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•Some previous studies have found differences in neighborhood park 

and sports facility access by SES and race/ethnicity, but others have 

not. 

•Much of the literature based on single-community studies or local/ 

regional comparisons

•Reliance on GIS measures (fewer direct observation studies)

•Specific park features (e.g., trails) may be more associated with 

physical activity in parks

Research Background
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Methods

Park Sample
• Secondary data from Navteq, TeleAtlas, USGS obtained, linked to study areas 

using ArcGIS

• Public Local, Regional, and County parks and beaches retained as eligible

• Random sample if above minimum

• Additional parks discovered and observed while in the community

• 154 communities across 42 states in 2010

• 157 communities across 41 states in 2011

Field observations

• 110-item audit tool developed 

• Park attributes, sports features (e.g., courts, fields, playgrounds), lighting, 

amenities, (e.g., shelters, picnic tables, green space, grills, trail), litter and other 

quality concerns
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Community Park Measures

• Density measures (parks and features per 10,000 capita and 10 square miles)

• Proportion of parks with a specific feature or amenity in the community

Demographic measures

• Median household income

• Racial/ethnic composition

• Census region 

Methods
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Results

•984 eligible parks observed in 2010

•995 eligible parks observed in 2011

19 of 311 communities (6.1%) had no local parks

Predominantly white, rural, lower income,  and southern

Overall

•Mean park density: 2.4 parks /10,000 capita/10 sq mi. (range 0-55.7)

•Playing court density: 3.1  (0-67.2)

•Playing field density: 2.8 (0-198.2)

•All sports feature density 8.5 (0-288.4)

•Amenities density: 11.0 (0-215.0)

Median density for parks, courts, fields, and playgrounds all around 0.5
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Variable
Lower 

Income

Higher 

Income
p-value

Density Measures

Parks 2.3 2.5 .8047

Playing courts 2.7 3.4 .4257

Playing fields 1.7 4.0 .0894

Overall sports features 6.6 10.3 .1463

Overall park amenities 12.0 10.1 .5219

Proportion Measures

Lighting for any sports feature(s) .49 .35 .0006

Sidewalk outside park entrance .45 .50 .1908

Bicycle parking .19 .27 .0060

Trail .29 .37 .0113

Results – by Income



8Public Parks in the U.S.www.bridgingthegapresearch.org

Variable
≥ 66% 

White

≥ 50% 

Black

≥ 50% 

Hispanic

Other 

Makeup
p-value

Density Measures

Parks 1.3 3.7 10.8 3.2 .0000

Playing courts 1.6 7.4 9.2 4.9 .0000

Playing fields 1.7 4.5 4.0 5.7 .0988

Overall sports features 4.6 19.0 21.5 14.5 .0002

Overall park amenities 6.2 19.4 42.3 15.6 <.0001

Proportion Measures

Lighting for any sports 

feature(s)
.38 .40 .57 .53 .0088

Sidewalk outside park 

entrance
.39 .63 .86 .61 .0000

Bicycle Parking .21 .26 .24 .27 .3227

Trail .31 .30 .41 .37 .3120

Results – by Race/Ethnicity
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Variable Northeast South Midwest West p-value

Density Measures

Parks 3.6 1.3 1.5 4.0 .0089

Playing courts 4.0 1.6 2.7 5.0 .0286

Playing fields 3.4 1.5 2.6 5.1 .2993

Overall sports features 10.9 4.5 7.2 14.5 .0366

Overall park amenities 15.2 6.5 8.2 18.2 .0121

Proportion Measures

Lighting for any sports 

feature(s)

.28 .49 .43 .43 .0003

Sidewalk outside park 

entrance

.46 .38 .44 .72 .0000

Bicycle Parking .25 .21 .24 .23 .7765

Trail .27 .33 .34 .39 .1792

Results – by Census Region
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Results – Drinking Fountain Availability

By Race/Ethnicity White Black Hispanic Other p

Drinking fountain .37 .48 .51 .44 .0213

By Region Northeast South Midwest West p

Drinking fountain .27 .39 .35 .51 .0008

Overall, 4 in 10 parks had a drinking fountain

By Income Lower Higher p

Drinking fountain .39 .40 .8336

After controlling for urbanization, there were no significant racial/ethnic 

differences.

Region differences remained significant. 
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Results - Beverage Vending Machines Offerings
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Beverage Availability in Vending Machines

84 parks (4.5%) had a vending machine with beverages

* Significantly different at p<.01
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Discussion

• Income: No differences in park or feature density 

• Marginally significant difference in density of playing fields

• A significantly higher proportion of parks in higher income 

communities had a trail and bicycle parking, whereas more 

parks in lower income communities had any lighting for sports features

• Race/Ethnicity: Majority black and Hispanic/Latino 

communities have higher density of parks and playing courts

• A higher proportion of parks in majority Hispanic communities had any lighting

• More parks in majority Black and Hispanic communities had a sidewalk on the street 

at the park entrance
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Discussion

• Region: West and Northeast region communities had higher park and feature 

density

• There was also a marginally significant increase in park amenity density

• More parks in west region communities had a sidewalk on the street at park 

entrance

• 50% of parks in west region had a drinking fountain, more than in other parts 

of the country

• Most parks lacked a drinking fountain.

• While relatively few parks contain vending machines, 

regular soda is more readily available at parks with vending 

machines than bottled water. 
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Conclusions and Future Research

•Our results suggest that disparities in overall park access by SES and 

race/ethnicity are not as operating in the directions previously thought. 

• Racial/ethnic minority communities may actually have greater access to parks 

and sports features

•Researchers and planners need to think about the entire park environment, from 

pedestrian and bicyclist access, to features and amenities.

•Future BTG research will 

• Examine differences in quality and condition of parks 

• Identify the effect of policy markers and provisions for recreation spaces on 

the prevalence of parks and trails

• Measure the association between aspects of the community park environment 

and adolescent physical activity levels
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