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Abstract: Parks should be noble public spaces that provide greenery and nature not only for people to 
enjoy but also for a particular city to be sustainable with its ecological functions and values. However, 
some of these parks fail to attract people to visit and use them. El Goli, a park in the city of Tabriz, is 
an example of a park that people do not use frequently as they had before. One of the factors presumes 
to contribute to the problem of idle parks is that the parks fail to provide the activities people prefer. 
Therefore, this study is about users preferences for parks activities in the city of Tabriz, Iran. To gauge 
people preferences for park activities, 208 of the park were surveyed. The result shows walking and 
picnicking were rated as the most preferred activities and from the factor analysis of the activities 
items; three activities groups emerged. They are ‘appreciation and exploration of nature’, ‘social 
interaction, and ‘group physical activity’ and ‘passive involvement’. The result of analysis shows that 
‘appreciation and exploration of nature’ group has the highest preference mean score. 
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Background: 
 Nowadays, urban parks are considered as one of the most important and essential parts of the cities. Urban 
parks can be mostly found in most (Iamtrakul 2005) great cities and they are noticeable as one of the open 
public spaces in the aforementioned cities. Urban parks can offer multiple functions of spaces for urban dwellers 
such as area for active and passive recreations, social communications, and contact for natural environments 
(Iamtrakul 2005).  
 Urban parks are known as places for recreation, activity, and enjoyment (Jim and Chen, 2006). They have 
been also defined as places which include formal landscape, playground areas, adult’s recreational areas, as well 
as open space areas. They play a main role to keep social communications among urban dwellers (Cranz. G, 
1982). However, according to Gobster (2002), urban parks can be defined as places for leisure activities, 
experience of nature, preserving areas for cultural features, and socialization. Parks can also be in a significant 
position in the cities to provide a venue for tranquility and pleasure.      
 The background history of public parks may be traced back to the ancient countries such as Greece, when 
for instance, open spaces were established for pleasure and socialization in the capital of Athens (Reeves, 2000). 
During Renaissance, parks were created as great private gardens, places for recreation, sport activities, and 
pleasure. At that time, those gardens were built by wealthy people for their own enjoyments and pleasures by 
engaging in sport activities and nature involvements.  
 The new concept of the urban park had begun in the early nineteenth

 

century and throughout the Industrial 
Revolution period (Suhardi, 2002). For example, in 1845, the first park was designed by Joseph Paxton in 
Birkenhead, British country (Reeves, 2000). At the same time, the provisions of the public parks in the cities 
have been transmitted to the United States of America and the European countries. In the USA, in 1858, 
Fredrick Law Olmstead designed Central Park in New York to provide more public spaces (c.f. Reeves, 2000). 
A very large population can use the park to do healthy activities as well as spend their leisure times.  
 With high rapid urbanization and industrialization in the mid 1800 (as well as today), urban parks can be 
considered as inevitable purification resource and essential lungs for urban areas. Today, with the expansion of 
many new styles of buildings, parks can be noticed as places which could enhance vividness and liveliness of 
residential areas. Furthermore, since stress in life may be cited as one of the most common affection to the urban 
dwellers, parks can prepare opportunity to the abatement of stress by providing areas to escape from noisy 
atmospheres of cities (Hartig, Mang, and Evans, 1991). In addition, urban designers also started to consider 
urban parks as places that may renew natural environment and biodiversity. Oguz (2000) reminded that urban 
parks can be a conduit to connect people with natural environments, and to enhance mental and physical health 
to the urban dwellers (Hansmann, Hug, and Seeland, 2007; Oguz, 2000). 

