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Abstract 

It is widely recognized that access to greenspace benefits the residents of urban centres in many 

ways. Correlations between access to greenspace and lowered rates of both mental and physical 

health issues have been shown in several studies. The health benefits of public greenspace are 

more notable in lower income areas where residents have less access to private greenspace. While 

there is a great deal of scholarship showing that higher income areas have greater access to 

greenspace, there has been little quantitative research on how much parks are used and how parks 

are used. This thesis involves the study of three Toronto parks and a methodological critique of 

park studies. My first chapter reports findings from 331 hours of observations of park use in 

Toronto’s Regent, Dovercourt, and Rosedale parks. Park users were categorized and tallied by 

use type (Leisure, sports/fitness, petcare, childcare, transit). I consider the socioeconomic status 

of each park’s neighbourhood, park facilities (benches, sports facilities, washrooms, playgrounds, 

etc), tree canopy coverage, weather, and seasonality. My second chapter concerns the physical 

design of parks centering on seating and its role in social infrastructure. The final chapter is a 

critique of the System for Observing Play and Recreation in Communities (SOPARC) method 

used in previous studies of park use. My research demonstrates the importance of passive park 

use when planning for public health and I conclude with a number of suggestions for improving 

park planning processes and the study of public parks. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

I became interested in urban parks during my undergraduate degree in forestry and my 

work as an urban forester and arborist in Toronto. While researching the public health benefits of 

urban greenspace I became curious as to how people typically engage with urban parks and how 

this may impact public health. Access to green space in urban areas is linked to improved mental 

and physical health across all socio-economic categories (Nutsford, Pearson, & Kingham 2013; 

Maas, et al. 2006). However, a lack of greenspace is more detrimental for the physical health of 

those in lower socioeconomic groups than it is for higher-income earners (Maas, et al. 2006). I 

was interested to see if park use behaviour differed greatly between high and low-income 

neighbourhoods as that may explain the degree to which public greenspace improves public 

health outcomes in different settings. I had assumed that this information must be available and 

was surprised to find a lack of empirical research on park use patterns in small neighbourhood 

parks. When researchers have examined types of park use and motivation for park use, they have 

relied on self-reported data rather than empirical observations (Vaughan, Cohen, & Han, 2018). 

Self-reported park use data can provide valuable information for park planners and academics. 

However, without empirical observations, it is difficult to verify the accuracy of self-reported 

park use. Self-reported levels of physical activity are often inaccurate (Dhurandhar, et al., 2015; 

Gerrard, 2012). There is especially little empirical research on park use in the Toronto context 

(Toronto Public Health, 2015). Without accurate data on how people interact with parks, it can be 

difficult for city planners and landscape architects to design parks in ways that best serve 

differing communities (Toronto Public Health, 2015). It was this lack of empirical observation 
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that ultimately led me to the research reported in these three manuscripts that constitute my 

master’s research. 

The key component of my master’s research and my first manuscript is a mixed methods 

observational study of three parks that uses census data, quantitative observation, and qualitative 

field notes to identify park use patterns and behavioural trends across the socioeconomic 

spectrum of Toronto. The three parks I selected are Regent Park, Dovercourt Park, and Rosedale 

Park. These parks are described in greater detail later in this chapter.  

The second manuscript of my master’s thesis arose during the early stages of my site 

selection and research planning, when I recognized that seating plays a major role in the use of 

any public space. Informed by historical and theoretical literature on park planning and landscape 

architecture (Wright, 1983; Williams, 2014; Wright, 1983; Whyte, 1980), I view park seating as a 

vital component of social infrastructure.  As such, I decided to map the placement and design of 

seating in each park I studied. I then took qualitative field notes of seating behaviour. I describe 

how seating design and placement imbue a seat with ‘intended purpose’ and how seating options 

in each park reflect historical trends in park planning theory. 

