
1 
 

 
Reimagining Research Infrastructures for Inclusive Urban Policy: Lessons from Women’s 
Experiences in Iran 
 

 

Abstract 
 

In Iran’s rapidly transforming urban environments, women’s lives are shaped by the interplay of social change, policy 
constraints, and cultural negotiation. Yet research agendas and institutional structures in the country often remain misaligned with 
these evolving realities. This paper examines how academic infrastructures in Iran can be reformed to produce responsive, 
inclusive, and problem-driven knowledge—particularly addressing the needs of urban women. 
 

First, the analysis explores institutional reforms needed to foster collaborative research that brings together universities, 
policy-makers, and community organizations. Drawing on case examples from Tehran and other metropolitan centers, the paper 
highlights barriers such as limited interdisciplinary funding streams, gendered hiring patterns, and weak linkages between 
academic outputs and municipal decision-making. 
 

Second, it considers how Iranian universities and research centers can strengthen public scholarship and science communication. 
Initiatives such as citizen-led urban safety audits, participatory neighborhood planning, and gender-sensitive climate adaptation 
projects demonstrate the potential for research to inform public debate while amplifying women’s voices in traditionally male-
dominated policy spaces. 
 

Finally, the paper proposes new engagement models that bridge academia, policy, and civil society. These include embedded 
research fellowships within city councils, co-designed curricula with local NGOs, and digital platforms for crowd-sourced data 
on urban mobility and safety. Such models recognize women not merely as subjects of study, but as co-producers of actionable 
knowledge. 
 

By situating these proposals within Iran’s specific sociopolitical context, this paper argues that institutional transformation in the 
social sciences is both a regional necessity and a pathway to more equitable urban governance. The lessons drawn have broader 
applicability across the Hind–Pacific region, where aligning research agendas with lived realities remains critical to fostering 
inclusive and resilient cities. 
 

 
 

 

Introduction 
 

Urbanization in Iran, as in many rapidly changing societies, has brought with it a host of challenges and opportunities. Women in 
Iranian cities—especially in major metropolitan areas such as Tehran, Shiraz, Isfahan, and others—navigate a complex 
intersection of spatial, social, legal, and cultural constraints that affect their mobility, safety, health, and overall well-being. While 
demographic shifts, increases in urban migration, and evolving socio-economic landscapes have altered the fabric of urban life 
(Soufiemami, 2022; Hamedanian & Ghadermazi, 2022), many institutional and research infrastructures remain static, failing to 
keep pace with the lived experiences and articulated needs of women. 
 

This gap has implications not only for academic knowledge production, but also for urban policy and planning. If research 
institutions and policy-making bodies do not adequately recognize women’s voices, concerns, and demands, urban governance 
risks being inequitable, exclusionary, and unresponsive. Therefore, to move toward more inclusive urban policies, there is a need 
to reimagine research infrastructures so that they are aligned with gender dynamics, problem-driven, collaborative, and embedded 
in local contexts. 
 

This paper addresses the question: What institutional reforms, engagement models, and research practices are necessary in Iran to 
produce research infrastructures that are responsive to the needs of urban women? To answer this, the paper synthesizes 
empirical studies on women’s urban experiences in Iran, examines institutional constraints, illustrates best practices and 
initiatives, and ends with proposals for future transformations in research infrastructures. 
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Theoretical and Empirical Background 
 

Sociological studies of gender have shown that academic and urban institutions, even when appearing neutral, are deeply 
gendered in their structure and culture (Acker, 1990; Walby, 2011). From this standpoint, gender-sensitive institutional reforms 
are effective only when they lead to a rethinking of the “gendered structures” of organizations. Consequently, rebuilding research 
infrastructures is not merely an administrative adjustment but a sociological process aimed at transforming power relations, 
organizational culture, and professional identity within universities and urban policy systems. 
 

 

Gender, Urban Space, and Policy 

From the perspective of the sociology of knowledge, the production of urban knowledge is not merely a scientific process but a 
social act embedded within structures of power and dominant norms (Foucault, 1980; Burawoy, 2005). In Iran, research and 
urban policy systems are no exception: decision-making institutions and centers of knowledge production are often dominated by 
male elites, resulting in knowledge that reflects their interests and experiences. Critical sociology exposes these symbolic and 
structural inequalities, revealing that the “research infrastructure” itself is part of the gendered system of power reproduction 
rather than a neutral instrument of data generation. 
 

