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Preface

The inspiration for the development of the book Community Parks & Recreation: An In-
troduction was drawn from three sources. First and perhaps most important was the efforts 
of the senior authors in leading doctoral course work focused on the topic of community 
building. In this effort, two social constructs were used to discuss the topic of community. 
They were (1) sustainable environmental development and (2) social capital. In modern 
times, Rachel Carson’s treatise, Silent Spring (1962), and Kenneth E. Boulding’s essay, The 
Economics of the Coming Spaceship Earth (1966), addressed the importance of the interac-
tion of the economy and the environment and gave way to the need for sustainable envi-
ronmental development. Robert Putnam’s book, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of 
American Community (2001), discusses the loss of social capital in American communities 
and the need for greater social bonding and social bridging. 

The aforementioned social constructs are directly related to the work of community 
park and recreation organizations. The greening and beautification of communities as well 
as tying recreation services to clean economic development provide a direct connection 
between the work of public park and recreation departments and community development. 
Over the past 150 years, communities have focused their attention on enhancing quality of 
life, health, and wellness, and the greening of their environments through the provision of 
park and recreation services and amenities. Further, such services have galvanized com-
munities to provide programs as mechanisms of social reform to address issues related to 
poverty, immigration, crowding, and the anonymity that comes from urban life. In con-
temporary times, the writings of Richard Florida, including his seminal book, The Rise of 
the Creative Class (2002), and Who’s Your City (2008), have pointed to the importance of 
creating livable innovative community environments. 

In our discussion with doctoral students, we asked them to consider what are the most 
important elements of a livable community? In what type of community would they like 
to live? How important are building social connections amongst family, friends, neighbors, 
colleagues, and others? How are such relationships developed and sustained? What types of 
organizations are more likely to create such opportunities for building one’s social capital?  
What agencies in the community are concerned with addressing environmental degrada-
tion and on the flip side enhancing community beautification and greening? All of these 
questions pointed toward the importance of public parks and recreation and its community 
development efforts. 

Second, as we reviewed the literature, it was interesting to note that few books in more 
contemporary times addressed the topic of community parks and recreation. As the pro-
fession of parks and recreation was historically tied to municipal services, we began to ask 
ourselves, is there a turn in the profession away from services offered at the local level? 
Although we did not come to a definitive conclusion regarding this matter, it became some-
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what evident to us that much of the literature available to academics today was not in fact 
focused on municipal park and recreation services. Simply, it may be that job opportuni-
ties have been diminished in the public sector, and therefore the academic preparation of 
students is being directed elsewhere. With this effort, we hope to reenergize and rekindle a 
focus on community parks and recreation as an area of academic interest and study. 

Third, we all had a deep interest in community parks and/or recreation services. At var-
ious times in one or more of our careers, we have served as playground leaders, recreation 
specialists, youth leaders, community therapeutic recreation specialists, recreation center 
directors, recreation supervisors, and/or director of parks and recreation. In preparing this 
book, it was as if we were coming full circle in our professional careers. We all started with 
a strong commitment to community parks and recreation, and this fact highlighted our 
commitment to the topic. 

The book is organized into three major parts. Part I focuses on the “History and Phil-
osophical Foundations of Public Parks and Recreation.” The major intent of this section 
is to provide an underpinning to assist the student in understanding the major dimen-
sions of public parks and recreation and its impact socially, culturally, environmentally, 
and economically. Part II of the book focuses on “Managerial and Administrative Aspects 
of Park and Recreation Systems.” This section of the book provides practical strategies for 
administrative activities, planning, marketing, budgeting, engaging the public, and land 
acquisition. Part III of the book is focused on “The Public Sector Service Provision in Parks 
and Recreation.” This section of the book focuses on program and service delivery, includ-
ing chapters dealing with programming for community recreation, youth programming, 
programming for adults and seniors, programming special events, and community-based 
therapeutic recreation. 

In the preparation of Community Parks & Recreations: An Introduction, each author 
was responsible for the preparation of four chapters. Therefore, we all equally shared in the 
authorship of the book. In addition, we all share the authorship of the final two chapters of 
the book. As such, there is no senior author, and each of our names could have been listed 
first or in some other order in the book. 

Christopher R. Edginton
Samuel D. Lankford 
Rodney B. Dieser
Christopher L. Kowalski
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Introduction to Community Parks 
& Recreation

CHAPTER OBJECTIVES

• To gain an understanding of the philosophical and foundational aspects of community
parks and recreation

• To develop an appreciation of the role community parks and recreation professional as
a public servant

• To understand the concept of community and the way in which public recreation
services are organized and the strategies used to organize community resources

• To gain awareness of the ways in which public parks and recreation services are an
asset to a community

• To understand the ways in which parks and recreation services contribute to community 
livability

INTRODUCTION

The soul of the community is reflected in the vitality of its public parks and recreation 
services. Community parks and recreation services impact very dramatically the quality of 
life, livability and health, and well-being of the members of any community. Community 
life and the activities engaged in by individuals and groups of people provide for a sense 
of belonging, meaningfulness, and relevance in the way people live their lives. Community 
parks and recreation programs, services, and facilities play a key role in creating opportunities 
for people to experience and enjoy life. They are often pivotal in assisting individuals in 
finding great value in their day-to-day living activities. As leisure has taken increased value 
in contemporary society, so have the services offered by community parks and recreation 
agencies. 