 Finally, throughout my review of literature and potential methods for studying park use, I 

frequently encountered studies that use the System of Observing Play and Recreation in 

Communities (SOPARC) (Mckenzie, et al., 2006). While I was initially hopeful that I could 

modify and apply this approach to study park use in Toronto, I found major flaws in the 

underlying principles of SOPARC. This led me to my third manuscript which is a critique of the 

SOPARC method’s demographic observations. 
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GREB Review Process 

 

Although my method of public observation is exempt from the Queens’ General Research 

Ethics Board (GREB) process due to the exemption for public space observation and the 

complete lack of personal information recording, I still underwent GREB review. Partly, I went 

through the GREB process when I originally considered including intercept surveys to gather 

demographic information of park visitors. Although my project was approved through the GREB 

process, I eventually decided not to conduct the intercept surveys. I did not want to unduly 

interrupt the natural rhythm of park use. I felt after preliminary observations that approaching 

enough visitors to gather adequate data would cause me to become a nuisance in the park and 

impact park user behaviour. Although I did not include the GREB approved questionnaires in my 

research, the review process served as a self-reflection and helped me identify potential ethical 

concerns in my research. 

 

Positionality & Acknowledgement 

My research was conducted on the territory of the Mississaugas of the Credit River, the 

Seneca, the Huron-Wendat and Petun First Nations. I am a 24-year-old, white, cis-gendered, man. 

I am 6 feet tall and suffer from back injuries that make backless seating unusable. These 

characteristics have impacted the way I experienced seating in each park. It is from this 

perspective that I judged the hostility of architecture in my seating manuscript. I am a native 

resident of Toronto and have lived three blocks away from Regent Park for most of my life. My 

personal engagement with Regent Park means that I am more familiar with the features and users 

of Regent Park than I am of the other two. Therefore, my qualitative observations for Regent 
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Park have more contextual understanding than observations made in other parks with which I was 

less familiar. Furthermore, my understanding of Toronto parks is informed by my professional 

experience working in urban forest restoration and arboriculture in Toronto. Finally, I must 

acknowledge that my white male privilege has shaped my experience conducting this research, as 

I felt safer and more welcome in these public spaces than others may have felt due to their race, 

gender identity, or other elements of their positionality.  

 

A Brief Overview of Urban Park Planning in Toronto 

 

Ontario’s earliest urban parks were created in the 1850s in Hamilton, Kingston, Toronto, 

and Niagara-on-the-Lake (Wright, 1983). The timing of these parks coincided with major urban 

parks in England and the USA such as London’s Victoria Park which was built in 1842 and New 

York’s Central Park in 1858. What is fascinating about the early history of Ontario’s urban parks 

is that there is seemingly no local urgent driving force that led to their creation. Parks in London 

and New York were built in response to massive urban expansion and industrialization whereas 

Ontario was largely agrarian and there was no crisis to speak of (Wright, 1983). The earliest 

example of an urban public park in Ontario is Kingston’s City Park. City Park was constructed in 

1854 on land originally allotted for the construction of parliament before the seat of government 

was moved to Montreal. Interestingly, the citizens of Kingston reportedly demanded the land be 

made public "for the health and convenience of the inhabitants" (Williams, 2014, p. 196). What 

this potentially speaks to is Ontario’s, long history of planning ahead for urban greenspace and 

their recognition that urban greenspace was beneficial to public health.  
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Throughout the late 1800s and early 1900s, Canadian cities became fascinated with the 

ideals of the City Beautiful and Garden City movements (Williams, 2014). The City Beautiful 

movement was largely driven by landscape architects Frederick Olmsted and Daniel Burnham 

who called for mass beautification of urban centres through the creation of monuments, parks, 

public plazas, and general aesthetic grandeur (Williams, 2014).  The Garden City movement was 

invented by Ebenezer Howard who advocated for the construction of a series of new towns. Each 

town would be a self-sufficient urban center with roughly 30,000 residents and would be 

constructed in a series of concentric rings designated for different urban activities and 

encompassed by a greenbelt (Williams, 2014).  

