
   

 

   

 

HOW MUNICIPAL PARKS BENEFIT LOCAL COMMUNITIES: A LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

By 

 

HAILEY PLOGA 

 

This thesis was submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Honors 

Program and the major program in Human Services at Anna Maria College in Paxton, 

Massachusetts 

 

 

Spring Term 

2023 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HOW MUNICIPAL PARKS BENEFIT LOCAL COMMUNITIES  

   

 

2 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This integrative review aims to see the direct benefits that municipal parks offer. The 

concern is that municipal parks are not as utilized as they could be in cities and towns. One 

reason for the underutilization may be the need for more knowledge on how municipal parks 

can benefit individuals. To find the benefits of municipal parks, three databases, Academic 

OneFile, Gale OneFile Psychology, and Google Scholar, were used to find relevant research. The 

search terms used included "Parks and Recreation," "parks mental health," "parks physical 

health," "parks promote an active lifestyle," "municipal parks," and "municipal parks benefits." 

The research showed that using municipal parks has multiple benefits, mainly mental and 

physical health. As the research indicates how getting outside is beneficial to health, individual 

towns and cities should create more parks and outdoor spaces for the community. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Mental health crises are rising today, and physical health is declining (WHO). Finding 

ways to help individuals overcome struggles with mental health is a new challenge. Medication 

and therapy have helped meet some of the growing mental health needs but getting 

information about other resources is still challenging. Since mental health crises are increasing 

alarmingly, physical health concerns are often secondary. For example, in 2019, twenty percent 

of adults in the United States experienced some mental illness. That is around 50 million 

people, according to the World Health Organization. In addition to or because of the symptoms 

of mental illness, rates of physical activity are declining as individuals are now partaking in more 

sedentary activities, the National Library of Medicine found (2005). Finding new ways to help 

both these health concerns is something that society needs to consider.  

Municipal parks could be the answer. They are in existence in every major city and 

town. Individuals can go to parks to help improve their mental and physical health needs. 

However, knowledge about the existence of municipal parks and their use is lacking, as is 

research on their many uses and benefits (Cohen & Nagel, 2016, para 26). Municipal parks are, 

by definition, "an area that is a zone or otherwise designated by municipal code such as a public 

park for the purpose of recreational activity" (Lawinsider, 2023). Municipal parks include 

playgrounds, fields, beaches, or pools for public recreational activity. Use of municipal parks by 

town residents is free except when organizations use the space for programs requiring a fee. 

These municipal park spaces are paid for by tax dollars and state and federal funding. Many 

individuals need to be made aware of the locations of municipal parks, the uses for the 

different spaces, and how the use of the parks is usually free.  
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This research will focus on how municipal parks benefit individuals in local communities. 

For example, going to a park for an hour a few times a week can have many physical and 

mental health benefits. There may be assumptions that parks are just for children, but that is 

inaccurate. Adults can benefit from walking trails, fields for games with others, open spaces for 

yoga, or generally connecting with others. 

Background and Need  

City parks have been around since the early 1900s. In the early 1900s, there was a lot of 

economic conflict and social disorder in the United States. These events caused a mass 

movement of people from rural communities to urban environments. However, the new urban 

living spaces could have been better living conditions. Individuals lived in crowded spaces with 

poor sanitation and little space for recreation. This lack of space for children to play caused 

social reform. The people of New York City wanted a place for their children to play, and that 

was when the public parks and recreation movement began. Emerging from this social reform 

movement in New York City in the late 1850s to early 1900s was "the first large-scale landscape 

architecture city park" (Edginton, 2017, p. 21). Those were the first city parks.  

Municipal parks have been a newer concept in the United States. It was not until 1954 

that "municipal parks were used for multipurpose utilitarian purposes" (Edginton, 2017, p.22). 