Public parks and recreation agencies have a central role to play in the crafting of 
community life. Such services may provide a respite for individuals as well as stimulation 
for dealing with day-to-day challenges. As Edginton, DeGraff, Dieser, and Edginton have 
noted (2006): 

Leisure is freedom and contributes greatly to one’s satisfaction in life….as a way of 
uplifting the spirit, improving our well-being, and enhancing our relationships with 
others’ leisure…helps us shape out sense of self-worth, assist in the formulation and 
communication of values and norms, and aids us in improving the livability in our 

Chapter One

Part I: History and Philosophical Foundations of Public Parks and Recreation
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lives and communities. Leisure is a way of energizing individuals to pursue those 
individual interests they value. While liberating individuals, leisure time affords 
opportunities to celebrate community living. It is a powerful medium that provides 
opportunities for us to enhance our social, cultural, and economic development. (p. 
xiii)  

Specifically related to community parks and recreation, Butler (1976) defined 
recreation as “activities that lead to direct satisfaction on behalf of participants; recreation is 
the services that community parks and recreation agencies offer to community members.”

As one can determine, public parks and recreation are an important part of enhancing 
community life. Leisure, whether viewed as free time, activity, or as a state of mind, can 
be enhanced when there are numerous, diverse, and high-quality community parks and 
recreation services available. 

Community parks and recreation can be defined as any combination of leisure 
experiences and amenities that contribute to individual or a community’s quality of life, 
health, and wellness, and sustainable environmental well-being. Parks and recreation 
services can be thought of as a developmental process that engages the community in 
positive, meaningful, and purposeful ways. In this book we use the terms community and 
public interchangeably. Community or public parks and recreation refers to government 
services and subdivisions of government that are offered closest to people. This includes 
municipal government, county government, and special districts.

 In this chapter, a number of topics will be discussed. First, a discussion of philosophical 
foundations and perspectives related to community parks and recreation will be explored. 
This will be followed by a short discussion of mission statements from community parks 
and recreation departments. Key themes emerging from this analysis suggest that such 
agencies are committed to enhancing and improving quality of life, health and well-
being, and stewardship of natural resources. Third, a discussion of the role of the parks 
and recreation professional as a public servant is included. Next, an explanation as to why 
parks and recreation services move people is explored. A discussion of the ways in which 
communities can be defined is next offered. This is followed by information regarding why 
community parks and recreation are an asset. In turn, useful information is presented on the 
ways in which the parks and recreation profession is involved in the building of the livability 
of communities. Also included is a discussion of strategies for organizing community 
resources, including social planning, community development, social marketing, and social 
action. Last, a presentation of the ways in which community parks and recreation services 
are organized is included. 

PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS AND PERSPECTIVES 

“Parks are for people.” This concept has resonated throughout the last 150 years of 
American and Canadian history. As Dustin, McAvoy, and Schultz (2002) have indicated, 
“From Yosemite to the Boston Common, recreation resources represents the democratic 
resources of the public good” (p. 6). They symbolize the fact that public parks and recreation 
areas belong to all. As they suggest, “in a nation committed to equality of conditions, 
public parks and playgrounds serve as an equalizing function” (p. 6). Regardless of one’s 
socioeconomic status, all individuals have access to such public resources. Thus, public 
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parks and recreation are in fact an expression America’s democratic ideal. The core ideals 
and values of this concept include life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, which are 
embedded in our Declaration of Independence. 

Complementing the aforementioned statement is one drawn from Texas A&M 
University professor John Crompton (2013), wherein he has proclaimed that “there are 
no great cities that do not have a great park system.” This statement suggests that the 
infrastructure of any given great city must include the provision for parks and recreation 
services. In order for people to achieve a quality of life, they must have affordable access to 
public resources such as parks and recreation. As a result, such services have been woven 
into the fabric of community life over the past several decades. Public parks and recreation 
services are perceived to be an important element in any community’s offering of its 
community services and are viewed as a standard element. 

What then, are the general themes that community parks and recreation departments 
pursue? Such themes are not universally accepted but nonetheless provide insight into the 
roles of parks and recreation agencies and the professionals within such organizations. 
Many such organizations view their work as building a sense of community and promoting 
community esprit de corps. Parks and recreation agencies help individuals and communities 
find joy, zest, and encourage spirit in community life. Further, such organizations engage 
in the development of their community by promoting community development, which 
encourages social bonding and bridging. Parks and recreation agencies are often involved in 
enhancing social connectivity, unity, solidarity, connectedness, relatedness, and partnership 
building. Central to the work of parks and recreation agencies have been the contributions 
they make to the beautification and the settings of the community and to promoting and 
enhancing community livability. Drawing from the World Leisure Organization, parks 
and recreation organizations have become integral to the social, cultural, economic, and 
sustainable environmental well-being. 

