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Abstract 

Open public parks are essential for recreation, leisure, social interaction, and the 

development of physical activities of young people. The perception of personal safety 

can inhibit or encourage its use. In urban contexts of Latin America this perception can 

be even more determinant. The purpose of this study was to identify the spatial, 

physical and social factors that influence safety perception of young people, taking 

Cuenca, Ecuador, as a case study. To accomplish this objective, a qualitative approach 

was applied, using three research instruments:  physical and spatial outlay of the parks, 

non-participant observation of flows and activities, and semi-structured interviews. The 

results show that safety perception is not only affected by urban design, as commonly 

considered by city decision makers and urban planners, but that there are other factors 

such as gender, people´s presence, activities and land uses, which enhance, and other 

times diminish, safety perception in young people. Some findings impose important 
challenges such as the stigmatization by young people of other vulnerable groups, the 

pros and cons of vegetation in public spaces, the dominant male use of some areas of 

the parks, among others. These results provide important information to establish 

better public policies and guidelines to design, implement and renew urban parks. 
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1. Introduction 

Public spaces have a fundamental role in the sustainability of urban areas. They are an 

essential component of the urban environment given its composition of tangible elements, 

contextual circumstances, and the generated spatial relationships (Shirtcliff, 2019). The 

significance of public spaces resides in its inherent capacity to facilitate social interactions 

among individuals, self-reflection, and encounters with the environment (Tuhkanen et al., 
2022). These dynamics, in turn, foster the psychological, physical, and social well-being of 

individuals (Lin et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2022), and, at the same time, motivate inclusivity, 

tolerance, and a sense of urban belonging (van Aalst & Brands, 2021). 

A wide variety of individuals can converge within the same public space; however, each 

person's experience will not necessarily be the same. To achieve sustainable, inclusive, 

and stable cities, it is essential to consider the needs and perceptions of diverse groups 

of people, including children, young adults, women, men, elders, people with disabilities 

and minority groups (United Nations, 2019). Gehl & Svarre (2013) consider that 

“gender, age, financial resources, culture and many other factors determine how we use 

or do not use public space” (p. 2); therefore, they propose direct observation, such as 
mapping, counting, tracking, photographing, among others, as important tools to study 

and understand public life of these different groups. 

Regarding safety in the public space, the Routine Activities Theory (RAT) states that the 

occurrence of a crime is not only dependent on the characteristics of the offender; three 

key elements must coincide in the same time and place for a crime to occur: a motivated 

offender, a victim vulnerable to the offender, and the absence of individuals or systems 

that can prevent or deter the crime (Savard, 2018). This theory focuses on the 

environmental and social conditions of public spaces, including daily behaviour patterns 

and the physical structure of parks, streets, and other urban areas, which can influence 

the perception of safety and crime rates (Savard, 2018). It is important to note that the 
Routine Activities Theory is based on the occurrence of crime and also on the perception 

of it; although related, this paper concentrates on the latter because, sometimes, city 

decision makers and urban planners focus only on the former, neglecting the importance 

of perception for the enjoyment and appropriation of public space. 

The study presented here concentrates on youth, considering that since the 1990s, the 

largest population group consists of young people aged 15-34 (ECLAC, 2022). However, 

several factors negatively affect this population, such as socioeconomic disparities, 

violence, and crime (UNDP, 2014). Also, in some contexts, youth are marginalised or 

stigmatized in public spaces (Ospina et al., 2022), portraying them as a threat to social 

order in urban environments (Malone, 2001). This restricts their opportunities for 

integration and social connection (Malone, 2001), while limiting their integration into 

the complexities of contemporary cities (Rodó de Zárate, 2019).  

Studies that explore the use of public space from the perspective of young people 

establish that one of the main reasons why young people visit these spaces is to socialise 

(Holy-Hasted & Burchell, 2022), whether it is for specific meetings with friends (Medina 

et al., 2022) or simply to spend leisure time with neighbours (Lin et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 

2022). Engaging in sports and leisure activities is another significant reason why young 

people use public spaces (Medina et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2022). Studies conducted in 

Latin American contexts suggest that public space also serves as dynamic settings for 
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them to reaffirm their social and political identities (Ospina et al., 2022), as well as to 

express their cultural interests through recreational activities (Medina et al., 2022). 

Despite studies that show that the young population has specific needs regarding the 

use of public space, there is a communication gap between the intentions of the 

authorities and the individual and collective interests of young people (Diehl & Chan, 

2021). This creates barriers for young people to access and use public spaces. One of 

the main barriers is insecurity, particularly the perception of danger, both related to 

personal safety and road safety. Studies conducted in Colombia assert that safety 

perception is one of the most significant factors affecting this age group regarding the 

use of public spaces, with 50% of young people feeling unsafe (Gamboa Suárez et al., 

2022). The same study suggests that parks are the most insecure public spaces for this 

age group. The Routine Activities Theory ratifies vulnerability as determinant in the 

perception and/or occurrence of crime (Savard, D, 2018); young people can be 

considered a perceived vulnerable population group, due to factors such as lack of 

guardianship, or urban life inexperience. 

