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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Local park and recreation providers are experiencing 
complex challenges related to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
while simultaneously working to manage their services 
in a way which is more equitable and inclusive to diverse 
populations. Given that these timely challenges are 
relevant to the membership of the Pennsylvania 
Recreation & Park Society, researchers from Penn State 
sought to assess Pennsylvanians’ perceptions and 
expectations of local park and recreation services 
related to both COVID-19 and diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI) in Pennsylvania. This study consisted of a 
single online survey administered via a Qualtrics panel 
sample to 600 adults residing in urban, suburban, and 
rural areas of Pennsylvania. Data collection occurred from 
mid-August to mid-September 2020. This report presents 
the data from this study on the COVID-19 pandemic and 
DEI in parks and recreation in Pennsylvania. While findings 
are presented in detail in the subsequent sections, some 
of the key findings are as follows:  
  

 
The purpose of this study 

was to assess peoples’  
use, perceptions, and expectations 

of local park and recreation services 
related to COVID-19 and DEI in 

Pennsylvania. 
 
 

Top Left: Masked community member and police officer pose in 
front of open fire hydrant 
Photo courtesy of the Borough of Pottstown 
Top Right: Masked young girl paints Halloween picture 
Photo courtesy of Greater Plymouth Township 
Bottom Right: Masked pool users have temperatures taken upon 
entering waterpark 
Photo courtesy of Cranberry Township 
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Parks and Recreation During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 

• In 2020, most respondents had visited a local park or trail in their community, and just over a third had 
participated in a recreation activity, program, or event sponsored by or taking place on facilities managed by 
their local park and recreation department. 

• In the past 30 days, mid-August to mid-September 2020, respondents reported visiting local parks and trails 
most frequently, averaging 5 and 4 visits, respectively to these locations during the time period. Program users 
participated in an average of 3 virtual programs and 3 in-person programs during this period. 

• When asked to reflect on their perceived use of park and recreation facilities during the COVID-19 pandemic, a 
majority of respondents reported that their use of local parks had decreased in 2020 compared to a typical 
spring/summer. 

• Respondents generally indicated they would feel safe visiting trails or local parks, but they were less likely to feel 
safe visiting indoor facilities or attending in-person programs and events. 

• When asked what factors would impact their use of programs and events, respondents indicated that having 
hand sanitizer/hand washing stations provided at programs and events, development of effective treatment 
options for COVID-19, having masks required at programs and events, and enforcement of social distancing at 
programs and events would be most likely to increase their use. Conversely, a high number of COVID-19 cases in 
their community, their own personal risk of contracting COVID-19, and the risk of other people in their 
household contracting COVID-19 would be most likely to decrease their use. 

• A majority of respondents agreed that they trust their local park and recreation agency to determine when it is 
safe to re-open or re-close facilities and to offer in-person programs during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Frequent cleaning of restrooms, sanitation of public structures, and enforcement to ensure people are wearing 
masks were ranked the three most important maintenance and COVID-19 related tasks for local parks during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This finding is corroborated by a stated choice analysis which suggests that respondents 
consider management actions related to masks and sanitation of public structures to be most influential in their 
park visitation decisions.  

• When given a scenario where their local park and recreation department did not have enough resources 
available for park maintenance and sanitation, a majority of respondents indicated they would be likely to 
support additional funding for these purposes. 

• The benefits of providing opportunities to spend time outside, improving individuals’ mental health and 
wellbeing, and providing youth with positive ways to fill their free time were rated highest by survey 
respondents.  

• A majority of respondents agreed that local parks and recreation have been an essential service in their 
community during the COVID-19 pandemic. When asked why, respondents indicated positive impacts of parks 
and recreation related to physical health, mental health and wellbeing, and provision of safe recreation 
opportunities during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

 
 

A majority of respondents agreed that local parks and recreation 
have been an essential service in their community during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
When asked why, respondents indicated positive impacts of parks and recreation related to  

physical health, mental health and wellbeing, and provision of safe recreation opportunities 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in Parks and Recreation 
 

• Most respondents reported feeling a sense of welcome and belonging at local parks in their community, 
although non-white respondents reported feeling less welcome, less comfortable, and less like they belong at 
local parks as compared to white respondents. 

• Perceptions of engagement via programming were relatively low, with less than half of respondents agreeing 
that their local park and recreation department or non-profit holds programs and events that bring together 
people from different backgrounds. 

• Only about a third of respondents indicated their input is valued by their local park and recreation department 
or non-profit or that they actively seek input from the community. 

• Regarding the representation of racial and ethnic diversity, less than half of respondents agreed that their local 
department or non-profit employs people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, and less than a third 
indicated people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds hold leadership positions at their local department 
or non-profit. 

• In urban areas, a majority of respondents indicated that public spaces such as parks, recreation facilities, and 
plazas are important places to express opinions about social issues like racism, gender equality, or economic 
opportunities.  

• Despite low perceptions of equitable engagement and representation of racial and ethnic diversity, respondents 
were generally very supportive of directing funding and resources toward increasing inclusivity in community 
engagement as well as increasing diversity among park and recreation staff and board members. 

• Respondents generally felt funding and resources should go toward ensuring individuals feel welcome and that 
programming is inclusive to all. 

• Regarding safety priorities, a majority agreed that funding and resources should go toward increasing safety at 
local parks for racial and ethnic minorities and addressing discrimination toward racial and ethnic minorities in 
these spaces.  

 
The following sections outline the study background and methods, demographics, general facility use and information 
preferences, findings regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, and findings regarding diversity, equity, and inclusion in parks 
and recreation.  
 

SECTION 1: Study Background and Methods 
 
Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, studies have begun to examine the role of parks, recreation, and outdoor 
spaces during this time. Recent research indicates that parks, recreation, and other outdoor spaces have served an 
important role for individuals and households in the past year (Rice et al., 2020a; Rice et al., 2020b; Stieger et al., 2020). 
Local park and recreation agencies have taken a variety of actions to adapt to the COVID-19 pandemic, including closing 
some facilities, offering virtual programs, and reducing capacity at in-person programs (Mowen & Powers, 2020). Recent 
studies have examined policy expectations among outdoor recreationists in general (Rice et al., 2020b; Rice et al., 2020c; 
Stieger, Lewetz, & Swami, 2020), but there remained a lack of knowledge on policy expectations with regard to park and 
recreation services specifically at the local level. For example, as park and recreation agencies in Pennsylvania re-
open/re-close facilities and adapt programs, understanding public expectations for safety, sanitation, and 
maintenance at both parks and programs is critical to providing environments where visitors feel comfortable and 
safe. In addition to the challenges associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, local park and recreation providers are 
also faced with challenges related to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), as they seek to advance DEI in their 
communities. The timely topics of COVID-19 and DEI are relevant to the membership of the Pennsylvania Recreation & 
Park Society, and could provide valuable insights for the management of local parks and recreation across the state of 
Pennsylvania.  
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This study assessed use, perceptions, and expectations of local park and 
recreation services related to both COVID-19 and DEI in Pennsylvania. 
The purpose of this study was to inform management practices for local 
parks and recreation related to the COVID-19 pandemic and DEI. The 
data elicited through this study will assist the Pennsylvania Recreation 
& Park Society in current and future efforts to share relevant and timely 
information with local park and recreation professionals, policymakers, 
and advocates across the state. This study consisted of a single online 
survey administered to 600 adults residing in Pennsylvania via a 
Qualtrics panel sample. Data collection occurred from August 21st to 
September 17, 2020. Survey respondents were equally balanced across 
urban, suburban, and rural areas of Pennsylvania. The survey assessed 
topics related to use of park and recreation services, comfort with 
programming/safety perceptions, park maintenance and safety 
expectations, benefits and trust of local parks and recreation during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, willingness to follow COVID-19 safety guidelines in 
parks, and park and recreation priorities related to DEI.  
 
Results of this study are presented in the following four sections which include demographics of survey respondents, 
general facility use and information preferences, topics related to COVID-19, and topics related to DEI. Within each of 
the main sections, comparisons are presented between urban, suburban, and rural respondents. Typically, mean scores 
for each item are presented alongside a percentage which often represents percent importance or agreement, although 
the specific parameters are denoted in each section. Furthermore, given the association between age and COVID-19 risk, 
age may have an impact on perceptions and expectations of local parks and recreation during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Thus, when conducting comparisons by place of residence, we also controlled for the effect of age through the use of 
one-way analysis of covariance. Regarding DEI topics, we anticipated that perceptions may vary based on race or 
ethnicity, and therefore comparisons by place of residence were supplemented with simultaneous comparisons 
between white and non-white respondents through the use of two-way analysis of variance. Across both COVID-19 and 
DEI topics, when multiple comparisons were made, a Bonferroni correction was employed to appropriately adjust the 
statistical significance threshold; this approach helps to reduce the likelihood of finding a statistically significant 
difference just by chance, rather than one which represents an actual difference across categories. In cases where 
statistically significant differences were found by place of residence in the presence of the aforementioned control 
variables, these differences are noted in the text and in the accompanying tables. 
 

SECTION 2: Demographics 
 

Respondents came from all across Pennsylvania and were equally balanced across urban, suburban, and rural areas.  
 

Respondents were equally balanced by place of residence, with approximately one-third of respondents residing in 
urban, suburban, and rural areas. Figure 1 shows a map of respondent locations by zipcode. In terms of demographics, 
twenty percent of respondents were non-white and 8% identified as being of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin. Gender 
was evenly balanced between male and female respondents, and there was a good distribution of household incomes 
across the sample. The sample had a mean age of 49, with ages of respondents ranging from 18 to 88. On average, 
urban respondents were younger than respondents in suburban and rural areas by about 14 years. A majority of 
respondents had some form of higher education (Table 1). 
  

Survey Design 
 

Online survey distributed 
to 600 PA adults 

 
Data collected from 

August 21 to 
September 17, 2020 

 
Survey respondents were 
equally balanced across 

urban, suburban, and rural 
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Figure 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fog lifts revealing bright red, fall foliage in an Allentown park  Streamside tree tending in City of York park 
Photo courtesy of the City of Allentown     Photo courtesy of the City of York 
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Table 1. Sample Demographics 
 
 

DEMOGRAPHICS n (%) 
 
Residential Location  

Urban 199 (32.7) 
Suburban 205 (33.7) 
Rural 205 (33.7) 

 
Race  

American Indian or Alaskan Native 7 (1.2) 
Asian 27 (4.4) 
Black or African American 70 (11.5) 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 3 (0.5) 
White 484 (79.7) 
Other 16 (2.6) 

 
Ethnicity 

 

Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 48 (7.9) 
Non-Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 563 (92.1) 

 
Gender 

 

Female 310 (50.7) 
Male 299 (48.9) 
Non-binary 2 (0.3) 

 
Age  

 
M = 49.3 (SD = 17.2) 

18-35 150 (24.5) 
36-50 177 (29.0) 
51-64 120 (19.6) 
65 and older  164 (26.8) 

 
Household Income 

 

$20,000 or less 87 (14.8) 
$20,001 to $40,000 104 (17.7) 
$40,001 to $60,000 92 (15.7) 
$60,001 to $80,000 87 (14.8) 
$80,001 to $100,000 62 (10.6) 
$100,001 to $120,000 48 (8.2) 
$120,001 to $140,000 27 (4.6) 
Over $140,000 79 (13.5) 

 
Education 

 

Some high school 10 (1.6) 
High school diploma or GED 131 (21.5) 
Some college 93 (15.3) 
Associate’s or Bachelor’s degree 208 (34.2) 
Graduate or professional degree 167 (27.4) 

Note: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding 
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SECTION 3: 
General Facility Use and Information Preferences 
 
General Facility and Program Use 
In the past year, 77% of respondents had visited 
a local park or trail in their community and 36% 
had participated in a recreation activity, 
program, or event sponsored by or taking place 
on facilities managed by their local parks and 
recreation department. 
 