Before this time, there were only open spaces for designated purposes. For example, in 1634, 

the Boston Common was used as a makeshift place for soldiers to stay instead of barracks, and 

the same area was also used for the grazing of animals. Since then, municipal parks have 

evolved a lot more in local communities. The first playground built in the United States was in 

1887 at the Golden State Park in San Francisco. However, it was not until 1903 that a 



HOW MUNICIPAL PARKS BENEFIT LOCAL COMMUNITIES  

   

 

7 

 

playground was fully government funded. Today's municipal parks include playgrounds, fields, 

pools, lakes, and trails that are used for recreational purposes only (Hart, 2006, para 3). 

Humans have always had mental and physical health issues. However, ideas on how to 

treat illnesses and symptoms and support individuals are constantly evolving. In the 1900s, 

mental hospitals were a popular treatment choice for physicians and housed their patients. 

Often these patients did not even have a diagnosis (Lewis, 2017, para 12). As time progressed, 

mental hospitals were no longer seen as appropriate treatment, and medication was the norm 

for treatment. There have been similar evolutionary views of physical health. The first humans, 

for example, were physically fit due to needing to hunt and plant their food. As technology 

advanced in society, it became easier to access food (Lewis, 2017, para 60). Food additives were 

added to preserve the abundance of food and make the available food better tasting. The ease 

of obtaining food meant that individuals did not have to find food sources. With the boom in 

technology, jobs and daily life required less labor, and as a result, humans became more 

sedentary and had poorer diets (Handwerk, 2021, para 40). Historically, physical health has 

been treated with medication and surgery. Current mental and physical health trends include 

holistic treatments or treating body and mind. Holistic treatment such as yoga is often coupled 

with being in nature to promote healing and recovery and improve overall well-being.    

Purpose of the Study  

This integrative review of the literature will examine the benefits of how municipal 

parks can help mental and physical health. This research is necessary as many individuals need 

to know how municipal parks can benefit health or where the closest municipal park is. 

Additionally, municipal parks are underutilized, as shown in a study from 2016 that "In a multi-
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part survey of 174 neighborhood parks across 25 major U.S. cities, researchers observed that 

children represented about 38 percent of weekly park use, despite making up just 18 percent of 

the general population" (Cohen & Nagel, 2016, para 26). With additional data on the benefits of 

parks, the towns could encourage individuals to use them more.  

This research was completed through an analysis of existing studies in the field. With 

the culmination of this information, the research is expected to show how municipal parks can 

improve the health of individuals in the community. 

Research Question 

How do municipal parks benefit local communities? 

Significance of the Field  

With more information about the types of municipal parks, the many uses of park 

spaces and the organizations that use them, as well as the benefits, the use of parks can and 

should increase. As parks become more utilized, towns and cities may open more spaces. 

Municipal parks are essential in improving the value of houses and communities. They also have 

a role in protecting the natural environment of the area. More natural space means less air and 

water pollution from buildings, factories, and vehicles. Municipal parks also aid in children's 

learning. Parks with or without playground equipment allow children to use hands-on learning 

that aids in their development. Municipal parks can also lead the way to community 

engagement and supportive communities. Individuals can connect and interact with each other 

at local parks, building a sense of community and increasing the quality of life for many 

individuals. Additionally, protecting the green spaces of parks has been found to bring 

individuals together and work toward a common goal.  
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Knowledge and use of municipal parks can impact the medical field. If doctors knew and 

understood the importance of municipal parks and their impact on mental and physical health, 

doctors could encourage their patients to use local parks for treatment and recovery. For 

example, some parks include exercise equipment, and individuals that use them receive the 

benefit of the equipment and the benefits of being out in nature and interacting with others at 

the park. Equipment at the park is free to use and provides similar benefits as using equipment 

at the gym with a monthly fee. Parks have the equipment, open spaces, and walking trails that 

can meet the health needs of a diverse group of individuals (Henderson, 2023, p 34).  

Definitions  

Mental Health: Emotional, psychological, and social well-being. It affects how we think, feel, 

and act. 

Municipal: Associated with or belonging to a city or town with its own local government. 

Limitations  

One of the limitations is the use of only Anna Maria College databases. If more 

databases could be used, then more research could have been done. Having more databases 

could also lead to finding more information about the thesis question. Another limitation was 

the lack of research on specific topics on municipal parks. There are some studies out there, but 

only a few, which limits the amount of research and studies that can be analyzed on the topic. 