Personal safety issues are related mostly to the fear of crime and theft. Young people 

feel more vulnerable to assaults when they venture into public spaces (Dong et al., 

2020; Gargiulo et al., 2020; Tuhkanen et al., 2022). Studies suggest that the fear of crime 

is influenced by physical factors such as lack of visibility and darkness (Gomez-Torres, 

2025; Mugan, 2018; Tuhkanen et al., 2022). Other studies show that, particularly among 

women, there are other physical aspects of public spaces that negatively affect their 

perception of safety, such as the density of vegetation, lack of visibility, the presence of 

industry, parking lots, green areas, abandoned areas, and nightclubs (Gargiulo et al., 

2020). Another factor is associated with social aspects such as the potential presence of 

vandals (Gargiulo et al., 2020). As a solution, there are studies that suggest that Crime 

Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) principles such as activity support, 
natural surveillance and territoriality can significantly reduce crime in public spaces 

(Gomez-Torres, 2019). 

It is important to recognize that the young population cannot be universally classified, as 

different appropriations and perceptions of public space depend directly on 

intersectionality factors (Ogneva-Himmelberger et al., 2019; Ospina et al., 2022), such 

as gender, social, cultural, economic, among others (Da Silva et al., 2019; Park & Garcia, 

2020; Low, 2000). Intersectionality factors introduce additional limitations in the use of 

public space. In general, gender-based disparities arise since young women tend to 

prefer private spaces to carry out leisure activities, in contrast to young men (Mugan, 

2018). This preference of young women corresponds to the different fears that they 

experience in public spaces, such as fear of sexual harassment, encountering unwanted 

groups (Gargiulo et al., 2020; Mugan, 2018), and violence (Garfias Royo et al., 2023). 

Another reason why young women avoid using public spaces is the fear of encountering 

accidental risks, such as getting lost, suffering an injury, facing dog attacks, among others 

(Gargiulo et al., 2020). 

Previous research has explored the factors that motivate young people to use public 

spaces; for example: affordability, free access, and convenience, including proximity to 

their homes, work, or friends (Tuhkanen et al., 2022). The design elements of public 

spaces are also relevant since young people prefer if they are equipped with adequate 

facilities and services, or have natural attributes such as shade, silence, and green areas, 
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among others (Tuhkanen et al., 2022). Another factor that motivates the use of public 

spaces by this age group is a high population density in the area, often associated with 

various land uses ensuring visibility between the street and the buildings (Moreno-Vera 

et al., 2021). Moreover, the presence of people reduces the perception of insecurity 

among young people, especially when people are familiar to them (Suojanen et al., 

2019). 

As noted, the role of public spaces in the lives of young people cannot be 

overestimated, especially in the context of contemporary urban environments. As the 

largest demographic group globally and with a growing urban presence (Ritchie & Roser, 

2024), their perception of safety and their ability to access and use public spaces are 

crucial factors in fostering inclusive cities. However, there is a common perception that 

younger generations are disengaged from civic issues. Although evidence suggest that 

young people are interested, sometimes they feel that their voice is not heard (Diehl & 

Chan, 2021).  

Within the Latin American context, Ecuador is in a worrying insecurity crisis (Mella, 

2023).  Ecuador led the list of countries with the highest growth in criminal violence in 
2022, with a growth of 82,5% compared to the previous year (Gonzalez, 2023).  In 

Cuenca, an intermediate city in Ecuador, data suggest that crimes such as thefts (45%), 

robberies (35%), sexual crimes (18%), physical injuries (32%), and homicides (51%), 

primarily affect the young population aged 16-30. Furthermore, these data also indicate 

that these types of crimes predominantly occur in public areas, particularly parks 

(Consejo de Seguridad Ciudadana, 2023).  

Cuenca is considered an intermediate city in Ecuador. According to Bellet and Llop 

(2004), intermediate cities play an intermediary role between urban and rural 

environments and have the capacity to establish connections between local, zonal and 

national areas. Cuenca plays this role, and also it is considered an intermediate city due 
to its area, tax allocation, public education and health services, air and land connectivity, 

density and population (Orellana-Alvear, 2024); it has around 596,000 inhabitants 

(Censo Ecuador, 2022), and from a demographic perspective, although there is not a 

consensus, the OECD/UN-Habitat (2022) considers intermediate cities those with 

50,000 to 1 million inhabitants. 

Personal safety concerns and the perception of danger hinder the participation of young 

people in urban public life. Thus, this research aims to identify the spatial, physical and 

social factors that influence personal safety perception of young people in Cuenca´s 

parks, due to the fact that previous studies have shown that parks are the most used 

public spaces in the city by this age group (Cordero-Vinueza et al., 2023). 

 

 

2. Materials and Methods 

The research reported here used an exploratory qualitative approach. The 

methodological process was divided into three stages: 1) collection of physical and 

spatial characteristics of the parks, related to safety; 2) non-participant observation of 

flows and activities in the parks; 3) identification of perceptions and experiences of 

young people in the parks through semi-structured interviews.  
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 2.1. Case studies 

Within the urban context of Cuenca, leisure and recreation public parks play a 

fundamental role in the city, with a total of 223 parks that promote community 

interaction. Out of this number, 58 are categorised as pocket parks, 80 as neighbourhood 

parks, 41 as zonal parks, which serve as nodes for a group of neighbourhoods, 35 as linear 

parks located along the banks of Cuenca's rivers, and 6 large urban city parks. In addition, 

the city has 3 cultural/historical parks (Dias et al., 2019). 

