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Abstract 

Imaginaries of safe informal sports facilities can offer valuable insights into urban planning, 
particularly when shaped by those who are often excluded from decision-making processes. This 
study explores how women in Linköping, Sweden, experience and imagine informal sport facilities, 
with a focus on elements of safety. Drawing on feminist planning theory and the concept of 
imaginaries, three workshops were conducted using visual and narrative methods to elicit both 
lived experiences and alternative imaginaries of informal sport facilities. 

The results show that safety is not solely a matter of physical infrastructure but is created in the 
interaction between movement, openness and visibility, color and greenery, and social presence. 
A central finding is the presence of ambiguous imaginaries: women imagined spaces that are open 
but not exposing, visible but not surveilled, and lively but not crowded.  

The study does not offer ready-made solutions but contributes to broader reflection and dialogue 
on gender and urban planning, on how planning practices can become more inclusive. By 
highlighting how women negotiate safety, the findings invite planners and municipal actors to 
engage with complexity, challenge established norms, and reconsider how informal sport facilities 
can be planned and designed. 

Keywords: gender, imaginaries, informal sports, safety, urban planning 
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1. Introduction 
“The fact that we have received the award [Sweden’s most gender-equal sports 
municipality by Sport & Business] for the third time is proof that our work is sustainable 
and has an effect over time. We are determined to continue developing sports in Linköping 
so that everyone, regardless of gender, has equal opportunities” said Andreas Hagström 
sports development manager in Linköping municipality (Linköpings kommun, 2025, my 
translation). 

This statement shows that municipalities are increasingly addressing gender equality in sports and 
public health at the municipal level. However, it also raises important questions about how these 
ambitions are realized, especially in public spaces where every-day physical activity takes place. 
For women, access to public spaces is not just a matter of physical presence, but also about feeling 
safe and included (Listerborn, 2000; Listerborn, 2002) 

Research on gender and urban planning has long emphasized how the built environment shapes 
access to public space (Grip & Benes, 2019). While Sweden is often portrayed as a gender-equal 
country, studies continue to show persistent inequalities in access to urban spaces and sports 
infrastructure (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, 2024; Book, 2022). Women limit their movement 
patterns in cities to a greater extent than men, primarily due to perceived threats and reduced sense 
of safety (Listerborn, 2002; Grip & Benes, 2019). This also applies to places intended for physical 
activity, such as parks, open spaces, and sports fields. The lack of a clear definition of sports 
facilities complicates efforts to assess access (Norberg, 2022).  

There is a need to better understand how informal sports facilities are experienced and used in 
everyday life, particularly from the perspectives of underrepresented groups such as women. 
Safety is not only about physical safety, but also about the opportunity to participate, stay, and 
move around the city on equal terms (Boverket, 2010b). Public sports facilities can thus become 
both symbols of inclusion and arenas of exclusion, depending on how they are designed and by 
whom they are perceived as accessible.  

In this context, informal sports facilities, such as outdoor gyms, skate parks, open ball fields and 
spontaneous training facilities (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2021, p. 10), become particularly interesting 
(Book, 2022). They are open to spontaneous use and can promote low-threshold activity and public 
health (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2021). It is important not to confuse these informal sports facilities 
with everyday movements that happen in parks, residential courtyards, or sidewalks 
(Riksidrottsförbundet, 2021, p. 10). While they all support physical activity outside of organized 
sports, informal sports facilities are intentionally designed for movement and training. 

However, despite the potential of informal sport facilities, they often lack resources, planning 
strategy and gender equality focus. Research shows that informal sports facilities are often poorly 
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planned in terms of accessibility and inclusive design, which risks reinforcing existing inequalities 
in those who use them (Dartsch et al., 2018; Zethrin, 2018; Book, 2022; Norberg, 2022). 

Furthermore, planning still tends to favor large-scale and prestigious ventures, while small-scale, 
open, and informal spaces are often overlooked or underdeveloped (Book, 2022). Major projects, 
such as stadiums, are prioritized over informal spaces despite their value for everyday activity 
(Book, 2015; Book, 2022). This prioritization runs at the risk of not only a skewed distribution of 
resources, but also a perception of who sport is for, and what needs are considered worth planning 
for. 

These patterns show that safety and access to sports facilities are not just a matter of physical 
design or resources, but of social norms and beliefs reproduced in planning. Here, urban planning 
plays a crucial role in either reinforcing or challenging inequalities linked to gender. Gender 
perspectives in planning affect who participates (Olofsson, 2009). Women's access to informal 
sports facilities is shaped both by material conditions, such as accessibility, and safety, and by the 
collective notions that define who belongs in these spaces. These beliefs affect whether women 
perceive sports facilities as welcoming or exclusionary, which in turn affects their willingness to 
participate in informal sports (Olofsson, 2009). 

Women's limited access to these facilities both in practice and in planning performances shows the 
need to understand how gender, safety and urban spaces interact in everyday sports practice. This 
thesis explores women's experiences and imaginaries linked to safety, movement, and access to 
informal sports facilities. By examining how women describe their needs and desires in city’s 
informal sport facilities, the focus is directed towards the social and spatial conditions that affect 
their participation. Through workshops with women of different ages, I study how these places are 
used, experienced and imagined. The study takes as a point of departure that safety and equality 
are fundamental rights, with the ambition to make visible how urban planning structures can 
promote or hinder women's access to movement and participation in city's public space. 

1.1 Aim and research questions 
The aim of this study is to explore how women experience and imagine informal sport facilities. 
By exploring both their experiences and their imagined facility, the study seeks to identify key 
elements regarding how these should be designed to feel safer and more inclusive.  

• How do women experience safety and inclusion in informal sports facilities? 
• What influences women’s sense of safety, comfort, and access to informal sport facilities? 
• How do women imagine (more) inclusive and safe informal sports facilities? 
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1.2 Delimitation  
I recruited women living in Linköping to explore their experiences of safety in public spaces, with 
a focus on informal sport facilities. The decision to solely focus on women is based on research 
showing that women’s sense of safety affects their access to urban spaces, where a sense of safety 
affects their access to urban spaces, where a lack of safety often limits their use of public spaces 
(Listerborn, 2000; Listerborn, 2002; Sandberg, 2011; Beebeejaun, 2017; Grip & Benes, 2019). For 
example, a study conducted by the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2010b) 
found that feelings of unsafety were reported more than four times as often among women than 
among men, a difference that significantly influences women’s everyday decisions about where to 
go, when, and how (Boverket, 2010b, p. 13).   

My study is based on the experiences and imaginaries of a small group of women currently living 
in Linköping. However, the findings may be of interest to planners, municipal officials and others 
working with urban design, gender equality or informal sports facilities, especially in the Swedish 
contexts. As mentioned, Linköping municipality has received recognition for its work with 
inclusive sports facilities. This makes it a particularly relevant context for exploring women’s 
perspectives on informal sports facilities and inspires reflection and supports more inclusive 
planning practices.  

These delimitations provide the foundation for understanding the scope and relevance of this study. 
In the following section, I outline the broader policy context surrounding gender equality and urban 
planning in Sweden. 

1.3 Gender equality in policy and planning 
Gender equality and equity are central elements within the framework of social sustainability, with 
a focus on people’s needs, well-being, and rights. The aim of social sustainability is to promote a 
society characterized by justice, safety, and meaningfulness, where everyone is given equal 
opportunities for a good life (KTH, 2024). There are many studies that have taken these policies 
and ambitions as a point of departure.  

In Sweden, gender equality is defined as “women and men have the same rights, obligations, and 
opportunities in all areas of life. The overall goal is for women and men to have the same power 
to shape society and their own lives” (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, n.d., para. 3, translated). The 
Swedish national goal and policy for gender equality is to ensure an equal distribution of power 
and influence, economic equality, and that women and men should have the same opportunities 
for education, work, and health. This is concertized through six sub-goals that include a fair 
distribution of unpaid domestic work and a goal to end men's violence against women 
(Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, n.d.).  

To translate these policy goals into practice, gender mainstreaming is applied as a main strategy, 
which means that the gender perspective must permeate all activities and decisions. This means 
that every issue and decision, regardless of topic, should be analyzed from the perspective of how 
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it affects women and men (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, 2025). Further, to guide and evaluate these 
efforts, gender equality is often conceptualized and assessed through two complementary 
dimensions: quantitative and qualitative equality. Quantitative equality is about distribution 
between men and women, for example equal distribution of resources, or representation in 
decision-making. Qualitative gender equality is about understanding the underlying expectations 
and structures (Andersson, 2005; Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, 2024). Jordansson (2005) argues that 
these dimensions must complement each other, and that sustainable gender equality requires both 
visible improvements and a critical awareness of the social conditions that shape people's access 
to space (Jordansson, 2005). 

Systematically visualizing and analyzing gendered conditions is seen as key to making gender 
equality an integral part of all decisions in urban planning. Boverket (2023) has developed 
guidelines for gender mainstreaming in urban planning. According to these guidelines, all stages 
of the planning process should be characterized by awareness of who is being planned for and how 
diverse groups are considered in the planning process (Boverket, 2010a, s. 15). Despite the 
ambitions of these policies, many women continue to feel unsafe and excluded in urban spaces 
(Listerborn, 2000; Listerborn, 2002; Andersson, 2005; Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, 2024). 

In the following section, I present previous research that contextualizes women’s experiences of 
safety and inclusion in urban and informal sports facilities. 
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2. Literature review 
2.1 Gender experiences of safety in urban space 
Women and men tend to structure their lives differently due to gendered societal roles, resulting 
in spatial gender segregation (Andersson 2005). Women and men may therefore develop different 
experiences and needs within public space. When planning practices fail to address these 
differences and continue to be dominated by male professionals and male-coded norms the result 
is a built environment that primarily reflects men's lives and interests (Andersson, 2005). 

To understand why policy goals often fail to produce equitable outcomes, scholars such as 
Beebeejaun (2017) emphasized the importance of examining everyday spatial practices. She 
argues that movement patterns, access, and experiences of space are not neutral, but shaped by 
gendered norms that influence who feels welcome or excluded. While policies may state goals of 
“inclusion” and “equality,” the lack of concrete spatial strategies often means that patriarchal 
structures remain embedded in the built environment (Beebeejaun, 2017). These insights suggest 
that achieving gender equality in urban planning requires more than policy statements as it calls 
for a rethinking of how space is designed as accessible for women through a gendered lens. The 
following section presents research on women’s experiences of safety in public spaces. 

Women in Sweden frequently report feeling unsafe in public spaces (Boverket, 2010a, p. 15). 
These feelings are not only governed by direct experiences, but also by socially mediated norms 
about what is a” safe” and” unsafe” space. Grip and Benes (2019) also emphasize inclusion and 
exclusion in urban spaces, with accessibility, safety, and inclusion as key components. Safety is 
an experience that people carry with them, and it is shaped and changed in relation to place, time, 
and space (Beebeejaun, 2017; Grip & Benes, 2019). Earlier research has shown that women often 
develop strategies for navigating the city, deciding where to be, at what time, and under what 
circumstances, as a response to feelings of unsafe and fear of violence (Listerborn, 2000; 
Listerborn, 2002; Boverket, 2010a; Sandberg, 2011; Grip & Benes, 2019). To managing risk 
women carefully plan their movement patterns, choosing alternative routes, or avoiding certain 
places and times to increase their sense of safety.  

Further, Wendt (2002) shows that women adapt their movement patterns to avoid situations where 
they feel exposed (Wendt, 2002). The concept of embodied fear (Beebeejaun, 2017) captures how 
fear and safety are not just cognitive or rational states, but experiences that live in the body and 
affect movement patterns, decisions, and presence in the city. This fear is learned through 
socialization and reinforced through both individual experiences and cultural stories of violence 
(Beebeejaun, 2017).  

Therefore, a reduced sense of safety can be understood as a perceived risk, a feeling strongly 
influenced by experiences, beliefs, and mental images (Sandstig, 2010; Sandberg, 2011; Grip & 
Benes, 2019). The Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare (n.d.) also describes safety as 
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an element that includes mental, physical, and existential aspects (Socialstyrelsen, n.d.). As already 
mentioned, a sense of safety can vary depending on elements such as gender, ethnicity, and age 
(Sandercock & Forsyth, 2005). Nevertheless, the feeling of safety affects how public space is used 
and should therefore be constructed in a way that contributes to inclusion (Beebeejaun, 2017; Grip 
& Benes, 2019).  