Since this topic can benefit everyone, having more information can help people. Time 

constraints in writing this thesis are another limitation. There was only one semester to find 

research and write about this topic for the thesis. If there was more time, that could provide 

more research about the topic. 
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY 

Initially, research was gathered from books available at the Anna Maria College library. 

Keywords used to search for books included "parks and recreation," "leisure," and "parks." The 

books that provided the best information were Community Parks & Recreation by Christopher 

Edgington, Introduction to Recreation and Leisure by Tyler Tapps, and Why Cities Need Large 

Parks by Richard Murray. Specific chapters were chosen from the book that closely aligned with 

the research topic. Chapters one, two, and four were selected from Community Parks & 

Recreation, and chapters chosen in Introduction to Recreation and Leisure were chapters one, 

two, three, six, twelve, and fifteen. The chapters read for the book Why Cities Need Large 

Parks were "Visions of Urban Green" and "Quality of Life."  

The next step was searching for articles from Anna Maria College databases. The first 

database used was Academic OneFile. Search criteria were "parks and recreation" and the time 

frame of the last 20 years. Once articles were found under this search, the search was further 

narrowed to "parks physical health" and "parks mental health" to around twenty articles total. 

Academic OneFile was also searched for articles containing key terms of "parks mental health," 

"parks physical health," and "parks promote active lifestyle." The last search terms were 

"municipal parks" and "municipal park benefits." 

             The following database utilized was Gale OneFile Psychology. All results were peer-

reviewed and published within the last 20 years. Search terms included "parks and recreation," 

"parks mental health," "parks physical health," and "parks promote active lifestyle." The 

phrases "municipal parks" and "municipal parks benefits" were also searched. Google Scholar 

was also used to search for articles within the last twenty years. The exact previous terms were 
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explored, including "parks and recreation," "parks mental health," "parks physical health," 

"parks promote active lifestyle," "municipal parks," and "municipal parks benefits." 

There was a limitation on the databases that were used. The limitation was that only 

Anna Maria College's databases were available for the research. Another limitation was the 

amount of time allowed for the research. There were only a few weeks to search before 

starting to write the thesis. A pitfall in the methodology is that all the articles and books were 

about municipal parks only. Since the topic is on municipal parks, having articles or books on 

state or national parks would not add to the topic. A second pitfall was that many scholars had 

not researched the benefits of parks. Additionally, a lot of the articles are written by the same 

person. A success of the methodology was that there was some information about the benefits. 

The information that was found was scholarly and matched the criteria. 

For more information regarding the search criteria, see Figure 1 in the Appendix.  
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 Municipal parks should be more utilized and appreciated. Some individuals do not use 

parks regularly, and some individuals do not use parks at all. This underutilization may be due 

to the need for more knowledge of parks' benefits. If individuals were more aware of what 

these public parks can offer, use would surely increase. One reason for underutilization could 

be the lack of accessibility for all users. For example, to access beaches, playgrounds, and 

walking paths, the ground may be uneven and thus challenging for those with mobility 

limitations. Additionally, individuals that rely on public transportation may need help getting to 

public parks.  

 Two groups that data shows use parks at low rates are girls and seniors (Cohen & Nagel, 

2016). In 2016, the Rand Corporation studied how open spaces are designed, managed, and 

used. The study found that "girls are less likely than boys to spend time in parks" (Cohen & 

Nagel, 2016, para 5). Another fact the study found was that "seniors account for only 4 percent 

of park users" (Cohen & Nagel, 2016, para 7). In conclusion, the study results found that parks 

should encourage everyone to engage in physical activity. Though municipal parks are used 

most often by young men, there are activities for seniors and girls as well.  

Additionally, another study highlighted just how much municipal parks are underutilized 

with the findings: "In a multi-part survey of 174 neighborhood parks across 25 major U.S. cities, 

researchers observed that children represented about 38 percent of weekly park use, despite 

making up just 18 percent of the general population" (Cohen, Han, et al., para 7). This data 

highlights how communities should encourage individuals to use these public spaces. How 

should communities increase use? Individuals in the community should have access to them, 
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and the areas of the parks should be accessible to everyone. In addition, the number of 

programs and activities offered in public parks should increase to increase engagement and 

utilization. Why should there be a push to increase public parks? The benefits of municipal 

parks fall into two categories: mental and physical health. 