Information Preferences 
Signage at park and recreation facilities was 
considered the most important form of 
communication for information about  Sign indicates open and closed parks and recreation amenities 
local parks and recreation. Photo courtesy of Philadelphia Parks and Recreation 
 
When asked about the importance of various information sources, respondents rated signage at park and recreation 
facilities, the municipal/park and recreation department website, and the community calendar as most important. We 
also asked respondents if there were any additional sources that they felt were important for communication and 
information about local park and recreation services. While most answered no, a few additional sources were 
mentioned including communications with park staff, announcements in newspapers, TV or radio communications, 
emails, and communications from local schools. We also examined potential differences by place of residence, while 
controlling for respondents’ age, which could impact their use or experience with social media. We found no statistically 
significant differences by place of residence when controlling for age (Table 2).                 

          

Table 2. Information Importance 
 

INFORMATION SOURCE1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%)  

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Signage at park and recreation facilities 3.8 (71.8) 3.7 (68.3) 3.8 (74.1) 3.8 (72.7) 
Municipal/park and recreation department website 3.7 (66.9) 3.6 (62.3) 3.8 (71.2) 3.7 (66.8) 
Park and recreation program guides 3.6 (63.2) 3.6 (61.3) 3.6 (65.4) 3.7 (62.4) 
Community calendar 3.6 (60.7) 3.6 (59.8) 3.6 (60.0) 3.7 (62.4) 
Information from non-profits or trail conservancies 3.4 (50.2) 3.5 (51.3) 3.3 (48.8) 3.4 (50.7) 
Flyers or brochures 3.3 (45.0) 3.3 (45.2) 3.2 (43.9) 3.4 (45.4) 
Municipal/park and recreation department’s Facebook page 3.2 (44.2) 3.4 (51.8) 3.1 (38.5) 3.1 (42.4) 
Community Facebook page or group 3.2 (41.6) 3.3 (46.7) 3.1 (41.5) 3.1 (36.1)  
Municipal/park and recreation department Instagram 2.9 (30.1) 3.2 (38.2) 2.8 (27.8) 2.6 (24.4) 
Municipal/park and recreation department Twitter 2.7 (27.3) 3.1 (37.2) 2.6 (23.4) 2.5 (21.5) 

1Scale from 1=extremely unimportant to 5=extremely important  
2Percent reporting ‘important’ or ‘extremely important’ 
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SECTION 4: 
Parks and Recreation During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 
Data for this study were collected from mid-August to mid-September 2020, a timeframe that reflected the end of the 
summer season, Labor Day Weekend, and schools beginning to re-open across the state. In terms of COVID-19, the 
number of new cases in Pennsylvania during this period was similar to in July. During the data collection period, 
Pennsylvania averaged 760 new cases per day, according to the Pennsylvania Department of Health. In comparison, in 
the 30 days prior, Pennsylvania had an average of 822 new cases each day. In the 30 days after this data collection 
period, daily new cases steadily increased, for an average of 1,093 new cases per day in Pennsylvania. Thus, this data 
collection period for this study is more representative of the late summer months in terms of both the season and the 
overall COVID-19 caseload in Pennsylvania.  
 

Recent Facility and Program Use 
Local parks and trails were the most frequently used recreation facilities in the 30 days prior to the survey, and 
respondents reported an average of five and four visits, respectively, to these locations. Program users participated in 
an average of 3 virtual programs and 3 in-person programs during this period. 
 

In the context of COVID-19, respondents who reported 
visiting parks in the past year were asked about their 
frequency of use of various types of facilities and 
programs in the past 30 days. The most frequently used 
park and recreation facilities in Pennsylvania were local 
parks, trails, dog parks, and playgrounds. Respondents 
reported an average of five visits to local parks, four visits 
to local trails, and three visits to both dog parks and 
playgrounds in the past 30 days. Table 3 shows the means 
and standard deviations for use of each type of facility. 
We also conducted comparisons by place of residence 
while controlling for age, but found no statistically 
significant differences.  
 

Twin Valley Cross Classic bike riders take a break 
Photo courtesy of Upper Dublin Township 
 
Table 3. Frequency of Facility Visitation in Past 30 Days 
 

FACILITY TYPE OVERALL  
M (SD) 

URBAN 
M (SD) 

SUBURBAN 
M (SD) 

RURAL 
M (SD) 

Local parks 5.4 (6.0) 5.7 (6.0) 5.8 (6.3) 4.5 (5.4) 
Trails 4.0 (6.6) 4.3 (6.7)  4.9 (7.6) 2.9 (5.1) 
Dog parks 3.1 (6.1) 4.0 (6.7) 3.5 (6.9) 1.7 (4.2) 
Playgrounds 3.1 (6.1) 4.0 (7.2) 3.3 (6.2) 1.9 (4.5) 
Sport courts or fields 2.8 (5.9) 3.5 (6.6) 3.2 (6.4) 1.7 (4.5) 
Recreation/community centers 2.5 (5.6) 3.5 (6.5) 2.5 (5.9) 1.5 (3.8) 
Beaches 2.2 (5.2) 3.1 (6.1) 2.4 (5.6) 1.2 (3.5) 
Visitor/education centers 2.0 (4.9) 2.8 (5.6) 2.1 (5.4) 1.2 (3.2) 
Community/public pools 2.0 (5.3) 2.5 (5.7) 2.3 (5.7) 1.4 (4.3) 
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Table 4. Frequency of Program Participation in Past 30 Days 
 

ACTIVITY, PROGRAM, OR EVENT TYPE OVERALL  
M (SD) 

URBAN 
M (SD) 

SUBURBAN 
M (SD) 

RURAL 
M (SD) 

Virtual 3.3 (3.8) 3.6 (4.0) 3.4 (4.2) 2.5 (2.6) 
In-person 3.2 (3.8) 3.2 (3.8) 3.1 (3.4) 3.2 (4.4) 

 

Among those who participated in programming in the past year, respondents reported participating in an average of 
three virtual and three in-person programs in the past month (Table 4). Frequency of participation did not differ 
significantly between urban, suburban, and rural residents. However, age was significantly related to participation in 
virtual programming such that younger respondents reported more frequent participation.  
 
Changes in Facility Use During COVID-19 
When asked to reflect on their perceived use of park and recreation facilities during the COVID-19 pandemic, a 
majority of respondents reported that their use of local parks had decreased this year compared to a typical 
spring/summer. 
 
In the context of COVID-19, respondents were also asked If their use of park and recreation facilities and programs had 
changed in the past few months compared to more typical spring/summer seasons. The data presented here represent 
individuals’ perceptions of their facility use during the spring and summer of 2020 compared to prior years (Table 5, 
Table 6). However, we know that individuals may struggle to accurately recall information from prior years and that their 
perceptions could be clouded by the broader impacts and stressors associated with COVID-19. A majority of respondents 
(61%) reported that their use of local parks had decreased this year compared to a typical spring/summer. For most 
facilities, respondents reported either a decrease in use or no change to their use as compared to a typical 
spring/summer. When controlling for age, we observed no statistically significant differences by place of residence.  
 
Some park and recreation agencies in Pennsylvania may have visitor counts that demonstrate increases in use this year 
compared to similar timeframes/seasons in prior years. Observational data can show changes to overall use, whereas 
survey data can reflect individual users’ perceptions of their behaviors. It is possible that individuals who are generally 
very frequent visitors to park and recreation facilities were more likely to participate in this survey based on their 
interest in parks and recreation. For those who are very frequent users, perhaps this year did reflect a decrease in their 
use. It is also possible that the broader impacts of COVID-19 on individuals’ social and recreational behaviors impacted 
individuals’ perceptions of their facility use. Moreover, as noted in some of the open-ended comments in the survey 
(discussed later on page 22), some of these facilities may not have been open in respondents’ local communities, 
meaning their use may have decreased simply as a function of reduced availability. 
 
Table 5. Changes to Facility Use During COVID-19 Compared to Prior Years 
 

FACILITY TYPE % DECREASED % NO CHANGE % INCREASED 
Local parks 61.2 23.4 15.4 
Beaches 49.6 39.1 11.3 
Recreation/community centers 47.6 43.2 9.2 
Playgrounds 46.6 41.7 11.6 
Trails 45.5 33.7 20.8 
Community/public pools 44.5 46.2 9.3 
Sport courts or fields 43.2 45.5 11.3 
Visitor/education centers 42.7 48.6 8.7 
Dog parks 37.5 49.1 13.4 
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Table 6. Increases in Facility Use During COVID-19 Compared to Prior Years 
 

FACILITY TYPE OVERALL % 
INCREASED 

URBAN % 
INCREASED 

SUBURBAN % 
INCREASED 

RURAL % 
INCREASED 

Trails 20.8 18.1 25.9 18.0 
Local parks 15.4 18.1 17.1 11.2 
Dog parks 13.4 17.6 14.6 8.3 
Playgrounds 11.6 13.6 12.7 8.8 
Beaches 11.3 15.1 11.2 7.3 
Sport courts or fields 11.3 13.6 13.2 7.3 
Community/public pools 9.3 12.1 10.7 5.4 
Recreation/community centers 9.2 13.1 9.3 5.4 
Visitor/education centers 8.7 11.1 9.3 5.9 

 
 
Safety Perceptions for Facilities and Programs  
Respondents generally indicated they would feel safe visiting trails or local parks but were less likely to feel safe 
visiting indoor facilities or attending in-person programs and events. 
 

When asked if they would currently feel safe visiting various recreation 
facilities, a majority of respondents agreed or strongly agreed they would 
currently feel safe visiting trails (64%) or local parks (61%). Respondents were 
least likely to agree they would feel safe visiting community/public pools 
(21%), recreation/community centers (31%), or visitor/education centers 
(33%). When comparing across urban, suburban, and rural respondents, 
there were no differences in safety perceptions when controlling for age. Age 
did have a significant effect on safety perceptions for visiting playgrounds, 
such that younger respondents were more likely to agree they would feel 
safe visiting playgrounds. Table 7 shows these results by place of residence. 