An essential component of community function is that of nurturing the human 
spirit. As Edginton, Hudson, Scholl, and Lauzon (2011) have noted, parks and recreation 
professionals work to “create hope in the lives of individuals” (p. 125). Their work involves 
providing people with the hope as they come to participate in leisure experiences that good 
things will happen to them. Edginton and Chen (2014) have offered the following: 

Creating hope is the central focus of the profession. We are the builders, creators, 
and developers of hope. An important element of the professional’s vision and 
mission, hope motivates individuals in gaining the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 
values that enrich their lives and those of others. Leisure provides opportunities 
for individuals to create shape and share their hope for increased well-being and 
a better quality of life. It is through creating hope that we build a confidence for 
fulfilling one’s anticipated desires for the future. Hope builds confidence that [one’s 
or a community’s] needs and interest and desires can be fulfilled. (p. 173)

The many benefits that come from the prevision of community parks and recreation 
programs and services are in fact endless, including assisting individuals and communities 
in finding joy, happiness, and fulfillment. Benefits often focus on assisting individuals and 
communities in the development of their social, cultural, physical, cognitive, economic, 
and spiritual attributes. Figure 1.1 provides an analysis of the economic benefits of parks for 
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cities. As one can see, not only do parks enhance environmental aesthetics and recreation 
benefits but also economic ones. 

Figure 1.1. How cities use parks for economic development. (Lewis, 2007)

Parks and recreation professionals often operate from a holistic, humanistic, and activist 
role to engage in policy decision-making within communities. The parks and recreation 
profession is rooted in human services, and our advocacy activities are often in collaboration 
with other social and human services. There is a strong emphasis placed on working with 
people to identify needs and in turn assist them in assessing resources to meet such needs. 
Parks and recreation professionals work to teach individuals process and problem-solving 
skills from a community development perspective. It is the public’s involvement that makes 
public parks and recreation relevant and vibrant in community life. A part of the professional 
activities of the parks and recreation professional is to engage in critical inquiry. As Edginton 
and Chen (2014) have written, parks and recreation professionals work to “inquire critically 
as to the conditions of human kind… critical inquiry should promote new solutions to 
problems…[ and]… seek to improve the quality of life of all human beings by critically 
examining the conditions of society that lead to poverty, hatred, violence, and anomie” (p. 
137). In the crafting of new solutions, the parks and recreation professional often operates 
as a social entrepreneur, bringing social inventions to solve problems to their communities. 

MISSION STATEMENTS AND COMMUNITY PARKS AND RECREATION

What is the mission of community parks and recreation departments? A review of 
mission statements from multiple parks and recreation departments operating at municipal, 
county, and special districts levels reveal nearly 50 distinct philosophical perspectives that 
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are used to guide the action of these types of organizations. Some of the more common 
statements include “quality of life, stewardship and preservation of natural resources and 
heritage sites, provision of beautiful spaces, health and wellness, and affordable and accessible 
services.” Still other mission statements speak to the importance of the relationship between 
parks and recreation agencies and those whom they serve. Mission statements also reflect 
“the need to promote high-quality human services, treat people with courtesy and respect, 
and building partnerships with the community.” Still others, promoting benefits such as 
“happiness, fun, learning, growth and development, providing safe and inviting  places for 
people to gather, celebrate, contemplate, and engage in activity.” Other mission statements 
reflect the importance of “leadership, professionalism, providing quality services, and 
commitment and a responsiveness to the needs of people as a way of enriching their lives.” 
These themes parallel the National Recreation and Park Association’s focus on conservation, 
health and wellness, social equity, as well as quality of life and the enhancement of sustainable 
environments through community parks and recreation (NRPA, 2017).

Figure 1.2 presents a mission and core value statement from the Chicago Park District. 
As one can see when reviewing this statement, a strong commitment is made to three primary 
themes. First is the enhancement of the quality of life through the provision of recreation 
and leisure opportunities. The second involves providing safe, inviting, and beautifully 
maintained parks and facilities. Last is the creation of a customer-friendly system. These 
primary mission-driven statements are supported by four core values: children first, best 
deal in town, built to last, and extra effort. Figure 1.3 is the City of Indianapolis Department 
of Parks and Recreation vision, mission, and values statement. As one can see in this 
document, the program emphasizes excellence as well as environmental initiatives and 
protecting parks, greenways, and open spaces. In addition, the statement emphasizes the 
importance of providing facilities and programs. The mission statement emphasizes fun, 
safe, and sustainable parks that enhance quality of life for individuals, neighborhoods, and 
communities. 

PARKS AND RECREATION PROFESSIONALS AS PUBLIC SERVANTS

Public servants are those individuals who are involved in a government position usually 
based on merit. To be a public servant implies that one holds the public’s welfare in trust. 
To be a public servant making the welfare of the community one’s life work is viewed as a 
noble calling. Serving others is the highest vocation; individuals holding such responsible 
positions are empowered to enforce the organization’s statutes, ordinances, codes, rules, 
and regulations. In more contemporary times, the parks and recreation professional as 
a public servant operates with integrity and excellence in a selfless, unselfish, generous, 
magnanimous, and self-effacing manner. He/she places concern for others above that of 
self. 

The idea of government employees as merit-based public servants dates back to the 
Han dynasty in China. In the 18th century, the notion of civil service became an important 
element of the British Empire. Ultimately, a civil service system was established in the United 
States in 1871 for position in the government of the United States. In more contemporary 
times, the notion of the parks and recreation professional as a public servant has been 
adapted by Edginton, Hudson, Scholl, and Lauzon (2011) in discussing the works of Robert 
Greenleaf, who offers the idea of servant leadership. Greenleaf (1970) applies a theological 
perspective that to lead is to serve others first. Characteristics of servant leaders include the 
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willingness to listen, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, stewardship, commitment to 
the growth of others, and the building of community. As Greenleaf has written: 

The servant-leader is servant first….it begins with the natural feeling that one wants 
to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead… The 
difference manifest itself in the care take by the servant—first to make sure that 
other people’s highest priority needs are being served. The best test and the most 
difficult to administer, is, Do those served grow as people? Do they, while being 
served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more like themselves to 
become servants? And what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will they 
benefit or, at least not be further deprived? (1970, 1991, p. 7)

An important role of the community parks and recreation professional as a public 
servant is that of serving as an advocate. To be an advocate is to be a champion for others, 
advancing their interests and concerns. One can think of an advocate as an individual who 
works on behalf of a cause, in this case, the provision of high-quality parks and recreation 
services that are meaningful and relevant to those individuals to whom the programs areas 

 







. 
 

