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Introduction

We live in a world impacted by unchecked urbanisation, 
accelerating climate change, widening health inequities, decreasing 
biodiversity, higher rates of mental health challenges, and rises 
in non-communicable diseases. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the critical role that parks, and nature play in cities 
across the globe.  

Although the challenges for Cities may be daunting, there is hope. 
With growing focus on “urban liveability”, “active cities,” and 
sustainable development through the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG), there is academic and public recognition that it is 
measurably beneficial and important to invest in diverse urban green 
spaces. Urban Parks and eco-systems (forests, water systems and 
green spaces that support flora and fauna) are vital in our cities to 
ensure our social, economic, environmental, physical, mental, and 
spiritual health and wellbeing.

INTRODUCTION 

Wellbeing definitions are typically broad and diverse, encompassing wide 
areas regarding the effect on a society’s and an individual’s quality of 
life. Fundamentally, wellbeing is about people fulfilling lives with purpose, 
balance and meaning and how we thrive, as individuals, as a community, 
and as a place to live.

Over the last 30 years, wellbeing concepts have evolved as world 
governments recognise that economic growth (GDP) alone is not the 
sole indicator of a country’s success and places as diverse as, Belgium, 
Ecuador, Finland, Germany, Japan, Scotland, Slovenia, Wales and more 
recently, New Zealand and the Australian Capital Territory have developed 
Wellbeing models.

To gain a real sense of wellbeing, we must broaden our gaze to look at the 
range of factors contributing to quality of life, how they can be sustained 
and improved for future generations, and how to ensure all community 
members reap the benefits of improved wellbeing throughout their lives.

This document regarding the evidence of the role parks play in Wellbeing 
supports the recently released World Urban Parks Statement Wellbeing 
Statement - The Role of Parks in making communities liveable.

Wellbeing Concept
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Moving around to places we value and 

accessing the services we need

ACCESS AND CONNECTIVITY

1  Derived from ACT Wellbeing Framework (2020) - Treasury and Economic Development Directorate, ACT Government

1

◊	 Parks	can	facilitate	traffic	via	active	travel	(walking	or	cycling	to	
and from destinations) by providing shortcuts or thoroughfare when 
travelling en route to places throughout cities (1), particularly when 
located adjacent to streets and integrated with walking/ cycling and 
public transport networks. 

◊	 It is important for cities to support various transport modes, which 
often requires having highly interconnected paths and safe bike 
lanes, particularly off-road or protected, to reduce travel distance 
and thereby make it more likely for people to increasingly active 
travel and reduce driving (2). Such paths often go through and 
around parks and thus can support both active and passive 
recreation (1). For instance, people may passively travel to parks 
and then upon arrival, use the pathways for running, walking or 
cycling within the park for leisure. Alternatively, people may walk 
or cycle from home and other neighbourhood destinations to 
reach and/or pass through parks. Further, some evidence has 
suggested that by actively travelling to parks, this may stimulate 
people to engage in active recreation in parks (3), potentially further 
increasing overall physical activity. Moreover, by ensuring that parks 
are highly accessible and connected to neighbourhood destinations 
through well-designed pathway systems, this accommodation of 
active travel can provide affordable transport alternatives for all, 
particularly those who many not be able to afford a car while also 
being environmentally friendly. 

◊	 By ensuring that parks are accessible to and connected with active 
transport corridors, this can support the wellbeing of individuals and 
populations (2).

EVIDENCE
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Sharing in our city’s economy 

ECONOMY

◊	 Parks	are	key	contributors	to	the	economic	and	financial	stability	of	
communities and cities (4). When people are deciding on areas to 
reside, the amenities of the surrounding areas are usually taken into 
consideration. As parks provide opportunities for active and passive 
recreation, contact with nature and social connection with friends, family 
and other community members (5, 6), it is likely that people will be 
attracted to these critical amenities when choosing a particular city or 
locale of residence. 

◊	 Residences tend to have higher property values when located in close 
proximity to parks, especially when they are attractive, maintained and 
well-kept in contrast to properties without these amenities (7). As a 
result, a greater capitalised value of such properties can lead to greater 
property taxes, which in turn can lead to return on investment for the 
development and upkeep of parks (8). 

◊	 Parks and urban green spaces can also enhance leisure, retail and 
business developments, making them more appealing to customers, 
users and potential investors (9). Further, parks can serve as venues for 
large community events and programs (e.g., races, sports competitions, 
festivals, concerts), which may not only attract local residents but also 
visitors from other areas (10). Consequently, this increased visitation can 
lead to increased spending at local businesses (e.g., restaurants, hotels, 
shops). 

