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The Potential of Parks and Recreation in Addressing
Physical Activity and Fitness

Introduction

Public health concerns regarding physical inactivity have sparked renewed interest in how parks contribute to active living
and what changes would be necessary to encourage greater use of parks and more physical activity within those settings.
There is an extensive network of parks located within a two-mile proximity of an estimated 75% of American households
(ICMA and NaCQ, 2006). Thus, parks are a promising venue to increase population levels of physical activity. In recent
years, both conceptual and empirical research has highlighted the potential of parks as important community settings for
physical activity (Bedimo-Rung et al., 20035; Cohen et al., 2007; Godbey et al., 2005). In this article, we provide a brief
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background and description of parks in the United States, discuss the research
linking parks to physical activity and health, and, based on existing evidence,
provide several practical recommendations to stimulate active use of parks across
a broader population.

How are parks and recreation regarded today in the
United States?

From their early roots, local, state, and national parks have evolved to preserve the
environment for the benefit and enjoyment of the people. In addition to being a
place to experience beauty in nature and preserve the ecological health of the
community, the idea that parks can play a key role in the promotion of healthy and
active lifestyles was noted in the mid 1800’s by Frederick Law Olmsted, the
“father” of North American urban parks (LeGates & Stout, 1999). Parks have
since been thought of as fulfilling two major functions: as settings in which to
preserve and appreciate nature, and as places to foster a variety of positive
recreation experiences and leisure time physical activity opportunities.
Consequently, there is considerable variation in the organization, operation, and
design of parks in the United States.

Park acquisition, operation, and programming are funded through a variety of
mechanisms including tax revenues, bonds, user fees, non-profit foundation
support, voluntary organizations, and sponsorships (Crompton, 1999). The
majority of parks in the United States are community or neighborhood parks.
These are typically funded through tax dollars and bonds although there is
mounting pressure to operate parks as self-sustaining entities through user fees,
sponsorship, or donations (Mowen et al., 2006). Local park and recreation
agencies may also leverage resources by partnering with non-profit organizations
and private contractors to provide a variety of services. Because the majority of
support is on the local level, there is considerable variance among park amenities
and programs across the United States. Some places are rich in parks and open












Other factors that may promote physical
activity in parks

In addition to global and specific characteristics such as
park access, type, size, and features, it is also important to
understand the contribution of social and cultural
elements that might influence levels of park-based
physical activity. There have been few studies that
actually measure physical activity in park spaces, fewer
that have studied the impact of changes in park features
upon physical activity, and none that disentangle
programmatic and physical features of parks as they relate
to park-based physical activity levels. For example, it is
unclear whether staffing and programs, like having a
playground coach to guide and encourage activity, are
relatively more important than having physical amenities
or features that allow people to engage in physical activity
on their own. In one study, supervision during recess and
the presence of outdoor equipment was strongly
associated with physical activity during recess in middle
schools (Sallis et al., 2001). Similarly, the importance of
supervision was supported by another study indicating
that there were more users when park activities were
supervised (Cohen et al., 2007).

Indeed, structured activity opportunities (or programming)
at parks may be a key facilitator indicator of park use and
of the type of physical activity that occurs in parks. Yet
little research exists concerning the link between
programming and overall use and activity within park
environments. In a preliminary analysis of changes in park
use after infrastructure improvements, Cohen (2007)
found that park use decreased, and the decrease appeared
to be associated with declines in programming and
reduced facility hours. Since programming draws people
to parks, it is not surprising that the lack of it would result
in lower use and possibly lower levels of park-based
physical activity.

Conclusion

Given the growing evidence that parks may promote
increases in leisure time physical activity across a number
of populations, it is important to re-examine current park
design, funding, programming, and maintenance policies.
“The Gates” project by Christo, a 2005 art installation that
covered 23 miles of walking paths in New York City’s
Central Park, drew an estimated 4 million visitors,
representing nearly a four-fold increase in the number of
people who typically visited the park during that time of

year (NYC.gov 2005). Although the installation
purportedly cost $20 million, it generated an estimated
$254 million in economic activity. The surge in park visits
indicates the potential for public spaces to engage the
broad population and, with appropriate programming and
infrastructure, could serve to facilitate leisure time
physical activity. Could similar events, programs, and
park improvements be replicated elsewhere? Could the
etfects of these park interventions be sustained over time?