A previous survey carried out in Cuenca identified the favourite open public spaces for 

young people to spend their free time (Cordero-Vinueza et al., 2023). Based on that 

survey, streets were excluded in this study, and the others were categorised into three 

different clusters based on their use and functionality: cultural/historical, sports, and 

multi-use. This classification was based on the percentage of each of the uses within them. 

To select a representative sample from each cluster, the Pareto principle was used. This 

principle states that 80% of the outcomes are derived from 20% of the causes. In this 

research, the classification criterion was the density of votes in the survey for each 

open public space, selecting the ones in which the sum of votes was greater than 50% of 

the total votes of the cluster. As a result, the selected spaces were Parque Calderón, 

from the cultural/historical cluster; Parque Miraflores from the sports cluster; and two 

from the multi-use cluster, Parque de la Madre and Parque el Paraíso (Figure 1). 

The Parque Calderón (7.8 km2) is the central square of Cuenca; it is located in the 

historic downtown. Its beginnings date back to 1557, and currently, it has been 

established as a central park with strong historical, cultural, and political symbolism (El 

Universo, 2002). The Parque Miraflores (70.5 km2) has been listed since the 1960s as a 

place for sports and recreational purposes located next to one of the city's peripheral 

roads. Currently, it also has an important cultural and religious component (Municipio 

de Cuenca, 2019). The Parque de la Madre (27.5 km2) is an icon of Cuenca's public 

recreational space and is also one of the first parks in the city. In 2012, a regeneration 

project was carried out, which included recreation areas for all ages, the relocation of 

the city´s planetarium, and the improvement of the sports facilities (Bienal Panamericana 

de Arquitectura de Quito, 2014). The Parque El Paraíso (55 km2) is the largest park of 

Cuenca. It is characterised by being a natural space that is formed at the union of two 

rivers (Orellana, 2018). This park offers sports, recreation, and some activities related 

to nature. 

 

2.1. Instruments and data collection 

2.1.1. Physical and spatial data collection 

A form was developed using Kobotoolbox (www.kobotoolbox.org) to collect data on 

physical and spatial variables in parks related to safety. The selected variables were 

obtained from various sources including: a) the placemaking framework in which the 

following variables were taken into consideration: comfort and image, access and 

connections, uses and activities (Project for Public Spaces, 2022); b) based on the safety 

questionnaire developed by Col.lectiu Punt 6 (2014), which is characterised by focusing 

on the needs of vulnerable groups such as women, four variables that shape the urban 

environment were considered: spatial visibility, social visibility, information and 

prohibited spaces; c) from the 'Transit Oriented Development (TOD) Standard', 
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variables related to the safety of pedestrians and cyclists were incorporated (Institute 

for Transportation and Development Policies, ITDP, 2017).  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Location of the parks that comprise the case studies. 

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official 

endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. Source: image by the authors 

 

 

A total of thirty-two items were included in the form. The form was complemented 

with photographs for each of the analysed variables. It is important to note that, in 

some cases, the collection of data had to be adapted to the context of Cuenca using the 

'Guide for the Design, Use and Regulation of Inclusive and Safe Public Spaces for 

Women and Girls' (UN Women, 2022). Before applying this instrument, various pilot 

tests took place, after which, the application of the instrument was carried out by two 

members of the research team. An application guide was created for replicability in 

future research. 

 

2.1.2. Flows and activities non-participant observation  

A non-participant observation was applied based on Jan Gehl's mapping methodology, 

adapted for Chile (Ministerio de Vivienda y Urbanismo, 2017). The objective of these 

observations was to analyse public life (flows and activities) of young people in the 

selected parks. Before applying this instrument, various training tests were carried out. 

Data collection was then conducted by students from the University of Azuay who 

were previously trained and given an application guide. 

The guidelines for this instrument included a front page with detailed instructions on 

how to collect the information on young people’ activities and flows within the parks. 
Routes were planned to cover the entire park, allowing students to observe physical, 

commercial, cultural, civic and leisure activities carried out by young people between 
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14-25 years of age. The age of mapped young park users was determined by eye 

perception; and they were classified by gender using different colours. Additionally, 

observation points were established to trace the young park users' flows taken from 

particular vantage points in the parks. It is important to emphasize that the mapping was 

conducted exclusively for young individuals within the previously specified age range. 

Individuals outside this range were not mapped. Mapping of activities and flows was 
carried out on a Tuesday and a Saturday of November 2023, from 15h30 until 18h30, 

simultaneously in the four parks. 