 
 
Table 7. Safety Perceptions for Facilities 
 

I WOULD CURRENTLY FEEL SAFE VISITING...1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Trails 3.6 (63.9) 3.4 (53.3) 3.7 (66.3) 3.8 (71.7) 
Local parks 3.5 (61.1) 3.3 (52.3) 3.6 (65.9) 3.5 (64.9) 
Dog parks 3.2 (45.7) 3.2 (41.2) 3.3 (49.8) 3.2 (45.9) 
Beaches 3.0 (42.9) 3.0 (43.7) 3.0 (42.4) 3.0 (42.4) 
Playgrounds 2.8 (34.0) 2.8 (33.2) 2.8 (34.6) 2.9 (34.1) 
Visitor/education centers 2.8 (32.6) 2.8 (28.1) 2.8 (31.7) 2.9 (37.6) 
Recreation/community centers 2.8 (30.9) 2.8 (31.2) 2.8 (30.2) 2.8 (31.2) 
Community/public pools 2.4 (21.4) 2.4 (23.1) 2.3 (19.0) 2.4 (22.0) 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
  

 

A majority indicated they 
would feel safe visiting trails 
or local parks, but they were 
less likely to feel safe visiting 

indoor facilities or pools 
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We also asked respondents about their safety perceptions with regard to programming. Respondents were generally 
less comfortable with programs and events as compared to visiting various park and recreation facilities. Less than one-
third of respondents (30%) agreed or strongly agreed they would feel safe having members of their household attend an 
in-person program or event, and respondents were even less likely to agree they personally would feel safe (25%) or 
would feel safe sending their kids to an in-person program or event (24%). There were no differences in program safety 
perceptions by place of residence when controlling for age (Table 8). Age was significantly related to respondents’ 
perceptions of safety for sending their kids to an in-person program or event, such that older respondents, particularly 
those over age 65, were less likely to feel safe doing this.  
 

 
Children participate in a Halloween parade with costume-related and COVID-19-related masks  
Photo courtesy of Falls Township 
 
Table 8. Safety Perceptions for Programs and Events 
 

I WOULD CURRENTLY FEEL SAFE...1 OVERALL M 
(%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Having members of my household attend an in-person   
recreation program or event 2.6 (29.5) 2.7 (33.9) 2.6 (31.1) 2.5 (23.6) 

Attending an in-person recreation program or event 2.6 (24.9) 2.6 (24.6) 2.6 (25.4) 2.6 (24.4) 
Sending my kid(s) to an in-person recreation program  
or event 2.5 (23.9) 2.6 (25.9) 2.5 (22.0) 2.4 (24.1) 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
 

 

Masked child participates in arts program        Two masked parks and recreation staff take a selfie 
Photo courtesy of Greater Plymouth Township        Photo courtesy of the City of Harrisburg  

 

“It’s nice to have a park close  
by if we wanted to take a walk 
and then use our own choice 

to whether or not it was  
safe during this pandemic  

to go to it.” 
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Impacts to Use of Programs and Events 
Respondents indicated they would be likely to increase their use of in-person programs and events if there were hand 
sanitizer/hand washing stations provided, if effective treatment options for COVID-19 were developed, and if masks 
and social distancing were required.  
 
We asked a number of questions about how COVID-19 risk, information provided about COVID-19, and safety practices 
of one’s local park and recreation department might impact household use of in-person programs or events. 
Respondents noted that having hand sanitizer/hand washing stations provided at programs and events, development of 
effective treatment options for COVID-19, having masks required at programs and events, and enforcement of social 
distancing at programs and events would be most likely to increase their use (Table 9). Conversely, a high number of 
COVID-19 cases in their community, their own personal risk of contracting COVID-19, and the risk of other people in 
their household contracting COVID-19 would be most likely to decrease their use of programs and events. When 
controlling for age, no differences were observed by place of residence or age. 
 

Table 9. Impacts to Use of Programs and Events 
 

 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

COVID-19 Prevention & Treatment1     
Effective treatment options for COVID-19 3.6 (60.4)  3.7 (63.8) 3.7 (61.5) 3.5 (55.6) 
The development/availability of a vaccine for COVID-19 3.5 (54.3) 3.5 (58.3) 3.6 (59.5) 3.4 (44.9) 
COVID-19 Risk (% Decrease Given)     
The risk of family members or friends outside my 
household contracting COVID-19 2.3 (62.4) 2.5 (56.3) 2.2 (64.9) 2.1 (66.3) 

The risk of other people in my household contracting 
COVID-19 2.1 (65.3) 2.3 (60.3) 2.1 (66.8) 2.0 (69.3) 

My own personal risk of contracting COVID-19 2.1 (64.5) 2.3 (60.3) 2.1 (67.3) 2.0 (66.3) 
High number of COVID-19 cases in my community 2.0 (71.4) 2.1 (66.8) 1.9 (75.1) 1.9 (72.2) 
Information      
Clear communication of safety and cleaning practices from 
your local park and recreation department or non-profit 
organization 

3.5 (50.1) 3.5 (53.8) 3.5 (52.2) 3.4 (43.9) 

Recommendations from the Pennsylvania Department of 
Health 3.4 (43.2) 3.4 (43.2) 3.4 (46.8) 3.2 (39.5) 

Clear information about COVID-19 safety practices shared 
by your local parks and recreation department or non-
profit organization 

3.3 (44.8) 3.3 (47.2) 3.4 (46.8) 3.3 (40.5) 

Park and Recreation Department Safety Practices     
Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are provided at 
programs or events 3.7 (62.0) 3.7 (62.3) 3.7 (62.0) 3.7 (61.5) 

Masks are required at programs or events 3.6 (58.6) 3.6 (57.8) 3.7 (63.4) 3.4 (54.1) 
Enforcement of social distancing at programs or events 3.6 (58.6) 3.6 (59.8) 3.6 (62.9) 3.4 (53.2) 
Shared equipment is frequently sanitized 3.4 (52.9) 3.5 (54.3) 3.5 (53.2) 3.4 (51.2) 
Program or event attendees are subjected to body 
temperature checks 3.4 (50.2) 3.5 (53.8) 3.5 (52.2) 3.3 (44.4) 

Regular COVID-19 testing for park and recreation 
personnel 3.4 (46.2) 3.5 (51.8) 3.4 (49.3) 3.2 (37.6) 

Large gatherings or crowds are minimized 3.4 (52.7) 3.5 (56.8) 3.3 (50.7) 3.2 (50.7) 
Large outdoor gatherings are allowed 2.6 (25.7)  2.7 (27.1) 2.6 (26.8) 2.5 (23.4) 

1Scale where 1=decrease use a lot to 5=increase use a lot 
2Percent reporting ‘increase use a little’ or ‘increase use a lot’, unless otherwise noted  
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Guidelines and Maintenance 
All maintenance practices and COVID-19 policies were 
considered important, but cleaning restrooms frequently, 
sanitation of public structures, and enforcement to ensure 
people are wearing masks, were most frequently selected as 
the top three practices and policies. When given a scenario 
where their local park and recreation department did not 
have enough resources available for park maintenance and 
sanitation, a majority of respondents indicated they would be 
likely to support additional funding for these purposes. 
 
We asked a number of questions about maintenance practices 
and COVID-19 policies and how important they are in the 
context of COVID-19. Although all tasks and policies were 
deemed important, respondents noted that cleaning 
restrooms frequently, providing trash cans for visitors to use,  Park staff and volunteers complete park maintenance 
and sanitation of public structures were the most important  Photo courtesy of South Whitehall Township 
practices during COVID-19 (Table 10). When controlling for age, we found no significant differences by place of 
residence; age was, however, significantly associated with the importance of providing trashcans for visitors to use, 
with older respondents rating this function as more important than younger respondents. 
 

Table 10. Importance of Maintenance Tasks and COVID-19 Policies During the Pandemic 
 
 

MAINTENANCE TASK1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Cleaning restrooms frequently 4.6 (92.8) 4.5 (87.9) 4.6 (95.1) 4.7 (95.1) 
Providing trash cans for visitors to use 4.4 (91.4) 4.3 (87.4) 4.3 (89.8) 4.6 (96.6) 
Sanitation of public structures 
(e.g., playgrounds, benches) 4.4 (87.2) 4.3 (82.9) 4.4 (89.8) 4.4 (88.8) 

Pest control (e.g., ticks) 4.3 (87.1) 4.1 (80.9) 4.3 (89.3) 4.4 (91.2) 
Addressing vandalism at parks 4.1 (80.8) 3.9 (73.4) 4.1 (83.4) 4.3 (85.9) 
Keeping restrooms open 4.1 (79.7) 3.9 (74.4) 4.1 (81.5) 4.2 (83.4) 
Managing significant increases in park visitation and use  4.1 (76.6) 4.0 (72.9) 4.1 (80.5) 4.1 (76.6) 
Enforcement of social distancing 4.1 (75.3) 4.1 (76.4) 4.1 (76.6) 4.0 (73.2) 
Enforcement to ensure people are wearing masks 4.0 (75.0) 4.1 (76.9) 4.1 (78.0) 3.9 (70.2) 
Maintenance for park aesthetics and beauty 3.9 (75.7) 3.9 (74.9) 4.0 (79.0) 3.9 (73.2) 
Mowing to keep grass at a low height 3.8 (71.7) 3.6 (64.8) 3.9 (76.1) 3.9 (74.1) 

1Asked on a scale from 1=extremely unimportant to 5=extremely important 
2Percent reporting ‘important’ or ‘extremely important’ 
 
Moreover, when asked to select the three most important maintenance priorities, cleaning restrooms frequently (55%), 
sanitation of public structures (40%), and enforcement to ensure people are wearing masks (40%) were most frequently 
selected for the overall sample (Table 11). The most frequently selected maintenance tasks for urban respondents were 
cleaning restrooms frequently (50%), enforcement to ensure people are wearing masks (42%), and sanitation of public 
structures (42%). Top maintenance tasks for suburban respondents were cleaning restrooms frequently (50%), 
sanitation of public structures (42%), and enforcement to ensure people are wearing masks (42%). Finally, the top 
maintenance tasks for rural respondents were cleaning restrooms frequently (62%), sanitation of public structures 
(42%), and keeping restrooms open (37%).  
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Table 11. Top Maintenance Tasks and COVID-19 Policies by Place of Residence 
 

MAINTENANCE TASK1 OVERALL N 
(%2) 

URBAN 
N (%) 

SUBURBAN 
N (%) 

RURAL 
N (%) 

Cleaning restrooms frequently 336 (55.0) 104 (52.3) 102 (49.8) 128 (62.4) 
Sanitation of public structures 
(e.g., playgrounds, benches) 246 (40.3) 74 (37.2) 85 (41.5) 86 (42.0) 
Enforcement to ensure people are wearing masks 244 (39.9) 86 (43.2) 86 (42.0) 72 (35.1) 
Enforcement of social distancing 208 (34.0) 77 (38.7) 73 (35.6) 57 (27.8) 
Keeping restrooms open 178 (29.1) 46 (23.1) 57 (27.8) 75 (36.6) 
Pest control (e.g., ticks) 154 (25.2) 50 (25.1) 55 (26.8) 49 (23.9) 
Providing trash cans for visitors to use 130 (21.3) 41 (20.6) 47 (22.9) 42 (20.5) 
Mowing to keep grass at a low height 102 (16.7) 35 (17.6) 30 (14.6) 37 (18.0) 
Managing significant increases in park visitation and 
use 77 (12.6) 22 (11.1) 28 (13.7) 27 (13.2) 
Maintenance for park aesthetics and beauty 66 (10.8) 24 (12.1) 21 (10.2) 19 (9.3) 
Addressing vandalism at parks 44 (7.2) 16 (8.0) 14 (6.8) 14 (6.8) 

1Respondents were asked to select their top three maintenance priorities during COVID-19 
2Percents reflect the percentage of respondents in the given category selecting this task as one of their top three maintenance 
priorities during COVID-19 
 

When given a scenario where their local park and recreation department 
did not have enough resources available for park maintenance and 
sanitation, respondents were asked to indicate the likelihood that they 
would participate in volunteer initiatives to support the maintenance of 
their local parks or to support additional funding to the park and 
recreation department for these purposes. Approximately 10% of 
respondents indicated they were extremely likely to participate in 
volunteer initiatives (31% somewhat likely), and 13% indicated they were 
extremely likely to support additional funding (39% somewhat likely; 
Table 12). When controlling for age, there were no differences by place 
of residence; however, age was significantly related to the likelihood of 
participating in volunteer initiatives to support the maintenance of local 
parks such that respondents over 65 were significantly less likely to 
report that they would participate in these initiatives.  