Figure 1.2. Chicago Park District Mission and Core Value Statement 
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Our Vision
Indy Parks will be a national model of excellence and 

destination or facilities and programs, protecting parks, 
greenways, and open spaces and championing 

environmental initiatives.

Our Mission

Create, fun, safe, engaging, and sustainable parks that 
enhance the quality of life for individuals, neighborhoods, 

and communities. 

Our Values
We are committed to public and employee safety. We strive to 

provide outstanding public service.

We support preservation of natural areas. 

We encourage healthy living.

We cultivate and foster partnerships.

We are committed to professionalism, integrity, 
respect, and honesty.

We value stewardship and fiscal responsibility.

Figure 1.3. City of Indianapolis Parks and Recreation Department 
Vision, Mission, and Values Statement

and facilities are directed. At times, the parks and recreation professional as an advocate 
not only supports or promotes the interest of others, but also defends the same. Other roles 
of the community parks and recreation professional involve assisting individuals in solving 
their own problems; as such, they often act as an enabler, catalyst, coordinator, teacher, 
analyst, fact gatherer, and value clarifier (Edginton, Hudson, Dieser, & Edginton, 2004). 
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Community parks and recreation professionals often operate from a humanistic 
perspective. Such a philosophical perspective suggests that human nature is basically good. 
The focus of professionals employing this philosophical orientation would work to assist 
individuals and communities to focus on their strengths rather than their weaknesses. 
Further, a humanistic perspective advances the idea that human relations and interactions 
are of great value. This is central in many community parks and recreation programs as they 
provide opportunities for building civility, respect, graciousness, and reverence for others, 
and perhaps even for environmental resources. As choice is a central element in pursuing 
the leisure experience, humanists also understand and promote the idea that there are 
responsibilities that come from making decisions about one’s leisure. Further, humanists 
advance the idea that there are differences in the way people may pursue their interests, 
but that it is important to respect and value the differences the exist in race, ethnicity, 
socioeconomic standing, beliefs, and culture. Such differences are to be celebrated and 
valued.

WHY PARKS AND RECREATION SERVICES MOVE PEOPLE
 
Parks and recreation services provide a critical role in enhancing the well-being 

and quality of life of individuals. The type, number, and options of recreation programs 
and services as well as the accessibility of greenspaces enhance the community in a very 
dramatic fashion. Parks and recreation services, according to Edginton and Chen (2014), 
promote “leisure-oriented themes, influence the promotion of the sustainable environment, 
provide opportunities for civic engagement, and encourage the social and cultural life of 
individuals” (p. 85). Such livable communities are often “well organized, designed, and 
planned in such a way as to promote a higher standard of living and great quality of life” (p. 
85). They promote a sense of belonging through the provision “amenities, resources, and 
opportunities to experience leisure” (p. 85). 

Drawing on the work of a well-known theory of motivation offered by Fredrick 
Herzberg, Edginton has depicted in Figure 1.4 what types of community services motivate 
people. Herzberg, utilizing Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, has suggested that human needs 
can be placed on a continuum in two categories: hygiene factors and motivators. Hygiene 
factors refer to one’s need for security, safety, and status. When these are not present in the 
environment, it creates dissatisfaction for individuals and the community. However, the 
presence of hygiene factors does not guarantee satisfaction in one’s life or well-being. On 
the other hand, motivators refer to such factors as recognition, engaging and worthwhile 

Figure 1.4. What Community Services Motivate People? Source: Edginton (2000)
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opportunities, and opportunities for self-actualization. These factors can create satisfaction 
in one’s life. 

Edginton (2000) and Edginton and Chen (2014) have applied the Herzberg Hygiene-
Motivation Model to a variety of services that may be found in a given community. For 
example, services that can be viewed in Figure 1.4 that can be thought of as hygiene factors 
include police, fire, sewage treatment, and transportation. When such services are missing 
in a community, people are dissatisfied and the livability of the community is disrupted. 
They are not motivators that lead to greater satisfaction in one’s life or community. On the 
other hand, leisure amenities, or parks and recreation services programs and resources, 
including parks, open spaces, trails, museums, festivals, heritage sights, cultural attractions, 
and fitness/recreation centers produce greater satisfaction with one’s life and are highly 
motivating to individuals. 

WHAT IS A COMMUNITY?

To understand one’s role as a parks and recreation professional operating within a 
local setting whether it be in a city, county, or within a special district, it is important to 
understand what constitutes a community. As a community-wide leader, the parks and 
recreation professional must be attuned to the needs, attitudes, and interest of those he/
she serves. One must be knowledgeable of the characteristics or demographics of the 
community, its challenges and history. Further, it is important to gain a perspective of a 
community’s culture—the ways in which people communicate, interact with one another, 
and build relationships between and among individuals and groups.