 
Park Usage In Iran: 
 The history of public space in Iran can be traced back from the Persian Empire period around 500 years 
B.C. Majnonian (1996) has stated that public spaces were used for different purposes such as a place for 
national ceremonies, announcing important news, crowning ceremony, and etc. During 14th century A.D., public 
spaces such as ‘Chahar Bagh’ emerged as the most important part of the cities. During this time, public spaces 
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were used as a venue for social communication, national and religious ceremonies. In addition, Persian gardens 
were also introduced as a place to experience nature. In the early of 20th century A.D., Persian gardens became 
public urban parks for people’s recreation and socialization in most of big cities in Iran including Tabriz 
(Romianfar, 2008).  
 In addition, public spaces in Iran can be considered as multi-purpose areas (Hami, 2009). Urban parks are 
defined as active green public spaces which provide opportunities for camping, recreations, and family 
gathering (Majnonian, 1996). In addition, parks in Iran are regarded as an important venue to fulfill resident’s 
leisure times and they are known as important destinations for residents in big cities such as Tabriz to spend 
their holidays (Nohorly, 1999). 
 The scenarios about the western and Iranian urban parks are presented above and it is clearly shown that 
both have different demands, activities, and goals. In addition, the public use and requirements of parks may 
also become different with the planners’ viewpoints (Hayward and Wehitzer, 1984). Unlike people’s demands 
and intention for parks in western countries, very little information are known about Iranian’s demands, 
preferences, and intentions regarding urban parks. In fact, the information is vital to design better urban parks 
for Iranians in the near future.  
 Nowadays, urban parks in Tabriz are facing with wide ranges of issues which can affect people coming to 
parks (Ghorbani, 2006). The conducted research by Ghorbani (2006) declared that urban parks are not used 
properly by residents in Tabriz. In other words, parks faced with ‘under usage / low usability’ issue. His 
investigation discovered that inappropriate and useless facilities in parks are important reasons for the 
emergence of this phenomenon. It was concluded that parks do not provide facilities and activities appropriately 
for users. Moreover, the head of Parks and Green Spaces Organization of Tabriz has also stated that majority 
(62%) of urban parks, due to low facilities and activities are not used by the residents (Barzegar, 2008). Both of 
the statements confirm that lack of proper activity and facility involvement in the parks causes users to lose their 
interest for visits.  
 Usability for the parks, lung of cities, is very important in improving of urban function especially for 
residents’ recreation, leisure, and physical activities. Therefore, designers need to know basic and systematic 
information about users’ motives and preferences for park activities because ‘such information seems very 
important for planning and providing activity in the present and future urban parks (Hayward and Wehitzer, 
1984). However, unlike studies regarding urban parks in the western countries, no research has been done 
concerning people preferences for urban parks in Iran or is not available. Hence, the basic and systematic 
information about user motives and preference for activity in park is not available. 

 
Preference For Sustainability Study:  
 (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989) Following the previous researchers (Moula, 2009; Suhardi, 2006; Kaplan, 2007; 
and Lekagul, 2002), who conducted research on preference approach, have been selected as the basis of this 
study. They have proven that preferences are valid, reliable, and systematic approach used to measure people’s 
preference so as to gather data, with the aim to categorize the kinds of landscape measurements, such as degree 
of human influences, as well as features and activities in environment as preferred or disliked by people. From 
Kaplan & Kaplan (1989), preference approach is a simple judgment made by people on a daily basis. Preference 
is a simple evaluation through which it involves only a shallow thinking and does not need a deep and 
inferential process (Moula, 2009). On the contrary, preference does not involve a highly and deeply cognitive 
process which is very difficult for the general public to make. Therefore, preference is most appropriate for the 
purpose of this study. Generally, preference on the activities and features is a simple perceptual response which 
comprises a low level of judgment made by the people regarding something that they prefer more than others. 
The previous studies have categorized the level of preference such as dislike and like in order to measure people 
preference for certain object (Chiesura, 2004; Moula, 2009). Thus, preference in the context of this study is 
referred to ‘how much people do like or have desire towards each item of the activities in the park’ and ‘how do 
they support city sustainability’.  
 As Chiesura (2004) has explained there is no accepted definition for sustainable city. In many cases the 
criteria for sustainable city can be considered in the aspect of urban planning or communication development. 
Approaches such as Green spaces, open spaces, public parks, natural resources, and recreation settings are 
noticed as characters of livable, attractive, and sustainable city.  
 It is deeply believed that creating more sustainable city if not only related to improve economical and 
environmental aspects of city, but also it is related to social aspects and its capacity such as environment 
perception, satisfaction, and experience. In the current research, the relation between urban park and sustainable 
city is searched by studying through role of nature which provides social benefits for city dwellers. Urban parks 
are noticed as a most important source of natural areas which has strong relation with life quality in cities. Park 
may creates sense of peacefulness and calmness and rejuvenate city residents (Kaplan, 1983). Beside these 
important functions, urban parks do environmental services such as air and wind purification, soil stabilization, 
reduce weather pollution, and noise filtering. These performances of urban parks help to sustain and stabilize 
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environmental ecological balance in urban areas. Moreover, the below linear schematic has figured out the 
linkage between city sustainability and public parks contribution.  