 

Scholars of urban studies emphasize that urban space is gendered: that is, spatial arrangements, infrastructure, regulations, and 
social norms shape how men and women experience cities differently (Avar & Karimi, 2021; Bagheri, 2013). Women’s access to 
and interactions within public space are frequently constrained both by formal regulations and informal cultural norms. Gendered 
patterns of mobility, safety concerns, social visibility, and norms around appropriate behavior and dress create differential 
experiences in public spaces (Hamedanian & Ghadermazi, 2022; Bagheri, 2013).  According to Arjmand (2018), the production 
of modern urban space in the Middle East has been shaped by the interaction and confrontation between modernity, tradition, and 
religion. In his book Arjomand argues that, gendered spaces or “spaces defined and allocated according to gender” are much 
more than just a static physical spatial division, and in fact produce a dynamic and complex duality of what we know as 
men/public and women/private. 

 
 

 

Institutional Structures and Knowledge Production 
 

The production of urban knowledge is mediated by universities, research centers, funding mechanisms, and government policy. 
Gender imbalances in academia—among faculty, in access to funding, in leadership positions—can influence which topics are 
studied, how research is framed, and which voices are heard. Moreover, the disciplinary silos in many academic institutions limit 
interdisciplinary research that could address complex urban issues which are inherently cross-sectoral (e.g., combining urban 
planning, gender studies, public health, environmental science). Empirical evidence suggests that women researchers in Iran may 
face barriers in career advancement, publication, and access to resources (Soufiemami, 2022; Hamedanian & Ghadermazi, 2022). 
 

 

Public Safety, Health, and Well-being 
 

 

Women’s sense of safety in public spaces, environmental quality, and access to services are major determinants of their health 
and participation. Studies in Tehran show that women report feelings of unsafety in various public environments, especially 
crowded places, poorly lit streets, and spaces where social norms are ambiguous (Hamedanian & Ghadermazi, 2022). 
Environmental priorities such as safety and security, identity, collective memory, and liberty are highly correlated with women’s 
willingness to be present in urban public spaces (study in Shiraz) (Sadeghi et al., 2023). These empirical findings underscore 
the need for policy and research that are sensitive to spatial, psychological, and social dimensions of urban environments. 
 

 
 

 

Institutional Barriers in Iran: Evidence from Empirical Studies 
 



3 
 

 

To design actionable reforms, it is crucial to overview concrete barriers identified in existing studies. 
 

 

Barriers to Women’s Safety and Presence in Public Spaces 
 

 

A study by Hamedanian & Ghadermazi (2022) using grounded theory in Tehran found multiple structural and contextual causes 
of women’s sense of unsafety in urban public spaces. Structural factors included socioeconomic inequality, patriarchal norms in 
socialization, and deficient urban form in terms of lighting, visibility, crowding, and maintenance. Contextual or situational 
factors included crowded locations, male behavior (gestures, language), and perceived lack of support (e.g., law enforcement, 
community presence).  
 

In Shiraz, a survey of adult women examined environmental priorities for presence in public spaces and found safety and 
security—individual, social, psychological—alongside liberty, identity, and collective memory as high priorities. Women 
reported that poor lighting, maintenance, and lack of supportive infrastructure limit their presence.  
 

In Tehran parks, patterns of use differ sharply by gender, with women having less access to parks and using them less frequently, 
particularly in poorer areas. Limitations on access due to distance, safety, and dress norms were noted.  
 

 

Barriers in Research Practices, Institutional Policies, and Academic Structures 
 

 

While fewer published empirical studies directly address research infrastructures per se, related findings point to gaps: 
 

• Mixed methods studies (e.g., Soufiemami, 2022) show that transport system planning in Tehran’s District 8 uses 
feedback from disadvantaged groups (women, disabled, elderly) but still reveals that safety, cost, and efficacy are 
lacking as concerns in existing transit infrastructure.   

• There is limited evidence of participatory planning involving women as co-designers rather than as respondents. 
Studies like Mapping women in Tehran’s public spaces (Bagheri, 2013) illustrate that women’s narratives are often 
excluded from formal planning processes and design.   