Volunteer park cleanup supplies including gloves,  
Bags and trash tongs 
Photo courtesy of Philadelphia Parks and Recreation 
 
Table 12. Support for Park and Recreation Maintenance 
 

ITEM1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Support additional funding to go to the department for 
these purposes  3.3 (12.9) 3.4 (15.6) 3.3 (10.7) 3.3 (12.2) 
Participate in volunteer initiatives to support 
maintenance of your local parks 3.0 (10.3) 3.0 (13.1) 3.1 (10.2) 2.9 (7.3) 

1Asked on a scale from 1=extremely unlikely to 5=extremely likely 
2Percent reporting ‘extremely likely’ 
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Choice Model 
A stated choice experiment was used to understand how Pennsylvanians prioritize COVID-19 safety practices in local 
park spaces. Findings revealed that respondents consider management actions related to masks to be most 
important, following by actions related to the sanitation of public structures, and then less important are 
management actions related to the installation of hand sanitizer stations, encouragement of social distancing, and 
finally, changes in access via parking. 
 
COVID-19 has had a myriad of impacts on local park and 
recreation agencies. Agencies are dealing with the 
financial impacts of COVID-19, while simultaneously 
trying to provide spaces for community members to 
experience safe recreation. Community residents may 
wish to see many safety and sanitation practices 
employed by their local park and recreation department. 
However, knowing that local park and recreation 
providers do not have unlimited resources, not all safety 
practices may be feasible to employ. With this in mind, 
we conducted a stated choice experiment to understand 
how Pennsylvanians prioritize COVID-19 safety practices 
in local park spaces. Rather than asking respondents to 
rate the importance of several safety practices, which 
can be limited by respondents rating everything as 
important, stated choice experiments allow for the 
estimation of discrete preferences. If a recreationist 
could not have everything they would ideally want,  
we can uncover what they consider to be most 
important through using stated choice models.  
 

Stated choice experiments force respondents to choose between two 
scenarios, where each scenario has a series of attributes for which the 
levels vary. Based on random utility theory, stated choice experiments 
allow researchers to uncover attributes that provide recreationists with 
the greatest utility, or benefit. Random utility theory assumes individuals 
gain utility from a set of attributes, and thus make their decisions based 
on utility-maximization (Hanemann, 1984; McFadden, 1974). If presented 
with two scenarios, random utility theory suggests that a respondent will 
select the scenario which provides them the greatest utility; under this 
framework, choices can be understood as follows: if U represents utility, 
an Individual i chooses the alternative j if Uij > Uik for all k does not equal j 
(Hanemann, 1984; McFadden, 1974). Choice experiments have often  
been used in natural resource management contexts, but their application 
in local outdoor recreation settings has been limited. Given the challenges 
and tradeoffs associated with managing local parks during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the stated choice experiment approach may provide  
valuable insights about park users’ preferences amidst a limited  
resource environment where direct management actions may  
not be feasible or desirable.  

Young, masked girl observes the “hidden world” in grass 
Photo courtesy of Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy  

A stated choice experiment allows for 
estimation of discrete preferences and 
forces respondents to make tradeoffs 
based on what matters to them most. 
 
We presented hypothetical park scenarios 
with different management actions 
related to masks, social distancing, 
sanitation of public structures, hand 
sanitizer stations, and access via parking. 
 
Management actions related to mask 
wearing and sanitation of public 
structures were most influential in 
individual decision making. 
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Choice experiments require the identification of several attributes and levels, and these are generally based on realistic 
management strategies. In this study, we had five attributes with three levels each including access via parking, masks, 
social distancing, sanitation practices, and hand sanitizer/hand washing stations. Below are the levels for each attribute:  

 
Access Via Parking 

• (1) 100% chance of finding parking and therefore being able to visit the park    
• (2) 80% chance of finding parking and therefore being able to visit the park 
• (3) 60% chance of finding parking and therefore being able to visit the park 

 
Masks 

● (1) No management action is taken to encourage visitors to wear masks  
● (2) Signage and messaging encourage visitors to wear masks 
● (3) Visitors are required to wear masks to enter the park 

 
Social Distancing 

● (1) No management action is taken to encourage social distancing at the park 
● (2) Signage and messaging encourage visitors to social distance by six feet at the park  
● (3) The park has predetermined areas/boundaries for individuals and households to ensure six-foot social 

distancing   
 
Sanitation Practices  

● (1) Public structures (e.g., benches, playground equipment) are not cleaned by park maintenance staff  
● (2) Public structures (e.g., benches, playground equipment) are cleaned once per day by park maintenance staff  
● (3) Public structures (e.g., benches, playground equipment) are cleaned several times per day by park 

maintenance staff  
 
Hand Sanitizer/Hand Washing Stations 

● (1) Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are not provided at the park  
● (2) Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are provided in high use areas of the park 
● (3) Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are provided all throughout the park  

 
Based on the identified attributes and levels, there are a 
certain number of potential combinations that represent 
various park management scenarios. Because the number of 
potential combinations is extremely large, we opted to use a 
fractional factorial design. Fractional factorial designs are 
comprised of a subset of the possible combinations rather 
than every possible combination. Fractional factorial designs 
maximize efficiency and are more practical when the number 
of potential combinations is very high. Using a fractional 
factorial experimental design, we constructed a series of 
scenarios with our attributes and levels. This experimental 
design led to the development of 36 scenarios, which were 
paired together to form 18 choice sets, where each set 
consisted of two park scenarios. Of the 18 possible choice 
sets, each respondent was randomly presented with six 
choice sets, meaning they had to make six choices. Table 13  Community members participating in outdoor yoga       
shows an shows an example of a choice set.  Photo courtesy of Blue Mountain Recreation Commission 
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Table 13. Choice Set Example 
 

Please choose the park that you would most prefer to visit during the COVID-19 pandemic 
 PARK A PARK B 
Access Via 
Parking 

80% chance of finding parking and 
therefore being able to visit the park 

100% chance of finding parking and 
therefore being able to visit the park    

Sanitation Public structures (e.g., benches, 
playground equipment) are cleaned 
once per day by park maintenance staff  

Public structures (e.g., benches, playground 
equipment) are not cleaned by park 
maintenance staff  

Hand 
Sanitizer  

Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations 
are not provided at the park  

Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are 
provided all throughout the park 

Masks  Signage and messaging encourage 
visitors to wear masks 

Visitors are required to wear masks to enter 
the park 

Social 
Distancing  

No management action is taken to 
encourage social distancing at the park 

Signage and messaging encourage visitors 
to social distance by six feet at the park 

 
Data from the stated choice experiment were analyzed in JMP Pro 15.2, a statistical analysis software for experimental 
design research. The stated choice model provides estimates which show the relative influence of each attribute; the 
likelihood ratio chi-square (χ2) was used to show the relative influence of each attribute in the model upon individual 
choices, with higher values representing greater relative importance. In this study, the attributes most influential to 
respondents’ choices were masks (χ2 = 243.877) and sanitation (χ2 = 169.860). These were followed by hand sanitizer (χ2 

= 68.250), social distancing (χ2 = 42.049), and access via parking (χ2 = 22.562), all of which were much less influential than 
masks and sanitation (Table 14). Moreover, a marginal utility score is given for each attribute level, which demonstrates 
the utility either lost or gained from a particular management action. Positive values indicate utility gained, whereas 
negative values indicate lost utility. For instance, with regard to masks, respondents gained the most utility from visitors 
being required to wear masks at the park (estimate = 0.331), but also gained some utility from signage and messaging 
which encourages visitors to wear masks (estimate = 0.120). Conversely, when no management action was taken to 
encourage visitors to wear masks, respondents lost utility (estimate = -0.451). 
 

Young masked girl kneels at the edge of a shared use path being used by  
walkers, joggers and bikers 
Photo courtesy of Philadelphia Parks and Recreation 

  

 
“I am grateful that Fairmount Park  

has been open during 
the COVID-19 pandemic— 

it is my escape and my oasis, and 
I think many people feel the same way.  

The trails by the river are beautiful,  
and the area behind the Museum of Art 

is gorgeous in any season. 
I like to go there and forget 
I'm in the city [Philadelphia] 
(even though I love the city). 

Fairmont Park East is so beautiful; 
I am really happy I live so close to it.” 
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Families enjoy a socially distanced outdoor movie night 
Photo courtesy of Centre Region Parks and Recreation 
 
Table 14. Choice Model Estimates 
 

Level of Attribute Marginal 
Utility 
Score 

Std. 
Error 

Attribute Relative 
Importance (χ2) 

Masks   

243.877*** 
-No management action is taken to encourage visitors to wear masks -0.439 0.030 
-Signage and messaging encourage visitors to wear masks 0.118 0.029 
-Visitors are required to wear masks to enter the parka 0.321 - 

Sanitation   

169.860*** 

-Public structures (e.g., benches, playground equipment) are not 
cleaned by park maintenance staff -0.376 0.030 
-Public structures (e.g., benches, playground equipment) are cleaned 
once per day by park maintenance staff 0.109 0.029 
-Public structures (e.g., benches, playground equipment) are cleaned 
several times per day by park maintenance staffa 0.267 - 

Hand Sanitizer    

68.250*** 

-Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are not provided at the park -0.221 0.029 
-Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are provided in high use areas of 
the park 0.046 0.030 
-Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are provided all throughout the 
parka 0.175 - 

Social Distancing   

42.049*** 

-No management action is taken to encourage social distancing at the 
park -0.190 0.030 
-Signage and messaging encourage visitors to social distance by six feet 
at the park  0.083 0.030 
-The park has predetermined areas/boundaries for individuals and 
households to ensure six foot social distancinga 0.107 - 

Parking   

22.562*** 

-100% chance of finding parking and therefore being able to visit the 
park    0.031 0.032 
-80% chance of finding parking and therefore being able to visit the park 0.095 0.029 
-60% chance of finding parking and therefore being able to visit the 
parka -0.126 - 

***p<.001 
aReference level for probability calculations, and therefore no standard error is provided for this level.  
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Given the estimates presented in the table above, we can predict support for various management scenarios based on 
any given combination of attribute levels. For example, take the following hypothetical management scenario described 
in Table 15. Given this scenario, the model suggests that 80% of respondents would opt to visit this park. 
 