Mental Health 

As mental health disorders continue to rise, parks can offer benefits to help people with 

symptoms and alternatives to traditional treatment. Going to a park for just five minutes can 

have measurable benefits on people's mental health ("Mental-health benefits of parks"). Five 

minutes of exercise in a park, walking on a trail, or using a field to do exercise, can benefit 

physical health and help with mental health: "Green exercise can boost short-term mental 

health" ("Mental-health benefits of parks," para 2). Green exercise is any form of physical 

activity in urban green spaces like parks. (Gladwell et al., 2013, para 1). Green exercise can 

improve self-esteem, tension, anger, and depression. (Gladwell et al., 2013, para 17) According 

to Gladwell et al. (2013), the first five minutes of green exercise significantly impacts mood and 

self-esteem.  

Public parks have nature-based recreation activities or programs that people can attend. 

Nature-based recreation programs can vary from town to town, but examples are pickleball, 

tennis, a hike, walking, or softball. A study was done on how going to a nature-based recreation 

program can improve mental health (Lackey et al., 2019, para 1). The study found 

improvements in effect, cognition, restoration, and well-being, and a decrease in anxiety and 

depression symptoms when individuals took part in nature-based recreation activities (Lackey 

et al., 2019, para 20). Based on these findings, individuals should be encouraged to attend 
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nature-based programs. Healthcare providers should prescribe nature-based recreation 

programs as part of an alternative and cost-effective treatment plan (NC State University, 2022, 

para 15). 

Research also shows the relationship between mental health benefits and distance to a 

park from participants' homes. Research shows that individuals who live closer to parks receive 

more significant advantages from parks. The open spaces allow for more natural environments, 

less air, and water pollution, and proximity allows for more daily use of public parks. Every 

community should strive to create open spaces to benefit those living in the community 

(Colman, 2015, para 2). Colman (2015) also found that people who live in areas with more parks 

report better mental health (Colman, 2015, para 3). Colman's research showed that people 

were happier and had lower levels of depression and anxiety. How do these parks improve 

mental health? Individuals can interact with nature, and parks have tai chi, yoga, and qigong 

programs that engage the body and mind (Colman, 2015, para 4).  

Yoga in a park can have a positive impact on mental health. Yoga involves mind-body 

techniques to help manage mental health symptoms (Colman, 2015, para 4). "One of the best 

benefits of yoga is how it helps a person manage stress" ("The Benefits of Yoga"). Stress is a 

significant cause of mental health problems (Colman, 2015, para 3). Yoga can allow people to 

manage their stress in a positive way. Yoga can help reduce stress which can help with 

community members' mental health. Taking regular yoga classes is very beneficial to people 

that are struggling with their mental health ("The Benefits of Yoga"). Regular yoga classes can 

help with mental clarity and calmness, relax the mind, and relieve chronic stress patterns ("The 
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Benefits of Yoga"). In addition, when yoga is taken outside, it allows people to get vitamin D 

from the sun, which can help build bone (Banerjee & Kumar, 2023, para 6).  

Allowing community residents to garden in municipal parks can offer mental health 

benefits. Not all community residents have the area or can afford a garden. Municipal parks can 

offer space for people to garden to help their mental health. Community gardening programs 

can teach people to garden and give community members a sense of socializing with others 

(Colman, 2015, para 5). Community gardening allows people to socialize because it offers a 

space where like-minded people can talk and relate to each other, whether it is about 

gardening or not. Benefits of gardening are "lower blood pressure, reduce stress, increase brain 

activity, and produce endorphins" (Colman, 2015, para 5). A simple act such as gardening 

provides the benefits of connecting with others, learning new skills, and improving mental 

health.  