• Physical infrastructure (lighting, pedestrian access, maintenance, spatial visibility) is repeatedly identified as 
insufficient in design, especially in less affluent neighbourhoods.   

 

 

 

Cultural, Legal, and Normative Constraints 
 

 

Cultural norms around dress (e.g., hijab), behavior, and gender roles constrain women’s presence and agency in public space 
(Tehran case studies) (Hamedanian & Ghadermazi, 2022; qualitative focus group data).  Normative expectations about modesty, 
propriety, and social monitoring affect how women navigate public space, even in places nominally open to both genders. Also, 
the physical design of space may encode invisibility—limited sidewalks, poor lighting, high walls, or lack of oversight—that 
heightens risk perception.  
 

 
 

 

Emerging Examples and Best Practices 
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Despite the aforementioned barriers, there are cases and studies that illustrate promising practices or models which can inform 
how research infrastructures might be reimagined. 
 

 

Inclusive Transport Planning: District 8, Tehran 
 

 

Soufiemami (2022) in “Ameliorating transport system focusing on sustainability and inclusiveness through a mixed-method 
research (A case study in Tehran, Iran)” included women among disadvantaged groups in transport planning analyses. Using 
focus groups, network (ArcGIS) analysis, and key informant interviews, the study identifies safety, cost, and quality of service as 
critical priorities and proposes specific interventions, such as better street design (“complete streets”), more localized amenities, 
sub-dividing districts, and park-and-ride schemes. This combination of qualitative and spatial quantitative methods shows how 
research can be problem-driven, inclusive, and responsive.  
 

 

Studies of Women’s Interaction with Public Spaces in Tehran and Shiraz 
 

 

• In Shiraz, Sadeghi et al., (2023) employed survey research to understand what environmental factors are most relevant 
for women’s presence in public space. Safety/security, identity, collective memory, and liberty ranked highly. The 
mapping of priorities across the physical environment (streets, parks, communal gathering spots) offers actionable data 
for planners and municipal authorities.   

• Bahriny and Bell (2020) in their study, Patterns of Urban Park Use and Their Relationship to Factors of Quality: A 
Case Study of Tehran, Iran (MDPI) explored how design, maintenance, oversight, and gendered social norms limit 
women’s use of urban parks. Findings include that in poorer neighbourhoods, parks are overused, under-maintained, 
poorly lit, and often feel unsafe to women especially in the evening.   

 

• Bagheri (2013) Mapping women in Tehran’s public spaces: a geo-visualization perspective combined GIS mapping 
with qualitative interviews to understand how women adapt their movement and behavior in public space, navigating 
constraints of visibility, mobility, and social monitoring. This study illustrates both the resilience of women in 
negotiating public space and the limitations of existing urban design and policymaking.   

 

 

 

Safety in Parks, Defenseless Spaces, and Comparative Studies 
 

 

• Kozegar Kaleji et.al. (2021) in their paper “The role of urban defenseless spaces in women’s security: A Case Study of 
Jiroft, Kerman Province, Iran” examined  how spatial qualities of defenseless spaces (i.e., underused, poorly lit, 
isolated patches) affected women’s perceptions of safety. The research used questionnaires and statistical tests to show 
that defenseless spaces significantly reduce women’s comfort and willingness to use public space.   

 

• Comparative research between women-only parks and mixed parks highlights that women-only spaces may provide 
increased feelings of safety and comfort but may also reinforce segregation and limit interactions across genders; thus, 
they are sometimes controversial. (Arjmand, 2018) . 

 

 

Reimagining Research Infrastructures: Institutional, Methodological, and Engagement Models 
 

Drawing on the empirical lessons, this section lays out proposals for reimagined research infrastructures suitable to Iran’s 
context, with potential relevance elsewhere. 
 

https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/Lotfali-Kozegar-Kaleji-2214686326
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Institutional Reforms 
 

 

1. Gender-Balanced Hiring, Leadership, and Mentorship 

Universities and research bodies should adopt transparent policies to increase representation of women in academic 
leadership, parliamentary committees, planning schools, and in senior faculty roles. Mentoring programs (for example 
the ones studied in Tehran Municipality) can help. In Modeling the Impact of Mentoring on Women’s Work-Life 
Balance (Bahrami, Nosratabadi, Palouzian, & Hegedus, 2023) mentoring was shown to support better role management 
and help women navigate organizational constraints. Embedding such structures institutionally can shift power 
dynamics within academic settings.   