Our parks have a huge capacity and undoubtedly could be
better utilized to address the nation’s pressing health
concerns (e.g., physical inactivity, obesity, heart disease).
However, to be successful, parks need high visibility, easy
accessibility, lots of pedestrian traffic, adequate support
services, access to basic utilities (e.g., water, flush
sanitation), landscaping and vegetated areas, ample
seating and shading, a focal point, regular custodial
maintenance, and a safe and inviting atmosphere (Harnik,
2003). Marrying all of these attributes is a tall order in an
era of limited resources and competing demands. A great
deal of creativity and collaboration is needed and efforts
should be made to evaluate the cost-effectiveness and
impact of park improvements and physical activity
interventions. It is still unknown as to what park
investments will yield the largest impact on physical
activity across target populations. For example, should we
invest in infrastructure or programming? Would creating
walking paths in parks have a greater influence on
walking than fixing neighborhood sidewalks? Based on
the emerging body of evidence discussed in this article
and based upon principles cited by Harnik (2003), we
conclude by summarizing five park characteristics that
should be considered when attempting to increase leisure
time physical activity: 1) location, 2) park features,

3) programming, 4) outreach, and 5) safety and maintenance.

Park location

Parks need to be located in close proximity to residences
and commercial centers where people can have easy
access. Space and size are not absolute barriers to park
construction. Many urban and suburban areas that are
currently vacant or used for other purposes, like parking
lots, alleys, sidewalks, medians, and vacant lots, can be
converted to parks spaces, like pocket parks, with
attractive features. Neighborhood parks should be within
walking distance to most residents while regional parks
should be designed to account for motorized and non-
motorized access.



Park features

Parks need a variety of features to meet the needs of
individuals of varying age groups. It appears that trails
and walking paths are associated with increased physical
activity and that playgrounds offer physical activities for
families with young children. The use of other park
features may depend upon existing programming and
community preferences. An emerging trend in community
park design is to include a wide variety of features (trails,
skateparks, picnic pavilions, boulder climbing areas,
tennis courts, playgrounds, and open land) in close
proximity to one another in order to promote inter-
generational park activity.

Park programming

Programming is necessary to attract people to parks where
park location is not optimal and park features are not
unique. Programming can include team sports, physical
activity classes, events—whatever activities are culturally
relevant to the local population. Having a critical mass of
programs also gives self-directed park visitors some
guarantee that there will be people using the park, and
may increase real and perceived safety. More research is
needed in order to understand the contributions of park
programming in promoting park visits and park-based
physical activity.

Park outreach

In order to increase park use and participation in park-
based programming, people need to be aware of available
opportunities. Providing more information about parks is
often cited as a strategy to increase park use. Efforts to
promote park use and physical activity within park
settings should involve partnerships with allied public
agencies, media, and local businesses.

Park safety and maintenance

Perceptions of safety and pleasant surroundings are
necessary to attract people to community parks although
this alone may be insufficient to increase park use and
physical activity. Nevertheless, the importance of funding
and organizing park maintenance should not be
underestimated. Park and leisure experiences rely on the
quality of surroundings and overall cleanliness of facilities
and the environment. Park-based physical activity
interventions that do not first create safe and clean park
environments are doomed for failure.

Final thoughts

Existing research supports the notion that to effectively
address public health issues such as obesity and sedentary
lifestyles, residents can benefit greatly from access to
parks and open spaces for physical activity
(Killingsworth, James, & Morris, 2003; Sallis, Bauman,
& Pratt, 1998). In the future, cost-effectiveness studies as
well as studies measuring the impact of physical
improvements and programming on physical activity will
be necessary to guide park and recreation professionals
and public officials in planning and budgetary allocations.
Given that parks have the ability to confer substantial
health, social, and economic benefits on communities,
greater investments in park studies are warranted. Parks
are an important public resource and careful thought
should be devoted to determining how they should be
modified to improve the health of our population. The
current evidence suggests that there is enormous potential
for parks to increase physical activity across the United
States.



“In addition to being a place
to experience beauty in nature and preserve
the ecological health of the community,
parks can play a key role in the promotion
of healthy and active lifestyles.
Parks are an important public resource
and careful thought should be devoted to
determining how they should be modified
to improve the health of our population.
The current evidence suggests
that there 1s enormous potential for
parks to increase physical activity

across the United States. ”
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