Table 15. Hypothetical Park Scenario 1 
 

Access Via Parking 80% chance of finding parking and therefore being able to visit the park 
Sanitation Public structures (e.g., benches, playground equipment) are cleaned 

once per day by park maintenance staff  
Hand Sanitizer  Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are provided in high use areas of 

the park  
Masks  Signage and messaging encourage visitors to wear masks 
Social Distancing  No management action is taken to encourage social distancing at the 

park 
 
Given a second hypothetical scenario where management action is more limited (see Table 16), our model predicts that 
only 53% of respondents would opt to visit this park. 
 

“Park Open Please Social Distance” park sign Masked teenagers, dressed as zombies, pose for a group picture 
Photo courtesy of Forest City Parks and Recreation Photo courtesy of Middletown Township 
 
Table 16. Hypothetical Park Scenario 2 
 

Access Via Parking 60% chance of finding parking and therefore being able to visit the park 
Sanitation Public structures (e.g., benches, playground equipment) are not cleaned 

by park maintenance staff  
Hand Sanitizer  Hand sanitizer/hand washing stations are provided in high use areas of 

the park  
Masks  No management action is taken to encourage visitors to wear masks 
Social Distancing  No management action is taken to encourage social distancing at the 

park 
 
Overall, the choice model demonstrates that respondents consider management actions related to masks to be most 
important, followed by actions related to the sanitation of public structures, and then less important are management 
actions related to the installation of hand sanitizer stations, encouragement of social distancing, and finally, changes in 
access via parking. This model may be particularly valuable as it can be used to predict support for hypothetical 
management scenarios.  
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Trust 
A majority of respondents agreed that they trust their local park and recreation agency to determine when it is safe to 
re-open or re-close facilities and to offer in-person programs during the pandemic. 
 

While the prior topics reflect operational 
aspects of COVID-19 and parks and recreation, 
the next sections are about more general park 
agency perceptions. We asked respondents a 
series of questions to gauge their trust in their 
local park and recreation agency during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. A majority of 
respondents agreed that they trust their local 
park and recreation agency to determine 
when it is safe to re-open or re-close facilities 
(52%) and to determine when it is safe to 
offer in-person programs (52%) during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Table 17). They were 
less likely, however, to agree their local park 
and recreation agency is providing good 
information regarding use of local parks and 
recreation during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(41%) or explaining their decision making 
regarding policies to re-open or re-close 
facilities (41%). When controlling for age, we 

Tree in Rising Park, Lancaster County, displays bright, yellow-orange foliage      found no differences by place of residence. 
Photo courtesy of Lancaster Parks and Recreation Department 
 
Table 17. Trust in Local Parks and Recreation During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 

ITEM1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

I trust my local park and recreation agency to determine 
when it is safe to re-open or to re-close facilities during 
the COVID-19 pandemic 

3.4 (52.4) 3.4 (56.3) 3.4 (53.7) 3.4 (47.3) 

I trust my local park and recreation agency to determine 
when it is safe to offer in-person programs during the 
COVID-19 pandemic 

3.4 (52.2) 3.4 (53.3) 3.4 (56.6) 3.3 (46.8) 

My local park and recreation agency is making good 
decisions regarding local park and recreation 
management during the COVID-19 pandemic 

3.4 (47.0) 3.3 (50.8) 3.4 (49.3) 3.3 (41.0) 

My local park and recreation agency is keeping politics out 
of its decision making regarding policies to re-open or re-
close facilities 

3.3 (39.0) 3.2 (39.2) 3.3 (42.9) 3.2 (34.6) 

My local park and recreation agency is explaining their 
decision making regarding policies to re-open or re-close 
facilities 

3.2 (40.9) 3.3 (44.7) 3.3 (43.4) 3.1 (34.6) 

My local park and recreation agency is providing good 
information regarding use of local parks and recreation 
during the COVID-19 pandemic 

3.2 (40.6) 3.3 (46.7) 3.2 (40.5) 3.2 (34.6) 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
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Benefits 
Respondents indicated that during the COVID-19 pandemic, local parks and recreation have provided opportunities to 
spend time outside, improved individuals’ mental health and wellbeing, and provided youth with positive ways to fill 
their free time.  
 
We asked several questions about potential benefits that local parks and recreation may provide during the COVID-19 
pandemic. A majority of respondents agreed that during COVID-19, local parks and recreation provided opportunities to 
spend time outside (73%), helped improve individuals’ mental health and wellbeing (62%), provided youth with positive 
ways to fill their free time (62%), helped individuals to be physically active (56%), and helped families to begin new 
outdoor activities (55%). Respondents were least likely to agree that parks and recreation helped individuals to lessen 
drinking/substance abuse. When controlling for age, there were no differences in the perception of benefits by place of 
residence. Table 18 shows respondent rating of all benefit items. 
 
Table 18. Benefits of Local Parks and Recreation During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 

ITEM1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Provided opportunities to spend time outside 3.8 (72.8) 3.7 (66.8) 3.9 (77.6) 3.8 (74.1) 
Helped improve individuals' mental health and well-being 3.6 (62.0) 3.5 (60.8) 3.7 (65.9) 3.5 (59.0) 
Provided youth with positive ways to fill their free time 3.6 (61.9) 3.5 (59.3) 3.6 (62.0) 3.6 (64.4) 
Helped individuals to be physically active 3.5 (55.8) 3.4 (54.3) 3.5 (57.6) 3.5 (55.1) 
Helped families to begin new outdoor recreation activities 3.4 (55.0) 3.4 (54.3) 3.5 (54.1) 3.4 (56.1) 
Helped community members to maintain a high quality of 
life 3.4 (49.8) 3.4 (48.2) 3.5 (54.1) 3.3 (46.8) 

Provided opportunities for social interaction 3.3 (47.6) 3.4 (50.3) 3.3 (47.3) 3.3 (45.9) 
Helped individuals to lessen drinking/substance abuse 3.0 (30.1) 3.2 (36.2) 3.1 (30.7) 2.8 (23.4) 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
 
 
Masked children witness an explosive 
science experiment using Diet Coke 
and Mentos 
Photo courtesy of East Goshen Township 
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Parks and Recreation as an Essential Service 
A majority of respondents considered local parks and recreation to be an essential service in their community during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
We asked respondents to rate their level of disagreement or agreement that parks and recreation have been an 
essential service in their community during the COVID-19 pandemic. A majority of respondents agreed with this 
statement (54%). When controlling for age, there were no differences by place of residence; however, age was 
significantly related to the perception that parks and recreation have been an essential service during COVID-19 such 
that agreement was higher among younger respondents. We also examined this question based on park user status and 
found that those who had visited a park within the past year were significantly more likely to agree that parks and 
recreation have been an essential service in their community during COVID-19 (M=3.6, 61%) as compared to those who 
had not visited a park in the past year (M=3.0, 31%). Table 19 shows results by place of residence. 
 
Table 19. Perception of Parks and Recreation as an Essential Service During COVID-19 
 

ITEM1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Local parks and recreation have been an essential 
service in my community during the COVID-19 pandemic 3.5 (54.2) 3.4 (53.8) 3.6 (60.5) 3.4 (48.3) 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 

 
For respondents who either agreed or disagreed with this statement, we asked a follow-up question about why they felt 
parks and recreation were an essential service in their community during the COVID-19 pandemic (if they agreed) or why 
they felt parks and recreation were not an essential service in their community during the COVID-19 pandemic (if they 
disagreed). Open-ended comments were analyzed qualitatively. The researchers coded the comments and then 
generated a codebook and a list of themes and subthemes. Results are presented separately for comments referring to 
parks as an essential service and comments referring to parks as a non-essential service.  
 
Responses for Parks are an Essential Service  
Responses from those who felt parks and recreation were essential in their communities during the COVID-19 pandemic 
centered around three main themes: physical health, mental health and wellbeing, and recreation opportunities  
 
Physical Health 
This theme encompassed comments from individuals who felt parks were essential because of the physical and mental 
health benefits they have provided during the COVID-19 pandemic. In terms of physical health, respondents noted 
opportunities for exercise, physical activity, and getting fresh air. Especially with gyms closed (or individuals feeling 
unsafe visiting them when they re-opened), parks provided alternative options for physical activity. Below are some 
example quotes that represent this theme: 

• “During this time of health restrictions, any and every chance to get outside to get some fresh air and activity 
and exercise has been and will continue to be very important. That is why local parks and recreation facilities 
and efforts have been, are, and will continue to be important” 

• “They give people the opportunity to exercise and maintain a healthy mind and body” 
• “I don't feel safe going to a gym, so I have used my local jogging trail every other day to stay in shape since 

March 2020” 
• “It has provided a place for people to get fresh air, walk outdoors, jog, etc. Some people can't stand to be closed 

in, so this is essential for them” 
  



2020 COVID-19 and Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Study                              23 

 Mental Health and Wellbeing 
Respondents also described how parks and recreation provided benefits related to mental health and wellbeing. For 
example, one respondent said, “Being one of the few services available during lockdown, they provide mental health to 
an otherwise closed off world.” More specifically, respondents discussed how local parks have given individuals a place 
to go, something to do, and an opportunity to get out of the house. Below are some example quotes that represent this 
sub-theme: 

 
 
• “Having an area to go to get out of the house where you feel safe 
 has been essential for your peace of mind” 
• “There isn't much to do and people need to get out of their houses. 
 Parks are somewhere for people to go” 
• “They have been the only opportunity for people to get out.  
 Hiking is important in my community and to me. It helped me keep  
 my sanity” 
• “Being able to go to the park every day when I was out of work gave  
 me something to look forward to and occupy my time, which I think  
 contributed greatly to my overall well-being during quarantine” 
 
 

Participant medal for Virtual Virus VAMOOSE 10K Race 
Photo courtesy of Centre Region Parks and Recreation 
 

Respondents discussed how local parks and 
recreation have provided opportunities for social 
connectedness during COVID-19 and how such 
connections can benefit individuals who are 
lonely or isolated. Below are some example 
quotes that represent this sub-theme: 
 

• “Helps people overcome loneliness”  
• “They are a good outlet for folks who 

have been isolated” 
• “It allows me the opportunity to see 

strangers and feel like I’m not alone” 
• “They have been essential in having a 

clean COVID-free safe space to get out of 
the house and actually interact and talk 
with people in my neighborhood” 

• "Helps to feel connected" 
• "Gives people an opportunity to be 

outdoors and free from isolation" 
  

Next, respondents discussed how local parks and recreation have helped individuals to relieve stress, boredom, and 
anxiety associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. A couple of comments even noted how the parks provide a sense of 
normalcy in these uncertain times. Below are some example quotes that represent this sub-theme: 

• “Parks provide a relatively safe environment to escape isolation and boredom” 
• “They have been essential because it is a way for people to get out when feeling cooped up for too long at 

home, it is extremely helpful for individuals that may have depression to get out into nature to clear their 
heads” 

• “It has taken a lot of stress away from this situation. And it has kept everyone from going crazy” 
• “They are important to me and I feel as though they are important to the community because in this time of 

uncertainty the parks and things give a small sense of normalcy”  

Why is parks and recreation essential? 
Physical & Mental Health 

 

“I play tennis once or twice a week at a local park  
and hike once or twice a week at a nearby state park. 
Both provide a great outlet for physical activity and 

mental relief.” 
 