2. Funding Models that Prioritize Interdisciplinary, Problem-Driven, and Gender-Sensitive Research 

Research funders (whether government, international, or private) should institute calls targeted at gender and urban 
issues, with criteria that reward participatory methods, applied outcomes, and community involvement. This would 
encourage projects not just of theoretical interest, but with direct relevance to policy and everyday urban experience of 
women. 

3. Institutional Mechanisms for University-Policy-Community Collaboration 

Research centers should be mandated or incentivized to collaborate with municipal governments, NGOs, and 
community groups in co-designing research agendas. Structures like embedded scholars or joint appointments (between 
university and city government) may help ensure that knowledge production is responsive and that there is feedback 
and implementation. 

4. Ethical and Cultural Sensitivity in Regulation 

Research infrastructures should include ethics oversight attuned to gender, culture, norms. Given the sensitivity of 
some topics (public safety, harassment, gender identity, dress codes), safe data collection methods, confidentiality, and 
participant agency are crucial. 

 

 

 

Methodological Reforms 
 

 

1. Participatory and Co-Design Approaches 

Women should be involved not just as interviewees or survey respondents, but as co-researchers in shaping research 
questions, deciding interventions, interpreting data, and in dissemination. Methods such as participatory mapping, 
neighborhood audits, and citizen science can facilitate this. 

2. Mixed Methods and Spatial Analysis 

Use of qualitative interviews, focus groups, ethnography, combined with GIS, spatial mapping, observational studies, 
network analysis etc., as seen in Bagheri (2013) and Soufiemami (2022), allows identification of both subjective 
experiences and spatialized constraints. This dual approach provides richer evidence for urban planners. 

3. Longitudinal and Action-Research Designs 

Many studies are cross-sectional; to see how reforms or infrastructural changes affect women over time, longitudinal 
designs (e.g., before/after interventions) or action-research (where researchers collaborate with communities to test 
interventions in situ) are needed. 

4. Accessible Data and Open Science 

Data and findings should be made accessible to non-academic audiences (community organizations, municipal 
officials, general public) in formats that are comprehensible—policy briefs, visualizations, public workshops. This 
helps close the gap between research output and policy impact. 

 

 

 

Engagement Models 
 

 

1. Embedded Research Fellowships in Municipal Bodies 

Positioning research fellows within city councils, transport authorities or urban planning departments allows them to 
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serve as “translators” between academic research and policy implementation. These fellows can help in integrating 
findings into zoning, safety audits, street design, transit planning. 

2. Co-designed Curricula with Local NGOs and Community Groups 

University courses (in social sciences, architecture, urban planning, public policy, environmental design) can integrate 
module(s) developed jointly with NGOs active in gender, safety, and urban health. This ensures that students gain both 
theoretical understanding and practical exposure to community issues. 

3. Digital Platforms for Crowd-sourced Data on Mobility, Safety, and Public Space Use 

Apps or web platforms can allow women to report unsafe areas, share experiences, map obstacles, suggest 
improvements. If such data are aggregated and shared with city planners and policy-makers, they can become a 
powerful lever for change. 

4. Public Scholarship, Science Communication, and Community Workshops 

Academic institutions should support forums, workshops, exhibitions, and public lectures focused on gender and urban 
issues. Media collaborations can help amplify women’s voices. Such public engagement contributes both to awareness 
and to accountability. 

 

 

Proposed Framework for Reform: A Schematic 
 

Below is a proposed framework for restructuring Iran’s social science/urban policy research infrastructure to better serve 
women’s urban experiences. This is schematic but meant to be actionable. 

Component Goal Key activities Actors involved Indicators of Success 

Institutional Policy 
(University) 

Gender equity in research 
leadership and resource 
allocation 

Transparent hiring quotas; 
mentorship programs for women; 
gender policy unit in each 
university 

Universities; Ministry of 
Science; donor agencies 

Proportion of women in leadership; 
gender gap in grant awards; number of 
gender policy units established 

Research Funding 
Mechanisms 

Promote interdisciplinary, 
gender-sensitive, problem-
driven research 

Targeted calls; funding for 
participatory/community-based 
projects; interdisciplinary review 
panels 

National Science 
Foundation of Iran; 
international funders; 
private foundations 