One can think of a community as a group of people who share a common interest, 
perspectives, and values. Community also implies a sense of place, a locality within which 
people live in proximity to one another, and/or are connected to one another in some 
fashion, even if it is an electronic one. Communities often emerge as individuals being 
connected socially, culturally, religiously, ethnically, or through some other characteristic. 
Communities often reflect the fact that harmonious bounds between people have emerged 
to define their interactions and behaviors. Smith (2001) has suggested that a community 
can be defined in three different ways as follows:

• Place. Territorial or place community can be seen as where people have something 
in common, and this shared element is understood geographically. Another way of 
naming this is as “locality.”

• Interest. In interest of “elective” communities, people share a common characteristic 
other than place. They are linked together by factors such as religious belief, leisure 
interest, occupation, or ethnic origin. 

• Sense of Belonging. Communities create a sense of belonging for individuals. They 
assist in helping individuals build their social capital (Putnam, 2000); that is, they serve 
as a form of communication and linking individuals together. They provide meaning to 
individuals in their lives. 

All three of these ways of looking at community can be linked to one another. Certainly 
a place can provide a sense of belonging to an individual or facilitate their interest. It is 
interesting to note that community parks and recreation services all support the idea of 
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community and the above-mentioned ways of viewing this concept. Parks and recreation 
areas and facilities create opportunities for individuals to share common experiences. Shared 
leisure interest joins people together around common community experiences whether it 
is participation in a club or festival or other social or cultural activity. Last, community 
parks and recreation programs and services develop opportunities for developing a sense 
of belonging. 

WHY ARE COMMUNITY PARKS AND RECREATION AN ASSET?

An asset can be thought of as a community resource of social, cultural, economic, or 
environmental value. Communities across North America often advance their assets as a 
way of advertising the livability of their community, including its leisure amenities, such as 
green space and recreation programs and services for all ages. Community governmental 
parks and recreation departments, as well other nongovernmental organizations that 
provide similar types of programs, are often viewed as mainstays of government services 
and well in evidence among the nongovernment sector. Such programs and services are 
deemed to contribute to promoting higher quality of life and enriching and enhancing 
community well-being. 

Too often, communities focus on their problems or deficits rather than building on 
their assets. Although every community has challenges, it is perhaps more important to 
find a way to build on the assets. Community parks and recreation services definitely can 
be viewed as an asset and often a viable and rich strength that may be employed to improve 
community life. Some of the ways in which community parks and recreation can be viewed 
as an asset are listed below.

Leadership
Community parks and recreation organizations include highly skilled professional 

individuals who can work to distill a focus or attention on a community concern, build 
partnerships, establish creative ways of addressing problems, building networks and engaging 
community resources to solve social, cultural, economic, and environmental challenges. In 
addition, parks and recreation departments assist in the organization of specialized groups 
of individuals or bodies to address particular areas of interest or concern. For example, it 
would not be unusual for a parks and recreation department to support the organization of 
an arts council, youth council or senior citizens group. 

Areas and Facilities
Community parks and recreation organizations develop, build, and maintain a wide 

variety of leisure resources both physical structures and spaces. One can only think of the 
parks, open spaces, hiking and bike trails, pathways, greenways, wetlands, golf courses, 
playgrounds, gardens, botanical gardens, arboretums, grasslands, prairies, forest reserves, 
and common areas (such as plazas and squares). There are many recreation facilities 
associated with community parks and recreation organizations, including recreation 
centers, swimming pools, fitness centers, picnic shelters, nature centers, skateboard parks, 
boating facilities, fishing piers and platforms, museums, heritage/historical sights, shooting 
ranges, sport and playing fields, and many others.
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Programs and Services
A wide array and scope of programs and services are offered by community parks and 

recreation services in a variety of different formats. Some of the program areas that are often 
associated with community parks and recreation departments include visual arts, graphic 
arts, and preforming arts; literary activities; aquatics; sports, games, and athletics; outdoor 
recreation; social recreation; self-improvement/educational activities; wellness activities; 
hobbies; travel and tourism; volunteer services; and festivals and special events.

Targeted Community Services
Parks and recreation departments often target their programs and services in such 

a way as to address the needs of a specific population. For example, there are few parks 
and recreation departments that don’t offer services for senior citizens, early childhood 
education programs, or to disadvantaged or disabled populations. Youth programs are 
also targeted services offered historically by parks and recreation departments. Further, 
community parks and recreation departments often address in partnership with other 
community agencies programs for recycling and reuse of environmental resources. 

Leisure Education Programs
Community parks and recreation departments serve as a major vehicle for educating the 

public regarding leisure. As Edginton and O’Neill (2010) have noted, “helping individuals 
make choices about their parks and recreation experiences often involves providing them 
with the background for such decision-making”; they further offer that “people need 
appropriate skills, knowledge, and attitudes to enjoy a given parks and recreation experience 
at its fullest” (p. 172). 

Parks and recreation departments and their professional staff work to develop these 
assists engaging in whatever is needed to support the vision, mission, and goals of the 
department. Often such work involves assisting in identifying community assets and 
involving individuals and groups in program provision, especially working as volunteers. It 
is important to view the entire community as an asset and recognize that as Hampton and 
Heaven (2015) note, “everyone in a community can be a force for community improvement,” 
and further offered, “every single person has capacities, abilities, and gifts. Living a good life 
depends on whether those capacities can be used, abilities expressed, and gifts given.”  