Safety is a central aspect of social sustainability and is shaped by both physical and non-physical 
elements (Dempsey et al. 2011). Safety arises in the interplay between spatial structures and social 
relations and cannot be reduced to technical solutions or physical design alone. Grip and Benes 
(2019) argue that while public spaces may be physically accessible, this does not guarantee that 
all people feel the same right to use them. Psychological accessibility, i.e., how a place is 
experienced, and the sense of inclusion, play a crucial role in shaping people's experiences of urban 
spaces.  

Public spaces that are perceived as dark or poorly lit often contribute to how safe a place feels, 
especially when being alone (Sandstig, 2010; Sandberg, 2011). Similarly, Listerborn (2000, 2002) 
discusses and argues that safety in the city is formed at the intersection of the physical environment, 
social presence, and spatial structures. What is perceived as unsafe is context-bound, both narrow 
and overly open spaces can be perceived as threatening depending on time, place, and social 
situation. For example, places where many people move around may be perceived as safer 
compared to deserted places (Listerborn, 2000; Listerborn, 2002).  

Safety tends to emerge in lively and accessible spaces where people are in motion and a diversity 
of users are present, rather than through surveillance or control, but people in motion can also 
affect how the space is used (Listerborn, 2000; Listerborn, 2002). Visibility, movement, lighting, 
and social presence have been identified as central components in how people perceive safety in 
public space (Gehl, 2010; Larsson & Jalakas, 2014). Areas lacking natural movement patterns like 
tunnels, parking garages or remote green spaces are perceived as more unsafe than open spaces 
with continuous flow (Sandstig, 2010). The ability to exit a space quickly is associated with a 
greater sense of control and perceived safety (Sandberg, 2011). A clear spatial structure that allows 
orientation, exit options, and an intuitive understanding of the place is crucial for creating 
accessible and safe spaces (Forssell et al., 2010). Safety is shaped by how a place is designed, how 
it is used, and which groups and interests are allowed there. This means that design is not only 
about the physical characteristics, but that the creation of safer spaces also requires an 
understanding of the social, cultural, and political dynamics that affect how a place is perceived 
and experienced (Listerborn, 2000). 

These dynamics are not limited to central public spaces. They also appear clearly in more specific 
spaces such as informal sports facilities, which are part of the city's open spaces. Here, the interplay 
between urban planning, gender and physical activity becomes particularly clear. Although many 
studies highlight how women adapt their movement patterns due to fear or social expectations, this 
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thesis does not view women as passive victims of urban structures. Rather, women's strategies can 
be understood as both shaped by, and actively negotiating with, structural constraints (Sandberg, 
2011; Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020). Building on this earlier research, the following section turns 
to informal sports facilities as spaces where questions of safety and inclusion intersect. 

2.2 Women and informal sports facilities 
Informal sports facilities such as outdoor gyms, running tracks, basketball courts, football pitches, 
skateboard ramps are parts of the city's public spaces where inhabitants/people can practice 
physical activity, without association affiliation, appointment booking or formal structures 
(Riksidrottsförbundet, 2021, p. 10). These places play a significant role in many people's everyday 
lives (Norberg, 2022). Despite this, these facilities are underreported in research, especially from 
a gender and safety perspective. Much previous research on sports focuses on organized forms, 
such as resource allocation in sports clubs or gender distribution in training activities (Fowlie et 
al., 2021), while informal settings are often taken for granted as gender neutral and accessible to 
all. However, recent studies challenge this notion by a growing number of studies showing that 
informal sports areas are in practice characterized by gender norms and power structures (Book, 
2022; Book, 2024). 

The Swedish Sports Federation (2025) highlights major imbalances in resource allocation and 
opportunities, particularly between men and women. These disparities are visible in informal 
sports, where public spaces often reinforce traditional gender norms (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2025). 
Further, Book (2022) discuss that these places are often shaped by norms around male-coded 
activities, where physical performance, competition and territorial behavior dominate. Larsson and 
Linghede (2020) show how notions of masculinity are reproduced in how activities are organized, 
and which behaviors are accepted. Even when spaces are formally open to everyone, there is a 
social exclusion of girls and women who do not feel that they belong in the activities (Beebeejaun, 
2017; Bäckström & Nairn, 2018).  

Municipal policy documents often emphasize the importance of inclusion and accessibility but 
lack concrete strategies for how gender integration should be translated into spatial spaces 
(Norberg, 2022). The result is that sports facilities reproduce existing power structures, where boys 
and men occupy a dominant position both symbolically and physically (Norberg, 2022; Book, 
2024). This risk consolidates the notion that public sports facilities are for those who take up space, 
while others are marginalized or voluntarily withdraw. 

Blomdahl et al. (2012) show that many women avoid sports fields in the evening for fear of 
harassment or being watched (Blomdahl et al., 2012). Feelings of unsafety often emerge in spaces 
where poor lighting, isolation, or lack of social presence contribute to increased vulnerability 
(Book, 2022; Sandström et al., 2024). Informal sports facilities may appear open and accessible to 
everyone, but they often reflect and reproduce gendered power relations. They often serve as 
arenas where masculinity is performed through physical presence, high noise levels, group 
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dynamics, and dominant activities, signaling to other groups, especially women, that they are 
unwelcomed. This affects their presence and emotional relationship to space (Book, 2022; Book 
& Högdahl, 2024). This aligns with gender research showing that women feelings of safety 
perceived risks play a vital role in women’s everyday strategies for navigating public space 
(Andersson, 2005; Sandberg, 2011; Beebeejaun, 2017; Grip & Benes, 2019). These insights point 
to the need for a planning perspective that takes lived experiences and gendered power dynamics 
seriously something that feminist urban planning tries to address. 
 
2.3 Feminist urban planning 
Feminist urban planning understands the city as a place shaped by power relations, where gendered 
norms influence who has access, visibility, and influence. Rather than being neutral, the built 
environment often reflects and reinforces social hierarchies. One important dimension of feminist 
planning is the right to participation and representation in how cities are shaped. Women's freedom 
of movement is limited by the material urban geography, where male power is manifested in 
architecture and urban structure: “Any settlement is an inscription in space of the social relations 
in the society that built it… our cities are patriarchy written in stone, brick, glass and concrete” 
(Kern, 2020, s. 13). This is an insight that urban planning is political, that women do not have the 
same freedom to move, stay or claim space in the city. This is an insight that urban planning is 
political, that women do not have the same freedom to move, stay or claim space in the city. Fenster 
(2005) further emphasizes how women’s everyday experiences of fear, limited safety, and 
exclusion shape their right to the city, not just in public but also in relation to private space, such 
as the home. 

Analyzing how women have not been invited in urban planning is nothing new in research (Snyder, 
1995; Escalante & Valdivia, 2015; Beebeejaun, 2017; Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020). From this 
perspective urban planning has historically been dominated by men and has been characterized by 
norms that have influenced both decision-making processes and the physical design of cities. The 
result has been that urban planning practices have reflected and prioritized men’s knowledge, 
experiences, and needs (Sandercock & Forsyth, 2005; Escalante & Valdivia, 2015). Therefore, we 
as women live in an environment that is not created for us, with barriers in the physical, social, 
and economic aspects of life (Kern, 2020). To create more inclusive urban spaces, a broader 
perspective is required that integrates different experiences.  

Feminist planning emerged as a response to male-dominated planning traditions that excluded 
women’s perspectives and knowledge. Feminist planning is critical to the structures that keep 
women’s knowledge, experiences and needs out from the planning and make the city male 
dominated (Escalante & Valdivia, 2015). Feminist theory is used to analyze diverse needs, with a 
particular focus on highlighting the perspectives and experiences of women and other marginalized 
groups (Snyder, 1995). By using a feminist planning lens scholars want to oppose the structures 
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that create inequalities but also highlight new ways to imagine and plan the city from marginalized 
groups (Sandercock & Lysiottis, 1998; Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020). 

Feminist planning not only questions who is represented in planning processes, but also how 
institutions work and make decisions. In this context, Mark (2007) describes how practical work 
with gender equality has diverse types of orientations depending on the area. There are two basic 
distinctions, system preservation and system-change gender equality work (Mark, 2007). System-
preserving gender equality work is about trying to create more gender equality within the current 
system, without questioning how the organization works fundamentally. Minor changes are made, 
such as hiring more women or ensuring that the rules are followed fairly. System-changing gender 
equality work, on the other hand, is about changing the very foundation of how the organization 
works. For example, they question how work is organized, what norms govern, and why certain 
groups are given more power than others. The goal is to change the culture, structures, and 
mindsets of the organization (Mark, 2007).  

Feminist urban planning not only offers a theoretical critique of urban design but also highlights 
the potential for transformation through practice. For example, Zethrin (2018) shows how Alby 
Public Health Park in Botkyrka was redesigned to include informal spaces for dancing, playing, 
and resting. These changes, combined with artistic and social elements, led to a space that felt 
more inclusive especially for women and girls resulting in increased presence and a wider range 
of activities over time. 

Previous research has shown that women often have lower usage of informal sports facilities, not 
only due to physical barriers but because of how such spaces are designed, located, and socially 
perceived (Boverket, 2010b; Norberg, 2022; Book, 2022). A limited sense of safety, poor visibility, 
and lack of social presence often influence whether women feel welcome or excluded in these 
facilities. These barriers are not simply individual but tied to broader urban structures, design logic, 
and cultural norms that shape women’s everyday access to public space (Listerborn, 2002; 
Beebeejaun, 2017). 

While feminist research differs in theoretical starting points, many contributions share the goal of 
revealing and challenging these exclusionary patterns. Some approaches advocate minor reforms 
within existing planning systems, aiming to improve representation or access. Others, aligned with 
a system-changing perspective (Mark, 2007), focus on transforming the norms and values 
embedded in planning practice itself. 

Further on this, my study contributes to this field by focusing not only on women’s experiences of 
exclusion but also on their imaginaries for alternative, more inclusive urban spaces. By analyzing 
how women imagine safe and inclusive informal sports facilities, the study seeks to identify both 
the structural obstacles they encounter and the spatial elements they view as enabling. These 
imaginaries highlight everyday practices and emotions that are often invisible in planning 
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discourse, offering grounded insights into how informal sport facilities can be made more 
accessible and meaningful for more people. 
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3. Theoretical framework  
“The feminist city is an aspirational project, one without a ‘master’ plan that in fact 

 resists the lure of mastery. The feminist city is an ongoing experiment in living  
 differently, living better, and living more justly in an urban world” (Kern, 2020, s. 167). 

Feminist urban planning and imaginaries is used here both as a theoretical basis and as a 
methodological approach, as it highlights the need to make visible and challenge power structures 
that affect access to urban space (Beebeejaun, 2017; Kern, 2020).  

Feminist epistemology forms the basis of the study's view of knowledge production. In line with 
Haraway (1988) and Snyder (1995), knowledge is not regarded as something created without 
influence from the outside world but as something shaped in the relationship between researchers 
and participants. This approach also requires recognition of my own position as a researcher and 
role in the research process, that I am not a neutral observer, but also a co-creator of the knowledge 
that arises. My own experience, my gender, and my involvement in issues of gender equality and 
urban spaces affect how I as a researcher interpret the empirical material. In line with feminist 
epistemology, I do not see myself as a neutral observer, but as part of the production of knowledge 
(Haraway, 1988; Snyder, 1995). I have therefore reflected on how my own background, experience 
of sports and relationship with the participants affected the analysis. This study is thus not objective 
in the traditional sense, but contributes with reflected, and situated knowledge about women's 
experiences and imaginaries. 

As mentioned in the foreword about my interest in the topic of sports and the feeling as a young 
girl of not being allowed to participate to the same extent as male participants has been a driving 
force to conduct this research. The experiences affected my way of viewing the world and 
furthermore of inclusive and equal planning practice: How do we contribute to levelling the 
playing field as planning practitioners? In this study, I use feminist theory as an analytical tool, 
and as an epistemological and methodological approach. This approach is in line with the study's 
normative ambition to make visible and reduce exclusionary practices in urban planning. As a 
researcher, I position myself within this critical and transformative tradition.  