Number of funded projects with 
women co-design; share of funding for 
urban gender issues 

Data Infrastructure 

High quality, accessible, 
spatially detailed data on 
womenâ€™s urban 
experiences 

GIS mapping; safety audits; 
mobility data; open data platforms 

Research centers; 
municipalities; NGOs 

Public datasets released; number of 
spatial maps; usage by policy-makers 

Engagement and 
Partnerships 

Stronger linkages between 
research and policy/community 

Embedded fellows; co-designed 
curricula; NGOs partnerships; 
participatory methods 

Universities; city councils; 
community organizations; 
NGOs 

Joint projects launched; policy changes 
referencing research outputs; 
community satisfaction 

Ethics, Cultural 
Sensitivity, and Normative 
Awareness 

Safe, respectful, contextually 
aware research 

Ethics training; community 
consent; respect for cultural norms; 
confidentiality 

IRBs; university 
committees; community 
advisory boards 

Ethics protocols adopted; participant 
satisfaction; low complaints; credible, 
trusted research 

Public Communication and 
Accountability 

Amplify women’s voices; 
ensure research influences 
policy 

Workshops, media, policy briefs, 
citizen reporting platforms 

Universities, NGO-s, local 
media, municipal 
communications 

Number of public events, media 
coverage, reference to research in 
policy documents 

 

    

 
 

Contextual Constraints and Considerations 
 

Reforms must consider the specific socio-political, cultural, and legal environment of Iran. Some constraints and considerations: 
 

• Legal and Regulatory Frameworks: Certain laws (formal and informal), especially around dress codes, public 
surveillance, morality police, public behavior, etc., shape women’s mobility and visibility (Hamedanian & Ghadermazi, 
2022). Research that touches on sensitive issues may require navigating formal approval, potential risk to participants, 
or self-censorship. 

• Cultural Norms and Social Sensitivity: Gendered social norms, family expectations, religious practices, and community 
standards influence what is considered acceptable behavior, what can be publicly discussed, and what interventions are 
feasible. Research infrastructures must include cultural competence and involve local stakeholders to avoid resistance 
or backlash. 

• Disparities Across Neighbourhoods and Social Classes: Experiences of women in wealthy districts differ significantly 
from those in under-resourced or informal settlements. Infrastructure, safety, maintenance, access to services vary 
sharply. Research must aim to include marginalized, poor, or minority areas to avoid reproducing inequality. 
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• Safety and Risk for Participants: Women participating in research on public safety, harassment, or policy critiques may 
face personal risk. Ensuring confidentiality, protecting identity, and considering ethical risks are essential. 

• Resource Constraints: Budget, skilled personnel, data availability, and institutional capacity vary. Many universities 
may lack interdisciplinary researchers, training in participatory methods, or technological infrastructure (GIS, spatial 
data, mapping tools). Donor funding and capacity building are often needed. 

• Political Will and Policy Responsiveness: Institutional inertia, bureaucracies, and political reluctance to change 
gendered norms or to prioritize women’s issues impede reform. Sustained advocacy, evidence mobilization, and 
stakeholder engagement are required. 

 

 

 
 

 

Integrating Lessons: Case Scenarios 
 

 

To illustrate how the framework might operate in practice, here are hypothetical case scenarios based on empirical findings, with 
suggested interventions. 
 

 

Case Scenario 1: Enhancing Safety in Public Parks in Tehran 
 

 

Context: A park in a low-income neighbourhood suffers from poor lighting, infrequent maintenance, low visibility, and reports of 
harassment. Women in the community avoid evening time use of the park due to fear and discomfort (echoing findings in Tehran 
parks studies).  
 

Interventions: 
 

• Conduct a participatory safety audit with local women to identify problem spots (paths, entrances, vegetation 
overgrowth, lighting). 

• Use GIS mapping to visualize unsafe zones and their temporal patterns (e.g., when lighting is off). 

• Engage municipal services to ensure improvements (lighting, visibility, regular maintenance, policing presence or 
patrols, community guardianship). 

• Establish a ‘park steward’ program where local volunteers, including women, help monitor, report maintenance issues, 
and organize safe-community events. 

 

 

Research Infrastructure Implications: 
 

• Embedded fellowship in the municipality working with the university to coordinate data gathering and implementation. 

