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Abstract

Urban justice is a fundamental concept in modern urban planning that seeks to ensure the
equitable distribution of urban facilities, services, resources, and opportunities among citizens.
Spatial inequalities in Iranian cities, particularly in Sari, highlight the need for a context-
specific and comprehensive model of urban justice. This study aimed to develop and validate
an optimal model of urban justice in Sari using a mixed-methods approach. An exploratory
mixed qualitative—quantitative methodology was employed. In the qualitative phase, 15
experts, including urban managers, academics, and specialists, were interviewed using semi-
structured interviews, while relevant theoretical literature was reviewed through systematic
note-taking. The identified components were subsequently refined using brainstorming and
expert judgment, resulting in a researcher-developed questionnaire. In the quantitative phase,
data were collected from 384 employees of the Municipality and Governorate of Sari and
analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) through
SmartPLS software. The qualitative findings identified three main dimensions of urban justice:
spatial justice, distributive justice, and structural justice. Spatial justice included 12
components related to educational, healthcare, cultural, religious, recreational, transportation,
tourism, green-space, parking, commercial, and urban equipment services. Distributive justice
consisted of residents’ needs, accessibility, spatial distribution of services according to
population, and service efficiency. Structural justice included entitlement, democracy,
participation in public benefits, diversity, equal opportunity, and freedom. The quantitative
findings confirmed the adequacy of the measurement model, with Cronbach’s alpha and
composite reliability exceeding acceptable thresholds and AVE values above 0.50. Among the
three dimensions, spatial justice had the strongest path coefficient (0.471), followed by
distributive justice (0.363) and structural justice (0.177). The findings indicate that achieving
urban justice in Sari requires priority to be given to the balanced spatial distribution and
accessibility of urban services, followed by equitable resource allocation and the strengthening
of participatory and institutional mechanisms. The proposed model provides a comprehensive
and context-specific framework for assessing and promoting urban justice in Sari.

Keywords: Urban Justice; Spatial Justice; Distributive Justice; Structural Justice; Sari City;
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM); Mixed-Methods Approach

Introduction

Urbanization in Iran has expanded rapidly during recent decades, accompanied by unequal
distribution of facilities, services, and resources across urban areas. Such spatial disparities can
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contribute to social and economic inequalities and reduce citizens’ equal access to urban
opportunities. Consequently, urban justice has become an important principle in contemporary
urban planning and management. The concept of urban justice encompasses not only the spatial
and distributive dimensions of access to services but also structural issues such as equality,
diversity, freedom, democracy, participation, entitlement, and public interest. The present
study was conducted in Sari to identify the major dimensions and components of urban justice
and to develop and validate an optimal and context-specific model. The research seeks to
answer two main questions: What are the most important criteria defining urban justice from
the perspective of urban planning, and how can the relationships among the different
dimensions of urban justice be explained and modeled in Sari?

Methodology

The research adopted an exploratory mixed-methods design consisting of qualitative and
quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, relevant theoretical and empirical studies were
reviewed, and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 experts selected based on
their academic background, professional experience, organizational position, and relevance to
the research topic. The qualitative data were analyzed through coding procedures, while the
literature was examined using a systematic note-taking process. Following the initial
identification of indicators and components, a brainstorming technique was employed to obtain
further expert evaluations. Initially, 43 indicators were presented to the experts and assessed
on a five-point scale. Indicators with mean scores below 3.7 were removed, and the process
was repeated three times. After eliminating and combining overlapping components, a
researcher-developed questionnaire containing 78 items was constructed.

In the quantitative phase, the questionnaire was distributed among 384 employees of the
Municipality and Governorate of Sari. Of the respondents, 112 were women and 272 were men.
The data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM)
in SmartPLS. A five-point Likert scale was used to measure the questionnaire items. The
reliability and convergent validity of the measurement model were assessed using Cronbach’s
alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE). Values above 0.70
for reliability coefficients and above 0.50 for AVE were considered acceptable.