   
 Urban parks   

   
Economical Environmental Social 

 
 Quality of life  
   
 Sustainable city  

 
Fig. 1: Urban park and city sustainability (Chiesura, 2004). 

 
 The model (Figure 1) indicated that parks improve the quality of life with different approaches and parks 
can encourage social activities for the residents. Therefore, it is important to understand why people need parks 
and the benefits they get from visiting them. So the study determines the ranking of park activities toward 
quality of life’s indicators which determined the sustainability of the city.  

 
Research Methodology:  
Study Area (El Goli Park): 
 Tabriz is located at an elevation of 1200 m above sea level. It is 528 km to the Northwest of Tehran. It has 
two main urban parks - El Goli Park and Big Park. However, for the purpose of this study, only El Goli Park 
was chosen as it is the more popular park in Tabriz.  
 

 
 
Fig. 2: Iran Map and Location of Tabriz. 
 

 
 
Fig. 3: Site Plan of El Goli Park (Parks and Green Organization of Tabriz, 2006).  
  
 El Goli (Shah Goli) Park is also known as the “Old Park” in Tabriz and was built as a royal park by an 
unknown king in 1785 (Wilber, 1979). This was later declared as a public urban park in 1930 (Romianfar, 
2008). El Goli covers an area of 60.7 Hectares (150 acres) (Ghorbani, 2006) and located in the Southwest part of 
Tabriz. In 1930, renovation was done to the park by Tabriz Municipality and it became a public park 
(Romianfar, 2008). During the renovation, an artificial lake was added and it becomes a prominent feature of El 
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Goli Park. According to Villber (1979), the artificial lake is 213.23 meters (700 feet) long and 213.23 meters 
(700 feet) wide covering 54,675 square meters of area. In the eastern side, some terraces have been built and a 
row of poplars planted along the walls. The park was further expanded in 1989 and 1996 with new features 
added (Romianfar, 2008).  
 Farmlands, gardens, and green areas have previously surrounded El Goli Park (Wilber, 1979) which have 
been replaced by the highways in the south and west sides, buildings on the north, and hotel at the east side. 
Hence, the landscape fabric of Tabriz has changed due to the increase of Tabriz population, in the last decades 
(Rahimi, 2006). This rapid change has caused the chilly and cool weather and ecological sustainability to be 
changed. However, recently the municipality has started to expand the park to revival of its natural areas. So 
there is serious need for information about users’ activity in the park to create constant linkage between natural 
environments residents’ recreation needs. 

 
Sampling Design:  
 Respondents for this study were visitors to El Goli Park above 18 years old. The choice of older participants 
was due to children and teenagers having different preferences from adults (Suhardi, 2002). There were 208 
respondents who participated in the study and they were chosen using systematic sampling. The sampling was 
done according to Mitra and Lankford (1999). They explained that sampling error less than 5% is accepted to 
determine a sample population. In this study the sampling error was 3.5%. In addition systematic sampling 
provides possibility to pick up samples in this study where the population is not real. The participants were 
picked up according to a multiple of 7 among the visitors (population is approximately 1500). Visitors were 
counted from number 1 until 1500. The questions were given to number 1, 7, 14, 21, 28, and lasted with 
multiple of 7. The study was carried out daily (including weekends) throughout the month of September 2008. 
This coincides with the end of summer in Tabriz and El Goli Park received the most number of visitors.  