• Grant funding earmarked for park safety improvements with gendered priorities. 

• Co-design courses in urban design schools to include modules where students work directly with local communities on 
park improvements. 

 

 

 

Case Scenario 2: Public Transport Accessibility and Women’s Mobility 
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Context: Women in district 8, Tehran, along with elderly and disabled people, experience challenges with public transport: safety 
concerns (especially waiting at stops during night), cost, service frequency, route design, and the infrastructure of stops 
themselves (Soufiemami, 2022).  
 

Interventions: 
 

• Mapping of transit routes, stops, lighting, sidewalks, coverage gaps with women’s input (focus groups, participatory 
mapping). 

• Trials of modified service schedules, safer waiting areas, more frequent services in areas where women commute 
during non-daylight hours. 

• Training of transit staff in awareness about harassment, establishing complaints/responses systems. 

• Incorporation of safety, lighting, shelters, visibility in architectural design of stops. 
 

 

Research Infrastructure Implications: 
 

• Mixed method teams combining transport engineering, gender studies, public health. 

• Funding streams that allow pilot projects with direct community feedback loops. 

• Partnerships between municipal transport authorities, NGOs, universities. 
 

 

 

Case Scenario 3: Digital Platform for Reporting Safety and Urban Issues 
 

 

Context: Women often have informal knowledge about unsafe spaces, harassment hot-spots, or infrastructural deficits (broken 
sidewalks, unlit alleys) that are not systematically recorded. Research shows that perception of unsafety arises often from male 
behavior, spatial design, crowding.  
 

Interventions: 
 

• Develop a mobile/web platform where women can anonymously report safety concerns or obstacles in infrastructure. 

• Use crowd-sourced mapping to aggregate data, visualize “red zones,” share with city planners. 

• Ensure feedback mechanisms: reporting leads to visible municipal response (repair, lighting, policing etc.), public 
dashboards, periodic reports. 

 

 

Research Infrastructure Implications: 
 

• Training for both researchers and policy-makers in digital participatory tools. 

• Institutional support for maintaining data privacy and ethical standards. 

• Academic research projects examining how use of platform changes perceptions of safety, usage of public space, 
mobility patterns over time. 

 

Proposed Model of Reform: Suggested Roadmap 

Below is a roadmap over a five-year period for implementing many of these reforms in a pilot city (e.g., Tehran or another major 
metropolitan area). The model is indicative and might be adapted per city. 
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Year Institutional Actions Research Projects Community/Policy Engagement 

Year 
1 

Establish a Gender Policy Office or Unit in key universities; 
conduct gender equity audit in faculty hiring; launch 
mentorship program. 

Baseline studies: women’s experience of safety in 
public spaces (parks, transit), qualitative and 
spatial mapping. 

Form collaborative partnerships with municipal 
councils, NGOs; engage local women in focus 
groups; identify pilot neighborhoods. 

Year 
2 

Launch interdisciplinary funding calls focused on gender and 
urban issues; recruit embedded research fellows in municipal 
planning department. 

Implement first pilot interventions: safety audits in 
selected parks; transit stop improvements; crowd-
sourced reporting app development. 

Public workshops; feedback sessions; small 
exhibitions of mapping data; policy brief for city 
council. 

Year 
3 

Evaluate pilot projects; scale funding; adjust university 
curricula to include gender urban planning; ensure data 
infrastructure (open datasets, GIS). 

Action research: adjust interventions; longitudinal 
tracking of mobility, public space usage, sense of 
safety among women. 

Annual public reporting; local media 
engagement; municipal adoption of successful 
interventions. 

Year 
4 

Institutionalize successful reforms; integrate gender sensitivity 
into municipal planning guidelines; build capacity in poorer 
neighborhoods. 

Expand research into new areas: climate 
adaptation, urban heat, green space access with 
gender lens. 

Strengthen NGO roles; co-create urban policy 
documents referencing research; build citizen-
led monitoring. 

Year 
5 

Review and revise policies; embed gender considerations 
permanently into research funding, hiring, leadership; ensure 
sustainability of community engagement. 

Compile comparative data; publish outcomes; 
share best practices regionally (Hind-Pacific 
region). 

Establish ongoing platforms for participation; 
ensure research informs city budgets and policy 
decisions. 