Findings

The qualitative analysis resulted in three major dimensions of urban justice: spatial justice,
distributive justice, and structural justice. Spatial justice comprised 12 components, including
educational services, transportation services, urban equipment, recreational and sports services,
tourism services, urban services, healthcare services, cultural and artistic services, religious
services, parking facilities, parks and green spaces, and banking-commercial services.

The second dimension, distributive justice, consisted of four components: residents’ needs for
services, residents’ access to services, spatial distribution of services in relation to population,
and service efficiency. Residents’ needs included social, economic, income-generating, and
specific land-use requirements. Accessibility involved distance to services, service availability
density, urban structure, and service importance. The spatial distribution dimension
incorporated service land-use per capita, service area, and population. Service efficiency
included service area, access to the transportation network, compatibility of services with
adjacent land uses, and population elasticity.
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The third dimension, structural justice, consisted of democracy, entitlement, participation in
public benefits, diversity, equal opportunity, and freedom.

The results of the structural model demonstrated that all three dimensions had positive and
significant relationships with the optimal urban justice model. Spatial justice showed the
highest path coefficient (0.471), followed by distributive justice (0.363) and structural justice
(0.177). The corresponding T-values were 65.651, 58.705, and 32.603, respectively, with p-
values of 0.000, indicating statistically significant relationships.

The factor loadings of the spatial justice components ranged from 0.836 to 0.929, while the
structural justice components ranged from approximately 0.790 to 0.932. The factor loadings
of the distributive justice components were particularly high, ranging from 0.948 to 0.964. The
reliability analysis also confirmed the adequacy of the measurement model. Cronbach’s alpha
values were 0.977 for spatial justice, 0.941 for structural justice, and 0.969 for distributive
justice. Composite reliability values were 0.978, 0.948, and 0.971, respectively, while AVE
values were 0.560, 0.584, and 0.557. These findings indicate satisfactory reliability and
convergent validity.

Discussion

The findings confirm that urban justice is a multidimensional concept in which spatial,
distributive, and structural dimensions are interconnected. The dominant role of spatial justice
suggests that the physical distribution and accessibility of urban services constitute the most
tangible dimension of justice from the perspective of respondents. Access to parks and green
spaces, educational and healthcare facilities, transportation services, cultural facilities, and
other urban amenities directly affects citizens’ everyday experiences of equality and inequality.

Distributive justice emerged as the second most influential dimension. This finding emphasizes
that the mere existence of urban services does not guarantee justice; rather, services should be
allocated according to population needs, accessibility conditions, spatial distribution, and
efficiency. The structural dimension, despite having the lowest direct path coefficient, remains
essential for the long-term sustainability of urban justice because participation, democracy,
equality, diversity, freedom, and entitlement provide the institutional and social foundations
necessary for implementing spatial and distributive justice.

The findings are broadly consistent with previous studies emphasizing spatial inequalities in
the distribution of urban services and the importance of participatory and institutional
mechanisms in urban justice. The principal contribution of the present study is its attempt to
integrate spatial, distributive, and structural dimensions into a unified model and empirically
validate their relationships through PLS-SEM.

Conclusion

The results demonstrate that achieving sustainable urban justice in Sari requires an integrated
approach rather than focusing exclusively on the distribution of individual urban services.
Spatial justice should receive the highest priority, particularly through the balanced
development and accessibility of educational, healthcare, cultural, recreational, transportation,
green-space, and other essential services. Subsequently, distributive mechanisms should be
improved by allocating resources according to residents’ needs, population distribution,
accessibility, and service efficiency. At the structural level, strengthening democratic
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participation, equal opportunities, freedom, diversity, entitlement, and public-interest
mechanisms is necessary to support the sustainable implementation of urban justice. Therefore,
the proposed model can serve as a context-specific framework for urban managers and planners
seeking to evaluate inequalities and improve the equitable provision of urban services and
opportunities in Sari.
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