“Parks have allowed people to still get out and enjoy 
nature, get their mind off of a very stressful time in life 

and allow children to still be kids and play and have 
some fun. Spending time outside is so good for your 

mental health and the parks make that happen." 
 

"The parks have been flooded with people now more 
than ever. Most of the time, people who live in the city 

have small or no yards and no chances to be outside 
during this pandemic except for the parks. It’s keeping 

people active and mentally healthy." 
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Recreation Opportunities  
In terms of recreation opportunities, respondents described how local parks and recreation have been widely used in 
their communities. Below are some example quotes that represent this sub-theme: 

• “Outdoor recreation use has increased dramatically since the pandemic” 
• “The parks have been flooded with people now more than ever. Most of the time, people who live in the city 

have small or no yards and no chances to be outside during this pandemic except for the parks” 
 
They also discussed how local parks and recreation have provided spaces for recreation while being safe and complying 
with COVID-19 guidelines including avoiding indoor spaces, social distancing, mask-wearing, and sanitation procedures. 
Below are some example quotes that represent this sub-theme: 

• “With everyone out of work and school, there was a need for recreation and an outlet for safely gathering. The 
parks in the area have taken the place of the shore, the movies, bars and restaurants and everything else” 

• “When we are not allowed to socialize inside homes or go out and do things at gyms or restaurants it provides a 
place to go outside and exercise and maybe socialize with social distancing” 

• “Because during the pandemic a lot of people did the right thing and stayed home until they were told it’s 
“somewhat” safe to leave the house. The local parks are the safest option to being outside and around people 
rather than people being inside, in an enclosed space” 

• “It’s one of the only places where you can create social distancing space required to be outside” 
• “If you wear a mask and follow social distancing it is a safe way to get out” 
• “Our area has a sparse population, so the parks are not crowded, making it a good choice for a day out and 

social distancing is not too major. Also, without a lot of others, masks are not as necessary” 
• “Even though in my community the park was closed but other parks were open, and I physically saw someone 

cleaning and sanitizing the playground and picking up trash” 
• “They did the best they could to keep [the parks] safe and clean” 

 
Respondents described how local parks have provided opportunities for individuals to spend time outdoors experiencing 
nature. Below are some example quotes that represent this sub-theme: 

• “I am grateful that Fairmount Park has been open during the COVID-19 pandemic--it is my escape and my oasis, 
and I think many people feel the same way.  The trails by the river are beautiful, and the area behind the 
Museum of Art is gorgeous in any season.  I like to go there and forget I'm in the city (even though I love the 
city).  Fairmont Park East is so beautiful; I am really happy I live so close to it” 

• “Gives us a chance to experience the outdoors” 
• “It provides people with the opportunities to get out and enjoy the beauty and the peace of the outdoors seeing 

trees, flowers, birds, and animals is breathtaking” 
• “They have provided an outlet for outdoor activities for people that have been spending so much time indoors” 

 
Finally, respondents discussed how local parks and recreation have provided much-needed recreation opportunities for 
youth and families. Below are some example quotes that represent this sub-theme: 

• “Everyone needs to get outdoors and stay active, despite the pandemic. It's a place for kids to burn off excess 
energy and still be social with their friends...in a relatively safe way” 

• “There hasn’t been much open and kids need something to do with their time” 
• “They have provided a safe opportunity for families to participate in healthy, outdoor activities — especially 

families who otherwise would not have an outdoor space available in which to participate in recreational 
activities” 

• “Place to take/spend not just with my kids but friends, family too being able to make memories” 
• “They help my kids a lot because they get to play outdoors during the pandemic” 
• “I feel my local parks and recreation facilities are essential to my community during the pandemic due to schools 

being closed kids need places to play and be active especially if they don't have areas at home to play. It's 
important to be able to go outside and be active but also it needs to be safe to do so and I feel my local parks 
and recreation centers have done the necessary steps to make these places safe but more could always be 
done” 
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Responses for Parks Are Not an Essential Service  
Responses from those who felt parks and recreation were not essential in their communities during the COVID-19 
pandemic centered around several themes including use and interest in parks, access to parks during COVID-19, 
management of parks during COVID-19, and safety concerns regarding COVID-19. There were also a few respondents 
who did not know or were unsure why they felt parks and recreation were not an essential service in their community 
during COVID-19.  
 
Use and Interest in Parks  
This theme encompassed comments from individuals who felt parks were non-essential because they were either not 
interested in parks or did not use them before or during COVID-19. A few comments also mentioned how individuals are 
using other outdoor spaces in their communities instead of parks. Below are some example quotes that represent this 
theme: 

• “Actually I don't really care about the parks and recreation during COVID-19” 
• “I don't really go to those places even before COVID-19” 
• “No one is going” 
• “I was at home for like 5 months in the COVID-19 pandemic and I did not go to any park or recreation center 

during that time” 
• “In my community, the people have been taking more walks, but they have been doing it in their own 

neighborhoods” 
• “I live in a small town, in a rural area. There are many places that people can go to be outdoors, without using 

public park facilities. Lots of back roads to walk/jog along, etc.” 
 
Access to Parks During COVID-19 
A sizeable number of comments reflected a lack of access to parks as the reason respondents felt they were not 
essential in their community during COVID-19. Responses reflected both a general lack of access such as not having park 
and recreation facilities in their neighborhood or community and a lack of access due to the parks (and their facilities) 
being closed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Below are some example quotes that represent this theme:  

• “We do not have local parks near where we live” 
• “The closest park to my house is in the "rich" neighborhood and as a low-income individual, my family and I do 

not "belong" according to them and therefore we do not use that park” 
• “The parks in my area during Covid-19 were closed and the basketball courts were removed. I couldn't take my 

children to the park until recently” 
• “They have for the most part been closed during the whole pandemic around where I am located” 
• “They were shut down and the pools closed. It was determined by officials that they were not essential” 

 
Management of Parks During COVID-19 
Many comments referred to the management of local parks and recreation during COVID-19 related to the subthemes 
of maintenance and visitor management and communication about operations. Some respondents discussed concerns 
about the maintenance, cleanliness, and sanitation of local parks during the COVID-19 pandemic. Others noted a lack of 
enforcement of mask wearing and social distancing as reasons they felt parks and recreation were not an essential 
service during the pandemic. Below are some example quotes that represent this subtheme: 

• “The items at the parks are constantly being touched. The parks near my home do NOT get cleaned at all” 
• “The parks are not safe or sanitized” 
• “They aren’t doing a good job, being lazy and not taking care of things like they usually would” 
• “I doubt they have the money to keep things clean, and since they have not done anything to mandate mask 

wearing, or social distancing they are not doing as needed” 
• “No one I know of has done any cleaning or surveillance to make sure people are wearing masks, and are social 

distancing” 
• “I’ve seen students hanging out like usual without wearing a mask and the local parks and community hasn’t 

done anything to enforce the usage of masks when they enter the parks or recreation areas” 
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Several comments referred to a lack of information or communication from local parks and recreation about their 
operations during the COVID-19 pandemic. Comments reflected a lack of communication about whether park and 
recreation facilities were open and what the agencies were doing to make these spaces safe during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Below are some example quotes that represent this subtheme: 

• “I do not feel that there is adequate public knowledge about what local parks and recreation have been doing 
during the pandemic to service the community” 

• “I have heard absolutely nothing from them. My last email from them was in March” 
• “I don’t think enough information has been provided by them as to what services were and are available during 

the pandemic” 
• “Not enough information provided as to what they are doing during the pandemic to make the parks safe” 
• “Our local recreation center has been closed since March with no communication as to when it will reopen, or 

the plan to ensure all visitors’ health and safety” 
 
COVID-19 Safety Concerns  
Finally, some respondents discussed safety concerns about parks and recreation during COVID-19 related to their own 
personal safety perceptions as well as their perceptions of appropriate behavior during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• “I'm not as comfortable being outside as I was pre COVID-19” 
• “There have been so many people at my local park and on my usual walking trail that it isn't safe to use them. 

Many, many more people than usual, congregating in large groups, very few wearing masks. I used to walk on 
the trail four times a week, but I haven't been able to do so since early May, because I can't walk without mask-
less people approaching me much too close” 

• “I feel local parks and recreation have not been an essential service in my community during the COVID-19 
pandemic because at this time we all should stay at home to be safe” 

• “Local parks and recreation have not been essential during COVID-19 because everyone just wants to stay inside 
and parks are public” 

• “People are supposed to be practicing social distancing and people don’t need to be out” 
• “I think they should close all parks because it’s a higher risk of getting covid-19” 
• “During the pandemic it is a very easy way to spread COVID-19 if gathered in park. So it is not essential right 

now” 
 

Key Takeaways from COVID-19 Results  
Overall, in the past year, most survey respondents had visited a local park or trail in their community, and just over a 
third had participated in a recreation activity, program, or event sponsored by or taking place on facilities managed by 
their local park and recreation department. Respondents reported visiting local parks, trails, dog parks, and playgrounds 
most frequently during the 30 days prior to the survey. Park users averaged 5 visits to their local parks and 4 visits to 
trails during this time period. Individuals who had participated in programs in the past year participated, on average, in 3 
virtual programs and 3 in-person programs during the 30 days prior. When asked to reflect on their perceived use of 
park and recreation facilities during the COVID-19 pandemic, a majority of respondents reported that their use of local 
parks had decreased this year compared to a typical spring/summer. For most facilities, respondents reported either a 
decrease in use or no change to their use as compared to a typical spring/summer. 
 
Respondents generally indicated they would feel safe visiting trails or local parks, but were least likely to feel safe 
visiting community/public pools, recreation/community centers, or visitor/education centers. Respondents were less 
comfortable with programs and events as compared to visiting various park and recreation facilities. Only about a 
quarter of respondents indicated they would personally feel safe attending an in-person program or event or sending 
their kids to an in-person program or event. When asked how various factors would impact their use of in-person 
programs and events, respondents indicated that having hand sanitizer/hand washing stations provided at programs 
and events, development of effective treatment options for COVID-19, having masks required at programs and events, 
and enforcement of social distancing at programs and events would be most likely to increase their use. Conversely, a 
high number of COVID-19 cases in their community, their own personal risk of contracting COVID-19, and the risk of 
other people in their household contracting COVID-19 would be most likely to decrease their use of programs/events. 
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Just over half of respondents agreed that they trust their local park and recreation agency to determine when it is safe 
to re-open or re-close facilities and to offer in-person programs during the COVID-19 pandemic. They were less likely, 
however, to agree their local park and recreation agency is providing good information regarding use of local parks 
and recreation during the COVID-19 pandemic or explaining their decision-making regarding policies to re-open or re-
close facilities.  
 