While the exact form of the Garden City may not have come to full fruition in Ontario, 

Toronto’s greenspace and geography has been shaped by Howard’s vision as is still evident in 

Rosedale. One major offshoot of the Garden City movement was the construction of ‘Garden 

Suburbs’. Garden suburbs were essentially miniaturized versions of garden cities that were not as 

self-sufficient as urban centres but retained the ideals and aesthetics of Howard’s design. These 

suburbs were constructed as refuges from the impacts of industrialization for the wealthy urban 

elite who still wished to remain close to the convenience of the city while physically separating 

themselves from pollution, and the high density of working-class people. The earliest example of 

a garden suburb was the creation of Rosedale in what was, at the time, Toronto’s northeast 

periphery (Williams, 2014). While the Garden Suburb and City Beautiful movements have been 

criticized for prioritizing aesthetics and the interest of the wealthy, they do signal a continued 

awareness of the importance of maintaining greenspace for a healthy city. Unlike earlier projects 

which had been inspired by ideals of public health and concern for urban living conditions, the 
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garden suburbs were constructed as the result of private landowners hoping to profit by selling 

urban estates to the wealthy.  

This, however, was not the case in 1929 when there was a resurgence of interest in the 

City Beautiful movement during the Great Depression. As Canada struggled under massive 

unemployment and economic collapse, governments at all levels invested in massive public 

works projects to stimulate the economy. These projects gave rise to numerous public parks and 

many of Canada’s greatest botanical gardens (Williams, 2014). Jumping forward in time we see 

similar principles embodied by the first independent Toronto City Planning Board in the early 

1940s. The 1943 Toronto Master Plan proposed massive expansion of Toronto’s urban parks and 

the wholesale protection of the ravine systems as a sort of ‘internal greenbelt’ (White, 2016). In 

1946, the Toronto City Planning Board called for serious consideration of the American 

Recreation Associations’ standard of 10 acres of park per thousand residents. However, this 

would have cost 30-40 million dollars at the time, which was more than the entire operating 

budget for Toronto. Still, the board recommended this target as a long-term goal for the city. 

Despite the large financial cost of such urban improvements, the Toronto Master Plan received 

massive public support. When displayed publicly, first at an art gallery and then at Simpson’s 

department store, more than 46 000 people came to view the plan in person (White, 2016). The 

plan was ultimately rejected as being impractical by the Board of Controllers despite support 

from the public and city council. This perhaps signals another longstanding tradition: one of bold 

and popular park planning being rejected due to perceived financial risk. Indeed, the Board of 

Controllers argued that Toronto should never be bound to any concrete official plan in case it 

hampered the economic development of the city (White, 2016). It was not until 1969 that Toronto 

adopted an official plan.  
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White (2016) explains how an urban reformist movement in the 1970s led to a shift in 

Toronto’s urban planning approach from big-picture data-driven engineering to a more local and 

social approach. The reformists wanted urban planners to make decisions based on improving the 

lives of the people who lived in the city instead of business interests and wealthy landowners’ 

visions. According to White, this reformist movement culminated in the cancellation of the 

Spadina Highway project in 1971, something White praises as a victory “of the local over the 

metropolitan” (p. 35). However, as Moore (2013) notes, this victory was largely on behalf of 

middle and upper-class residents who wanted to protect their neighbourhoods. This success led to 

the creation of multiple neighbourhood associations, largely in wealthier communities, which 

strove to prevent development in their neighbourhoods (Moore, 2013). As White put it; “Large 

public parks were fine, as were elaborate, expensive piped services and metropolitan-wide public 

transit, or even high-density apartment developments, as long as they were, in today’s parlance, 

‘not in my backyard.’” (2016, p 137).  Despite such conflicts between developers and 

neighbourhood associations, Toronto’s downtown experienced a major construction boom over 

the following decades until many developers filed for bankruptcy in the 1990s (Moore, 2013). 

