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ABSTRACT

The rapid pace of urbanization has intensified environmental problems that
adversely affect human well-being. Urban parks play a critical role in addressing
these challenges by providing Ecosystem Services (ES) that support public health
and quality of life. Among these, Cultural Ecosystem Services (CES) are
particularly important, as they reflect people’s connection with nature in urban
areas and contribute to overall well-being. This study examines the relationship
between socio-demographic factors and CES perception, focusing on gender, age,
attention to the landscape, and environmental attitudes. Environmental attitudes,
measured using the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) scale, are key to promoting
collaborative environmental protection. Using an analytical-descriptive approach,
400 neighborhood park users were surveyed through stratified random sampling.
Data were collected via a structured questionnaire, validated with factor analysis
and Cronbach’s alpha, and analyzed using multiple linear regression. The results
indicate that gender, age, and attention to the landscape do not significantly
influence CES perception. In contrast, pro-environmental attitudes positively
affect it. Individuals with eco-oriented perspectives are more likely to engage in
recreational and social activities within parks, enhancing their well-being. This
influence manifests in two ways: increased appreciation of CES, particularly
recreational and social values, which improves mental and physical health; and
greater environmental protection, as these individuals avoid behaviors that harm
green spaces. The findings highlight the need to shift public perspectives from
anthropocentric to ecocentric. Promoting pro-environmental attitudes requires
raising environmental awareness and knowledge across diverse social groups,
supported by collaborative planning and educational initiatives to improve CES
perception and utilization in urban green spaces.
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Introduction

As a result of increasing urbanization, it is
expected that by 2050, approximately 64% of
people will live in cities. This trend has brought
severe environmental challenges to the planet,
negatively affecting human well-being. Urban
green spaces—such as parks, gardens, urban
forests, and green infrastructure—play a vital role
in mitigating urban challenges. They are positively
correlated with quality of life through the
provision of a range of ecosystem services.

Cultural Ecosystem Services (CES) are
intangible benefits that humans derive from
ecosystems, including  recreation, social
interactions, cultural heritage, sense of place,
inspiration, and spiritual values (Millennium
Assessment, 2005). Perceptions of CES in urban
green spaces provide various benefits, such as
improvements in physical and mental health for
urban residents. Among different types of urban
green spaces, local parks, by providing accessible
nature, serve as an important source of CES in
cities. Due to the scarcity of studies, this research
focuses on local parks.

CES differ from other categories of ecosystem
services because, unlike those that can be
quantitatively measured, CES are entirely
subjective, cognitive, and perceptual. This makes
assessing CES challenging, as demographic
characteristics, S0cio-economic conditions,
knowledge, and beliefs all influence individual
perception. Given the importance of local and
regional studies on cultural services, research on
CES has been expanding in Iran (Sadeghi et al.,
2023). Measuring perceptions of CES based on
individual characteristics is complex and has
received limited attention. However, because the
perception of CES in wurban green spaces
significantly influences human—nature interactions,
understanding the factors affecting CES perception
is essential for managing urban green
infrastructure and planning to meet human needs.

The range of underlying factors is broad. Some
are observable, such as age, gender, education,
place of residence, marital status, and income. In
addition to these observable factors, individuals’
internal beliefs and motivations regarding their
perception of the environment and their
relationship with nature must be considered. In this
study, in addition to gender and age as observable
factors, individuals’ environmental attitudes and
attention to the environment and landscape are
examined as internal and intangible factors
influencing the perception of CES.

Environmental attitudes reflect individuals’
beliefs regarding the natural environment. To

predict ecological attitudes, researchers have
developed reliable measurement tools. The New
Ecological Paradigm (NEP) scale is recognized as
the most widely accepted, validated, and reliable
instrument for assessing beliefs about nature (Van
Zyl et al., 2021). This scale consists of two main
dimensions: ecocentric and anthropocentric, which
form the framework of the NEP measurement
(Dunlap, 2008).

Today, the study of environmental attitudes is
considered an  approach to  improving
environmental sustainability based on social
capital. It evaluates individuals’ concern,
responsibility, and environmental awareness for
participation in environmental protection and pro-
environmental behaviors. Most studies indicate
that positive environmental attitudes can positively
influence societal behavior and conduct in
interaction with the environment and ecosystems
(Faccioli et al., 2020; Van Zyl et al., 2021; Kim et
al., 2021).

However, the effect of environmental attitudes
on the perception of CES in urban green spaces
has not yet been examined. Therefore, this study,
with a novel approach, investigates the impact of
environmental attitudes on the perception of non-
material ecosystem Dbenefits. In addition to
environmental attitudes, another intangible factor
examined in this study is individuals’ attention to
the  surrounding environment. To  date,
environmental attention—such as noticing plants,
birds, sounds, insects, etc—has been studied
primarily in relation to landscape perception.