 
Data Collection Instrument: 
 The data collection instrument is in a form of a questionnaire. The survey questionnaire was designed to 
identify the park usability factors for people visiting El Goli Park. The options of park usability were about 
relaxation, socialization, nature involvement, physical activity and passive entertainment. The respondents were 
asked to indicate their preference on a 5 point Likert scale (1= Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Don’t know, 
4 = Agree, and 5= Strongly Agree) and 16 items were used to gauge the park usability preference. 

 
Data Analysis: 
 The collected data was analyzed using normal statistical techniques within SPSS ver.15. Factor analysis 
was used to identify set of park usability items in order to determine the main and underlying factors. This was 
followed by group mean comparison (t-test) multiple group mean comparison (ANOVA) to determine the 
differences between demographic information and usability factors. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 
 A total of 208 participants took part in the study. Figure 1 shows the participants’ demographic information. 
The majority of participants were male (55.2%, n= 115), 18- 29 years old (56.3%, n= 117), single (62.5 %, 
n=130), and had university level education (51.9%, n= 108).  

 
Results For Park Usability: 
 The data shows that ‘to walk in the park (mean= 4.35, sd= .831)’ has the highest preference among the 
other parks activities (See Table 2). It followed by ‘to picnic (mean= 4.33, sd= .722)’, ‘To sit under the trees 
shade (mean= 4.33, sd= .820)’, ‘To enjoy the landscape view (mean= 4.31)’, and ‘to socialize with friends 
(mean= 4.18, sd= 1.04)’. These results reflect the argument of Gobster (2002) where the participants preferred 
highly passive activities and socialization compared with other activities in the park. However, it is surprising 
that the lowest mean score is for physical activities such as volleyball (mean= 3.43, sd= 1.35), playing tennis 
(mean= 3.24, sd= 1.28), and football (mean= 2.92, sd= 1.46).  
 The results supports the findings of the study in Turkey which stated that walking along park as the most 
preferred activities of the participants (Oguz, 2000). It is obviously clear that people do not receive enough 
space for exercise and walking in a crowded city such as Tabriz so they need to go to parks and open public 
spaces for walking and other similar activities. People may prefer to be involved with passive activities which 
need a low amount of mobility in the parks in Tabriz. This may annoy other park users due to the lack of 
suitable accessibility of facilities for physical activities inside the parks. In addition, the religion roles may not 
also allow engaging with physical activities in outdoor particularly for woman. 
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Table 1: description of survey demographic. 
Variables   Number   Percent 
Gender  208 100 
Male    115 55.2 
Female 90 43.2 
Age     
18-29 117 56.3 
30-39 43 20.6 
40 – 49 25 12.0 
Above  50 19 9.2 
Marital status   
Single 130 62.5 
Married 73 35.1 
Education    
Guidance school 16 7.7 
Under diploma 26 12.5 
Diploma 55 26.3 
University 108 51.9 

 
Table 2: Mean analysis for usability variables. 
Variables N Mean Std.dv 
To walk in the park 192 4.35 .831 
To picnic 189 4.33 .722 
To sit under the trees shade 192 4.33 .820 
To enjoy the landscape view 190 4.31 .869 
To socialize with friends 192 4.18 1.04 
To watch water 193 4.12 .942 
To rest and sit 189 4.06 .996 
To be with family 196 4.04 1.11 
To explore and study about nature 190 3.94 .963 
To socialize with other people 190 3.66 1.18 
To exercise 187 3.63 1.22 
To jog 190 3.47 1.21 
To play volleyball 194 3.43 1.35 
To play tennis 190 3.24 1.28 
To observe people action in park 192 3.02 1.28 
To play football 185 2.92 1.46 

 
Park Usability Underlying Dimensions: 
 A factor analysis was performed on the data to determine the underlying dimensions for the park usability. 
The analysis of the usability items resulted in three dimensions (See Table 3).  