Recent and contemporary urban planning in Toronto has been criticized for an emphasis 

on homogenization (Rahder & Milgrom, 2004). Looking around Toronto, there are obvious 

exceptions to this trend. However, much of Toronto’s new development is strikingly similar in 

style, favouring blue glass high-rise condos. Furthermore, Rahder & Milgrom’s critique of 

homogenous urban design could certainly be applied to how Toronto has designed their 

neighbourhood parks since the 1970s. Some of this may result from a shift in urban planning in 

Toronto where public space development has been increasingly tied to economic and business 

decisions. Through Section 34 of the Ontario Planning Act, municipalities have the power to 



 

8 

 

create bylaws that permit adjustments or exceptions to zoning bylaws in exchange for services or 

facilities. What this has translated to in Toronto is a park system that is being funded by 

developer fees and often designed and built by the same developer. Furthermore the presence of 

the Ontario Municipal Board (OMB), which had the power to overrule municipal planning 

decisions, led to a planning environment where only the designs most likely to be approved by 

the OMB were submitted by developers (Moore, 2013). Influences like these can lead to the 

widespread installation of generic park designs that do not take risks or incorporate the latest 

research on park design (Hatuka, 2018). In 2018, the OMB was replaced by the less powerful 

Local Planning Appeal Tribunal (Hansen, 2018). It will be interesting to observe how this will 

impact urban planning and design in future projects, especially with regards to public parks.  

 

Parks Overview and Historical Context 

In this section, I will provide an overview of each park’s historical background and 

current neighbourhood context. This information was gathered through archival research, 

municipal documents, and some online resources. I would like to acknowledge that these 

histories only account for a Western-centric narrative of each park and do not incorporate pre-

colonial context or decolonial theorization. 
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Regent Park  

Regent Park has a long and rich history as the labour backbone of Toronto’s industry. 

While areas like Rosedale have 

always been included in histories of Toronto due to their wealthy and influential residents, 

Regent Park’s history is more often sourced from historical documents pertaining to slum 

clearance, public health, and social housing projects (Rust-D'Eye, 1984). The area now known as 

Regent Park was originally named 

Cabbagetown, a reference to the 

cabbages favoured by the working-

class, often immigrant, population 

(Rust-D'Eye, 1984). The 

demographics of the area were 

described as having “no wealthy 

residents and even few well to do” 

(Robertson, 1904, p. 55). The history 

of Regent Park is one of constant 

change and social resilience. Regent 

Park has undergone two major 

redevelopments; the first began in 

1946 and was completed in 1957, and 

the second began more recently in 2005.  

This first major redevelopment involved the complete bulldozing of what was then called 

Cabbagetown to create Canada’s first modern public housing development (Rose, 1958). Albert 

Figure 1 Cabbages Growing in a pre-development 

Cabbagetown Yard, 1936 (Rust-D'Eye, 1984) 
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Rose (1958), a University of Toronto urban planner who was involved in the project explains the 

Regent Park redevelopment was a reaction to a growing postwar urban housing shortage and 

public calls for slum clearance. The complete demolition of what is now Regent Park reflects the 

dominant themes of reconstruction that followed the destruction of buildings in Europe during 

WW2 (Greaves, 2011). Regent Park homes were built to house low-income residents who lived 

in inadequate housing (Rose, 1958). Residents were selected by the Toronto Housing Authority 

(THA) from applications. The THA gave preference to Toronto residents who were deemed to be 

living in the worst housing conditions and then the remainder of housing was granted to those 

displaced by the development (Rose, 1958). Post-redevelopment, poverty, neglect, and poor 

planning led to Regent Park once again being labeled as a slum.  

 The most recent major redevelopment began in 2005 and will ultimately involve the 

complete demolition of all homes from the first development. The project is expected to take 20-

25 years in total. The new redevelopment plan has increased neighbourhood density while also 

adding additional “affordable renting units” and market-price condo units (Toronto Community 

Housing, 2019).  Choosing a newly ‘revitalized’ park in a low-income neighbourhood has the 

advantage of removing the variable of poor park maintenance or lack of amenities when 

considering park use patterns. Regent Park has entirely new amenities that are all in relatively 

good repair. The park is especially well supplied with playground space. While the newly 

renovated park may not represent all lower-income parks, Regent Park is an excellent case study 

for how well-equipped parks get used in lower-income neighbourhoods. 