BUILDING COMMUNITY LIVABILITY

Central to the work of the parks and recreation profession is the building of the livability 
of the community. In fact, it could be argued that we are losing our sense of community. As 
Putnam (2000) argues, the involvement in community activities, organizations, and events 
has declined dramatically over the last several decades. He calls this a loss of social capital. 
Such social capital builds relationships among community members and is important in 
advancing cohesion and social support for the vitality of the community. Social capital 
also enables community development in terms of understanding the collective need for 
individuals to come to together to contribute to the life of the community. This is an 
important element in understanding the notion of community livability and its relationship 
to parks and recreation services.
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Community livability is challenging to define, and as Edginton (2000) has noted,

The idea of livability is more difficult to define and perhaps even understand. 
Livability is often views from an individual, subjective perspective. Livability can 
be thought of as ‘…life that can be lived.’ The term also refers to life that is fit or 
pleasant to live, habitable, or agreeable by nature. To live is to be alive, to have a 
joyful, pleasant, agreeable life. (p. 30)

The idea of livability is one of working to reenergize our sense of community and 
relationships with one another. “Community implies commonness—a life that is lived in 
association with others often with shared or compatible interest, values, and needs…a 
community is a place where people with common interest live, play, and work” (p. 31). In this 
sense, parks and recreation programs, services, and areas and facilities are important assets 
that contribute to building community life. Community livability at the turn of the century 
was also known as the “sociability” of community life. According to Rodgers, writing in 
Atlantic Social Politics in a Progressive Age (1998), the “Germans sought public leisure: the 
concert halls and outdoor musicals, the parks, the strange and alluring atmosphere of the 
open-air beer gardens; in effect, the Germans had created a culture of public enjoyment” 
(p. 88). 

How do parks and recreation services contribute to community livability? A framework 
developed by the Nations in Bloom project (1999) suggests a number of components that 
are useful in promoting greater community liability. We refer to these as the livability mix. 
Components are discussed below. 

Environmentally Sensitive Practices
We can think of such practices as ones in which sustainable environmental concerns 

are addressed. Not only is this reflected in the conservation and preservation of natural 
resources but also in the way in which we deal with other land, air, and water concerns. 
Parks and recreation departments have historically been champions of environmentally 
sensitive practices by providing greenspaces. Further, parks and recreation agencies have 
often led the charge to prevent degradation of the environment through the provision of 
educational programs and practices that protect environmental resources. 

Enhancement of Community Attractiveness
The beautification of the community is another important role played by parks and 

recreation departments. Appealing landscapes, tree-lined streets, public street sculptures, 
art in public places, and other strategies for beautifying a community often are programs 
of community parks and recreation departments. Programs that emphases cleaning up 
a community are often ones that are organized and promoted by parks and recreation 
departments. Such activities often require the organization of volunteers to participate in 
such activities and the local parks and recreation department is a major vehicle for drawing 
together resources. 

Opportunities for Leisure and Cultural Appreciation
Community parks and recreation departments are a major source creating opportunities 

for leisure and cultural appreciation. A wide array of programs, services, areas, and facilities 
that are accessible and affordable offer the foundation for opportunities. It is especially 
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important that programs serve all age groupings and categories of individuals spanning 
from children to seniors. It is important that individual interests and values be represented 
in the leisure and cultural leisure opportunity offerings by community parks and recreation 
departments. Further, it is important to offer programs that range on a continuum from 
casual, informal drop-in programs to ones that are highly structured. 

Programs that Provide Opportunities for Involvement of People
Parks and recreation services provide a means for individuals to be involved in the 

decisions that influence their lives. When programs emphasize a community development 
orientation wherein programs are self-directed activities, there is a greater opportunity for 
individuals to be involved. Further, parks and recreation programs provide many volunteer 
opportunities. Serving as a coach, befriending/mentoring, serving as an instructor, teaching/
tutoring, helping youth find their voice, supporting the planning, organization, and 
implementation of large scale community events and festivals, leading outdoor education/ 
recreation programs, trips, tours, and others.

Heritage Management
Communities can profit by preserving historical buildings and other cultural resources. 

As Edginton (2000) has noted, heritage management “provides a foundation for the 
community and a sense of who we are as individuals and as a community” (p. 38). History 
draws us together into a common heritage that can be shared. Not only does the preservation 
of historic buildings and cultural resources serve to advance the concept of community, it 
also provides an opportunity to celebrate the diversity of a place. Often communities are 
made up of divergent racial and ethnic groupings and supporting the historical and cultural 
heritage of these groups helps preserve and enhance their value to the community. 

STRATEGIES USED IN COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION
 
In meeting social, cultural, and economic leisure needs, public parks and recreation 

agencies garner resources from society and provide leisure programs, services, areas, and 
facilities. Edginton, Hudson, Dieser, and Edginton (2004) have commented that there are 
four strategies that can be used by public parks and recreation departments in organizing 
community resources. These are social planning, community development, social marketing, 
and social action. Each of these strategies is built on a different set of assumptions in terms 
of goals, orientation to participants, professional roles, and basic strategies. The following is 
a brief summary of the aforementioned strategies.

Social Planning
Social planning is a rational and logical task-oriented strategy wherein the knowledge 

and expertise of the professional is used to plan and organize services. The basic strategy 
is one of fact finding to meet the community needs. The professional serves as a program 
planner and implementer. Participants are viewed as individuals who consume what 
professional diagnose for them to meet their needs and interest. Social planning is very 
similar to social marketing, which will be discussed in Chapter 7. 