 

2.1.3. Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured in-depth interviews were applied to adolescents and young users, in the 

range of 14-25 years of age, in order to identify their perceptions and experiences. To 

conduct the interviews, authorization was obtained from the Human Research 

Committee (CISH–UDA) in October 2023. Consent was obtained in line with ethical 

standards for research. Before each session, participants were informed about the 

research project and then read and signed the Youth Participation Consent Form based 

on the policy for ethical youth participation provided by the Safe and Sound Cities 

Programme (Safe and Sound Cities, n.d.). Participants who were minors were required 

to present a signed authorization form from a parent/guardian to participate in the 

interview. Each session lasted approximately 30 minutes and was moderated by a 

researcher. The interview guide was based on the results obtained from the two 

previously mentioned instruments. The guide consisted of two parts. In the first part, 

young participants were informed about the project through an informed consent to 

participate, and for the use of their photographs, videos, and/or personal narratives. In 

the second part, their personal safety perception in the selected parks was addressed. 

The participant selection was based on a deliberate, non-probabilistic, homogeneous 

sampling procedure (Guest et al., 2013). Inclusion criteria for participant selection 

included young people between 14 and 25 years old (both male and female), users of 

the selected parks and who expressed interest in participating in the study. To 

guarantee the diversity of the interviewees in terms of age, gender, and socioeconomic 

level, 4 women and 4 men were selected from each cluster (sports, cultural/historical 

and multi-use). In each set of 4, one attended a private high school, one a public high 

school, one a private university, and one a public university (Table 1).  

In total, 23 young people participated in the interviews (12 women and 11 men). 

Despite the researchers’ efforts, the participation of a male teenager from a private high 

school who uses the sports park could not be obtained. To preserve the anonymity of 

the interviewees, their profiles are presented with the coding system detailed in Table 1.  

Most of the interviews were carried out at the facilities of the University of Azuay and 

some were carried out via zoom (at the request of the interviewees). Transcripts of 

each interview were made, using the coding instructions to preserve confidentiality and 

to retain valuable information during the process, such as gestures, body expressions, 

and emotions. 
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2.2. Data analysis 

For the physical and spatial data collection, georeferenced maps were obtained from 

each park. For the analyses of the data obtained from the flows and activities, non- 

participant observations and from the semi-structured interviews, an approach based on 

grounded theory was taken (Hernández-Sampieri & Mendoza, 2020). First, an open 

coding was performed, where emerging concepts in the data were labelled, along with 
constant comparisons to identify patterns and differences in the coding. Subsequently, 

axial coding was carried out to relate the categories and explore connections. These 

processes were carried out using the ATLAS.ti software (https://atlasti.com/es). 

 

 
Table 1: Interviews participants’ coding 

 

Participant Gender Cluster Park 

Level of 

education 

attending 

Type of 

institution 
Coding 

1 

Female (F) Sport 

Miraflores 

(P1) 

University 

(U) 

Public (F) F_P1_UF 

2 Private (P) F_P1_UP 

3 high school 

(H) 

Public (F) F_P1_HF 

4 Private (P) F_P1_HP 

5 

Male (M) Sport 

University 

(U) 

Public (F) M_P1_UF 

6 Private (P) M_P1_UP 

7 
high school 

(H) 
Public (F) M_P1_HF 

8 

Female (F) Culture 

Calderón 

(P2) 

University 

(U) 

Public (F) F_P2_UF 

9 Private (P) F_P2_UP 

10 high school 

(H) 

Public (F) F_P2_HF 

11 Private (P) F_P2_HP 

12 

Male (M) Culture 

University 

(U) 

Public (F) M_P2_UF 

13 Private (P) M_P2_UP 

14 high school 

(H) 

Public (F) M_P2_HF 

15 Private (P) M_P2_HP 

16 

Female (F) Multiuse 

Paraíso (P4) University 

(U) 

Public (F) F_P4_UF 

17 

Madre (P3) 

Private (P) F_P3_UP 

18 high school 

(H) 

Public (F) F_P3_HF 

19 Private (P) F_P3_HP 

20 

Male (M) Multiuse 

Paraíso (P4) University 

(U) 

Public (F) M_P4_UF 

21 
Madre (P3) 

Private (P) M_P3_UP 

22 high school 

(H) 

Public (F) M_P3_HF 

23 Paraíso (P4) Private (P) M_P4_HP 
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3. Results 

After analysis of the three research instruments, four principal topics were identified 

that related to the perception of personal safety of young people in parks: a) the 

influence of gender, b) the incidence of activities and land uses, c) the impact of people's 

presence, and d) the relationship with urban design. 

Some textual quotes from the interviews have been used to exemplify some findings. 

These have been translated as accurately as possible by the research team and intended 

for conceptual fidelity, but to conserve its essence they are also given in Spanish. In the 

following paragraphs, cluster names (sports, cultural/historical, and multipurpose) were 

used instead of the park´s names to facilitate reading.   

3.1. The influence of gender 

The testimonies of those interviewed revealed that one of the main factors that affected 

the perception of safety of young people is gender. In general, for both men and 

women, a safe park is perceived as crime-free. However, being a woman implies 

additional worries and fears in the parks, such as the fear of harassment, of being 

persecuted and/or even being sexually assaulted or kidnapped. As an example, one of 

the female interviewees stated: 

 

…acosadores que te silban o te dan algún piropo dependiendo como estas vestida 

o lo que estás haciendo (...) Te llegan a afectar y pueden causar un daño, puede 

empezar con una agresión verbal de lanzarte algún piropo, pero ya es como un 

aviso de que puede pasar algo más grave como un abuso incluso sexual o un 

abuso a tu propiedad como un robo (F_P1_UF). 