It requires to engage with system-preserving and system-changing approaches to gender equality 
(Mark, 2007). While the former aims to improve representation within existing structures, the latter 
aims to change the very foundations of these structures, including norms, values, and decision-
making logics (Mark (2007). The work of system-change, on the other hand, is a critical and 
transformative perspective that aims to reshape the very structure, the norm, and the power 
relations. It is about challenging basic assumptions about who urban space is for, which movement 
patterns are considered normal, and which activities are allowed to dominate in public space. This 
is in line with feminist urban planning's basic idea that cities are not gender-neutral (Kern, 2020) 
and with the concept of imaginaries, where alternative futures of safety and inclusion become a 
way of imagining systemic change (Sandberg & Rönnblom, 2016). This study is in line with the 
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system-changing approach by not only trying to describe women's experiences, but also what they 
imagine a place to be, which in turn can challenge the planning practices. 

Feminist urban planning emphasizes the importance of starting from people's everyday 
experiences, especially those who are often excluded from decision-making (Sandercock & 
Lysiottis, 1998; Mark, 2007). It emphasizes issues of body, feeling, accessibility and safety, rather 
than just physical infrastructure. Instead of seeing participants as passive recipients of planning, 
they are seen as active co-creators of place, with the right to formulate alternative imaginaries. 
This means that women's imaginaries in this study become not only descriptions, but also potential 
for systemic change in line with a feminist planning ideal. This is ambitious. 

Feminist planning is not only based on criticism of gender structures in planning, but on a belief 
that it is possible to plan differently. By starting from people's experiences, especially those who 
have experiences of being excluded, new ways of thinking about urban space, safety and inclusion 
are possible (Snyder, 1995; Sandercock & Lysiottis, 1998; Mark, 2007; Hudson & Rönnblom, 
2020). Women should not only be seen as participants, but as co-creators of meaning and place, 
whose experiences and spatial practices highlight both limitations and possibilities in how public 
spaces like informal sports facilities are accessed and used. 

While women’s movement and safety are shaped by spatial norms, they also imagine and articulate 
alternative ways of using and transforming public space (Sandercock & Lysiottis, 1998; Hudson 
& Rönnblom, 2020). One central idea in feminist planning is that alternative imaginaries matter. 
Through storytelling, situated knowledge and lived experience, women can imagine urban spaces 
that feel safer and more inclusive (Sandercock & Lysiottis, 1998).  

3.1 Imaginaries as tools for understanding possible, desirable, and 
realistic alternatives 
Imaginaries are understood as socially formed notions of possible realities. They are shaped by 
past experiences and knowledge, and affect how people understand, relate to, and act in the world 
around them. In this study, the concept is used to analyze how women imagine informal sports 
fields in the city. These imaginaries are grounded in and shaped by their previous experiences in 
urban spaces. By assuming that the city is gendered, shaped by and reproducing gender power 
relations, the study aims to highlight how women's imaginaries can challenge these power 
structures by offering alternative understandings of what urban spaces can be. In this thesis, 
imaginaries are used to identify which elements women associate with safety in informal sports 
spaces. 

This study is based on the concept of imaginaries, which, according to Çinar and Bender (2007) 
and Sandberg and Rönnblom (2016), refers to ideas about what the world is like and how it could 
be. Imaginaries function here as an analytical lens that opens for other ways of thinking about 
urban spaces (Sandberg & Rönnblom, 2016), sport and inclusion (Norberg, 2022). By analyzing 
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women's imaginaries of informal sports facilities, it becomes possible to visualize how imaginaries 
of safety and inclusion are shaped and expressed in relation to both current experiences and the 
future. However, as stated, imaginaries are not about free fantasies, but about what is perceived as 
possible, desirable, and realistic within society. Sandberg and Rönnblom (2016) show how gender 
equality imaginaries in urban planning are limited by prevailing power structures, but also how it 
can serve as a tool to challenge these structures. 

Analyzing experiences and imaginaries of safety means understanding how they are linked to 
gendered power relations and place-bound experiences. Socially learned norms shape how women 
develop strategies for navigating unsafe urban spaces (Beebeejaun, 2017; Kern, 2020) These 
experiences shape how women imagine alternative, safer places. Through imaginary, these norms 
can be made visible and challenged. As Wide and Hudson (2008) demonstrated, women's 
imaginaries can express concrete alternatives for how the city could be designed differently, which 
this study similarly aims to explore in relation to informal sport facilities. 

The inspiration for this study comes from feminist urban research, which highlights how urban 
space is shaped by norms around who has the right to occupy certain spaces, and how safety and 
inclusion are constructed in relation to these norms (Bondi & Davidson, 2004). Building on this, 
feminist-informed methods are used not only to center women's experiences but also to question 
dominant planning practices by focusing on other perspectives that influence urban design. By 
inviting women to visualize and articulate their imaginaries of informal sports spaces, the study 
aims to enable alternative spatial knowledge to emerge. This approach makes it possible to 
examine how feelings of safety, inclusion, or exclusion are shaped by both physical and social 
structures. Feminist methodologies are thus essential in challenging prevailing norms and opening 
space for more diverse voices in urban planning and futures thinking (Escalante & Valdivia, 2015).  

The notions of safer, more open, and more inclusive places can be read as images of the future that 
can be found in the participants' own experiences but also directed towards an alternative form of 
urban development. Similarly, as Sandberg and Rönnblom (2016), these imaginaries are seen as 
an expression and not as direct resistance.  

To understand how the participants' imagination and experiences of informal sports fields express 
alternative ways of thinking about the city and its possibilities. By starting from a feminist 
perspective, the participants' stories are not seen as neutral descriptions, but as expressions of how 
power, gender and spatial structures are shaped in everyday life. 

In line with the feminist utopian tradition (Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020), these notions are not 
understood as ready-made solutions, but as a process in which women formulate what a good place 
could be. The city's places are shaped by who uses them, who is expected to use them, who has a 
sense of inclusion, and who is at risk of being questioned or excluded. By using the concept of 
imaginaries (Çinar & Bender, 2007; Sandberg & Rönnblom, 2016), the focus is on the possible 
futures that women formulate and present imaginaries. These imaginaries are understood as ways 
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of articulating both needs and critiques, but also as expressions of how women imagine another 
city could look and feel. In this way, the theory becomes a way of reading the participants' material 
as everyday images of the future. It is important to distinguish between the participants' 
imaginaries of the future, and what in their stories can be read as experiences of limited safety or 
accessibility. In this study, their statements are not interpreted as either criticism or solutions, but 
as imaginary expressions shaped by the interplay between lived experience and imagined 
alternative. 

Imaginaries are operationalized by identifying both what participants express as elements that 
contribute to feeling safe in today's informal sports facilities with what they imagine as alternative, 
more equal sports facilities. Imaginaries can be outlined in drawings, text, and oral descriptions 
(Sandberg & Rönnblom, 2016; Eidenskog et al., 2024). Through the drawing exercises conducted 
as part of this study, these imaginaries were visualized, enabling an analysis of which elements 
symbolize safety, inclusion, or exclusion. The imaginaries can thus be interpreted as both 
identification of the existing informal sport facilities and proposals for equal and inclusive sports 
facilities. In the following chapter I will outline the methodology more at length and explain how 
the participants' imaginaries were captured. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

 
 
16 

4. Methodology 
4.1 Scientific approach and research design 
The scientific approach in this study is based on feminist planning theory, with an epistemological 
position (Haraway, 1988; Snyder, 1995) who see knowledge as situated, context dependent and 
normatively charged. Planning is not interpreted as a neutral or objective practice, but as a political 
and social process in which certain perspectives, experiences and individuals are given more space 
than others. From this standpoint, my study adopts a qualitative, interpretative approach to 
examine women's imaginaries of informal sports facilities and how these can become more 
inclusive and safer. The qualitative research is about understanding or interpreting a perspective 
or phenomenon, to create a deeper understanding of the context of that problem (Alvehus, 2019). 
Given the focus on asking women to describe their imaginary sports field, a qualitative design is 
appropriate (Farthing, 2016; Alvehus, 2019; Lindstedt, 2019). 

This approach does not only allow for an understanding of the participants' imaginaries but also 
reflects my own interest in how alternative urban spaces can be shaped through women's 
experiences and imaginaries. Therefore, focusing on imaginaries and beliefs, rather than just on 
descriptions of the current use of space is created to understand which norms and structures affect 
women and what is perceived as limiting, and which changes are seen as relevant. 

This understanding of knowledge as rooted in both experience and imagination shaped my choice 
of method. I designed workshops based on visual and narrative forms of expression (Ørngreen & 
Levinsen, 2017; Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020), where participants were invited to draw and describe 
their imaginaries of safe informal sports facilities. Drawing was used as a form of mental mapping, 
connecting the personal and the spatial, and making visible both current constraints and imagined 
alternatives (Edlund, 2018). This method aligns with the study’s feminist and imaginary 
perspectives, enabling a deeper understanding of how women relate to, experience, and reimagine 
informal sports facilities. 

4.2 Workshop as a method 
Through workshops, I invited women to imagine how informal sports facilities should be designed 
to feel safer, more accessible, and more inviting. This approach not only captures lived experiences 
(Eidenskog et al., 2024) but also provides insights for urban planners on how to design informal 
sports facilities (Sandberg & Rönnblom, 2016; Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020). The workshop design 
builds on previous research on relational and material elements of workshops (Ørngreen & 
Levinsen, 2017; Eidenskog et al., 2024), where dialogue and imagination are at the center (Hudson 
& Rönnblom, 2020). Eidenskog et al. (2024) emphasize that workshops create dynamic 
interactions that reveal both challenges and innovative imaginaries for urban development. 
Therefore, workshops allow participants to articulate their imaginaries of safety and inclusion in 
urban spaces (Eidenskog et al, 2024). 
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While the workshop format offered valuable insights into how women collectively imagine safe 
and inclusive informal sports facilities, it is important to acknowledge that the setting itself may 
have shaped the kinds of visions that emerged. As participants reflected together, they built on 
each other's experiences and occasionally adapted their own ideas in dialogue with others. This 
interaction contributed of convergence or shared emphasis in their imaginaries. However, this was 
also part of the study’s intention to explore imaginaries not as isolated, fixed ideas, but as 
something shaped through social dialogue and collective meaning. 

4.2.1 Workshop design 
I chose to design workshops using visual and narrative methods such as drawing and mental 
mapping to support reflection, imagination, and dialogue. This approach was inspired by Hudson 
and Rönnblom’s (2020) use of imaginative methods to explore alternative urban futures. It also 
builds on Edlund (2018) and Eidenskog et al. (2024), who emphasize visual methods as tools to 
express spatial experience and imagination. 

I conducted three workshops with ten participants, with 3–4 participants in each group. Each 
session lasted approximately two hours and was recorded with participants’ consent, after they had 
been informed of the study’s purpose and their rights. I chose smaller groups to support in-depth 
discussion while still enabling a diversity of perspectives. Before recording, I presented the 
purpose of the study and informed participants of their rights, including confidentiality and the 
voluntary nature of participation (see Ethical considerations in 4.4). 

To initiate discussion and ground the conversation in a local context, I used pictures of informal 
sports facilities in Ryd, a neighborhood in Linköping. These images showed facilities such as 
outdoor gyms, football fields, jogging tracks, and open areas used for informal sports. The pictures 
were used to let participants reflect on how such spaces are experienced and what elements 
contribute to feelings of safety or exclusion. By relating the discussion to real, familiar places, 
participants could more easily identify what felt problematic and imagine alternative ways of 
designing or experiencing these places. This step supported a shift from reflection to imagination, 
to encourage the participants to express imaginaries relevant to planning and design. 

The questions were open-ended and minimally directive, allowing participants to raise the 
elements of informal sports facilities they found most important (see Appendix 1). Themes like 
safety, inclusion and access were not presented explicitly to avoid steering participants’ responses. 
Instead, these themes were identified analytically in the subsequent thematic analysis. 