◊	 Park	agencies	generate	significant	funds	and	provide	jobs	related	to	
their operation and management to community members (11). 

EVIDENCE
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Gaining the skills and education needed 

at all stages of life 

EDUCATION AND LIFE-LONG LEARNING

◊	 Parks can support education and life-long learning by 
offering venues for various types of school activities to 
take place, which is especially important if schools do 
not have their own open green or park space on-site. For 
example, access to parks can support physical education 
classes, recess, after-school activities and the conduction of 
school lessons outside of the classroom in outdoor natural 
environments (12, 13). Parks provide a setting for outdoor 
education and learning, and a by-product of this is the 
promotion of health and wellbeing due to being exposed to 
nature and having opportunities to be active in natural areas 
(14).

◊	 Additionally,	for	families	that	are	not	in	a	financial	position	
to cover the costs of enrolling their children in certain 
community sport and recreation programs (e.g., sports 
clubs), parks play a critical role in serving as freely 
accessible settings for free or low-cost school programs. 

◊	 Shared or joint use agreements are mechanisms for 
ensuring	that	the	benefit	and	use	of	parks	by	the	general	
public and pupils are maximised (15). 

◊	 Parks can also support life-long learning about heritage, 
history and culture (16), which can positively impact 
individual and community wellbeing.

EVIDENCE
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The environment sustains all life now 

and into the future 

ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE

◊	 Research has indicated that climate change is 
predicted to continue leading to rising temperatures, 
which in turn are likely to result in more droughts, 
rising sea levels, and extreme heat events. These 
environmental changes can negatively affect 
people’s	time	spent	outdoors	(17).	Parks	have	the	
power to combat this by providing cooling areas 
through greenery (18) and tree shade to reduce heat-
related illnesses in urban areas (5, 19). Additionally, 
parks can aid in decreasing air pollution in cities, 
thereby also preventing health ailments, such as 
respiratory and heart diseases, cancer and coughing 
related to poor air quality (5, 19, 20).

◊	 Urban parks and green spaces affect ecosystem 
functions, which can have direct and indirect impacts 
on human wellbeing. These functions include: 
maintaining a favourable climate and cooling effect 
(e.g., mitigating urban heat island effect), noise 
reduction, reducing carbon dioxide and production 
of greenhouse gas emissions, improved air quality, 
maintaining healthy soils and storm protection (21). 

EVIDENCE
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Being healthy and supported with the 

right care 

PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH

1

◊	 The global burden of chronic diseases (e.g., cardiovascular disease, 
diabetes and certain cancers) on existing health systems is exponential 
and expected to continue rising (24). Parks are important public 
resources that can contribute to the prevention of such conditions 
through	the	various	mental	and	physical	health	benefits	they	confer	(5).	

◊	 Parks can reduce the risk of morbidity and increase longevity (21). 
Natural landscapes and engaging in leisure activities in parks and 
green spaces can support wellbeing by promoting mood improvement, 
enhanced sense of wellness, stress reduction, better attentional 
capacity, greater resilience, improved health-related quality of life and 
restoration (25-28). Further, access and use of high-quality parks has 
been associated with a greater likelihood of having low mental stress in 
contrast to those with low or medium quality parks (27). 

◊	 Regarding	physiological	benefits,	exposure	to	nature	in	parks	can	
lead to a decreased heart rate, reduction in cortisol levels, lower blood 
pressure and increased longevity (29), which can play a protective role 
in alleviating the negative impacts of stress on health (30-32).

◊	 Parks can facilitate physical activity for leisure and transport, both 
of which can promote population health and wellbeing (33). Parks 
are usually equipped with infrastructure to support active recreation 
(e.g., walking, running, playing sports). Additionally, parks can offer 
an alternative route through which places can be reached by actively 
traveling (via cycle or on foot) through parks (1). 

◊	 Moreover, evidence has suggested that being physically active in parks 
yields	greater	mental	and	physical	health	benefits	than	physical	activity	
conducted in other settings (34, 35).

◊	 Parks also support relaxation, meditation, hanging out and social 
activities (gathering with others), which is also important for promoting 
psychosocial health (36).