 

…stalkers who whistle at you or give you a compliment depending on how 

you are dressed or what you are doing (...) They affect you and can cause 
harm, it can start with a verbal attack of complimenting you, but it is already 

like a warning that something more serious may happen, such as sexual 

abuse or abuse of your property, such as theft (F_P1_UF). 

 

The testimonies of the female interviewees also suggested that the fear of harassment 

limited the use, appropriation and autonomy in the park, since they depend on someone 

to accompany them. Likewise, women's perception of safety is governed by gender 

stereotypes rooted in patriarchal social structures, where young women feel more 

insecure just because they are women. 

The fear that women feel also affects their hours of use and enjoyment of parks. The 

results found in the non-participant observation of activities and flows in the four parks 

reflect the same trend. Although there is a general decrease of the number of young 

people in the parks once it begins to get dark (Figure 2 and 3), the presence of young 

women decreases more than young men after 6:00 p.m.  
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Figure 2. Parque Miraflores - sports park - Saturday 3:00pm. 

Source: image by the authors 

Figure 3. Parque Miraflores - sports park - Saturday 6:00pm. 

Source: image by the authors 

 

3.2. The incidence of activities and land uses 

Analysis of the physical and spatial data revealed a diversity of uses on certain edges 

around the parks, which is an aspect that young people identify as a factor that increases 

their perception of safety. Specifically, they mentioned the presence of businesses and 

services such as restaurants, coffee shops, neighbourhood stores, or bakeries, around 

the parks, as elements that contribute to a feeling of personal safety. Figure 4 and 5 

show these data in one of the multi-use parks. 

  

  

Figure 4. Uses around the Parque de la Madre - multi-use 

park. Source: image by the authors 

Figure 5. Uses around the Parque de la Madre - multi-use 

park. Source: image by the authors 

 

Conversely, the interviewees recognize that the perception of safety decreases when 

the edges of the parks are marked by wide avenues, such as the one limiting the sports 

park Miraflores; where even the male interviewees manifested feeling unsafe because 

they had almost been robbed. The broad width of the road inhibits the relation with 
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friendly businesses or activities across the street. It was also mentioned that natural 

edges, such as rivers limiting el Parque de la Madre and el Parque el Paraíso, are felt as 

unsafe due to the scarcity of activities and people. As an example, one of the male 

interviewees mentioned: 

 

…Donde hay así tienditas o lo que sea es más fácil que la gente te pueda ver, te 
pueda ayudar. En cambio, para el lado del río, es como que sólo la parada de bus 

y las demás personas que están haciendo actividad física y si no están corriendo y 

no hay nadie de gente, entonces estás solo, como que desolado un poco 

(M_P3_UP). 

 

…Where there are small shops or whatever, it is easier for people to see 

you, to help you. On the other hand, on the river side, it is like only the bus 

stop and the other people who are doing physical activity and if they are not 

running and there are no people, then you are alone, kind of a little isolated 

(M_P3_UP). 

 

During the non-participant observations of activities in the parks, it was possible to 

verify the existence of spaces specifically intended for sports activities, which are very 

popular. Usually, a large influx of young people is observed in areas such as the sports 

courts, the exercise equipment zones and the children's play areas (Figure 2 and Figure 

7). The young people interviewed highlighted that the existence of these spaces, which 

attract people, contributes significantly to increasing their feeling of safety within the 

parks. Similarly, in the cultural/historical park, which is a central and significant area of 

the city, several young people mentioned that the high number of people engaging in 

tourist, commercial, administrative, and other daily activities enhance their feeling of 

safety, therefore increasing their use (Figure 6). 

Nevertheless, it was also evidenced in the mapping of activities, that sports courts were 

mostly used by male citizens, which highlights the fact that these spaces are not totally 

inclusive (Figure 2, 3 and 7).  
 

  

Figure 6. Parque Calderón - cultural/historical park – 
Tuesday 3:00pm. Source: image by the authors 

Figure 7. Parque el Paraíso - multi-use park 
Source: image by the authors 
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3.3. The impact of people's presence 

The importance of the presence of people, both in parks and on the park’s edges, was 

an aspect that improved the perception of safety, which was highlighted in the 

interviews. They mentioned that this gives them the possibility to ask for help and feel 

safer by being visible. However, it is interesting to note that, contradictorily, it was also 

mentioned that large crowds of people can turn a space into a perceived unsafe place.  