Dovercourt Park 

Dovercourt Park has gone mostly unconsidered in histories of Toronto. The area was 

annexed by Toronto in 1910 and subsequently developed as part of the city by 1923. Apart from 
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that tidbit of historical information, I have found practically no mention of Dovercourt Park 

anywhere. That said, it is this lack of notoriety that makes Dovercourt Park a perfect research 

site. With its single family 1 and 2 story homes, and unremarkably typical neighbourhood park 

design1, Dovercourt is a perfect example of the prototypical middle/upper-middle class 

neighbourhood park in Toronto. When I mapped the median incomes of Toronto’s division areas, 

Dovercourt Park was surrounded by almost exactly median-income homes. Although ethnic 

diversity is below the Toronto average, this appears to be similar to other median-income areas of 

Toronto (City of Toronto, 2018). As such, Dovercourt Park was an ideal choice to represent 

median income neighbourhoods in Toronto.  

 
1 When I say typical park design, I base this on my own subjective experience of a lifetime in Toronto’s 

parks. 
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Rosedale Park 

The neighbourhood of Rosedale is Canada’s first example of a garden suburb. In 1826, 

Sherriff William Jarvis built his estate on land just north of Toronto’s downtown. Jarvis’ wife 

named the estate ‘Rosedale’ in honour of the wild roses which grew abundantly around the estate 

(Crawford, 2000). Inspired by the garden city movement, Jarvis subdivided his land in 1854 into 

plots. Rosedale’s natural geography of ravines made it ideally suited as a garden suburb. The 
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resulting winding roads reflect the concentric rings of housing envisioned by Howard (Williams, 

2014). Following Jarvis’ death in 1864, the Jarvis family sold the estate lands, resulting in the 

residential development of the area (Williams, 2014). The suburb was marketed to the wealthy of 

Toronto as a compromise between rural estate living and the convenience of the city. Rosedale 

continues as home to Toronto’s wealthiest residents and the character and geography of the 

neighbourhood have remained largely unchanged. Crawford (2000), long time resident and local 

historian, describes Rosedale as “the embodiment of Canadian culture and class” (pg. 1). While 

this quote may be inaccurate, it may also somewhat capture the spirit and self-image of Rosedale. 

Rosedale Park is a 2.8-hectare park situated in the northeast section of Rosedale. This specific 

Figure 2 Advertisement for lots in the North Rosedale Subdivision 1908. Rosedale Park is visible as 

the oval 'Lacrosse Grounds' in the northwest. (Crawford, 2000) 
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section of Rosedale was subdivided in 1908 and the park sits in the footprint of what was the 

“lacrosse grounds” as seen in the photo above. Rosedale Park is very well equipped, sporting an 

ice rink, baseball diamond, 8 tennis courts, a splash pad, and more. The park is surrounded by 

large single-family homes on all sides. The demographics of the neighbourhood are largely 

wealthy with a significantly lower proportion of visible minority residents than the Toronto 

average (City of Toronto, 2018).  

What follows now is a collection of three manuscripts based on my master’s research project. 

The first is a direct reporting of my mixed methods observational study of park-use patterns in 

Toronto. The second covers the design and placement of seating in each park with consideration 

to how these elements strengthen or weaken social infrastructure. The third is a critique of a 

popular methodology for the study of public park use behaviour and energy expenditure. 
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Chapter 2 

Academic Loitering: Neighbourhood Park Use Trends Across Toronto’s 

Socioeconomic Spectrum 

Key Words: Urban Parks, Human Behaviour, Observational Research, Leisure, Recreation. 