In the workshops, I took a facilitative role (Bryman et al., 2025), remaining mostly silent and 
observant to let participants guide the conversation and express their imaginaries. My role was to 
ensure that all voices could be heard, without actively directing the discussion. One central concept 
I introduced was safety, which I framed in relation to informal sports facilities. I encouraged 
participants to reflect on what safety meant to them using guiding questions (Bryman et al., 2025). 
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These questions were intended to open discussions not only about physical design, but also about 
the emotional and social dimensions of safety (Listerborn, 2002; Dempsey et al., 2011). 

The workshop was structured into three distinct phases (Eidenskog et al., 2024). Each step aimed 
to move from reflection to imagination and collective dialogue. An overview of the steps is 
presented in Figure 1 below, followed by a detailed description of each step. 

  

Figure 1: Overview of the three steps of the workshop (Dohn, 2025). 

Step 1: Introductory questions  
The workshop began with an open discussion focused on the participants’ relationships with 
informal sports facilities. This first part was designed to ground the discussion in experiences and 
to establish a base for deeper reflection. Using the pictures of the informal sports area in Ryd, I 
asked the participants to share their current experiences of these spaces, identifying elements or 
elements that need to be changed. This exercise allowed them to reflect on their present 
experiences and challenges, setting the stage for step 2, imagining what these spaces could look 
like. The pictures also provided a concrete basis for highlighting key issues relevant for urban 
planners to address. The questions that formed the basis of the discussion were open-ended, such 
as: ‘What thoughts or feelings do you get when you see this place?’ and ‘How do you relate to 
being here, or to staying there?’ 
 
Step 2: Imagining the informal sports facility 
In the second step, I asked the participants to imagine and draw a space for informal sports or 
movement where they would feel safe. This space could be a dream facility or a familiar place that 
are a reimagined version of something they already know. The aim was to give participants the 
freedom to create an imaginary of a space they perceived as safe and inclusive, while also 
emphasizing what elements they see as essential for safety and inclusion. 

This step applied the concept of “imaginaries,” which allows participants to overcome the 
limitations of their current reality and explore new possibilities for the future. The drawings served 
as visual expressions of each participant's imaginary, capturing both their desires and their 
perceptions of what would make an informal sports facility feel safe and inclusive. 

Step 1: 
Introductory Questions

Step 2: Imagining the 
Informal Sports Facility

Step 3: Group 
Discussion
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Guiding questions were provided to help participants reflect on important elements of the space: 
‘What elements would make the space feel safe and welcoming?’, ‘How do the people present in 
the space or the accessibility of the facilities influence your feelings about the space?’ and ‘What 
changes could be made to improve the feeling of safety in this place?’. These questions encouraged 
participants to focus not only on the aesthetic or functional elements of space but also on the social 
dynamics and how they feel with physical features to create an atmosphere of safety and inclusion. 
 
Step 3: Group discussion 
In the last step of the workshop, I gave participants the opportunity to summarize their insights 
and reflections, they shared their imagined drawings, explained their imaginaries and thoughts 
behind them, and what was considered important. Participants were encouraged to reflect on and 
comment on each other's drawings, identifying similarities and differences in the elements they 
viewed as important in informal sports facilities. Lastly, I asked the participants to write down the 
most essential elements for an informal sports space. They were also asked to rank the most 
essential elements to let me know what is most important. These notes were then used in the 
analysis to identify central themes in the participants' experiences and imaginaries of future sports 
facilities. 

4.3 Participant recruitment 
I chose to recruit women living in Linköping, using a convenience and snowball sampling method 
(Alvehus, 2019). The participants were personally invited, and from there, more participants were 
recruited after recommendations. This approach helped me ensure that the workshops included 
women with some level of trust in me as the researcher and in each other, a crucial element when 
discussing safety and exclusion. The participants were all based in Linköping, aligning with the 
geographical focus of the study. Many were also students at Linköping University, which made 
coordination of schedules easier and fostered a sense of familiarity and openness during the 
workshops.  

However, this also means that the participant group was homogeneous in terms of age, educational 
background, and social context, which may have influenced the type of experiences and 
imaginaries expressed. This limitation is important to acknowledge, as it may not fully capture the 
diversity of perspectives that exist among women with different class, cultural, or life experiences. 
Although the study was conducted in Linköping with a homogeneous group, the findings are 
relevant for the broader Swedish urban planning context, particularly in discussions around 
inclusive and gender-aware development of informal sports facilities. 

The women in all workshops approached the task in an engaging way and drew and communicated 
their imaginaries. The women all had some type of experience that determined how they view what 
a place should be desirable to be. The groups had many similarities with some minor differences. 
I read it as an expression of what is important, meaningful, and desirable to them. During the three 
complete workshops, several recurring themes emerged in the participants' stories, discussions, 
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and imaginaries. I have categorized the women's imaginaries, and they will present together with 
their pictures. 

To protect the anonymity of the participants, all have been assigned pseudonyms. The participants 
participated in three different workshops, which is reflected in the structure of the names: those 
who participated in the same workshop have been given names with the same initial letter. In the 
result, statements are given by name, see table 1 below for dates for workshops: 

Table 1: Overview of workshop participants, dates of workshop and their assigned pseudonyms.  

4.4 Ethical considerations and workshop setting 
All sessions were recorded with the participant's consent. Informed consent was obtained at the 
beginning of each workshop, with clear communication about confidentiality, use of data, and the 
right of participants to withdraw at any time without negative consequences (Farthing, 2016; 
Lindstedt, 2019). When images or quotes are used in the study, they will be anonymized and 
included only with the consent of the participants. 

Workshops provide valuable insights, but they also bring challenges related to group dynamics 
and interpretation (Eidenskog et al., 2024). Discussions about topics such as safety when using 
sports facilities can make participants feel vulnerable, and some participants may be hesitant or 
find it difficult to share openly in a group situation, which can affect the depth of the data. The 
creative form of drawing and storytelling can also be unfamiliar or intimidating to some, which 
means an additional complexity of interpretation for me as a researcher. I considered these 
limitations in the design by keeping groups small and ensuring a supportive, voluntary, and safe 
environment (Bryman et al., 2025). All sessions were held in familiar settings to promote comfort, 
and in most cases, participants knew each other and me, which helped build a foundation of trust. 
This resulted in a respectable atmosphere where participants were encouraged to contribute (only) 
what they felt comfortable sharing. 

Pseudonym Date of workshop 
 

Workshop Group 

Anna 31 March 2025 Workshop 1 
Alice 31 March 2025 Workshop 1 
Agnes 31 March 2025 Workshop 1 
Bella 11 April 2025 Workshop 2 
Bianca 11 April 2025 Workshop 2 
Beatrice 11 April 2025 Workshop 2 
Cecilia 11 April 2025 Workshop 3 
Carin 11 April 2025 Workshop 3 
Clara 11 April 2025 Workshop 3 
Cornelia 11 April 2025 Workshop 3 
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As a researcher, I have a responsibility to ensure that the interpretation of the material does not 
exceed what has been expressed by the participants. My own background and experiences as a 
woman, as well as my relationship with the participants, affect both the collection and the 
interpretation of the material. In accordance with a feminist epistemological perspective (Haraway, 
1988; Snyder, 1995). I have strived to be aware of how my own position and understanding as a 
researcher shapes my interpretations. Hence, to promote transparency in the analysis, I have 
continuously questioned my own assumptions and been attentive to how my interpretations 
interact with the participants' expressions. The participants' verbal and visual contributions have 
been analyzed to identify patterns and themes and shaped by both the participants' stories and my 
own understanding.  

Although this study focuses on young women, the design adopts a binary gender framework that 
does not fully capture the complexity of gender and identity. I recognize that experiences of safety 
and inclusion in public spaces are also shaped by intersecting elements such as sexuality, race, 
class, and ability. As Irazábal and Huerta (2016) show in their study of LGBTQ youth of color in 
New York, planning processes often marginalize those who do not fit into dominant norms. While 
these intersections were not directly addressed in my study, I am aware that a more inclusive and 
nuanced approach is needed in future research and planning efforts. 

4.5 Analysis of the material 
The material was analyzed thematically (Alvehus, 2019), focusing on recurring themes in how 
participants described, discussed, and imagined their current experiences with informal sports 
facilities, as well as their imagination of such spaces. The analysis also explored the obstacles and 
enabling elements that participants identified as shaping their access, safety, and comfort in using 
these facilities. The study focuses on safety and inclusion in informal sports facilities guided 
thematic analysis. The analytical process followed the following steps: familiarization with the 
material through repeated readings of transcripts and visual data, coding of meaningful segments, 
grouping of codes into preliminary themes, and refining them into final categories (Alvehus, 2019; 
Bryman et al., 2025). I treated the material as a process of collective meaning, rather than isolating 
individual responses (Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020). Since the workshops were designed to foster 
discussion, the analysis focused on how imaginaries emerged in group discussions, drawing 
sessions and shared reflections (Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020). The visual material (drawings) was 
analyzed alongside the transcripts, with attention to what was imagined and how participants 
described their drawings. The notes the participants were asked to write down and rank the most 
essential elements were included in the thematic coding to identify which elements participants 
prioritized the most. Recurring imaginaries and spatial elements helped identify themes that 
captured both the emotional and material elements of how women relate to and imagine informal 
sports facilities. 

All workshops were conducted in Swedish, and the analysis was carried out using the original 
language material. To be able to present the results in this thesis, I have translated all quotes and 
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thematic summaries into English. The translations were done carefully, with close attention to 
meaning, tone, and context to preserve the participants’ voices and intentions as accurately as 
possible. In some cases, slight adjustments were made to ensure clarity and readability in English. 
In the following chapter, I present the main themes that emerged through this analysis, illustrating 
how the participants imagined safe and inclusive informal sports facilities. 
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5. Results and analysis 

During the workshop, the women shared their stories and imaginaries of informal sports facilities. 
I read these themes from a feminist theoretical perspective, where experiences are not understood 
as passive reflections of society, but as situational expressions of power, resistance, and futures. 
As Kern (2020) puts it, the feminist city is an ongoing experiment in living more justly. It is not 
about a ready-made solution or a master plan but about daring to think beyond the existing and 
opening to other ways of being in and shaping the city. This is where imaginaries become central 
as concepts: the women in the study do not create free fantasies, but beliefs that are possible, 
desirable, and rooted in their everyday lives (Çinar & Bender, 2007; Sandberg & Rönnblom, 2016). 

The results are presented in two main themes that emerged from the participants’ imaginaries and 
experiences. The first explores how movement and social presence are perceived as central 
elements for safety in informal sports facilities. The second focuses on how openness and visibility 
shape the feeling of accessibility and comfort. Within these themes, subtopics such as variety of 
activities, aesthetic qualities, accessibility, and lighting are discussed as interconnected aspects of 
how the participants imagined inclusive and safe facilities. While analytically separated, these 
aspects are intricately connected in the participants’ narratives and often overlap. This will be 
further discussed in the chapter: discussion. 

5.1 Movement and social presence contribute to safety  

One of the themes that emerged was the importance of people in motion, both in terms of being 
able to move (running, walking, cycling, exercising) and that other people should be present in the 
environment. This was perceived as a safety-creating element. This was expressed through key 
terms such as: “A lot of people” (Clara), “People on the move” (Cornelia), “People close at hand” 
(Anna) and “Movement around the area” (Alice). These expressions showed a need for informal 
sport facilities not to be isolated, but to be integrated into spaces where people spontaneously move, 
stay and pass, which in turn strengthened the feeling of safety and accessibility. 

Several participants described situations where they avoided places precisely because there were 
no people moving around there, especially in the evenings. Forest areas were highlighted as 
examples of spaces where the absence of movement created discomfort. Agnes described how 
uncomfortable it became when informal sports facilities are close to or near a forest. She explained 
that it feels scary when you have the perception that no one should really be there: “It really feels 
like you're alone, and if you meet someone, it’s scary because you rarely see anyone else there” 
(Agnes). 