Young people felt that the presence of certain groups contributed to their personal 

sense of safety. For example, the presence of people doing sports such as running, 

playing soccer, basketball or dancing, as well as the presence of families walking through 

the parks. This perception is confirmed with the information obtained from the non-

participant observation of activities, where several young people were standing, sitting 

or resting around those who were participating in physical activities. For example, one 

of the female interviewees mentioned the following with respect to the sports park: 

 

Me siento segura porque es un espacio bastante amigable. Se ve que también hay 

gente haciendo deporte y otra gente que está disfrutando del parque sentada igual 

en una sombra, una señora con su hija, entonces ninguno de los dos me causa 

inseguridad (F_P1_UF) 

 

I feel safe because it is a very friendly space. You can see that there are also 

people doing sports and other people who are enjoying the park sitting in 

the shade, a lady with her daughter, so neither of them makes me feel 

insecure (F_P1_UF) 

 

In contrast, the presence of individuals perceived as vulnerable or marginalised, 

such as those experiencing homelessness, engaging in informal economies, 
migrants or involved in substance use, was sometimes associated with a decreased 

perception of safety. This perception was particularly important for women. One 

of them expressed the following about going at night to the sports park: 

 

Si es que algún día se me vendría a la cabeza la idea de ir con mis amigas o algo 

así de noche, como que diríamos que no, porque hay gente que puede estar en 

estado de ebriedad y no es algo seguro (F_P1_HP). 

 

If one day, we had the idea of going with my friends or something like that at 

night, we would say no, because there are people who can be drunk and it's 

not a safe thing (F_P1_HP). 

 

Both women and men indicate that these perceived dangerous groups are usually male 

adults. In addition, the interviews also suggested that young women feel insecure and 

uncomfortable when witnessing displays of strong affection between couples in public 

spaces such as kisses, hugs and gestures of intimacy. 

 

3.4. The relationship with urban design 

The interviewees mentioned that visibility is essential for them to feel safe. Lack of 

lighting and excess of vegetation are two elements that negatively affect the perception 

of personal safety for young people. They feel unsafe in dark spaces, which is linked to 
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an inadequate number of luminaires and/or dense vegetation that prevents the passing 

of natural light. For example, when asked about what makes young people feel unsafe, 

one of the male participants referred to the cultural/historical park: 

 

Puede haber iluminación en los alrededores, pero la vegetación hace que no esté 

perfectamente iluminado el centro del parque. Entonces siento que sería fácil para 
un delincuente poder hacer alguna cosa en el interior del parque (M_P2_UF). 

 

There may be lighting in the surroundings, but the vegetation makes the 

centre of the park not perfectly illuminated. So, I feel that it would be easy 

for an offender to do something inside the park (M_P2_UF). 

 

This can also be seen from the non-participant observations of activities and flows, and 

data of physical and spatial activities in the parks. For example, in Figure 8, there is an 

absence of activities and flow of young people in the northeastern area of the multi-use 

park, El Paraíso, which coincides with a forest area with trees and leafy vegetation 

(Figure 9).  

Another factor of urban design that influenced the visibility of parks, and therefore the 

perception of safety, was the spatial continuity. In their testimonies, young people 

suggested that they feel unsafe in spaces that are too remote in the parks or that are 

not part of a defined route. This break in the spatial continuity can occur when physical 

elements, such as mounds, interrupt the route or when spaces are segregated by the 

irregularity of the urban design or topography. This information was clear from the 

results of the non-participant observation of flows and activities. As an example, In 

Figure 10, it was observed that the northeast section of the sports park, which has 

slopes and mounds, was characterised by having few activities and young park users, 

even though a police station is located there (Figure 11).  

 

 

  

Figure 8. Young people and flows at El Paraíso Park - multi-

use park - Saturday 3:00pm. Source: image by the authors 

Figure 9. Northeastern area of El Paraíso Park - multi-use 

park. Source: image by the authors 
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Figure 10. Young people at Miraflores Park, sports park - 

Saturday 3:00pm. Source: image by the authors 

Figure 11. Police Station at Miraflores Park, sports park 

Source: image by the authors 

 

4. Discussion  

Research about safety in urban contexts of developing countries is of great importance 

because, although violence increases worldwide, its growth is even bigger in low- and 

middle-income countries (Carrión, 2005). For example, in the case of Latin America, 

76% of the population fears being a victim of crime, this rate is a consequence of 

poverty, inequality, economic and institutional problems, among others (Malamud & 

Núñez, 2024). 

In this sense, the reported research explored the perception of safety in a Latin 

American intermediate city. The purpose was to identify the physical and social factors 

that can influence personal safety perception of young people in Cuenca´s parks. Four 

topics stand out from the results: a) the influence of gender, b) the incidence of 

activities and land uses, c) the impact of people's presence, and d) the relationship with 

urban design. These topics lead us to some reflections which are discussed below. 

The results suggest that gender is one of the main factors influencing young people´s 

perception of safety, as women experience a more complex dimension of insecurity. 

The Routine Activities Theory highlights that the perception of vulnerability to the 

offender is one of the three key elements for a crime to occur in the public space 

(Savard, D, 2018); therefore, being young and female can hinder the perception of 

safety. Several of the female participants highlighted the need to be accompanied by 

their family or friends to feel safe, emphasising that the mere fact of being a woman 

suggests a lower perception of personal safety in public parks. This coincides with 

results found in various contexts worldwide (Baran et al., 2018; Ogneva-Himmelberger 

et al., 2019; Mugan, 2018), but it is particularly in strong agreement with previous 

research in Latin America, such as Mexico (Garfias Royo et al., 2023), Colombia 

(García-Jerez, 2022), and Chile (Figueroa y Waintrub, 2015), where researchers 

demonstrate that public spaces in the region can be restrictive and discriminatory. 