While respondents considered all maintenance tasks to be important during COVID-19, when asked to select the three 
most important maintenance tasks, cleaning restrooms frequently, sanitation of public structures, and enforcement to 
ensure people are wearing masks were most frequently selected for the overall sample. Stated choice analysis was 
used to further parse out respondents’ considerations of the importance of various management and maintenance 
priorities related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Results demonstrated that respondents consider management actions 
related to masks to be most important, followed by actions related to the sanitation of public structures, and then less 
important are management actions related to the installation of hand sanitizer stations, encouragement of social 
distancing, and finally, changes in access via parking. When given a scenario where their local park and recreation 
department did not have enough resources available for park maintenance and sanitation, few respondents indicated 
they would be extremely likely to participate in volunteer initiatives to support maintenance or to support additional 
funding for these purposes.   
 
Respondents perceived a variety of benefits from local parks and recreation during the COVID-19 pandemic, including 
that these services provided opportunities to spend time outside, helped improve individuals’ mental health and 
wellbeing, provided youth with positive wats to fill their free time, helped individuals to be physically active, and helped 
families to begin new outdoor activities. Furthermore, a majority of respondents (54%) agreed that local parks and 
recreation have been an essential service in their community during the COVID-19 pandemic. When asked why, 
respondents indicated positive impacts of parks and recreation related to physical health, mental health and 
wellbeing, and provision of safe recreation opportunities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Conversely, those who 
indicated local parks and recreation have not been an essential service in their communities during the pandemic cited 
reasons related to a lack of use or interest in parks, a lack of access to parks during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
management of parks during the COVID-19 pandemic, and general safety concerns regarding COVID-19. For example, 
some noted the parks in their community have been closed or that they had not heard anything about what their local 
park and recreation agency was doing during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 

In conclusion, while respondents generally feel safe at and are 
visiting local parks and trails most often, they are less likely to feel 
comfortable or visit indoor spaces like community centers or visitor 
centers. Many do not yet feel comfortable with in-person programs 
or events, but indicate that some management actions and broader 
developments to COVID-19 vaccination and treatment could increase 
their use of programs and events in the future. More than half of 
respondents trust their local park and recreation agency to 
determine when it is safe to re-open or re-close facilities and to offer 
in-person programs during the COVID-19 pandemic.  In terms of 
management of parks during COVID-19, respondents care most 
about actions to increase mask wearing, sanitize shared public 
structures, and clean restrooms. Finally, findings suggest that 
respondents generally value the impact and benefits of local parks 

“Playgrounds Are Open” social media graphic                               recreation during the COVID-19 pandemic, and these factors 
Photo courtesy of Erie Parks and Recreation                                 influence their perception of parks and recreation as an                        
                                                                                            essential service during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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SECTION 5: Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
 
In addition to assessing perceptions and expectations about local parks and recreation concerning the COVID-19 
pandemic, we also asked respondents about their perceptions of DEI in local parks and recreation. This section is divided 
into several topics including sense of welcome and belonging, equitable engagement and representation, parks and 
social issues, and funding and resource allocation. Similar to in the prior section, we present comparisons by place of 
residence, but in the DEI section we control for the impact of race by adding a comparison between white and non-
white respondents.  
 
Sense of Welcome and Belonging  
Most respondents reported feeling a sense of welcome and belonging at local parks in their community, although non-
white respondents reported feeling less welcome, less comfortable, and less like they belong at local parks as 
compared to white respondents. 
 
Respondents were asked a series of items to gauge their sense of welcome and belonging at the local parks in their 
community. A majority of respondents agreed with each statement, suggesting that overall sense of welcome and 
belonging at local parks is relatively high among this sample (Table 20). When controlling for place of residence, we 
observed several differences between white and non-white respondents. White respondents were significantly more 
likely than non-white respondents to agree that they feel welcome at 
local parks (81% vs. 60%, respectively), feel comfortable when they 
visit local parks (77% vs. 59%, respectively), and feel like they belong 
at local parks (72% vs. 59%, respectively). Given these disparities as 
well as the interest in welcome and belonging as a priority for our 
field, we conducted an additional analysis to examine the factors 
which relate to sense of welcome and belonging in local parks. 
Through a regression analysis, we found that equitable engagement 
and representation (as reflected by the factors of inclusive 
programming, input in decision making, and representation of racial 
and ethnic diversity) has a significant, positive relationship with sense 
of welcome and belonging and accounts for 55% of the variance in 
welcome and belonging. As individuals perceive greater inclusive 
programming, input in decision making, and representation of racial 
and ethnic diversity, they report a higher sense of welcome and 
belonging in local parks. The subsequent section on Equitable 
Engagement and Representation provides data  Community members enjoy the spray from an open 
on these three factors. hydrant on Wacky Water Wednesday 
 Photos courtesy of Reading Recreation Commission 
 

Table 20. Sense of Welcome and Belonging 
 

ITEM1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Sense of Welcome and Belonging 
(α = .892) 3.8 3.8 3.9 3.9 

I feel welcome at local parks 3.9* (76.4) 2.6 (71.9) 2.7 (78.5) 2.7 (78.5) 
Local parks are a comfortable place to hang out 3.9 (73.0) 2.6 (70.9) 2.7 (75.6) 2.7 (72.7) 
I feel comfortable when I visit local parks 3.9* (72.8) 2.6 (71.9) 2.6 (73.7) 2.7 (72.7) 
Local parks are for people like me 3.8 (69.7) 2.6 (70.4) 2.6 (70.2) 2.6 (68.3) 
I feel like I belong at local parks 3.8* (68.9) 2.6 (69.3) 2.6 (70.2) 2.6 (66.8) 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
*With bold, outlined text signifies statistically significant difference by race when controlling for place of residence  
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Parks and Social Issues  
In urban areas, a majority of respondents indicated that public spaces such as parks, recreation facilities, and plazas 
are important places to express opinions about social issues like racism, gender equality, or economic opportunities.  
 
Next, we asked participants about the extent to which they feel public spaces such as parks, recreation facilities, and 
plazas are important places to express opinions about social issues such as racism, gender equality, or economic 
opportunities. Approximately 42% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that public spaces serve this important 
function. When controlling for the effect of race, agreement with this statement varied by place of residence such that 
respondents from urban areas were significantly more likely to agree that public spaces are important places to 
express opinions about social issues than respondents from suburban or rural areas (Table 21). In urban areas, a 
majority of respondents agreed that public spaces service this function. 
 
Table 21. Perception of Public Spaces as Places to Express Opinions About Social Issues 
 

ITEM1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

Public spaces such as parks, recreation facilities, and 
plazas are important places to express opinions about 
social issues (e.g., racism, gender equality, economic 
opportunities) 

3.1* (42.2) 3.5 (52.8) 3.1 (43.4) 2.9 (30.2) 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
*With bold, outlined text signifies statistically significant difference by place of residence when controlling for race 
 

Equitable Engagement and Representation 
Perceptions of equitable engagement and representation were relatively low, with only about a third of respondents 
indicating their input is valued by their local park and recreation department or non-profit or that this entity actively 
seeks input from the community. Moreover, less than half of respondents indicated their department or non-profit 
employs people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds. 
 
Participants were asked about their local park and recreation department or non-profit’s performance on equitable 
engagement, specifically with regard to programming, input in decision making, and representation of racial and ethnic 
diversity. These items focused on DEI in equitable engagement. Responses were generally moderate, and respondents 
were most likely to indicate that their local park and recreation department or non-profit engages with the community 
in the form of programming (Table 22). For example, 49% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their local park 
and recreation department or non-profit holds programs and events that bring together people from different cultures 
and backgrounds. With regard to input in decision making, a sizeable number of respondents (43%) felt their local 
department or non-profit would be open to their input, but were less likely to feel their voice was actually represented 
in what happens at the parks generally (28%). With regard to representation of racial and ethnic diversity, respondents 
were most likely (47%) to indicate that people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds attend activities, programs, or 
events sponsored by their local park and recreation department or non-profit. They were less likely, however, to agree 
that people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds hold leadership positions (32%) or are featured in marketing 
materials or social media (35% and 27%, respectively). No significant differences were observed based on place of 
residence or race with the exception of one item. When controlling for the effect of race, there were differences by 
place of residence with regard to the perception that marketing materials and promotions are available in multiple 
languages. Urban respondents were significantly more likely to agree with this statement than suburban or rural 
respondents. 
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Table 22. Equitable Engagement 
 
Construct/Item1 Overall 

M (%2) 
Urban 
M (%) 

Suburban 
M (%) 

Rural 
M (%) 

 

Programming (α = .885) 
My local park and recreation department of non-profit holds 
programs and events that... 
 

3.3 3.3 3.3 3.2 

Bring together people from different cultures and backgrounds  3.4 (48.6) 3.4 (52.3) 3.4 (48.8) 3.3 (44.4) 
Encourage interaction among attendees 3.4 (45.2) 3.4 (49.2) 3.4 (42.4) 3.3 (43.4) 
Are relevant to my culture 3.3 (41.9) 3.3 (46.2) 3.3 (42.4) 3.2 (37.1) 
Celebrate the culture and background of people like me  3.2 (39.3) 3.4 (51.3) 3.2 (38.5) 3.1 (28.3) 
Celebrate the diversity of our community   3.2 (39.6) 3.4 (48.7) 3.2 (39.0) 3.0 (31.2) 
Bring together people from different cultures and backgrounds 
to discuss issues in the community 3.2 (37.8) 3.2 (41.7) 3.2 (39.5) 3.1 (32.2) 

 

Input in Decision Making (α = .867) 
 

3.2 3.3 3.2 3.1 

My local park and recreation department or non-profit would be 
open to my input 3.4 (43.0) 3.5 (48.7) 3.4 (44.4) 3.3 (35.6) 

My community is represented in what happens at local parks 
generally (programs, events, maintenance, etc.) 3.3 (43.9) 3.4 (48.2) 3.3 (42.4) 3.3 (40.5) 

My input is valued by my local park and recreation department 
or non-profit 3.2 (33.6) 3.3 (38.2) 3.2 (34.1) 3.2 (28.3) 

My local park and recreation department or non-profit actively 
seeks input from my community  3.2 (33.9) 3.3 (39.2) 3.2 (36.6) 3.0 (25.4) 

My voice is represented in what happens at local parks generally 
(programs, events, maintenance, etc.) 3.0 (27.7) 3.1 (33.2) 3.0 (29.3) 2.9 (20.5) 

 

Representation of Racial and Ethnic Diversity (α = .871) 
 

3.2 3.4 3.2 3.1 

People from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds attend 
activities, programs, or events sponsored by my local park and 
recreation department or non-profit 

3.4 (47.1) 3.5 (51.8) 3.4 (51.2) 3.3 (39.0) 

My local park and recreation department or non-profit employs 
people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds  3.4 (44.2) 3.5 (52.8) 3.3 (40.5) 3.2 (39.5) 

Marketing materials and promotions for my local park and 
recreation department or non-profit feature people from diverse 
racial and ethnic backgrounds 

3.2 (35.0) 3.3 (41.2) 3.2 (35.6) 3.1 (38.8) 

People from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds hold 
leadership positions at my local park and recreation department 
or non-profit 

3.2 (32.1) 3.3 (39.7) 3.2 (32.7) 3.0 (24.4) 

My local park and recreation department or non-profit’s social 
media features people from diverse racial and ethnic 
backgrounds 

3.2 (33.1) 3.3 (42.2) 3.2 (32.2) 3.0 (24.9) 

Marketing materials and promotions for my local park and 
recreation department or non-profit are available in multiple 
languages 

3.1* (29.6) 3.3 (42.2) 3.0 (27.3) 2.9 (19.5) 

 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
*With bold, outlined text signifies statistically significant difference by place of residence when controlling for race 
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Funding and Resource Allocation Priorities for DEI 
 

Respondents were generally very supportive of directing funding and 
resources toward increasing inclusivity, access, representation of 
diversity, and safety regarding local parks and recreation. 
 