It was not necessarily about large crowds, but rather that the place should be in a living flow of 
people. “Then it kind of feels safer, I would say […] when there are more people around” (Alice). 
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The presence of other people passing by, exercising, cycling, or walking was described as a 
contributing sense of safety. Clara expressed a similar sentiment to Alice when she talked about 
the place feeling safe, where she said: “From a safety perspective, it feels pretty good when there’s 
a bit of activity around you” (Clara). This can be interpreted as the movement creating a sense of 
openness and social presence, where you do not feel alone or vulnerable.  

Although cameras and technical surveillance were not a dominant theme in the workshops, the 
importance of a soft form of social control emerged in conversations. Participants associated safety 
with the presence of people nearby, moving around in the surroundings and being able to see and 
hear what was happening. Although it was not mentioned as frequently in all workshops, the 
importance of social presence was indicated, a form of “soft surveillance” where safety does not 
come from cameras or safety guards, but from other people seeing and hearing what is happening. 
Alice said: “There should be a lot of people in motion, you want to be able to see people and that 
people can see you”. Bianca believed that it was important to have people on site: “Because that 
is what I think is scary, that I would be all by myself and there is like no one who is close in case 
something should happen”. The participants linked safety directly to movement rather than to 
being actively monitored. The “social presence” thus becomes a natural and less intrusive form of 
surveillance, which can be assumed from the following quote: “It feels better when there are people 
moving around” (Agnes).  

Proximity to other people was described as a safety-creating element, where it was not necessarily 
about actively getting help, but that the presence of other people deters unwanted situations. It 
should feel open, not because the place itself should be completely open, but because there were 
people moving around. The social presence contributes to a sense of safety. “A little movement 
makes it feel open, because even if it’s a bit secluded, people moving around create a sense of 
openness” (Anna). I interpreted movement here as an element intricately linked to openness. I 
interpreted movement here as a form of social protection, a form of presence of other people, which 
can contribute to a sense of safety. 

In the participants' stories, movement, both their own and others', emerged as a central part of the 
experience of safety in informal sports facilities. In the women’s imagined spaces, this ongoing 
movement was seen as essential; during discussions around the images, it was expressed that 
people walking, running, or passing by made the place feel more inviting. 

Alice drew inspiration from spaces with canals and water, building on her previous experiences of 
places where water meets the city. Alice imagined a gym located near a walking path where people 
move around, emphasizing the importance of everyday movement and the presence of others. She 
described that the water, lampposts, and trees should enhance the feeling of a living and safe 
environment. Alice emphasized a desire to be part of a social environment with movement and 
interaction, rather than being isolated or alone. She described: “I imagined people moving around” 
(Alice). 
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Furthermore, Alice described the importance of the place being “open”, trees and greenery should 
frame the place and create a pleasant atmosphere but not form closed barriers. She described it as 
wanting to create a space where people feel seen but not exposed: “I was inspired by a relatively 
open place, it should feel open and be for everyone [...] it should not be dark and gloomy, lit and 
preferably a little greenery but not a forest” (Alice). Her imaginary also included proximity to 
housing and elements that attract people and encourage movement such as pedestrian activity 
through the area. She wanted it to be a place where people move around, which in turn contributes 
to a sense of being seen and feeling safe.  

 

Figure 2: Alice's imaginary of an outdoor gym near a walking/running track around a watercourse. The 
drawing shows people running, walking, and walking dogs, with surrounding bushes and trees, and lights 
that illuminate the outdoor gym (Alice, 2025). 

These expressions of the need for movement showed that women imagined informal sports 
facilities as an important part of public and living spaces. By placing informal sports facilities in 
areas with social activity and visibility, the participants expressed that the place would feel less 
secluded. The imaginaries showed how such spaces can be designed based on everyday movement 
patterns. The participants emphasized that social presence and visual openness played a vital role 
in how safe a place felt. “You don't want an area that's hidden behind a lot of trees, you want 
people who cycle past to be able to see in” (Anna). 
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5.1.1 Variety of activities for social presence 
Since movement and social presence were described as essential elements in creating a safe 
informal sports facility, many women highlighted they wanted a variety of activities ranging from 
outdoor gyms, obstacle courses (e.g. area with physical challenges like climbing, balancing, or 
jumping) and running tracks to playgrounds, ping pong tables, and food trucks to support both 
social interaction and activity. Spontaneity and diversity contribute to different people being able 
to use the place. Keywords that were brought up were: “variety of activities” (Cornelia), 
“spontaneity” (Carin) and “many different activities” (Clara). 

An issue that was brought up by several participants was the limited range of exercise equipment. 
As Alice expressed, relating to Ryd informal sport facility “the range [of exercise equipment] is 
not as large” indicating that the variety offered was perceived as insufficient. This may suggest 
that the sports facilities do not fully accommodate different preferences, experience levels, or ways 
of engaging in physical activity. A broader selection of equipment could enhance accessibility by 
accommodating a wider range of users, which in turn may contribute to making the space more 
engaging and inclusive and support diverse forms of movement. The range of the exercise 
equipment itself was also discussed, several participants felt that outdoor gyms are often too 
limited in their equipment and not adapted to various kinds of needs, as Agnes explained: “It feels 
like there isn’t much there, they kind of only have a few bars” (Agnes).  

Further, this sense of limitation or unfamiliarity was expressed by others. While discussing one of 
the pictures from Ryd showing outdoor gym equipment, Cornelia expressed confusion about its 
function and lack of explanations: “I do not really know what you do on these; it is like a chair? I 
do not get it” (Cornelia). The equipment in the image appeared unfamiliar or unintuitive to her, 
highlighting how unclear design may limit participation or make certain features feel inaccessible. 
“I think I would have needed some explanation of what you do on the different machines” 
(Cornelia).  

Several participants emphasized that there must be more than just the training equipment itself, 
the place must offer something that makes you want to be there. Several participants described: 
“A large selection of different types of activities” (Carin), “a full day with activities” (Cecilia). 

In the participants' imaginaries, a clear longing for places where movement is not limited to a 
single activity recurred. A wide range of activities was also seen as a safety element, as it was 
expected to contribute to the presence of people and movement at various times of the day. One 
participant initially designed a smaller outdoor gym but soon realized that it needed to be larger to 
work in practice, especially if several people were exercising at the same time. She emphasized 
that this was especially important if men also stay there, to be able to feel that there was enough 
space and space for everyone.  
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This desire was further expressed by Cecilia, who said: “There should be something more than 
just the exercises, otherwise I might have preferred to go to a real gym” it showed that functional 
equipment is not enough, the place needs an experiential and social quality to attract use. 
Everything from ping pong tables, playgrounds and obstacle courses to small walking paths were 
mentioned as ways to create movement and the opportunity to stay longer on the site. Activities 
such as: “A little ping pong table and a small playground” (Carin) but also “running tracks, beach, 
playground it should be a little mixed” (Cecilia).  

Similarly, Agnes expressed that the place should not just be a passageway, but a place to spend 
time in: “I think that this is a place where people walk around, not just passing by” It was about 
creating a facility that support diverse ways of being in the place, not only exercising quickly and 
walking, but also stopping, moving slowly and interacting. 

The social context was also highlighted as an essential element. Carin said: “I don't just want to 
exercise; you might also want to hang out or have a picnic”. This quote shows how the participants 
imagine multifunctional surfaces where diverse needs can coexist. By offering more ways to use 
the site, it also becomes more inclusive and accessible to more people. The facilities should allow 
for both exercise and other types of use, such as meeting someone, taking a break, or being there 
even if you are not actively training. The place then becomes a social environment, not an isolated 
function: “There, you could sit and relax; it does not have to be only about exercising” (Cecilia). 

Bianca’s imaginary was about creating a place with a wide range of activities that encourage 
movement, focusing not only on exercise but also on variety and social presence. She explained 
that it should be a place where people can both move around (outdoor gym, run, pilates) and the 
desire to walk past, for example by strolling past the kiosk. The kiosk also plays a dual role, as a 
service, partly as a safety -creating element because it means that “someone is always there” which 
reduces the feeling of loneliness or vulnerability. Bianca's further explained that she imagined a 
versatile place where physical activity was combined with social functions and natural elements. 
Her imaginary expresses a desire for a space that supports both varied forms of training and 
opportunities for rest and recovery. 
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Figure 3. Bianca's imaginary of a varied facility for activity and movement. Bianca's drawing shows a 
place with several activities, such as pilates and an outdoor gym, with a nearby kiosk. The entire facility 
was imagined to be located on a beach by the water (Bianca, 2025). 

“There are a lot of things going on around me [...] sun jetties where people could hang out 
and have picnics and here you can kind of go kayaking or paddling, a large selection of 
different types of activities and then we also have some ping-pong tables and here is a small 
playground and then you think that you can also rent ping pong rackets” (Carin).  

Carin imagined a place where variation and movement dominate both on land and water. The 
outdoor gym should be well-equipped and be directly adjacent to other activities, such as kayaking, 
ping pong tables, playground, and sun jetties. The place should give the feeling of an area full of 
life, where you not only exercise, but stay, stay, and socialize. 
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Figure 4: Carin's imaginary of a facility with several activities. Carin's drawing shows an area along water 
with boats, trees, bushes, and people moving between a café, a football field, and an outdoor gym (Carin, 
2025). 

Other participants expressed similar wishes about the possibility of combining exercise with social 
interaction: “It is important that there are other things around, like football pitches, scooter paths. 
It feels a bit strange to place [informal sports facilities] where there is nothing else nearby” 
(Cecilia). 

Further, Clara imagined a facility with a wide range of equipment and activities: “There’s a lot of 
equipment […] and then there’s the obstacle course next to the gym as a small extension”. She 
imagined a place where people of different ages and interests could meet. She explained: “Over 
there you have a small playground”. 



   
 

 
 
30 

 

Figure 5: Clara's imaginary of a multifunctional facility in a park. Clara imagined an area featuring a 
variety of activities, such as an outdoor gym, obstacle course, playground, and football field, all within a 
walking distance (Clara, 2025). 

The participants' imaginaries highlighted that variety in activities was a crucial element in creating 
informal sport facilities that feel safe, inclusive, and meaningful to use. By combining exercise 
with rest, socializing, and diverse types of activities from paddling to picnics they created a space 
that supports diverse needs and encourages participants. Such spaces, which offer opportunities 
for movement, relaxation, and social interaction, contribute to a sense of safety and inclusion. 

5.1.2 Easily accessible for social presence  
The participants emphasized that informal sport facilities must be close to where people are already 
moving, and that you should not make an extra effort to get there. The places must be easy to get 
to and use. It was both about physical accessibility (proximity to homes, walking paths, cycle 
paths) and social accessibility (that it is easy to understand how the place works and to feel 
welcome). Key concepts that were brought up were: “easily accessible” (Carin) and “close to 
residential area” (Beatrice). 

Places that are secluded risk never being used (by women). Several participants returned to the 
fact that informal sport facilities must feel accessible, easy to understand, and be able to get home 
again without it without requiring too much planning or commitment: “It would be an extra effort 
if you had to take the bus or car to get there, and then the risk is pretty high that you won’t use the 
place” (Cecilia). Several statements show that even minor logistical obstacles, such as having to 
get there by car, can be decisive for whether the site is used or not. Anna said: “Usually, I think 
that outdoor gyms [...] are usually a little too far away”. 
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Based on the analysis of the participants’ imaginaries, accessibility was not only about distance 
but also about how places are integrated into the routines and movement patterns of everyday life. 
The location should be on the way to something else, or in an area where people already spend 
time. In this way, the place becomes easy to access and feels like a natural part of daily life. Carin, 
for example, emphasized the importance of informal sports facilities being placed in areas with 
existing activity: “It feels better to place these kinds of facilities in locations where people already 
move around”. Similarly, Beatrice stated: “You should not have to walk far to get there”. These 
reflections suggest that what participants describe as “spontaneous” use of space may in fact 
depend on how well the place aligns with everyday routines.  