Exposure to nature can affect mental health positively. Municipal parks are outside, so 

going to municipal parks can have mental health benefits. People do not have to be physically 

active to benefit from green spaces. Being outside and being exposed to nature can give people 

mental health benefits. Reading a book in a park or journaling can positively affect mental 

health. Contact with or exposure to nature is "linked to the greater ability to cope with life 

stressors, improved work productivity, increased self-esteem, and greater life satisfaction" 

(Sturm & Cohen, 2014, para 10). The National Park and Recreation Association (NPRA) reports 

that regular contact with nature or being outside is required for good mental health (NPRA, 

n.d., para 3). To obtain benefits, community members should get out in nature or to a park 

once a week, which can positively affect their mental health (NPRA, n.d., para 2). The National 
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Parks and Recreation Association have found that the more times people went to a park that 

was outside, the less stress they had. 

How close in proximity an individual lives to a municipal park can positively affect 

mental health. The National Parks and Recreation Association studied the proximity of 

individuals to municipal parks. It found that people who live near a natural green space or a 

park had significantly improved mental health (NPRA, n.d., para 2). This study also found that 

"people living more than one kilometer away from a park had nearly 50 percent higher odds of 

experiencing stress than those living less than 300 meters from a park. The study finds that the 

closer individuals live to a park, the less stress they experience. Communities with more parks 

will help their community members' mental health. When community members can walk to the 

park, that improves their mental health even more (Sturm & Cohen, 2014, para 26). Community 

members who can walk to a park are 4-5 times more likely to go there than people who have to 

drive or take another form of transportation (Sturm & Cohen, 2014, para 26). Proximity to a 

park allows for more utilization of the parks. The proximity to parks is essential.  

When towns or cities have more parks, their community members can use them and 

access them for free. According to the National Institute of Mental Health, mental health 

affects 13 million American adults yearly. Having parks can help people work on their mental 

health to improve symptoms and lower costs associated with medical care.  

Physical Health 

Physical activity is on the decline, and sedentary activity is on the rise. Municipal parks 

allow people to increase their physical activity, which will benefit their physical health: "It is 

well-known fact that physical activity and a nutritious diet can improve health and well-being" 



HOW MUNICIPAL PARKS BENEFIT LOCAL COMMUNITIES  

   

 

17 

 

(Colman, 2015, para 1). The problem is that in the United States, there are few opportunities 

for individuals to be physically active, and some individuals need to know how to get physically 

active (Knox, 2013, para 4). There are gyms, but that costs money. Municipal parks offer people 

a free space where they can get physically active. Not only do municipal parks offer free space, 

but they also can have classes that help people to get physically active. Municipal parks allow 

the people of the town to go to the parks, allowing people to improve their physical health. 

There is an influence municipal parks have on people's physical activity in communities. 

Parks and Recreation departments are vital in creating community physical activity (Henderson, 

2023, p 23). The Parks and Recreation departments can also further promote physical activity to 

the community members (Henderson, 2023, p 23). A study was done to see "the purpose of 

people regarding physical activity and to interpret the results on how public parks can further 

promote active lifestyles" (Henderson, 2023, p 23). That study showed that people need to 

know how public parks can promote physical activity. As people learn how parks can promote 

physical activity, it allows for more use of parks too. 

Playgrounds are one example of how children can get physically active in public parks 

(Henderson, 2023, p 23). Playgrounds allow children to run, climb, swing, and balance, 

promoting physical activity. Children playing on playgrounds build stronger muscles, improve 

their cardiorespiratory fitness, and promote cardiovascular health (Henderson, 2023). The 

community playgrounds are run by the town, making playgrounds free to use. There is also a 

benefit when community members can walk to a playground near them. Walking to the 

playground is another way to promote physical health in children and adults with them 

(Colman, 2015; Henderson, 2023). It is beneficial to communities that have neighborhood parks 
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and playgrounds in them. There are many physical health benefits when children play on 

playgrounds. 

There is a new advancement in outdoor equipment for adults in municipal parks. This 

new idea allows adults to use outdoor activity equipment to help promote physical activity. 