In the case of Cuenca, between 2019 and 2022, there was a 27% increase in the number 

of complaints of violence against women, and 11% of these cases of violence took place 
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in public spaces (Consejo de Seguridad Ciudadana, 2022). The number of complaints is 

likely to be underreported; therefore, the actual situation perhaps is worse. This limits 

the access and use of the parks and imposes restrictions regarding hours and activities 

(Garfias Royo et al., 2020); in the case of Cuenca, apparently the 18:00 hours is a 

turning point regarding the use of public space by women.  Consequently, women might 

choose to use private spaces for leisure activities (Medina et al., 2020), which deepens 

the sexual dichotomy of the use of public spaces (Gargiulo et al., 2020). 

Secondly, young people’s perception of safety increases when there are a variety of 

commerce and services in the surrounding area. This agrees with the importance of 

visibility towards parks provided by the presence of businesses stated by various 

authors (Park & Garcia, 2020; Moreno-Vera et al., 2021). Besides visibility, diversity of 

land uses and activities can also facilitate seeking for help if needed. Although the 

testimonials did not mention the need for nearby residential uses, Gargiulo et al. (2020) 

highlight the importance of combining housing with a diversity of activities in the 

immediate environment to promote the presence of people.  

In the cases studied in this research, it was observed that certain edges, such as wide 

avenues, created a feeling of unsafety. Previous studies in Cuenca, such as the one 

carried out by Muñoz-Vanegas et al. (2019) in two urban squares, also found that 

neighbours did not use benches close to high-traffic roads because they perceived them 

as unsafe. Rivers, although environmentally friendly and conducive to contemplation, 

also imply that their banks can constitute hiding spaces due to the vegetation 

surrounding them. This is the case for Parque de la Madre and Parque el Paraíso. It is 

essential, therefore, to design strategies for parks that integrate borders adapted to the 

human scale and that encourage a greater presence of people and activities in their 

surroundings. Likewise, the creation of safe and accessible pedestrian connections must 

be guaranteed to promote interaction and active use of parks. 

The findings of this study indicate that sports activities in parks attract many people. 

These results agree with those of Suojanen et al. (2019), who found that personal safety 

is closely related to the presence of recreational and leisure activities. Sports areas are 

especially relevant for young people since they constitute one of their main activities in 

parks (Medina et al., 2022). In addition, these activities foster social relationships, 

provide moments of relaxation and promote physical exercise (Tuhkanen et al., 2022). 

However, it is important to highlight that most of the sports areas in the parks that 

were studied were occupied by men, which leads us to the hypothesis that sports areas 

in parks may not be inclusive for all, there is a gender barrier in its use. 

During interviews, it was emphasized that the presence of people in the park increased 

the perception of safety; which is coincident with the Routine ActivitiesTheory and the 

principles of CPTED, which states that the presence of individuals in public spaces can 

prevent or deter the crime (Gomez-Torres, 2019; Savard, D, 2018), because it 

increases natural surveillance (Gómez-Torres, 2025). According to Suojanen et al. 

(2019) this is particularly important for children and women. In the case of Cuenca, a 

study carried out in one of the urban squares located at the edge of downtown, the 

Otorongo Square, it was also demonstrated that the presence of people increased the 

perception of safety of its users (Jerves-Córdova et al., 2021). However, some 

interviewees expressed concern about the possibility that the park could become a 

dangerous space if it is too crowded because it increases the probability of intoxicated 
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people or thieves. These results show the importance of finding ways to attract people 

to parks without overcrowding, to allow adequate and safe enjoyment. 

The presence of individuals perceived as vulnerable or marginalised, such as those 

experiencing homelessness, engaging in informal economies, or migrants, was identified 

as dangerous by young people. As described, both by the interviewees and by several 

authors, these groups are composed mostly of male adults (Gargiulo et al., 2020; 
Mugan, 2018). This fact sometimes forces women to take other routes even if they are 

longer and less efficient (Figueroa & Waintrub, 2015). It is important to highlight that 

some of these groups, such as street informal vendors, migrants and beggars, belong to 

vulnerable groups of society, so it is crucial to explore ways to coexist with the great 

diversity of users of parks, as van Aalst & Brands (2021) mention public spaces should 

motivate inclusivity, tolerance and a sense of belonging. For example, with respect to 

street informal vendors, Hernández-García and Perdomo-Guzmán (2025) state: “Street 

vendors, mostly informal and poorly organized, see their work as a dignified way to 

access the economic resources they need to survive. However, other groups, including 

the Church and the State, consider them an unworthy element of the space. That is, 

because they are informal and illegal, they have been rejected and scorned and are 

described as an unpleasant element of the space” (p. 127)  

Finally, with respect to the fourth finding, the relationship with urban design, this study 

adds to previous studies carried out in the city (Muñoz-Vanegas et al., 2019; Jerves-

