hosts WiFi and speakers to play music; and it has excellent

visibility and lighting, situated near well used paths.

Table 1

Principles for safer parks

Principle Description
Eyes on Busyness and activation The presence of other people makes parks feel safer.
the park This can be fostered by targeted activation to bring

more women and girls into the park, as well as

activities that make parks busier.

Staffing and authority figures Parks staff and other official presences such as the

police are important in creating a sense of safety.

Awareness | Visibility and openness The ability to see around for a good distance and be
seen by others—particularly along main paths and in

core areas of the park—is important.




Escape

Women and girls feel safer near the perimeters of
parks and in unfenced spaces, because they can escape
more easily from dangerous situations, and are more

visible.

Lighting

Good lighting along main paths in parks can improve
some women’s access, but contrast, light colour and
aspect need to be taken into account, as well as
considerations around the effects on residents and

wildlife.

Wayfinding and layout

Facilities, paths and features need to be arranged to
encourage use by women, maximise visibility, and be

easy to navigate.

Inclusion | Belonging and familiarity

Familiarity makes parks feel safer, and can be fostered
through both design and activation; and women from

diverse groups need to feel that they belong.

Image

The image and reputation of a park influences how
safe it feels to potential users, and requires good

maintenance, management, and communications.

Access and location

A safe park on its own is not enough. For women and girls
to use the park, they must also be able to access it safely,
which means that the surrounding area and approach must

all feel safe.

Co-production and engagement

Involving women and girls in designing parks creates
safer spaces, but it is essential to consider

intersectionality and other needs.

Conclusion

Designing safer parks is important for everyone, but our research demonstrates that the

perspectives and lived experiences of women and girls require specific consideration. If we can




create vibrant, lively, sociable and active green spaces that are welcoming for women and girls,
local parks could be cornerstones of gender-inclusive and accessible 20-minute neighbourhoods.
The guidance principles we have outlined show how we can make changes to park design
and management to help women and girls feel safer and more welcome in these spaces, at all
times of day and throughout the year. However, the women and girls we spoke to also
highlighted broader social issues, such as misogyny, harassment, and violence against women
and girls, requiring more fundamental change. Societal change is essential and necessary, but we
can make a difference in the present by changing our parks. And that is what this research and

the guidance addresses.
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The ‘Freezone’ in Arstidernas Park in Ume3, northern Sweden
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