EVIDENCE
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Having a say, being heard, and working 

together for better outcomes 

GOVERNANCE AND INSTITUTIONS

EVIDENCE
◊	 An important indicator of governance and institutions is feeling that 

voice and perspective matter, which has important implications for 
wellbeing. A means by which people can feel like they have a say 
and like they are heard is through community engagement in park 
(re)planning. There are different ways that this can be done, such 
as recruiting and engaging community members to be outreach 
ambassadors whose role is to engage with the community to obtain 
input regarding park design and programming (22).  Research has 
shown that such roles can lead to increased community involvement 
in park programming to make parks more accessible to diverse 
populations, such as underserved and under-represented groups, and 
can also result in increased park use (22). 

◊	 Evidence has also shown that inviting and engaging community 
members of all ages in park planning and redevelopment can 
lead to increases in the number of park users and physical activity 
undertaken	by	visitors	whilst	in	parks	(22).	Consequently,	the	benefit	
of including communities in park (re)development on wellbeing is 
two-fold:	this	can	increase	communities’	feelings	of	being	heard	and	
having their perspective valued while also increasing their use of and 
physical activity in parks.
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Having a place to call home 

HOUSING AND HOME

◊	 With increases in urban population growth, there will come a greater 
need to ensure that people have access to affordable, secure housing 
options. The population growth will likely mean that there are fewer 
options to own private green space and fewer people will be able 
to afford it. As parks are freely accessible public resources, they 
are well-positioned to provide access to a natural environment for a 
variety of recreational and transport activities.

◊	 When people are deciding on a home, they will consider a range of 
factors needed to suit their needs, thus having important implications 
for their wellbeing. This is likely to extend beyond the home to the 
surrounding environment and neighbourhood amenities (e.g., parks). 
Due to the opportunities for social connection, recreation, restoration 
and contact with nature (all of which support health and wellbeing), 
parks	are	important	amenities	that	are	likely	factored	into	people’s	
housing suitability requirements, thereby also affecting wellbeing in 
this regard.

◊	 An important element of housing is neighbourhood quality. Parks are 
key amenities that can improve neighbourhood quality in a variety of 
ways (e.g., aesthetics, recreation opportunities, increasing sense of 
community) for diverse populations, which can also lead to improved 
individual and community wellbeing (37).

◊	 There is a nexus between urban housing and parks, particularly 
against the backdrop of urban population growth. In order to develop 
liveable, compact housing areas, shared green spaces and parks 
need to be accessible. By affordable housing organisations and park 
authorities teaming up, this can assist park personnel in serving 
disadvantaged households, who in turn can serve as stewards of 
parks	and	advocate	for	their	use	and	benefits	rather	than	being	in	fear	
of displacement (38). 

EVIDENCE
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Having the financial resources 

to live life well 

LIVING STANDARDS

◊	 Parks are critical ingredients of liveable cities and 
integral to improving quality of life for communities. A 
way that parks can assist those who are under-served 
or socio-economically disadvantaged is by ensuring that 
all populations have equal availability and accessibility 
to parks and urban green space. This can be done 
by employing “upstream” approaches for targeting 
determinants of health, such as by modifying the build 
environment (e.g., parks) to support population-wide 
health and potentially reduce health inequalities (39). 

◊	 By ensuring that all people have access to high-quality 
parks that are equipped with features and amenities 
that cater to all populations, especially those who are 
socio-economically deprived, this can address health 
inequalities and promote health and quality of life (39). 
Further, those who are in lower socio-economic positions 
may	not	have	the	financial	resources	to	join	commercial	
fitness	facilities	and	sport	and	recreation	clubs,	so	parks	
are well-positioned to support active living and wellbeing 
of these persons as they are freely accessible venues. 

EVIDENCE
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Being able to express identity, feel a 

sense of belonging, and participate fully 
in society 

IDENTITY AND BELONGING

◊	 Wellbeing is closely related to a sense of community, which is 
characterised as “a feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling 
that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared 
faith	that	members’	needs	will	be	met	through	their	commitment	
to be together” (40 p.8). Further, this construct is an indicator of 
people-place relationships and represents a focus on the social 
bonds that people have within and between places, while also being 
closely linked to political, physical, symbolic and cultural aspects of 
community (41).

◊	 Urban parks are generally places where people can gather and seek 
opportunities to socially interact with family, friends, neighbours, and 
meet new people. As such, they are well-positioned to foster a sense 
of belonging, particularly to a community, and facilitate supportive 
neighbouring (42, 43). Further, as parks can serve as venues for 
community events, organised and non-organised recreational 
activities and programs, they can bring members of communities 
together, which can cultivate their sense of belonging. 

