
Series 9, No.1 March 2008

President's Council on Physical Fitness and Sports

Researc ....~'
11111111

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

Introduction

From their early roots, local, state, and national parks have evolved to preserve the
enviromuent for the benelit and enjoyment of the people. In addition to being a

place to experience beauty in nature and preserve the ecological health of the

community, the idea that parks can playa key role in the promotion of healthy and
active lifestyles was noted in the mid 1800's by Frederick Law Olmsted, the

"father" of North American urban parks (LeGates & Stout, 1999). Parks have

since been thought of as fulfilling two major functions: as settings in which to

preserve and appreciate nature, and as places to foster a variety of positive

recreation experiences and leisure time physical activity opportunities.
Consequently, there is considerable variation in the organization, operation, and

design of parks in the United States.

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

Park acquisition, operation, and programming are funded through a variety of

mechanisms including tax revenues, honds, user fees, non-profit foundation

support, voluntary organizations, and sponsorships (Crompton, 1999). The

majority of parks in the United States are community or neighborhood parks.

Tbese are typically funded througb tax dollars and bonds although there is

mounting pressure to operate parks as self-sustaining entities through user fees,

sponsorship, or donations (Mowen et aI., 2006). Local park and recreation

agencies may also leverage resources by partnering with non-profit organizations
and private contractors to provide a variety of services. Because the majority of

support is on the local level, there is considerable variance among park amenities

and programs across the United States. Some places are rich in parks and open

Public health concerns regarding physical inactivity have sparked renewed interest in how parks contribute to active living

and what changes would be necessary to encourage greater use of parks and more physical activity within those settings.
There is an extensive network of parks located within a two-mile proximity of an estimated 75% of American households

(ICMA and NaCO, 2006). Thus, parks are a promising venue to increase population levels of physical activity. [n recent

years, both conceptual and empirical research has highlighted the potential of parks as important community settings for
physical activity (Bedimo-Rung et aI., 2005; Cohen et aI., 2007; Godbey et aI., 2005). In this article, we provide a brief

background and description of parks in the United States, discuss the research
linking parks to physical activity and health, and, ba.'ed on existing evidence,

provide several practical recommendations to stimulate active use of parks across
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