Methodology

This study employed a survey-based design to
examine how socio-demographic and
psychological factors influence the perception of
CES in neighborhood parks. The target population
consisted of park visitors in District 5 of Tehran.
Based on the Morgan Table (95% confidence
level, 5% margin of error), the minimum sample
size was set at 384. To ensure statistical adequacy
and account for incomplete responses, 400 valid
questionnaires were collected through on-site
distribution.

The questionnaire was structured into two
sections. The first part identified perceived CES
indicators, developed through an extensive
literature review and adapted to local cultural
contexts. The second part collected data on
respondents’ age, gender, environmental attitudes,
and  attentiveness to  the  environment.
Environmental attitudes were measured using the
New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) scale, which
includes 15 items  balanced  between
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anthropocentric and ecocentric ~ orientations.
Respondents rated their agreement on a five-point
Likert scale. Attentiveness to the environment was
assessed through items capturing observations of
natural elements such as birds, plants, insects, and
sounds, also measured on a Likert scale.

To ensure validity and reliability, exploratory
factor analysis (EFA) was performed on CES and
NEP items, and items with factor loadings below
0.40 were excluded. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
confirmed internal consistency. For statistical
analysis, multiple linear regression  with
simultaneous entry of predictors was used to assess
the influence of socio-demographic and internal
factors on CES perception. Independent-samples t-
tests were employed to compare CES perceptions
across gender and age groups. All analyses were
conducted in SPSS (v.26).

The study area, District 5 of Tehran, covers
approximately 54.2 km? with a population of
850,000, making it one of the city’s most densely
populated yet relatively homogeneous residential
zones. The district benefits from a relatively high
level of education, middle- to upper-income levels,
and adequate urban infrastructure.
Environmentally, it contains 213 parks with a total
of 305 hectares of green space, equivalent to 14.48
m? per capita—above the city average. Six
neighborhood parks, each approximately two
hectares in size, were selected as study sites.
Selection criteria included comparable facilities,
accessibility, safety, cleanliness, vegetation, and
landscape characteristics, ensuring homogeneity
across sites.

Result

Data collection was conducted during summer
2023, with questionnaires administered in person
to park visitors in the afternoon hours on weekdays
and weekends. A total of 425 respondents
participated, of which 398 questionnaires were
considered valid. Participants were selected using
stratified random sampling based on age and
gender, ensuring representativeness.

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) and
Cronbach’s alpha confirmed the validity and
internal consistency of the CES questionnaire.
Bartlett’s test of sphericity indicated sufficient
correlations among items (p < 0.001), and seven
CES dimensions were identified: Recreation and
Tourism, Cultural Heritage, Social Connections,
Educational and Awareness, Religious Spiritual
Values, Inspirations, and Sense of Place. All
factors achieved acceptable factor loadings (>0.40)
and internal consistency (a > 0.60).

Independent-sample t-tests were used to

examine differences in CES perceptions by gender.
Results indicated that males reported significantly
higher scores for Cultural Heritage compared to
females (p = 0.007), while no significant
differences were observed for other CES
dimensions, including  Recreation, Social,
Spiritual, Inspirational, Sense of Place, and
Educational values. Comparisons between two age
groups (18-35 and 36-62 years) revealed no
statistically significant differences across any CES
dimensions.

For predicting CES dimensions based on
environmental attitudes (NEP) and attentiveness to
the environment, multiple linear regression was
applied. Factor analysis of the NEP scale identified
two  underlying factors  (ecocentric  and
anthropocentric) explaining 75% of the variance.
Regression results indicated that NEP scores
significantly predicted the Social Connections (B =
0.152, p = 0.005) and Recreation (f = 0.099, p =
0.048) dimensions of CES. Other CES factors,
including Sense of Place, Educational and
Awareness, Inspirations, Spiritual Values, and
Cultural Heritage, were not significantly
influenced by NEP. Attentiveness to the
environment was not a significant predictor of any
CES dimension.

These results suggest that pro-environmental
attitudes (as measured by NEP) play a role in
enhancing specific social and recreational benefits
of urban parks, while demographic factors and
environmental attentiveness alone are less
influential in CES perceptions.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that users
perceive seven dimensions of CES within local
parks. These include recreational values, social
relationships, cultural heritage, sense of place,
spirituality, inspiration, and educational functions.
An analysis of contextual factors revealed that
perceptions of CES do not significantly vary
across age groups, suggesting a shared
generational experience of local parks in Tehran.
However, gender seems to influence the perception
of certain dimensions, particularly cultural
heritage, with men assigning higher heritage and
conservation value to urban green spaces than
women. This difference may reflect underlying
cultural and socio-economic factors.