◊	 Some parks are equipped with historic, cultural and/or other art pieces 
and sculptures, which can attract people to come together over 
stories, history and ideas. This connection of people has the power 
to	positively	influence	people’s	sense	of	belonging	and	sense	of	
community, which in turn can improve wellbeing (44).

◊	 Urban parks are places were people from various cultures can 
connect	and	experience	one	another’s	heritage	and	cultural	
background.	Meaningful	social	experiences	can	increase	people’s	
attachment to parks and the community, thus potentially leading to 
greater sense of belonging and wellbeing (44).

EVIDENCE

WELLBEING DOMAINS AND EVIDENCE
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Feeling safe and being safe 

SAFETY

◊	 Research conducted among public housing 
residents found that residences with greater 
greenery (e.g., in park areas) had reduced 
violence, crime and intra-family aggression in 
contrast to areas with minimal greenery (45, 46).

◊	 A study conducted in the US found that parks 
with fewer incivilities and equipped with several 
sports facilities (e.g., pools, basketball courts, 
tennis courts) were more likely to be perceived 
as safe than parks with fewer facilities and with 
higher incivilities (47).

◊	 Parks located adjacent to roadways and with 
pathways intersecting through them can provide 
safe alternative travel routes for people when 
walking and cycling to/from destinations. This 
can lead to increased road safety, as well as 
perceptions of safety, which make people more 
inclined to use active transport, and thus can 
positively impact wellbeing.

EVIDENCE

WELLBEING DOMAINS AND EVIDENCE



WELLBEING DOMAINS AND EVIDENCE

A
cc

es
s 

an
d 

co
nn

ec
tiv

ity
Being connected with family, friends and 

community

SOCIAL CONNECTION

◊	 Parks provide gathering places for people to socially 
interact, which can cultivate social connectedness 
(48), social capital, social cohesion (49) and sense of 
community (41). Evidence has shown that the greater 
the number of parks in a neighbourhood, the greater 
the	collective	efficacy	(similar	to	social	capital),	meaning	
that community residents will be more inclined to act 
collectively	for	the	benefit	of	an	entire	community	(50).		

◊	 The	social	benefits	of	park	use	are	also	related	to	active	
living and physical health as evidence has indicated that 
parks with high levels of perceived social capital had a 
greater number of park visitors, who engaged in greater 
levels of park-based physical activity, compared to parks 
with low social capital (51). Similarly, parks offer a setting 
for people to form social ties and a place where health 
behaviours, such as physical activity, can be modelled, 
and social capital is related to increased engagement in 
physical activity (52).

EVIDENCE
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Having time to live life well

TIME

◊	 When parks are highly accessible, connected with 
pathways and integrated with active transport corridors, 
including cycle superhighways, this can lead to increases 
in active travel (53); due to the utilitarian nature of active 
transport (physical activity undertaken while walking/
cycling	to	from	destinations),	this	is	an	efficient	use	of	time	
by combining active living and travel. Thus, this can be 
a means of increasing personal time, thereby supporting 
wellbeing. 

EVIDENCE



Mission

To promote and support the provision, effective management 
and use of urban parks, open space and recreation world-
wide as an integral contribution to healthy communities 
connected to the natural world.

Vision

A world where people value and have equitable access to 
quality urban parks, open space and recreation. 

The views expressed in this statement reflect the views of 
World Urban Parks and should not be taken to represent 
all our members or of any organization with which they are 
affiliated. 

www.worldurbanparks.org

Connect with us

World Urban Parks is strongly committed to advocating for the importance of protecting, developing, 
and improving urban parks, providing tools and support to members to assist with these challenges 
that we face as a sector, and promoting opportunities for creative innovation.

Country Acknowledgement

World Urban Parks would like to acknowledge all Indigenous 
and First Nation peoples, Elders past, present, emerging and 
future from all over the world who share a history and deep 
connection with their respective lands. We acknowledge and 
respect their continuing culture and the contribution they 
make to the life of cities and encourage all world cities to 
make similar recognitions. We dedicate ourselves to moving 
forward in partnership with Indigenous communities in the 
spirit of reconciliation and collaboration.

Culture Rights Acknowledgement 

World Urban Parks values and respects cultural, religious, and 
linguistic diversity and acknowledge vulnerable communities 
within our cities require our support so All persons with a 
particular cultural, religious, racial or linguistic background 
must not be denied the right to enjoy the benefits of parks and 
nature without barriers and equitable.

WORLD URBAN PARKS
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