Parks now include this idea with a space called the fitness area or zone (Sami et al., 2020, para 

3). The fitness area includes equipment and a walking path around the park that people can use 

for walking, running, or biking. Since the town government owns municipal parks, the outdoor 

equipment is free, unlike the local gym. The Centers for Disease Control did a study on a group 

of people that used outdoor equipment in a park in California and how it affected their rates of 

physical activity; the results found were that the people's sedentary levels went down, and the 

number of people that used the outdoor equipment activity level increased to 23 percent (Sami 

et al., 2020, para 17). The study done in California showed that outdoor fitness equipment does 

increase physical activity (Sami et al., 2020). Parks and recreation departments can offer 

programs to help people learn to use the equipment. Programs that introduce outdoor fitness 

equipment will make people comfortable using the equipment and want to use the equipment 

more often. Improving park amenities like outdoor equipment allows people to increase their 

physical activity. When people increase their physical activity, then their physical health 

improves. 

Walking paths and trails in parks are another way to help increase physical activity and 

promote physical health. Walking paths, paths around parks, or trails can be used for walking, 

running, and riding a bicycle. Walking paths and trails are designed to promote physical activity 

in parks. The American Heart Association states, "Every one dollar spent on bike trail and 
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walking path saves an estimated three dollars in health costs." There is a direct benefit from 

towns that spend money on creating paths or trails. Many people associate public parks with 

something other than walking trails, although trailheads are often located at local parks. 

Walking paths and trails help improve cardiovascular health and weight control (Edgington, 

2017; Tapps, 2019). Walking paths and trails help cardiovascular health because they help 

improve cholesterol levels, blood pressure, and energy levels. Those three things all improve 

cardiovascular health (CDC, 2022).   

Organized sports are another way that municipal parks can benefit physical health. 

Organized sports are played in municipal parks, which is very common. Parks and recreation 

departments offer many organized sports. Some examples include tennis, pickleball, baseball, 

softball, soccer, basketball, and football. One benefit of organized sports is that "children who 

play organized sports become more physically fit, they have a higher self-esteem" (Wallace, 

1998, para 1). When children or adults play organized sports, they help their bodies become 

more physically fit and start to work on their physical health. Adults who play organized sports 

are also gaining physical health benefits from them. They include lower blood pressure, lower 

high cholesterol, and weight loss, all while doing an organized sport that they like to do 

(Wallace, 1998, para 3).  

Pickleball is an up-and-coming organized sport for seniors. Though it can be played at 

any age, it is taking off for seniors: “According to the Sports and Fitness Industry Association, 

participation had a 40% increase from 2019-2021" (Hampton, 2022, para 1). To play pickleball 

you can have skill level and ability which makes it great for people to play (Hampton, 2022, para 

1). Pickleball is a social game where you are interacting with your opponent which allows 
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people to have positive social interactions but also allows for someone to talk to another 

person. There are many physical health benefits to the game. It can improve hand- eye 

coordination, general movement, and muscular strength (Hampton, 2022, para 4). This popular 

game has taken off by seniors in the United States because of its health benefits and that a 

game that can be played anyway a person likes it. 

Yoga in a park is another activity or program that municipal parks can offer. Not only is 

yoga good for people's mental health, but it also benefits people's physical health. Parks and 

recreation departments can offer different types and levels of yoga, and the community can 

join the best yoga class. Yoga can increase muscle strength and tone, weight reduction, 

increased flexibility, improved respiration, and can lessen chronic pain" ("The Benefits of 

Yoga"). The techniques learned in yoga can help physical health and be incorporated into 

people's daily lives. Not only can yoga benefit the body, but it also helps people get outside and 

be with nature. Being able to be outside and with nature can improve people's mental health as 

well.   

Going to activities and programs or being physically active at municipal parks can have 

many physical health benefits. The key to receiving those benefits is doing something involving 

physical activity. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) says physical health benefits from being 

physically active are weight management, reduced risk of cardiovascular disease and some 

cancers, strengthened bones and muscles, and increased chance of living longer. (CDC, 2022, 

para 1). People have the best chances of gaining those benefits if they are physically active for 

150 minutes a week, with 30 minutes a day for five days a week (CDC, 2022, para 1). Without 

physical activity, there will be no physical health benefits from going to municipal parks. There 
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has to be some form of physical activity to gain these benefits. Those activities include 

playgrounds, outdoor equipment use, walking paths, trails, organized sports, and yoga. All of 

those are ways to become more physically active at municipal parks. Once individuals are active 

and doing physical activity regularly, then physical health will improve.   