 

Abstract 

 

It has been widely recognized that access to greenspace benefits the residents of urban 

centres in a multitude of ways. Correlations between access to greenspace and lowered rates of 

both mental and physical health issues have been shown in several studies. The health benefits of 

public greenspace are more notable in lower-income areas where residents have less access to 

private greenspace. While there is a great deal of scholarship showing that higher-income areas 

have greater access to greenspace, there has been little empirical research on how parks are used 

and how such use patterns vary between high and low-income areas. This study: 1) measured the 

amount of use in parks located in areas across the socioeconomic spectrum of Toronto and 2) 

recorded how people are using these parks. Recorded variables included: tree canopy cover, 

socioeconomic status of the neighbourhood, park facilities (benches, sports facilities, washrooms, 

playgrounds, etc.), weather, and seasonality. Three parks were selected and surveyed for a total of 

331 hours. Each park is roughly the same size and is located in a low, median, or high-income 

neighbourhood in Toronto. This study found that lower-income parks receive more visitors than 

high-income parks and that high-income parks are used significantly more for fitness than lower-

income parks. Furthermore, qualitative and quantitative observations revealed that lower-income 

parks were greater hubs for social interaction among all park users. Childcare was the 
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predominant use among all three parks. The results of this study imply that greater consideration 

should be given to passive and non-fitness park use when planners and geographers consider the 

health benefits of public greenspace. 

 

Introduction 

Access to green space in urban areas is linked to improved mental and physical health 

across all socio-economic categories (Nutsford, Pearson, &Kingham 2013; Maas, et al. 2006). 

Maas et al. (2006) has observed that the health benefits of urban greenspace primarily affect 

residents within a kilometer of accessible greenspace, as people are unlikely to travel further 

(Maas, et al. 2006).  The health impact of public greenspace is influenced by other geographical 

and social barriers. Even if someone lives in close proximity to a park, they may not use the park 

due to a perceived lack of safety or poor maintenance (Jennings, Larson, & Yun, 2016). This 

geographical understanding of the role of parks in public health demonstrates the vital role that 

well-funded and maintained small neighbourhood parks play in urban green infrastructure. Mass 

et al. (2006) also found that, in the urban setting, a lack of greenspace is more detrimental for the 

physical health of those in lower socioeconomic groups than it is for higher-income earners. The 

strength of this relationship may be influenced by access to private greenspace for wealthy 

people. Additionally, if different socioeconomic groups use parks more for certain activities, that 

may help explain the difference in health benefits of accessible greenspace. Some studies have 

suggested that an increase in walking may explain the health benefits associated with access to 

public greenspace (Owen, Humpel, Leslie, Bauman, & Sallis, 2004). However, Lachowycz & 

Jones (2014) report that although walking is increased by access to greenspace, it is not 

significant enough to solely explain the measurable impact on cardiovascular health. Lachowycz 
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& Jones (2014) call for further study of how people engage with public greenspace and how such 

activity may have positive psychosocial impacts. Socioeconomic class and housing situations 

have been linked to different geographies of public space use. For example, those who live in 

social housing tend to stay closer to home when visiting public spaces (Coley, Sullivan, & Kuo, 

1997; Gotham & Brumley, 2002). Meanwhile, Leahy, Laughlin & Johnson (2011) explore how 

young people in Regent Park have unique definitions and perspectives of public space that differ 

from conventional urban planning wisdom. Understanding the role of socioeconomic, racial, 

cultural, and age positionalities in park use and public health is a key component to furthering 

equitable distribution of greenspace. This study attempts to identify how unique geographies and 

understandings of public space present themselves in the daily use habits of different 

neighbourhood parks to fill the present knowledge gap. 

Despite the growing literature on this topic, there is little empirical research on park use in 

Toronto (Toronto Public Health, 2015). Furthermore, much of the literature surrounding park use 

focuses on the total number of park users and the demographics of park users (Ho et al. 2005; 

Cohen et al. 2009.) Although these studies provide valuable insight into who uses parks and why 

they use parks, they do not tell us how people use parks. Many urban geographers use the System 

of Observing Play and Recreation in Communities (SOPARC) method to measure park use 

(Cohen, et al., 2009). Unfortunately, a SOPARC approach only measures the level of activity and 

not the type of activity (McKenzie, Cohen, Sehgal, & Williamson, 2006).  This energy 

expenditure data is important as self-reported physical energy expenditure has been shown to be 

inaccurate (Gerrard, 2012; Dhurandhar, et al., 2015). Without empirical observations, it is 

difficult to verify the accuracy of self-reported park use data. Unfortunately, this approach reveals 
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how physically active someone is but does not reveal what kind of activity a person is engaging 

in.  