The participants also emphasized being able to combine different purposes with a visit to, for 
example, walk, meet, or do something else nearby. It should not be the gym itself that attracts 
people, but the totality of what the place offers: “I imagine this is not just a place you pass by, it’s 
somewhere you want to stop and spend time” (Agnes). Cecilia's imaginary shows how an outdoor 
gym is integrated with the beach, football field and walkways. This creates a facility for training 
that can be used without requiring prior planning or commitment from the visitor. Accessibility in 
Cecilia's imaginary was not just about physical proximity, but about the opportunity to 
spontaneously be there. 

 

Figure 6: Cecilia's imaginary of an outdoor gym combined with other activities. The drawing shows an 
area where an outdoor gym is combined with an obstacle course, walkways, a playground, and a dining 
area. The facility is surrounded by trees and located near water (Cecilia, 2025). 
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In summary, accessibility was highlighted as a crucial element for a place to be used. Physical 
proximity was not just about distance, but about the place being present in people's everyday 
movement patterns. Accessible space was integrated into everyday life. Social accessibility was 
also central. A place needs to feel welcoming, and easy to understand.  

5.1.3 Aesthetics for social presence 

Several participants emphasized that informal sports facilities should not only be functional but 
also aesthetically appealing and thoughtfully designed. Keywords used by participants included 
“plants” (Cornelia), “color and shape” (Agnes), “greenery” (Cecilia), and “water” (Agnes). These 
features were seen as contributing to a welcoming and pleasant atmosphere. Although they may 
appear decorative, participants highlighted their significance in shaping how a place feels: “It 
shouldn’t be dark and gloomy, it should be lit up and have some greenery, but not a forest” (Alice). 

Aesthetics contribute to a positive atmosphere and a sense of care. The visual impression affects 
the willingness to use the space. Places that were perceived as grey, empty, or boring signaled the 
opposite, that you were not meant to be a user. Based on the location in Ryd, used as reflection 
material during the workshops. Several participants described the design of current outdoor gyms 
as visually uninviting. Carin noted that they “look quite sterile and boring” while Cornelia wished 
for added elements like bushes to make the space feel “cozier”. Bella emphasized that “It’s 
important that the place looks nice too, so that you want to be there”. Together, these quotes reflect 
a shared desire for aesthetic care in the design of informal sports facilities. 

Cornelia chose to illustrate her imaginary informal sport facility using a series of smaller squares, 
with each section highlighting a key element she considered essential for creating a safe and 
inclusive sports facility. She emphasized that it was not about the exact placement of functions, 
but rather about ensuring that each element was there. She wanted to create a pleasant and 
aesthetically pleasing informal sports facility. She described: “I drew flowers and some bushes, it 
should feel nice all around [...] The important thing wasn’t exactly where everything was placed, 
but that it included what I wanted there”. 

By highlighting vegetation, flowers and a pleasant environment, Cornelia expresses a notion that 
the environment affects whether people want to stay there. In her imaginary, aesthetics contributes 
to a sense of inclusion and accessibility. Through color, shape and vegetation, an imagined space 
was created where the appearance of the place contributes to a sense of safety. 
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Figure 7: Cornelia's imaginary sports facility. The image consists of several separate squares, each 
illustrating different elements of the facility, including water, an outdoor gym, people, bushes/plants, an 
obstacle course, and a football field (Cornelia, 2025). 

In summary, the participants' imaginaries indicate that aesthetic elements such as color and 
greenery, played a vital role in how the space was perceived and functioned. The women 
emphasized that color, greenery, and water were important for creating facilities that feel inviting 
and appealing to visit. According to the participants, it was the overall atmosphere rather than just 
the presence of training equipment that shaped whether a space felt welcoming and encouraged 
use. This highlights the importance for urban planners to consider emotional and aesthetic aspects, 
not only functionality, when designing inclusive and accessible informal sports facilities. 

5.2 Open and visible 
Another theme that emerged in the workshop was the importance of openness and visibility for 
feeling safe, being able to look out, in, and around. This was expressed through concepts such as 
“open landscape” (Bianca), “moderately open” (Carin), “not enclosed” (Carin).  

The participants described how it was perceived as unsafe when a place was demarcated or hidden, 
for example behind trees or in forest areas where there was no visual contact with others. It was 
not only what was on the sport facility that determined safety, but how the facility was placed in 
relation to the surroundings. This was particularly evident in discussions about the informal sports 
facility in Ryd, which was perceived as unsafe due to its surrounding trees and limited visual 
contact with others. Alice described that, “It feels like a forest, a bit enclosed […] I would prefer 
it to be more open” while Anna observed, “There are a lot of trees in the road so you can't see from 
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this cycle path if something were to happen here”. Agnes added, “I don't want it to be that it's 
pushed into a corner, it feels like it's kind of embedded in a forest”. 

While openness was preferred, participants also stressed the need for balance. Too much exposure 
could lead to discomfort or vulnerability. As Bella explained, “I want it to be fairly open in some 
way, not surrounded by forest, but still, I don’t want it so open that everyone is watching me”. 
Similarly, Anna emphasized that proximity to others increased safety but could also reduce privacy. 
This highlights the participants’ desire for a balance between openness and privacy, to be visible 
but not exposed, and accessible but not surveilled. 

Elements to support this balance included low barriers and outward-facing equipment. As Beatrice 
described: “All the machines should be positioned so that you face outward, so you do not have to 
sit facing others. And there should be a low fence, not a wall, just something that prevents people 
from easily seeing in”. Her drawing illustrated an outdoor gym located in a residential area, 
surrounded by houses, walkways, and public transport clearly demarcated yet visually integrated 
into its surroundings.  

 

Figure 8: Beatrice's imaginary outdoor gym in a residential area. The drawing shows a circular park 
structure in a courtyard, with various exercise equipment facing outwards. A nearby road with parking and 
access to public transport. Small lights surround the area, contributing to both visibility and aesthetics 
(Beatrice, 2025). 

In some cases, however, more concrete elements were requested, such as cameras, but this was 
rarely a primary solution, but a complement. “It feels good that this is being monitored in some 
way, just because it feels like people are behaving better” (Agnes). 

Surveillance cameras were mentioned briefly, primarily as a supplementary measure rather than a 
central safety element: “I added two cameras so that you film the area, so that if something happens 
you can go back and see the video, but also to discourage people from doing something” (Anna). 
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For example, Agnes believes that cameras could be good for safety, she described that she “also 
made a small camera because it also feels like this kind of safety thing”. In her imaginary, Agnes 
placed great emphasis on the area being visible, well-lit, and integrated into everyday- movements, 
an environment where one would never feel alone or exposed. Safety was not primarily created 
through technical surveillance, but through openness, movement, and social presence. As an 
addition at the end, she also chose to draw in two surveillance cameras, not as the main solution, 
but to deter unwanted behavior and enable follow-up if something should happen. Technical 
surveillance (surveillance cameras) was seen as a safety-creating complement. 

 

Figure 9. Agnes’s imaginary of a safe training facility through visibility and presence. The drawing shows 
an outdoor environment where an area of water is surrounded by a walkway, marked with evenly spaced 
lights. Directly adjacent is an outdoor gym with camera surveillance and a coffee area (Agnes, 2025). 

In summary, openness and visibility were described as key elements to feeling safe. The 
participants imagined spaces that allow for visual contact without leading to a sense of exposure, 
often through elements like low barriers, outward-facing equipment, and integration into everyday 
surroundings. While technical surveillance was occasionally mentioned, safety was primarily 
linked to social presence and spatial openness, with lighting appearing as an extension of these 
imaginaries. 

5.2.1 Lighting as an element for perceived openness  
In relation to openness and visibility, lighting was described as a key element that supports a sense 
of visibility and enables the use of informal sports facilities throughout the day. Several 
participants expressed feelings of unsafety in darkness, noting that such spaces become 
uncomfortable during evening hours. 
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It was described as part of feeling unsafe: “Places like that are difficult if you don’t feel safe in 
the evening, no, I would never go there when it is dark” (Agnes). Bella also said that: “It can be 
perceived as unsafe if it is dark” (Bella). 

The participants highlighted that darkness was not always threatening, but that the lack of lighting 
means that even urban spaces could be perceived as unsafe. A place that was not sufficiently lit 
diminishes the sense of safety, 

which also affects the participants' willingness to use the place, especially in the evening and at 
night. For many, dark, poorly lit places appear eerie and unwelcoming, reinforcing this reduced 
sense of safety: 

“You notice it yourself, even though you’re in the city, when it’s dark and the lights are 
 off, it gets a bit creepy [...] I was riding my bike, and I was like, 'God, why is it so dark?', 
 and then it was before the lamp posts were turned on” (Agnes). 

The women described it as a lack of good lighting: “There should probably be more lighting, so it 
feels brighter” (Alice). Agnes described how she needed headlamps or avoided dark places 
completely: “I think it's very important to have a lot of lighting just so that you can exercise 
whenever you want”. 

The experience of safety was often linked to continuous lighting along walkways, running tracks 
and training facilities, rather than spot lighting. The light would be present and enough to be able 
to orient oneself and feel that one was in control of the surroundings. Based on previous 
experiences, the women highlighted that it was scary when the lighting was laced in such a way 
that they become too exposed: “When it is lit up on the road so I can see the path, but if someone 
is standing in the woods, they can see me, but I can’t see them. I usually find that a bit scary” 
(Bella).  

Agnes was critical of how, for example, certain areas such as outdoor gyms lack sufficient lighting. 
She noted: “It feels like there should be more lamps”. A simple but important solution the 
participants identified the need for more light sources, especially in places such as forest areas or 
running paths. Lighting was considered a crucial element, based on previous experiences, that later 
appeared in the participants imaginaries, often discussed in connection with openness. 

This significance of lighting is clearly reflected in several of the participant imaginaries. For 
example, Anna designed an outdoor gym filled with details. The light comes from lampposts 
placed evenly over the entire area. The place was described as safe, not because of surveillance, 
but through openness. Lighting was seen here as a natural part of the site's structure, a prerequisite 
for women to be able to spend time there during the dark hours of the day, and all year round. She 
described that: “It feels safe because there are a lot of lights” (Anna), which highlighted how 
lighting supports visibility and fosters a sense of safety. 
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Figure 10: Anna's imaginary of a green, open, and well-lit training facility. The drawing shows an outdoor 
gym area surrounded by trees, lighting, and people in motion. It includes exercise equipment, as well as 
people cycling and walking, with lights placed around the area (Anna, 2025). 

The light from lampposts would structure the room and enable safe use even during dark evenings 
and winter months. It was precisely the combination of openness, color, greenery, and movement 
that was the basis for the participants' expression about feeling of safety. For example, Bella's 
imaginary was about an outdoor gym that will be in an accessible area between residential 
buildings and a watercourse. The light sources will be strategically placed with lampposts, which 
gives the area a clear structure and makes the place accessible even during the darker hours of the 
day. 
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Figure 11: Bella's imaginary of an outdoor gym near water and residential buildings. The drawings include 
an outdoor gym placed between residential buildings and water, surrounded by trees and lamps (Bellas, 
2025). 

In summary, the discussions and participants' imaginaries highlight lighting as a vital element for 
creating safe, accessible, and useful training facilities. It is not just about being able to see, but 
about the light enabling presence, orientation, and a sense of safety. It shows how lighting serves 
as a fundamental infrastructure for social sustainability, a necessary component in the creation of 
gender-equal public spaces.  
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6. Discussion  

The quote from Linköping municipality (2025) about their gender equality prize reflects an 
important ambition and signals a long-term commitment to gender-equal urban development. The 
findings of this study do not aim to evaluate whether the municipality ‘deserves’ the award but 
rather offer insights that can contribute to continued efforts in planning for more inclusive and 
gender-aware informal sport facilities both in Linköping and in other Swedish cities.  

This study focuses on safety, which has been highlighted in previous research as a prerequisite for 
inclusion and participation in public space, especially in relation to informal sport facilities. By 
exploring how women experience and imagine informal sports facilities, the study identifies spatial 
elements and conditions that influence their sense of safety. Although Linköping municipality 
(2025) has won awards, there is more to work with. For example, the results show how women 
describe their experiences and sense of safety, providing an understanding of the elements they 
consider important in the design of informal sports facilities. Building on this, I identified 
ambiguity as a central feature in women’s imaginaries of safety. By highlighting how contradictory 
elements are imagined, my study offers a conceptual entry point for rethinking planning in 
informal sport facilities. In the following sections I discuss and analyze how these themes relate 
to previous research, with a particular focus on what is revealed through the participants' 
imaginaries.  