 
Table 3: Underlying Dimensions of park usability. 

ark use alternatives 
Factor loading Mean 

Appreciation and exploration of nature .693    
 
 

4.26 

To picnic .701   
To enjoy the landscape view .614   
To walk in the park .607   
To explore and study about nature .502   
To sit under the trees shade .488   
Social interaction  .681    
To socialize with other people  .609   

 
3.95 

To socialize with friends  .723  
To observe people action in park  .554  
Group physical activity   .  636  3.17 
To play volleyball   .799 
To play tennis   .707 
To play football   .570 

 
 These are labeled as appreciation and exploration of nature, group physical activity, and social interaction. 
Factor loading for each item dimension were greater than 0.45. A reliability test was then performed to check 
for internal consistency. The Cronbach alpha for each group was close to 0.7 and thus deemed consistent 
(Nunnally, 1978). 
 
Conclusion:  

Urba parks in the city of Tabriz, Iran, are facing with the problems of low usability rate and vandalisms and 
the problems have led the people not to use the parks frequent as before. This study was held to identify the 
users’ preferences for park usability in urban park in Tabriz, Iran. The results declared that park’s visitors highly 



Aust. J. Basic & Appl. Sci., 5(11): 1899-1905, 2011 

1904 

prefer to involve with natural settings. For example, they favor observing landscape views, contemplation about 
nature, and being close to trees and shaded areas. Urban dwellers, particularly in big cities such as Tabriz, face 
with wide range of mental and physical pressures. Perhaps, involving nature in the park could imply nature’s 
effect on resident 's  mental and physical restoration. So preservation of natural and green areas must be 
considered as a top priority for urban planners. The future planning must include minimum changes for natural 
and green resources. The data also indicated that the participants favor nature due to what nature can provide for 
them such as fresh air and relaxation from a well created landscape view. Visitors should be allowed to be 
involved with nature. For example, park amenity planners can increase people’s knowledge about natural plants. 
They should provide biographic information on signboards for different species. In addition, park designers 
should allocate some place in the park for exhibition of outdoor and indoor plants. Municipalities can 
occasionally provide free plants for visitors.  

Moreover, park amenity planners can consider another particular space for visitors to engage with 
gardening and planting which gives direct involvement with nature. Furthermore, park designers should include 
plants which provide great shade but must not produce bad smell, poison, and allergen. Landscape architects 
should suggest plants which can mitigate intensity of sounds. Therefore, urban parks can bring back tranquility 
and calmness to the dwellers’ life and this phenomenon augment spontaneously sustainability of environment 
and city.  In term of ecological aspect, green areas also help to balance atmosphere and reduce pollutions such 
as; noise and weather pollution, it is cleared that natural areas in the park except providing context for activities, 
green areas actually have very effective and efficient role in keeping quality of urban atmosphere which is 
important key element for having sustainable environment. From the results, park was emerged as venue for 
social interaction between dwellers which leads residents escape from solitude and loneliness. Socializations 
contain being with family, friends, and other new people in the park as well. People learn social skills by 
involving this kind of engagement in park. It is not only to improve dwellers social abilities but as a venue that 
different social beliefs and cultures can be transmitted which is lead to reduce conflict among different tribes 
and of the society.  
 The study suggests that urban planners and landscape designers re-consider role of parks in the master plan 
of the cities. The design of urban parks should be taken as great opportunity in order to reduce tensions, stress, 
and pressure among the residents. In addition, parks should be considered as natural and fresh venue to increase 
livability of cities. This study discussed about park’s contribution to improve social and environmental aspects 
of the city. However, parks’ role should be considered economically to improve quality of life and finally city 
sustainability.   
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