 While energy expenditure data is important, it does not measure the benefits of low 

energy expenditure activities such as socialization, art, or meditation in discussions of public 

health and green space. Energy expenditure and increased physical activity cannot fully account 

for the vast public health benefits associated with access to public greenspace (Lachowycz & 

Jones, 2014). As such, it is vital that park planners understand how people engage with parks 

beyond physical activity so that park planning can maximize such beneficial uses. Without 

accurate data on how people interact with parks, it can be difficult for city planners and landscape 

architects to design parks in a way that best serves the community (Toronto Public Health, 2015). 

I wanted to incorporate the observational research principles of geographers and urbanists like 

Jane Jacobs (1961), William Whyte (1980), Jan Gehl (2010), and others who study public space 

through direct observation. Their mixed methods long-form research projects used photography, 

surveys, interviews, video, and more to provide in depth quantitative and qualitative 

understanding of how public spaces work. I was inspired by Whyte’s (1980) study of public 

spaces that centered around what does and does not ‘work’ for social life in public spaces. 

Whyte’s emphasis on leisure behaviour and seating led me to consider non-active behaviour more 

carefully. My research is also informed by Jacob’s (1961) assertion that “the sight of people 

attracts still other people” (p 108), meaning that a successful attractive park is a well-used park. 

Through direct observation of parks of differing use-levels and density, I hoped to identify trends 

that may explain the role of other park users on park attractiveness. While the time constraints of 

a master’s degree stopped me from engaging in as broad a scope as Whyte’s or Jacobs’ projects, I 

was able to focus on the following two key aspects of public space research. My key objectives 
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for this study were: 1) to determine how park use patterns vary across neighbourhoods of 

different socioeconomic status, and 2) to determine how park attributes and environmental 

variables correlate to levels of park use.  

 

Methods and Justifications 

 

Site Selection: I selected three parks in the City of Toronto: Regent Park, Dovercourt 

Park and Rosedale Park. Parks were selected based on their size, topography, and surrounding 

demographics. Parks of similar size were identified using Google Maps. I mapped 2016 census 

division area data using ArcGIS to identify the socioeconomic distribution of Toronto (Map 1). 

Each park is respectively situated in a low, median, or high-income neighbourhood according to 

the 2016 Canadian Census. The low, median, and high-income neighbourhoods inversely 

correlated to the percentage of visible minorities in each neighbourhood. Finally, each of these 

parks is between 2.4-2.8 hectares in size and has clear lines of sight. This allowed me to have a 

full view of the park from a single observation point which helped increase accuracy of user 

tallies.  
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Table 1 Park Neighbourhood Profiles (City of Toronto, 2018) 

 Regent Dovercourt Rosedale Toronto 

Median 

Household 

Income  

$42,369 $64,331 $106,740 $65,829 

Visible Minority 

(Percentage of 

total population) 

70.0% 33.9% 18.1% 51.5% 

Population 

Density (per 

square km) 

16,880 9,819 4,500 4,334 

Figure 3 Park locations mapped against median household income. Data was taken from the 2016 

Census and analyzed at the division area level using ArcGIS. 
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Facility/Amenity Inventories 

During the site-selection phase, parks amenities were gathered from the City of Toronto 

park database. While helpful, these lists do not provide a comprehensive picture of each park as 

they only list facilities that correlate to specific activities (e.g. tennis courts, playgrounds, 

splashpads). These initial amenities lists were then expanded upon during field surveys to include 

more park features including the number of benches, availability of washrooms, shade/sun 

shelters, and tree canopy cover. Tree canopy cover was measured by recording the canopy area of 

each tree over 10 cm in diameter and then calculating that as a percentage of total park area. 

Benches were subcategorized based on the hostility and mobility of their design2. Hostility was 

determined by the presence of obvious deterrents such as close together arm rests that block 

someone from laying down and more subtle deterrents such as sloping seats. Each bench was 

individually tested to see if I could sit comfortably and lie down. 