6.1 Ambiguous imaginaries of safety 
The results of my study show that women's expressions of safety often reflect contradictory needs. 
A central finding is that participants repeatedly returned to spatial imaginaries that contained 
ambiguity. What I call ambiguous imaginaries, so-called beliefs, images, or expressions that 
contain several sometimes-contradictory meanings. This ambiguity is reflected in imaginaries that 
express a desire for openness, while simultaneously resisting feelings of exposure. For example, 
participants often described a desire for openness and visibility, while simultaneously expressing 
the need for some level of shielding such as a tree or soft boundary to avoid feeling fully exposed. 
Ambiguity is shown in several contexts where women want it open but do not want to feel 
supervised. Participants imagined gyms as open spaces that allow movement but simultaneously 
emphasized a desire not to feel monitored while exercising. 

An ambiguity can be understood as an expression of the complexity of how safe spaces should be 
designed. But by paying attention to these ambiguous imaginaries, it becomes possible to approach 
the complexity that characterizes safety in urban planning. Women's reflections on safety and 
comfort at sports facilities highlighted an interesting and paradoxical demand for moderation in 
their physical spaces. Being able to see and be seen but without being exposed expresses a balance 
between integrity and social control that women returned to. It is thus not the physically “open” 
that is the goal, but the opportunity to experience control and overview, which Hudson and 
Rönnblom (2020) also emphasize as central to women's spatial imaginaries.  
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This reflects a nuanced experience of safety, it is not a fixed property of space, but something that 
is negotiated between the need for visibility and the need for protection. For instance, openness is 
linked to both movement and to maintaining an overview, which in turn is related to light and the 
experience of social presence. However, at the same time, participants emphasized the importance 
of shielding such as trees, low walls, or other soft boundaries. Similarly, accessibility was not only 
about physical distance, but also about how natural and comfortable a place felt to enter. 
Participants often described places as more accessible when there were multiple reasons to go there, 
such as opportunities for both physical activity and social interaction. 

Movement and social presence emerged as elements in creating a sense of safety in informal sports 
facilities. The participants' imaginaries express a clear desire to create open and socially integrated 
facilities, where safety is not reduced to physical protection or surveillance, but is understood as a 
balance between openness and social control. Social presence emerged as a safety creating element, 
where movement and visibility are seen as protection rather than a risk. Several participants 
described the importance of people in motion and that the place is part of a living flow. It should 
not be isolated safety that arises when others are nearby, passing by or staying in the same 
environment. While Gehl (2010) and Larsson & Jalakas (2014) highlights the value of visibility 
and movement, my study offers a more differentiated view, revealing how safety is imagined as a 
balance between being seen and maintaining privacy. 

The women emphasized the importance of multifunctional spaces that offer a variety of activities 
(e.g., outdoor gyms, playgrounds, ping pong tables, cafés). This diversity of use enhances the 
social presence and accessibility of informal sports facilities, making them more inclusive. 
Informal sports facilities often lack the necessary variety to attract diverse groups (Norberg, 2022; 
Book, 2024). A limited range of equipment, or a lack of adjacent social functions, can make the 
space feel incomplete or exclusive. While previous studies (e.g., Dempsey et al., 2011) have 
emphasized multifunctionality for inclusion, my study contributes by showing how women 
imagine multifunctional informal sport facilities not only as inclusive, but also as enabling 
spontaneous, social, and diverse forms of participation in everyday life. 

Previous research by Beebeejaun (2017) and Dempsey et al. (2011) shows that access to urban 
spaces is not only about distance or physical design, but also about how these spaces are socially 
and culturally encoded. My results align with this perspective, showing that women imagined 
accessibility as physical proximity, social and emotional. However, the findings also add nuance 
by highlighting that accessibility was linked to whether a place was easy to understand, integrated 
to daily life and natural to be in. 

Safety was created through design and the place's location in the flow of everyday life. Sports 
fields that are too far away or embedded in the forest were perceived as unavailable, solitary, and 
uninviting. It was important that the places were easily accessible and integrated into people's 
movement patterns. The spatial isolation of informal sports facilities may raise questions about 
who feels welcome and is able to access them. While earlier research has raised similar concerns 
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about gendered spatial practices (Listerborn, 2002) and psychological accessibility (Beebeejaun, 
2017), this study reinforces and deepens those insights by illustrating how women described 
informal sport facilities as distant, unfamiliar, or disconnected from everyday life. Rather than 
explicitly naming exclusion, they spoke of informal sport facilities being too isolated or difficult 
to reach, which shaped whether they felt welcome or likely to use them. 

An openly located gym contributes to visibility, which together with movement in the environment 
can create a sense of safety by making people visible. At the same time, there is a risk that an 
overly open design in a training context is perceived as monitoring or exposing the situation, which 
can reduce well-being. The women expressed that having movement in and around the facilities 
contributed to a sense of safety, and therefore they wished for more activities nearby, supported 
by a varied and a well thought out aesthetic. The participants mentioned colors and greenery that 
signal care and encourage people to stay, while a varied range made the place more attractive to 
return to. 

While Sandstig (2010) and Sandberg (2011) have pointed to aesthetics as essential to perceived 
safety, the women’s imaginaries in this study show how aesthetic elements such color and greenery 
function not only to enhance safety, but to invite spontaneous presence and long-term attachment 
to place. 

The women described that previous facilities for sports that they had visited or seen were often 
boring in their aesthetics. They expressed a desire for more greenery in the form of flowers and 
bushes to add color, while also emphasizing that they did not want too much greenery in the form 
of forest, Together, these elements create places that people feel both safe and motivated to be in. 
However, the women also described that when too many people were present, they could feel 
“watched” during training, which affected their sense of comfort. 

The women expressed and described similar themes on how uncertainty and safety determine 
where you go and want to be. Lighting recurred as a central theme in both conversations and 
imaginary, where lighting was perceived as crucial to being able to use the place in the evenings. 
While earlier research shows that darkness reduces the sense of safety and influence which spaces 
women perceive as accessible (Sandstig, 2010; Sandberg, 2011; Blomdahl et al., 2012). My results 
add nuance by showing how women imagined lighting not only as a safety feature, but as a 
condition for being able to stay, return, and use the space all year-round. Further, women articulate 
a more ambivalent relationship to lighting not just as a tool for visibility, but as something that 
must be carefully designed to avoid overexposure. Their imaginaries highlight a nuanced demand 
for lighting that supports autonomy without creating a sense of surveillance or discomfort. 

At the same time, the participants described how lighting could also create discomfort, for example 
when it is directed in a way that makes the place visible to the surroundings but does not give the 
user an overview. These expressions of ambiguity and the desire for balance between visibility 
and protection form the backdrop for understanding how women navigate safety in their everyday 
experiences. 
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6.2 Navigating safety 
The results from the study show that women's imaginaries of safe and inclusive informal sports 
facilities are characterized by concrete spatial needs, but also by feelings, experiences and notions 
of movement, presence, accessibility, and safety. Women imagine alternative conditions for safety, 
highlighting their lived experiences and expectations in relation to public space (Sandberg & 
Rönnblom, 2016; Kern, 2020).  

The ambiguity of elements or physical elements to women's imaginaries emerges, a recurring 
emphasis for open, bright, and moving places but also a need for shielding and protection. This 
ambivalence can also be understood beyond physical design; It is also about an emotional balance, 
which is affected by gendered experiences of space. Wanting “just the right amount of openness” 
and not being too exposed to light expresses not only an aesthetic preference, but an everyday 
approach to risk (Fenster, 2005; Beebeejaun, 2017) to constantly navigate between being visible 
enough to be able to get help, but not so visible that you risk being exposed to threats. 

In the women’s imaginaries, openness was not only considered a functional quality but also a way 
of feeling seen without being exposed. Several participants highlighted the need for a balance 
between openness and physical barriers. This highlights a key spatial dilemma: women seek spaces 
where they can feel visible and socially connected, while still maintaining personal boundaries and 
privacy. The desire for a balance between visibility and privacy reflects broader planning 
dilemmas discussed by Sandberg (2011), where safety is both spatial and emotional, and requires 
careful consideration of context and control. This sense of safety can be linked to everyday risk 
assessments. Here, openness does not become a value, but a means of dealing with potential threats, 
a thought that is seen by Sandstig (2010), Grip & Benes (2019) and Dempsey et al. (2011). The 
women described not only practical or technical needs, but also how places should feel. These 
aspects suggest a way of imagining the city that is grounded in everyday experience and emotion. 
From this perspective, the imaginaries may be seen as contributing to what has been described as 
urban imaginaries (e.g., Sandberg & Rönnblom, 2016; Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020), where 
alternative understandings of urban space take form. This can be linked to previous criticism of 
gendered urban planning norms, where women's needs are often not included (Beebeejaun, 2017; 
Bäckström & Nairn, 2018; Larsson & Linghede, 2020). 

What women describe about movement and openness can be interpreted as an echo of their past 
experiences and everyday risk assessments (Beebeejaun, 2017), reflecting an awareness that the 
absence of social presence or movement in a space may make it feel less safe and that something 
might happen. It is about being seen so you can get help. All the imaginaries can be seen as a new 
way of navigating the city and feeling safe and not being afraid of potential threats, which is shown 
in earlier research (Listerborn, 2000; Listerborn, 2002; Wendt, 2002; Sandstig, 2010; Grip & 
Benes, 2019).  
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Although the focus of the conversations was on informal sports facilities, more broad questions 
about inclusion, participation and care in urban spaces were raised. The participants suggest 
functional and aesthetically pleasing facilities where exercise can be combined with rest, meetings 
and spontaneous presence point to a need to challenge urban spaces (Sandberg, 2011). This can be 
seen, among other things, in the desire for more functions than just equipment (e.g., cafés, picnic 
areas, playgrounds), which signals a desire to create social and multifunctional spaces that support 
diverse ways of being in the place. 

By using workshops as a method, this study enabled participants to discuss their imaginaries, 
allowing for a joint creation of meaning and insights into the elements that shape perceptions of 
safety in informal sport facilities (Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020; Eidenskog et al., 2024). It becomes 
clear that the participants' imaginaries not only express a desire for aesthetic or functional qualities 
but are also shaped in relation to everyday risk assessments. Behind the desire for visibility, 
movement and light is often an implicit negotiation with perceived threats. It is about preventing 
discomfort and creating conditions for control over one's own presence in public space. The 
participants' imaginaries can thus be understood as situated responses to threats. In a way the 
imaginaries can be seen as a way of questioning subornation (e.g., Hudson & Rönnblom, 2020) or 
the norms and structures. These reflections on safety and everyday navigation also highlight the 
importance of planning strategies that can respond to complexity. The concept of ambiguous 
imaginaries, this study adds an interpretive lens to existing knowledge suggesting that women’s 
navigation of risk is shaped by continuous negotiation between ambiguous desires. 

6.3 Planning for ambiguity   
An openly located gym contributes to visibility, which together with movement in the environment 
can create a sense of safety by making people visible. At the same time, there is a risk that an 
overly open design in a training context is perceived as monitoring or disclosing the situation, 
which can reduce well-being. Movement in the environment suggests that there should be more 
activities in and around the place, but this in turn requires a wider range and a well-thought-out 
aesthetic. Aesthetics, such as greenery and color, signal care and contribute to people wanting to 
stay in the place, while a varied range makes it more attractive to return. Together, these elements 
create a place where people both feel safe and motivated to be. 

A recurring theme in the participants' imaginaries is the need for a balance between openness and 
demarcation, visibility, and integrity. Here, a desire is expressed for informal sports facilities that 
are visually accessible but not exposed. This reflects what Sandberg (2011) described as women's 
need for spatial control, where safety arises through the ability to see but not be fully visible. 

The safety of the place is not only linked to its physical design, but to how it supports everyday 
risk assessment to be able to see others and be seen in a social flow (Sandstig, 2010; Grip & Benes, 
2019). Gehl (2010) and Larsson & Jalakas (2014) believe that movement and presence are central 
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elements in the experience of safety, which is supported by the participants' recurring emphasis on 
natural paths and liveliness. 