Regarding the variable of “attention to the
environment and landscape,” the results suggest
that simply observing the surroundings is not
enough to shape perceptions of CES. This reveals
a gap between visual attention and the cultural-
social interpretation of landscapes, highlighting the
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need for mediation based on experience, attitudes,
and cultural understanding.

The most significant finding of this study
concerns the role of users’ environmental attitudes.
Positive environmental attitudes, specifically an
ecocentric orientation, were found to predict two
dimensions of CES: recreational and social values.
However, they had no significant effect on cultural
heritage, sense of place, inspiration, educational,
and spiritual values. Individuals who feel a strong
sense of responsibility toward nature tend to enjoy
recreational activities in parks more and perceive
parks as better spaces for social interaction.
Although no prior studies have directly examined
the impact of environmental attitudes on cultural
service perception, related evidence supports this
pattern: ecocentric individuals generally have
stronger connections with nature (Khaliliardali et
al., 2025; Kim et al., 2021).

The positive influence of ecocentric attitudes
on the perception of recreational and social values
is particularly noteworthy. Enhancing
environmental attitudes may increase the
appreciation and use of CES, helping urban green
spaces serve multiple functions. In this regard,
designing and managing green infrastructure to
provide a broad range of ecosystem services—
including CES—represents an effective approach
to improving urban quality of life and promoting
socio-environmental resilience in cities (Van Zyl et
al., 2021).

Research in environmental psychology and
sociology also identifies environmental attitudes as
one of the most influential factors in gaining
public support for environmental conservation
(Faccioli et al., 2020). The findings of this study
can be wunderstood within this framework.
Specifically, the positive effect of environmental
attitudes on the perception of recreational and
social aspects of CES in local parks suggests a
clear link between individual perception and pro-
environmental behavior. Some park users’
behaviors—from exercising and walking to
playing, strolling, and social interactions—may
directly reflect their ecocentric attitudes and serve
as tangible examples of cultural service perception.

Moreover, users’ environmental attitudes

mainly appear in practical and interactive
behaviors rather than at symbolic or spiritual
levels. In other words, environmentally conscious
individuals tend to enjoy everyday activities, such
as recreation or socializing in parks, more than
others. This interaction can create a synergy
between  environmental responsibility and
satisfaction with the social and recreational
functions of green spaces (Khaliliardali et al.,
2025). In this way, CES play a key role in
explaining the connections between human culture
and natural systems. These findings highlight the
importance of integrating ecological concepts into
urban planning. Nature-based approaches, in
particular, have proven effective in urban
management, supporting sustainable development
and enhancing human—nature interactions in cities.

To maximize the positive impact of ecocentric
attitudes on the perception of CES and to enhance
the quality of life in urban green spaces, urban
planners should focus on environmentally oriented
and participatory strategies. First, developing and
implementing  environmental education and
cultural programs in parks—such as workshops,
local events, and collaborations with non-
governmental  organizations—can  strengthen
users’ knowledge and foster positive attitudes.
Second, involving citizens directly in the design
and management of urban green spaces not only
increases attachment and a sense of responsibility
but also improves both cultural and ecological
services of parks.

Additionally, local awareness campaigns
through mass media and social networks play a
key role in promoting environmental attitudes.
Establishing nature trails and educational pathways
within parks can provide both recreational and
environmental learning experiences, motivating
visitors to engage in conservation behaviors.
Finally, systematically monitoring users’ attitudes
and behaviors allows planners to assess the
effectiveness of environmental interventions.
Together, these approaches not only foster
ecocentric attitudes but also support sustainable
management of urban green spaces and enhance
the cultural benefits derived from ecosystem
services.
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1. Dominant Social Paradigm (DSP)
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The issue of the Earth facing an “environmental crisis” has been exaggerated
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The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with destructive human actions.
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Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature.
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Plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist.
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If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major environmental
catastrophe.
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Human interference with nature often produces disastrous consequences.
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The number of people who can live on Earth in harmony with the environment is limited.
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Despite their special abilities, humans are still subject to the laws of nature.
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The Earth is like a spaceship with very limited room and resources.
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Figure 1. Location of the Parks in District 5 of Tehran
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Table 3. The CES Factor Loading Using the Principal Component Analysis Extraction Method and
Varimax Rotation with Kaiser Normalization.
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Figure 2. Mean and Standard Error of CES Factors by Gender
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