We asked respondents a variety of questions about the extent to which 
they felt park and recreation funding and resources should go towards 
various DEI priorities. Respondents were most supportive of directing 
funding and resources toward making parks and recreation more 
inclusive, followed by increasing access for underserved populations 
(Table 23). For example, an overwhelming majority of respondents 
(79%) agreed or strongly agreed that park and recreation funding and 
resources should go toward ensuring everyone feels welcome in park 
and recreation spaces and ensuring recreation programming is inclusive 
to all community members (75%). Respondents were also very 
supportive of safety priorities to address violence and criminal activity at 
local parks (76%) and to increase lighting at local parks (70%). 
Respondents were least supportive of allocating funds and resources 
toward decreasing police presence at local parks (28%). When 
controlling for race, there were no statistically significant differences by 
place of residence (there were also no significant differences by race). 

Park maintenance staff repaints surfacing 
Photos courtesy of Carlisle Parks and Recreation 

Masked teens assist with Toys for Tots event 
Photos courtesy of Camp Hill Parks and 
Recreation 

Masked children pose for a summer photo 
Photos courtesy of Upper Gwynedd Township Parks and Recreation  

Where should funding go? 
We asked about investing in increasing inclusivity, access, 
representation of racial and ethnic diversity, and safety. 

 
• Broad-based support for directing resources toward 

increased programming, input in decision making, and 
representation of racial and ethnic diversity in local park 
and recreation departments 
 

• 79% agreed that resources should go toward ensuring 
everyone feels welcome in park and recreation spaces 

 
• 57% agreed resources should go toward ensuring all 

individuals have a voice in local park and recreation 
planning and management, especially those from 
traditionally marginalized groups  

 
• 56% agreed resources should go toward efforts to 

increase representation of racial and ethnic minorities 
among all levels of park and recreation staff  
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Table 23. DEI Priorities for Resource Allocation 
 
 

CONSTRUCT/ITEM1 OVERALL 
M (%2) 

URBAN 
M (%) 

SUBURBAN 
M (%) 

RURAL 
M (%) 

 

Inclusivity (α = .863) 
 

3.8 3.8 3.8 3.8 

Ensuring everyone feels welcome in local parks and recreation 
spaces 4.0 (79.2) 3.9 (72.9) 4.1 (82.9) 4.1 (81.5) 

Ensuring recreation programming is inclusive to all community 
members  3.9 (74.8) 3.9 (72.4) 3.9 (74.6) 4.0 (78.0) 

Ensuring local parks represent the cultural values of all 
community members  3.8 (64.3) 3.8 (67.3) 3.7 (62.9) 3.8 (62.4) 

Ensuring all individuals have a voice in local park and recreation 
planning and management, especially those from traditionally 
marginalized groups 

3.6 (57.3) 3.6 (56.8) 3.7 (62.0) 3.6 (53.7) 

Increasing culturally relevant programming at local parks  3.6 (54.7) 3.7 (59.8) 3.6 (54.1) 3.5 (50.2) 
 

Access (α = .847) 
 

3.7 3.7 3.7 3.7 

Ensuring that all community members have the opportunity to 
participate in recreation programming, regardless of their socio-
demographic background 

3.8 (68.6) 3.8 (66.3) 3.9 (70.2) 3.9 (68.8) 

Increasing the quality of existing local parks in underserved areas  3.7 (65.6) 3.8 (66.8) 3.8 (67.8) 3.7 (62.0) 
Increasing recreation program offerings in underserved areas 3.7 (63.5) 3.8 (68.8) 3.7 (66.3) 3.5 (55.1) 
Increasing access to local parks in underserved areas  3.6 (60.7) 3.6 (61.3) 3.6 (62.0) 3.6 (59.5) 

 

Representation of Diversity (α = .837) 
 

3.7 3.7 3.7 3.6 

Ensuring equitable hiring practices within the park and recreation 
department 3.8 (65.3) 3.8 (67.8) 3.8 (64.4) 3.8 (64.4) 

Providing diversity training to park and recreation department 
employees  3.7 (61.5) 3.8 (67.8) 3.7 (59.5) 3.6 (58.0) 

Ensuring representation of racial and ethnic minorities on park 
and recreation boards and committees 3.6 (59.2) 3.6 (62.3) 3.6 (58.0) 3.6 (57.6) 

Efforts to increase representation of racial and ethnic minorities 
among all levels of park and recreation staff 3.6 (55.6) 3.7 (61.8) 3.6 (56.1) 3.5 (49.8) 

 

 

Safety (α = .753) 
 

3.6 3.7 3.6 3.5 

Addressing violence and criminal activity at local parks 4.1 (76.3) 4.0 (76.4) 4.1 (77.1) 4.0 (75.1) 
Increasing lighting at local parks 3.9 (70.4) 3.9 (70.4) 3.9 (72.7) 3.9 (67.8) 
Increasing safety at local parks for racial and ethnic minorities 3.7 (58.1) 3.8 (65.8) 3.7 (57.6) 3.6 (50.7) 
Increasing staff or volunteer presence at local parks 3.7 (60.9) 3.7 (60.3) 3.7 (62.4) 3.7 (60.0) 
Addressing conflict between people of different races or 
ethnicities at local parks 3.6 (57.8) 3.8 (66.3) 3.6 (55.1) 3.6 (51.7) 
Addressing discrimination toward racial and ethnic minorities in 
local parks 3.6 (55.5) 3.7 (64.3) 3.7 (56.6) 3.5 (46.3) 
Decreasing police presence at local parks 2.8 (27.8) 3.0 (34.7) 2.7 (22.9) 2.6 (26.3) 

 

1Scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
2Percent reporting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
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Key Takeaways from Diversity, Equity, Inclusion Results 
With regard to DEI, we investigated respondents’ sense of belonging at local parks, their perceptions of equitable 
engagement and representation, and priorities for investment in various DEI efforts. Most respondents reported feeling 
a sense of welcome and belonging at local parks in their community. However, non-white respondents reported feeling 
less welcome, less comfortable, and less like they belong at local parks as compared to white respondents, indicating an 
inequity in park experiences based on race. Furthermore, public spaces are often touted as spaces of social expression 
and democracy, but in this study, less than half of respondents indicated that public spaces such as parks, recreation 
facilities, and plazas are important places to express opinions about social issues like racism, gender equality, or 
economic opportunities. Respondents from urban areas were more likely to agree with this statement, with a majority 
indicating that public spaces serve this important function. 
 
Perceptions of equitable engagement and representation related to DEI were moderate to low, indicating room for 
improvement. Regarding inclusive programming, less than half of respondents felt their local park and recreation 
department or non-profit holds programs and events that bring together people from different cultures and 
backgrounds. Perceptions of community input in park and recreation decision making were relatively low, with only 
about a third of respondents indicating their input is valued by their local park and recreation department or non-
profit or that their local department or non-profit actively seeks input from the community. In terms of representation 
of racial and ethnic diversity, less than half of respondents agreed that their local department or non-profit employs 
people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, and less than a third indicated people from diverse racial and 
ethnic backgrounds hold leadership positions at their local department or non-profit. These perceptions did not vary 
significantly based on race and place of residence, suggesting room for improvement across urban, suburban, and rural 
communities.   
 
In terms of funding and resource allocation for DEI priorities, respondents were generally very supportive of the given 
priorities related to advancing inclusivity, access, diversity in employee hiring and training, and safety. A large majority 
of respondents felt funding and resources should go toward ensuring individuals feel welcome and that programming 
is inclusive to all. While perceptions of community input in park and recreation decision making were somewhat low, 
respondents were supportive of directing resources toward ensuring all individuals have a voice in local park and 
recreation management. Respondents also generally felt resources should go toward ensuring everyone can 
participate in programming and have access to quality parks and programs. While respondents often indicated their 
park and recreation department did not have racially and ethnically diverse staff or leadership, they were supportive of 
directing resources toward efforts to increase the representation of racial and ethnic minorities among all levels of park 
and recreation staff. Finally, regarding safety, a majority of respondents agreed that funding and resources should go 
toward increasing safety at local parks for racial and ethnic minorities and addressing discrimination toward racial and 
ethnic minorities in these spaces, but few indicated decreasing police presence at local parks as a funding priority.  
 
In conclusion, respondents were generally very supportive of directing funding and resources toward DEI priorities 
related to increasing inclusivity, access, diversity in employee hiring and training, and safety at local parks. While this 
support was high, perceptions of the current state of DEI in their local park and recreation departments or non-profits 
were much lower. Perceptions of DEI in programming, input in decision making, and representation of racial and 
ethnic diversity were moderate at best, and this was consistent across urban, suburban, and rural areas as well as 
white and non-white respondents. Moreover, while respondents as a whole generally felt a sense of welcome and 
belonging in local parks, there were concerning disparities between white and non-white respondents. Collectively, 
these findings indicate room for growth on DEI in local parks and recreation, and suggest respondents are supportive 
of directing funding and resources toward DEI priorities. 
 

“In the Recreation & Parks industry, it's important to not just talk the talk, 
but to walk the walk in regards to diversity, equity, and inclusion.  

The work that we do means everyone leaves feeling valued and fulfilled.” 
 

Dr. Debra Blair, Associate Professor of Sports and Recreation Management, Temple University 
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Pennsylvania Recreation & Park Society 
The Voice of Pennsylvania Recreation and Parks 
 
PRPS is the principal statewide association providing professional development, leadership, advocacy and resources for 
those working and volunteering in the parks and recreation field. 
 
The Society’s members include managers of municipal and state recreation and park systems, recreation therapists and 
wellness specialists, higher education professors and students, managers and programmers of commercial recreation 
facilities, suppliers and manufacturers of recreation and park products and services, and citizen members of community 
recreation and park boards across the Commonwealth.  
 
PRPS serves its members and corporate, organizational and community partners by providing industry news and trends, 
legislative advocacy, technical assistance and resources, and many professional development opportunities and 
networking forums each year. 
 
Founded in 1935, PRPS is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) professional membership association with nearly 2000 members 
statewide. 
 

Pennsylvania Recreation & Park Society office sign, landscaping, bluebird box and maintenance volunteers 
Photos courtesy of the Pennsylvania Recreation & Park Society 
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