At the same time, technical surveillance was not considered the primary safety element. Cameras 
were seen as a complement, but it is the presence of people and everyday life that creates perceived 
safety. This resonates with the argument by Dempsey et al. (2011), who emphasize the importance 
of social inclusion rather than control in creating safe urban spaces. In this context, it is interesting 
how imaginaries often involve boundaries shaped by social presence, the movement of people, and 
openness rather than by physical walls or fences. The example of how training equipment should 
be facing away from each other and that the enclosure should be more subtle shows how safety is 
also created through design solutions that reduce exposure and support comfortable coexistence, 
which is also reflected in previous research showing that spaces enabling movement without direct 
confrontation promote usability (Gehl, 2010). While previous research shows that women often 
adapt their movement patterns based on sense of safety (Listerborn, 2002; Wendt, 2002; Grip & 
Benes, 2019), my results underscore how spatial elements in informal sport facilities can either 
support or hinder those patterns. 

However, women imagine facilities to spend a long time in, socialize in, and feel joy in not just 
functional training facilities. This shifts the importance of the sports field from performance-
oriented to something enjoyable and accessible every day. These reflections point to the idea that 
what feels spontaneous or informal is often the result of conscious planning. When planners 
consider how people move through and use public space in their daily lives, they can create spaces 
that support unplanned use not by accident but by intention. These reflections suggest that what 
participants describe as ‘spontaneous’ use of space may, in fact, be intricately linked to how well 
the place aligns with everyday routines. However, this spontaneity is not necessarily accidental. 
Rather, it can be understood as something made possible through planning that considers people’s 
daily movement patterns and their need for flexibility, proximity, and multifunctionality. In this 
way, the sense of informality or spontaneity that participants value may reflect thoughtful design 
rather than unstructured use. 

In a way, women want informal sports fields to be open to feel safe, they want others to be able to 
see what is happening. On the other hand, they do not want to feel monitored or for their training 
to be too public, as this can create discomfort and reduce their sense of safety. This, in turn, may 
discourage participation. The desire for balance, not being too visible, yet not isolated can be 
interpreted as a recurring need for 'just the right amount' of openness, light, and social presence.  

In the context of urban planning, this ambiguity can be interpreted as a spatial dilemma that is 
about creating an open, yet protected, place. One may need to consider how these spaces are 
designed to allow social interaction and visibility while maintaining a sense of protection and 
privacy. This type of ambiguity can be a key element in ensuring that public sports facilities are 
inclusive without giving a feeling of being too exposed or monitored. This balance may offer a 
useful perspective for planners aiming to design inclusive and safe informal sports facilities. 
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Although translating such nuanced, context-dependent preferences into practice is not necessarily 
straightforward, and how to achieve 'just enough' of one quality without diminishing another 
remains a matter for continued discussion. 

These nuanced, context-dependent preferences highlight a key challenge for planners: how to 
create facilities that offer just enough openness, presence, and protection without tipping the 
balance too far in either direction. Rather than aiming for universal solutions, planning practice 
might benefit from tools and design approaches that allow for flexible, locally grounded 
interpretations of safety and inclusion. At the same time, planners need to be aware that fear and a 
sense of safety are not automatically restored through design changes. Safety is not a product of 
physical environment alone but deeply rooted in structural power relations and norms that have 
historically excluded women from the city (Beebeejaun, 2017; Kern, 2020). Therefore, these 
imaginaries should not be interpreted as solutions in themselves, but as part of a broader effort to 
challenge how safety and inclusion are distributed in public space. The findings suggest an 
engagement with ambiguity in urban planning. Ambiguous imaginaries offer a way to 
conceptualize the emotional and relational dimensions of safety. 

6.3.1 How ambiguous imaginaries can be applied in urban planning 
Based on the participants’ imaginaries, I propose several suggestions for how urban planning can 
respond to the needs surrounding informal sport facilities. These are not fixed solutions, but rather 
imaginaries that recognize the complexity and sometimes contradictory nature of concerns related 
to safety, comfort, and inclusion when approached from a gender-aware perspective. The 
following examples illustrate how such imaginaries might be translated into spatial practice. 

• Openness and visibility: The design can mean that there is continuous visual contact 
between different areas (e.g., through open landscapes or location close to a lot of 
movement), but without the actual activity on the sports field being fully visible from all 
sides. Openness and visibility allow people to feel safe without being watched by too many 
spectators. 

• Protected privacy: While openness to safety is needed, there should also be strategically 
placed protections (e.g., trees, walls, or natural barriers) that do not block privacy but still 
offer users a sense of privacy. This can give women a feeling of being in a more secluded, 
but still safe, environment. 

• Lighting and access: Lighting, as previously discussed, is another element where safety 
and privacy can be balanced. The lighting should be sufficient to create safety when it is 
dark, but not so strong that it makes the place monitored or uncomfortable. 

• Physical and social presence: Create spaces where people feel that there is a physical 
presence of others (by placing sports fields near walkways or other public spaces), but also 
a social presence where one is not at the center of constant observation. 

• Spontaneity and staying all day: Participants emphasized a desire for spaces that support 
both quick, informal use and longer stays. This reveals a tension between spontaneity and 
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permanence. By integrating elements like seating, shade, greenery, or adjacent social 
functions (e.g., cafés, picnic areas), planners can design facilities that feel open and 
accessible while also encouraging users to remain and return. 
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7. Concluding remarks  
The aim of this study has been to explore how women experience and imagine informal sport 
facilities. By exploring both their experiences and their imagined facility, I wanted to identify key 
elements regarding how these should be designed to feel safer and more inclusive.  

The results show that safety in informal sport facilities for women is shaped in the meeting between 
physical and social elements. It is about visibility, but not exposure. About social presence but not 
crowding. About variation and inclusion, rather than one-sidedness and distance. 

My study is an attempt to pay attention to women's voices in planning contexts, to highlight what 
they consider important in the design of places such as informal sports facilities. By making room 
for their imaginaries and experiences, their needs are made visible, along with a desire to create 
inclusive and safe spaces grounded in everyday perspectives. This reflects a set of practical 
elements and a creative potential to support more inclusive planning. 

These imaginaries can be understood as grounded in everyday experience, shaped by emotion, 
routines, and previous encounters with public space. The concept of ambiguous imaginaries 
captures the nuanced desire for spaces that balance privacy with oversight, and solitude with 
connection. By employing workshops and imaginative methods, my research tries to align with 
calls for a planning practice that dares to think beyond established norms. The findings underscore 
the importance of making room in planning processes for marginalized voices and emotional 
knowledge that recognize that safer, more inclusive cities are not just a plan or vision on paper. 

However, working with imaginaries is not without its challenges. As feminist scholars have noted, 
visual and narrative expressions are shaped by social norms, which means that imaginaries are 
always political. This required me as the researcher to remain critically aware of their role in 
interpreting and presenting these imaginaries. In the workshops, many women’s imaginaries were 
shaped by risk assessments, past experiences, and a longing for spaces that support not only 
physical activity but also social space. By highlighting women’s imaginaries and placing them at 
the center of planning discourse, this study contributes to a broader understanding of how informal 
sports facilities can be rethought based on women’s needs and imaginaries. These imaginaries call 
for a planning practice that not only includes women’s perspectives but also dares to challenge the 
dominant norms of who urban space is for and how it should function. 

At the same time, there are limitations. The study only includes a small number of participants 
from Linköping, which means that the results are not generalizable to all women or all locations. 
It can also be seen as a limitation that the study does not include a deeper analysis of how, for 
example, age, disability, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background affect the experiences of safety 
and accessibility. A more intersectional approach could have helped to further improve the 
understanding of needs in various parts of the population. Despite this, the study's results constitute 
a relevant complement to the discussion on how public sports facilities can be planned more 
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inclusively, highlighting essential elements of everyday safety that are often overlooked in overall 
planning practices. 

Even though this study is localized to a Swedish context and is based on a smaller sample of 
women living in Linköping, it offers insights that are relevant in a broader planning context. The 
women's imaginaries and experiences of safety, inclusion and movement in informal sports 
facilities point to general challenges and needs that are found in many cities, especially regarding 
how gendered norms affect access to public space. The study therefore contributes an everyday 
and situated complement to previous research and existing planning strategies, by making visible 
how informal sports facilities are experienced, used and can be redesigned to become safer and 
more inclusive. These insights may also be relevant in other municipalities and cities where issues 
of gender equality and physical activity in public spaces are on the agenda.  

The participants’ imaginaries do not merely describe individual preferences but articulate 
alternative imaginaries about how informal sports facilities can function and be designed to support 
participation, safety, and inclusion. Planning processes that acknowledge and integrate such 
imaginaries could move beyond inclusion as a token gesture, toward co-creation based on trust, 
care, and presence. 

In many ways, this study began with a memory of waiting on the side of the football field. By 
listening to other women’s imaginaries of informal sports spaces, I have come to understand how 
seemingly small moments reflect larger patterns of exclusion. These imaginaries are not only 
expressions of individual needs, but part of an ongoing dialogue about what a more inclusive and 
safer city might look like. In this sense, my study also returns to the notion of knowledge as situated, 
shaped by contexts, relations, and positions through which it is produced (Haraway, 1988). 

7.1 Further research 
It is crucial to continue to develop a feminist perspective in futures studies and urban planning, a 
perspective that opens for the voices that have often been overlooked. By making women's 
imaginaries of the city's public spaces visible, we can contribute to a new understanding of which 
spaces are perceived as safe, inviting, and accessible. This study shows how alternative images of 
the city can serve as tools to challenge norms, formulate needs, and create more inclusive planning 
practices. I hope this work can be a step toward a more inclusive city, where a wider range of 
perspectives are acknowledged in planning practice. 

My study has been to investigate women's experiences and imaginaries of safety and inclusion in 
informal sports facilities. The focus has been on making common experiences and beliefs visible, 
rather than analyzing differences between diverse groups of women. This is a conscious choice, in 
line with the study's limitations, but it does not exclude the fact that there are equally important 
and relevant variations linked to, for example, age, background, disability or life situation. Future 
research could advantageously examine deeper into how such elements affect experiences of safety 
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and access and thus nuance the understanding of what needs exist in various parts of the group. It 
could also contribute to a more intersectional analysis of how different power structures interact 
in cities. 
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Appendix 1: Workshop Guide and Questions 
I conducted the workshop in three steps and aimed to explore participants’ experiences, 
perceptions, and imaginaries of informal sports facilities. Each step included reflective questions 
to guide discussion and imagination. 

Step 1: Experiences of Existing Informal Sports Facilities  

Purpose: To understand participants' previous experiences and sense of safety and inclusion in 
current informal sports spaces. 

Activities: 

• Introduction to research and ethical considerations. 
• Icebreaker: “My relationship to informal sports spaces.” 
• Reflection on and discussion of existing informal sports facilities in Linköping, aided by visual 

images. 

Guiding questions: 

• What thoughts or feelings do you get when you see this place? 
• How do you relate to being here, or spending time in this place? 

Step 2: Individual Drawing – Imagining a Safe and Inclusive Space  

Purpose: To allow participants to imagine and express their imaginaries of an informal sport 
facility that are safe and inclusive. 

Task: I asked each participant to imagine and draw a space where they would feel comfortable 
being physically active. It could be fictional or based on a familiar place. 

Guiding questions: 

• What physical elements make space feel safe and welcoming? 
• What elements or features might reduce feelings of being unsafe? 

Step 3: Group Discussion – From Imaginaries to Reflection  

Purpose: To share drawings and reflect collectively on similarities, differences, and imaginaries 
for improvement. 

Activities: 

• Each participant presented their drawing and explained their imaginaries. 
• Group discussion around emerging themes and shared experiences. 
• Guiding questions: 
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• Do you see any common patterns in the drawings? 
• How do the imaginations differ from current spaces you know? 

Final reflection task: 
Each participant wrote down one or more words describing what elements they found most 
important in an informal sports space and placed them on a post-it as part of a group reflection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