 

 

Discussion: Impacts, Trade-offs, and Broader Applicability 

 

Potential Impacts 

If implemented, these reforms and models could generate multiple positive outcomes: 
 

• Increased safety and well-being of women in urban public spaces; improved mental health from reduced fear, greater 
freedom of movement. 

• More equitable access to public amenities (parks, transit, lighting, sidewalks) in underserved neighborhoods. 

• Greater representation of women’s voices in urban policy, planning, and decision-making. 

• Academic research more grounded in lived experience, producing actionable outcomes rather than purely theoretical. 

• Stronger social trust, community resilience, and legitimacy of urban governance when local women see their concerns 
addressed. 

 

 

 

Trade-offs and Challenges 

However, there are trade-offs, risks, and challenges: 
 

• The creation of women-only parks or gender-segregated spaces may increase safety but may also implicitly reinforce 
gender separation and possibly limit women’s integration or interaction in mixed-gender public space (Arjmand, 2018). 
Some women critique such spaces as both a refuge and as a symbolic concession to exclusion.   

• Resource allocation to gendered infrastructure may be resisted by funders or decision-makers who see such 
interventions as less urgent compared to other urban priorities (transport, housing, pollution). 

• Ensuring participation and co-design can be time-consuming, require capacity building, and may conflict with rigid 
academic timelines or bureaucratic planning cycles. 

• Political and cultural resistance to changing norms (dress code enforcement, male behavior in public, moral policing) 
may push back against reforms. 

 

 

 

Broader Applicability: Hind-Pacific and Beyond 
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Many countries in the Hind-Pacific region share similar traits: rapid urbanization, gendered norms, formal and informal 
constraints on women’s mobility and presence, limited research–policy feedback. The lessons from Iran—particularly the utility 
of participatory methods, spatial mapping, mixed methods, embedding scholars, and gendered funding priorities—are broadly 
relevant. 
 

Nevertheless, each context has its own legal, cultural, and institutional specificities. Transferability requires adaptation, 
sensitivity to local norms, and engagement with local stakeholders. 
 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has argued that research infrastructures in Iran must be recalibrated along institutional, methodological, and 
engagement dimensions to be genuinely inclusive and responsive to women’s urban experiences.  

 

In urban sociology, space is a social construct shaped through interactions, power relations, and lived experiences (Lefebvre, 
1991; Low, 2017). Understanding women’s presence or absence in the city therefore requires a sociological analysis of power 
dynamics, gendered spatial divisions, and feelings of social belonging. As Lefebvre argues, space is the product of social 
relations; hence, the “gendered urban space” is not merely a physical setting but a reflection of the social organization of 
inequality. This approach strengthens the call for redesigning research infrastructures to move beyond describing phenomena 
toward analyzing the cultural and institutional structures that masculinize urban environments. 

 

Empirical studies in Tehran, Shiraz, Jiroft, and other cities demonstrate that women’s sense of safety, health, mobility, and well-
being are shaped by structural inequities, spatial design, and normative constraints. To address these, universities, funders, 
municipalities, and civil society must collaborate to build infrastructures that: 
 

1. Ensure gender equity in leadership, hiring, mentorship, and resource distribution. 

2. Support research that is problem-driven, interdisciplinary, and co-designed with local communities. 

3. Incorporate qualitative and spatial methods to capture both subjective experience and environmental constraints. 

4. Create platforms for women’s voices to influence policy–making directly. 

5. Address legal, normative, and cultural constraints with sensitivity and ethics. 
 

 

The “public sociology” approach proposed by Michael Burawoy emphasizes the need for reciprocal dialogue between 
researchers and society to generate socially relevant and just knowledge (Burawoy, 2005). In the Iranian context—where the gap 
between academia, policy, and civil society remains wide—this perspective can help redefine the university’s role in serving the 
public good, particularly for urban women. Rebuilding research infrastructures, from this standpoint, means transforming 
universities into spaces of social dialogue and scholars into mediators between lived experience and institutional policymaking. 
 

While challenges are significant—including resource constraints, political and cultural resistance, and institutional inertia—the 
potential benefits for more equitable urban governance, improved well-being, and stronger social trust are compelling. For 
researchers, policy-makers, and civil society in Iran and the wider Hind-Pacific, the path forward lies through transformation of 
how knowledge is produced: not in ivory towers, but in dialogue with the lived realities of urban women. 
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