Municipal parks can offer many ways and benefits for community members to improve 

their mental and physical health. Many benefits from municipal parks can help the people of 

the community. When towns or cities offer more municipal park space and activities, people 

can improve their mental and physical health. Without the community members knowing about 

municipal parks and their benefits from them, there is a lack of use of public parks. As 

community members go to municipal parks more often and regularly, that is when municipal 

parks are utilized more. Knowing these benefits for community members can improve their 

mental and physical health.   
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CHAPTER 4: DISSCUSSION 

Currently, mental health cases are rising in the United States, while physical health is 

declining (Amo, 2022, para 2). With that, there is a challenge for individuals and health 

providers to treat mental and physical health limitations. Municipal parks can offer benefits for 

both mental and physical health, but for individuals to benefit from parks, they must attend 

regularly. Everyone can benefit from programs and activities at the parks. Individuals who do 

activities such as yoga, gardening, playing a sport, walking on paths, or using outdoor exercise 

equipment move their bodies. Being outdoors and around nature also improves mental health. 

Additionally, the research shows that being outside can help with more motivation to 

exercise, improve sleep, reduce depression symptoms, and assist with mental restoration (US 

Forest Service, 2021, para 7). Municipal parks also offer a safe place where people can get 

outside. Children and parents do not have to worry about the dangers of playing in the streets, 

and nonathletes are free to explore sports without the pressure of competition.  

Though there are advantages to using municipal parks, many individuals still need to 

learn about these advantages, and as such, parks are seeing lower use than expected (Cohen & 

Nagel, 2016, para 2). Since there is a lack of utilization, there needs to be a push to get the 

information available and seen by communities. One way to do this is through the use of social 

media. Parks and recreation departments can share information about park hours, activities, 

and other information on their social media platforms. Local doctors and counselors should also 

advertise local parks and programs for their patients. If more individuals in the community 

knew about the parks, the programs offered, and how they can improve health, individuals 

might be more inclined to use them.  
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This integrative review of the literature examined the benefits of how municipal parks 

can help mental and physical health. Since there is an underutilization of municipal parks, 

community members can be informed of these benefits to improve the utilization of parks. 

There is not just one age group of people not utilizing parks; it is across the board (Bliss, 2016). 

This integrative review found many mental and physical health benefits to municipal parks.  

There were a few limitations to this study. One limitation was only access to Anna Maria 

College's databases. If more databases were available, more research could have been done. 

More research on municipal parks needs to be conducted, which is another limitation. If 

additional studies were completed, they could unearth more information about the use of 

parks that this research has not considered. Having more studies out there would have allowed 

for more information about their benefits of them. Moreover, if only mental or physical health 

were the focus of this research, the one topic could have been researched further with 

additional time not focused on other areas.  

One recommendation if someone was to take the research further and conduct a study 

within a community to see what individuals who use parks report as benefits to park use. Data 

and additional research can be used to explore municipal parks further. Another 

recommendation is that due to the time limitation, future research should examine more 

databases and interlibrary loans to gather substantial data to back up claims. Finding other 

databases may allow for more research to be done. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Fig. 1: Search criteria for databases 

 

 

 

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Searched Databases: 

Academic OneFile, Gale 

OneFile Psychology, Google 

Scholar 

Using Key Terms: 

Parks and recreation, parks 

mental health, parks physical 

health, parks promote active 

lifestyle, municipal parks, and 

municipal parks benefits 

n=20750 

 

Inclusion Criteria: 

• Peer reviewed 

• Articles published in 

last 20 years 

Additional Studies 

acquired: n= 20 

Exclusion: 

• Articles published 

outside of publication 

range 

Excluded studies n= 13 
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