Córdova et al., 2021; Pino-Andrade et al., 2019) where researchers demonstrated that 

remodelling of urban squares even reduced safety perception of safety, because other 

factors were not taken into consideration. In the research exposed in this text data 

suggested that there were only two main urban design factors, which do not 

correspond to aesthetic elements, that influence young people's perception of safety: 

visibility and spatial continuity. Regarding visibility, two variables were determinant: 

vegetation and lighting. Studies carried out in various contexts confirmed that parks 

were perceived as less safe when they were dark (Mugan, 2018; Gargiulo et al., 2020; 

Garfias Royo et al., 2023), and when they had too many leafy trees and bushes that 

impeded visibility (Baran et al., 2018). This suggests that it is essential to consider 

correct lighting (natural and artificial) of all park spaces and an efficient landscape design, 

since the presence of vegetation in parks is essential for the physical and social 

development of young people (Tuhkanen et al., 2022) and for environmental purposes. 

With regard to spatial continuity, the results presented here showed that continuity had 

a positive influence on young people's perception of safety. Other studies have 

demonstrated that enclosed environments and poorly defined paths feel more insecure 

(Baran et al., 2018). As Ceccato (2013) showed, spatial continuity is an indispensable 

new variable in the analysis of urban safety. 

It is important to note that, although information related to road safety was gathered in 

the physical and spatial data collection phase, it was not highlighted as an important 

issue in the interviews. This might be because at the age of 14-25, overcoming road 

obstacles, is not seen as a problem. None of the interviewees had a disability, which 

could have led to a bias considering this topic. 

Another unexpected finding is that there were no significant differences in the 

perception of safety among young people from private high schools or universities 

versus public ones, except for the fact that it was not possible to find a male teenager 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6luucx
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from a private high school who uses the Miraflores Sports Park for an interview. This 

could indicate that the park is not frequented by economically privileged individuals. 

This kind of homogeneity in the perception of safety across different income groups 

may suggest that young people who are able to attend high school and university in 

Cuenca do not belong to the least privileged classes. These latter groups often lack 

access to secondary or higher education and presumably have fewer opportunities and 

less time to use urban parks. 

It is also important to recognise that, as stated in the theoretical framework, the young 

population cannot be universally classified, as various intersectionality factors affect how 

they use or do not use public space (Ogneva-Himmelberger et al., 2019; Ospina et al., 

2022). In this research, due to the sample used for the interviews, there are no 

testimonies from young people with disabilities, from the GLBTIQ community, from the 

rural areas, or from ethnic groups other than mestizo. Consequently, this creates a 

commitment for future research to explore the phenomenon from a more 

intersectional perspective. 

Some limitations of the study must be acknowledged, first of all the fact that in January 

2024, the President of Ecuador declared a national state of emergency due to an 

internal armed conflict and general insecurity. Interviews were carried out after that 

phenomenon, which could have influenced the participant's responses. Secondly, in the 

case of the direct observations, there is always a risk of bias on the part of the 

observer, which was mitigated by a thorough training and a detailed application guide 

given to each observer. Both limitations, the national state of emergency, as well as the 

observers´ bias, were palliated by the triangulation of 3 different research instruments, 

which provided a more comprehensive and rigorous approach to the research question. 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

Although safety and the perception of it in public spaces has been widely studied, there 

is still a gap when focusing on young people in the Latin American region, which faces 

severe issues of inequality and insecurity. This gap is particularly evident in intermediate 

cities, as existing literature in the region mostly addresses large cities and metropolises, 

even though intermediate cities play a crucial role in the socioeconomic development of 

the region, concentrating up to 17% of the Gross Domestic Product and 32% of the 

Latin American population (CAF, 2019). 

In this sense, this research contributes to the body of knowledge on safety, youth, and 

public space in intermediate Latin American cities. The case study has revealed some 

important tensions that prompt reflection. First of all, the fact that urban design, 

although significant, is not the main factor influencing perception of safety. This is a 

notable conclusion because city decision-makers and urban planners often base their 

strategies solely on the architectural design of public spaces. Similarly, public institutions 

tend to implement security strategies based on infrastructure (e.g. police stations), but, 

as this case study demonstrates, these are not decisive in shaping perception of safety. 

Therefore, resources could be better allocated to other types of improvements, such as 

visibility, continuity, lighting, and policies promoting mixed uses and more human-

centred environments. 
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Secondly, although the presence of people is important for the perception of safety, the 

stigmatisation by young people of other vulnerable groups such as beggars, migrants and 

street informal vendors is concerning. Due to the region’s unequal conditions, Latin 

American cities host numerous individuals who are marginalised from society. Public 

policies should aim to include them, rather than alienate them. 

Thirdly, academia faces the challenge of finding a balance between the benefits and 
drawbacks of dense vegetation and/or rivers in public spaces. It must explore strategies 

that promote these environmental elements due to their positive impacts on landscape, 

air quality, and resilience, without generating unsafe areas. 

The results of this study can help urban planners and decision-makers establish public 

policies and guidelines to design, construct, or renew urban parks. This research 

highlights the importance of considering how young people feel and behave in parks, and 

how they can foster a sense of ownership and inclusivity. These vital contributions from 

young people present an opportunity to make parks a key component of the future 

urban landscape. 
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