Community Development
Community development is built on the assumption that participants can serve 

as partners in the process of determining their leisure interest and needs. Basically, http://www.sagamorepub.com/products/community-parks-and-recreation
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community development rests on the assumption that professionals can teach the processes 
that participants can utilize to plan, organize, and implement services. The professional 
serves as an enabler, catalyst, teacher, and value clarifier. The focus of the professional in 
dealing with community members is to assist them in thinking about the development 
of the community as well as developing their leadership skills and abilities. Commentary 
regarding community development is found in Chapters 1, 6, and 10. 

Social Marketing
Social marketing is built on the assumption that the professional should work to satisfy 

participant needs. The goal of social marketing is to know and understand the participant’s 
needs so well that services presell themselves. Much like social planning, the professional 
serves as an analyst, planner, promoter, and implementer. The professional works to adjust 
the traditional marketing mix of product, price, place, and promotion. We have added a 
fifth item to this mix—partnerships. Chapter 7 provides greater detail on the concept of 
social marketing. 

Social Action
Social action is a strategy that addresses the needs of disadvantaged populations with 

an eye toward addressing issue of social inequality and injustice. The goal of social action is 
one of attempting to shift power through the distillation of issues. Professional roles include 
serving as an advocate, broker, agitator, negotiator, and/or organizer. Chapter 16 addresses 
some of the issues in dealing with disadvantaged populations.

Social Policy
Social policy is a strategy that attends to the improvement of a community’s social 

and environmental well-being and welfare. Often parks and recreation professionals work 
to  prevent or remedy challenges, such as environmental degradation, including air, water, 
and land pollution; delinquency; crime; childhood and adult obesity; or in a positive light, 
the need to improve community livability, beautification, greening, and its quality of life. In 
this strategy, the parks and recreation professional works to gather information, facts, and 
resources that can be used to craft and shape social policy so that boards of directors that 
are policy driven may act to address community problems and concerns. Chapters 3, 4, 12, 
and 16 address how parks and recreation can increase the well-being of society.

In this book we have emphasized the community development strategies as a way of 
gaining insight into the leisure needs and interests of the participants as well as the way in 
which community resources are utilized. 

THE ORGANIZATION OF COMMUNITY PARKS AND RECREATION

There are three primary forms of government organization at the local level that 
enable the provision of public parks and recreation services. The most common form of 
organization is when parks and recreation services are a part of the municipal government 
of a city, town, or village. In the United States, there are over 10,000 cities, nearly 4,500 
towns, and over 3,500 villages. Each one of these forms of municipal government may have 
some type of parks and recreation department or may provide related services. For example, 
public works departments may assume the responsibility for the maintenance of park areas, 
especially in smaller communities. The second form of organization for parks and recreation 
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services is that which finds a county assuming the responsibility. In the United States there 
are 3,000 counties. Last, there are special governmental districts—park districts, or park 
and recreation districts—that provide parks and recreation services exclusively within some 
geographic area of jurisdiction.  

Recreation and Parks as Part of a Municipal Government  
Municipal governments make up the most common form of government in the United 

States. It is the government at the local level that is closest to the people being served. Its 
authority is derived from state statutes or codes that outline its authority and powers. 
Municipal governments often assume the responsibility of providing parks and recreation 
services. Expenditures for parks and recreation account for slightly over 2.1% of total local 
government spending. This amount has not changed dramatically in the last 15 years or so 
(U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).  

Recreation and Parks as a Part of County Government
Counties are another form of local government. They represent attempts to bring 

government close to people. County functions include assessing and collecting property 
taxes, registering voters, offering law enforcement, and record keeping. Counties are 
increasingly engaged in providing social or human services, including those related to parks 
and recreation, libraries, museums, and stadiums. The Henderson County (North Carolina) 
parks and recreation department offers a full range of recreation activities, including the 
operation of the Henderson County Athletics and Activity Center (HCAAC). 

Recreation and Parks Operating as a Special District
Special purpose districts are independent governmental units that operate separately 

from other municipal or county governments. Such special districts operate within a 
designated geographic area, are governed by an independent board of directors, and 
have their own taxing and fiscal powers. Special districts are focused on specifically 
designed service areas. What makes a special district unique is the fact that it can focus its 
energies and attention toward a specific type of service, such as parks and recreation. The 
Bloomington (California) Recreation and Park District was established in 1972 by an act of 
the San Bernardino Board of Supervisors. The district maintains two community parks, an 
equestrian arena, sports fields, and a community center. The District also offers a summer 
swim program. As Bollens (1957) offers, special districts are

…organized entities, possessing a structural form, an official name, perpetual 
succession, and the rights to sue and be sued, to make contracts, and to obtain and 
dispose of property. They have officers who are popularly elected or are chosen by 
other public officials. They have a high degree of public accountability. Moreover, they 
have considerable fiscal and administrative independence from other governments. 
The financial and administrative criteria distinguish special districts and other 
governments from all dependent or subordinate districts and from most authorities 
which, lacking one or both of these standards, are not governmental units. (p. 1)

Home Rule Legislation
In various states throughout the United States, local subdivisions of government 

are provided with opportunity to organize their governance structure within their own 
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administrative area. In other words, their administrative structure can be decentralized in  
such a way as to meet the particular needs of their community. Thus, various forms of 
organization and governance may emerge to provide parks and recreation services.  

The basis for the authority to operate parks and recreation services as a part of a 
municipality, county, or as a special district is derived from state statutes and codes. Such 
statutes and codes are referred to as enabling legislation. This legislation gives appropriate 
officials the authority to implement services. The El Cerrito Park (California) and Recreation 
Commission draws its powers from municipal code section 2.04.240, which states that 
there shall be a parks and recreation commission, and its duties will include (1) to act in an 
advisory capacity to the council and the city manager on all matters pertaining to public 
recreation, including parks, playgrounds, landscaping within the boundaries of parks, 
playgrounds, and recreational facilities, child care, educational courses, and entertainment; 
(2) to make recommendations regarding the annual budget, within its scope of concern, to 
the city manager and the council; (3) To make recommendations to the council annually  
concerning fees for city-sponsored programs; (4) To assist in planning recreation programs 
for the residents of the city, to promote public interest therein, and to solicit the cooperation 
of other public and private agencies; and (5) To make recommendations to the council 
regarding present and future needs for parks and recreation facilities. In this case, the 
commission is operating an advisory capacity, and its authority comes from powers derived 
from the city council. 

In the state of Iowa, Chapter 350 provides legislation that authorizes the establishment 
of county conservation boards. The purposes of Chapter 350 are to create a county 
conservation board and to authorize counties to acquire, develop, maintain, and  make 
available to the inhabitants of the county, public museums, parks, preserves, parkways, 
playgrounds, recreational centers, forests, wildlife, and other conservation areas, and to 
promote and preserve the health and general welfare of the people, to encourage  the orderly 
development and conservation of natural resources, and to cultivate good citizenship by 
providing adequate programs of public recreation. For example, the Black Hawk County 
(Iowa) Conservation Board (BHCCB) was authorized by the people of the county at the 
general election in 1956 for the purpose of purchasing and developing land for parks, 
hunting, and fishing access, and other recreational use within the county. The Illinois Park 
District Code (70 ILCS 1205/) established by the Illinois General Assembly provides for a 
variety of powers including, but not limited to the following: (1) means for organizing; (2) 
the annexation of property; (3) election powers and duties of officers; (4) taxing powers; (5) 
general powers including those related to swimming pools, airports, tennis courts, zoos, 
recreation and facilities, and the operation and management of harbors. 

SUMMARY

This chapter has included an exploration of the philosophical and foundational 
elements associated with community parks and recreation. A democratic notion related 
to the ideal of the public good, public parks and recreation has contributed over time 
to enhancing quality of life, livability of communities, and the health and well-being of 
individuals and groups. Public parks and recreation play a key role in assisting individuals 
in finding meaningfulness and relevance during their leisure. Without question, such 
organizations play a critical role in crafting community life through the provision of high-
quality programs, services, and areas and facilities. 
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There are numerous benefits that come about as a result of the provision of community 
parks and recreation. Some of these include assisting individuals in finding joy and happiness 
in their lives, building a sense of social connectivity, unity, solidarity, connectedness, 
relatedness, and partnership building. Such programs nurture the human spirit. They 
provide hope for individuals; in fact as has been noted the profession is about building, 
creating, and developing hope. Further, public parks and recreation provide opportunities 
for beautification of the community and the preservation and conservation of open spaces. 

A public servant’s orientation is one wherein the public’s welfare is the focus of one’s 
work. Serving others, operating with integrity and excellence in a selfless, unselfish, generous, 
magnanimous, and self-effacing manner is the hallmark of a public servant’s orientation. 
Also, parks and recreation professionals often operate from a humanistic perspective and 
serve as advocates. Their role is one of promoting critical inquiry. This suggests that the 
professional will find ways to address problems and concerns and in fact reconstruct social 
order to meet emerging needs. Over the last 150 years, parks and recreation professionals 
have engaged in a great deal of social entrepreneurship resulting in numerous social 
inventions such as parks, playgrounds, and recreation centers. Although such inventions 
may not be unique to the United States, they have been adapted to our society and culture. 

A community is a place where people share a common interest, perspective, and values. 
Communities can be defined in different ways including (1) as a place, (2) as people sharing 
common interest, and (3) a form of communication and linkage that promotes a sense 
of belonging. Parks and recreation organizations provide many assets to a community. 
For example, they offer leadership, areas and facilities, programs and services, targeted 
community services, and leisure education programs. Central to a strong community 
orientation is that of building the livability of the community. In the United States, we 
are losing our sense of community, and parks and recreation services promotes the idea 
of building social capital through community development. There are a number of ways 
in which government organizations at the local level provide public parks and recreation 
services. Among these include  (1) recreation and parks as part of a municipal government, 
(2) recreation and parks as a part of county government, and (3) recreation and parks 
operating as a special district. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
 

1. What is community life and how is the term “the soul of the community” related to that 
concept?

2. What is the relationship between community parks and recreation services and 
promoting life satisfaction, community livability, and one’s health and well-being?

3. How do recreation resources reflect the democratic ideals of the public good?
4. What are some of the benefits of community parks and recreation services?
5. Why do parks and recreation services move people?
6. What is a community?
7. What assumptions must be considered when organizing community resources?
8. Compare and contrast social planning, community development, social marketing, 

and social action. 
9. Why are parks and recreation are services an asset?
10. At the local level of government, how are parks and recreation services organized? 
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