Table 2 Park Amenities Inventory 

 

 

 

 

2 I go into detail on the role of seating in public parks in my next manuscript where bench design 
and placement are further analyzed.   
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Table 3 Park Tree Canopy Cover Inventory. Tree canopy taken by measuring the canopy 

area of all trees over 10cm in diameter and dividing that by the total park area.  

Park Canopy Cover (% of total area) 

Regent Park 9.50% 

Dovercourt Park 59.64% 

Rosedale Park 18.45% 

 

Surveys 

I conducted 331 hours of surveys across the three parks between November 2018 and August 

2019. Each survey was 6 hours in length and conducted during one of the following shifts: 

morning (6:00-12:00), afternoon (12:00-18:00), evening (18:00-0:00) or night (0:00-6:00).  

Table 4 Distribution of Survey Hours 

 Regent (Low) Dovercourt (Median) Rosedale (High) 

Total 118 98 115 

Week 84 72 67 

Weekend 33 24 48 

Morning (6 :00-12 :00) 30 36 36 

Afternoon (12 :00-18 :00) 52 30 43 

Evening (18:00-24:00) 30 24 30 

Night (00:00-6:00) 6 6 6 
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Within these 6-hour surveys, the number of users was recorded and sorted into activity 

types each hour. At the start of each hour, all current park visitors would be recorded and 

categorized. Then, as each new park visitor arrived at the park they were tallied and then assigned 

to an activity category based on their behaviour. Activity categories were chosen after 

preliminary surveys were conducted in October and November of 2018. These categories were 

designed to be easily identifiable from the behaviour of park users but still specific enough to 

provide valuable information. Park use was categorized as childcare/child use, pet care, 

sport/fitness, transit, leisure, sleep, arts, event, and unclear. While I strove to make most of these 

categories self-explanatory, I will outline the definitions of each for clarity. Childcare/child use 

refers to both children at play and their caregivers. The decision to group children and their 

caregivers as one category was made because tallying each group separately was proving 

difficult. Due to high numbers of children and caregivers generally being concentrated around 

playgrounds, I would have to visually sweep the play area twice to count children and their 

caregivers. Furthermore, children’s activities are so sporadic and fluid that they were difficult to 

further categorize. For example, a child may go from playing with chalk, to napping, to racing 

their friends in a matter of minutes. Pet care refers to park visitors whose primary use related to 

their pet. for example, someone throwing a ball for their dog. Sport/fitness referred to users 

engaged in physical activities such as baseball, soccer, yoga, tai chi, etc. Transit refers to park 

visitors who simply went through the park on their way to somewhere else. These users were 

distinguishable as they would generally walk with purpose directly from one entrance of the park 

to another. If a user transited through the park but stopped to engage in another activity category, 

they would be categorized by that use instead. For example, if someone walked through the park 

but stopped to eat their lunch on a bench, they would be marked as leisure. Leisure also included 
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activities such as reading, picnics, sunbathing, etc. Sleep refers to people who appeared to be 

sleeping. Arts refers to park visitors who engaged in artistic activities. Some observed examples 

include: photoshoots, dance practices, painting, and the playing of instruments. The unclear 

category was used for the rare visitor who did not fit neatly into other activities. Users marked in 

the unclear category would generally be assigned to another category as their intent became 

clearer with observation. Activity categories were based on the perceived intent of the park 

visitor rather than an objective measure of energy expenditure as is used in other studies of park 

use (Evenson, et al., 2016). Therefore, as mentioned earlier, someone engaging in tai chi would 

be categorized under sport/fitness despite it being a relatively low energy expenditure activity. 

While this method may be more subjective, it provides a more complete picture of how parks 

foster public health through personal fitness and leisure. However, it is worth noting that my 

positionality (culture, age, gender, etc.) shapes how I perceive a park visitor’s intended purpose. 

The accuracy of my observations was improved with added familiarity with each park and 

increased awareness from my personal experiences. A blank sample of my data collection sheet, 

displaying use categories, is shown below (Figure 1).  Every hour, variables such as wind speed, 

temperature, precipitation, and whether there was a special event during the survey were 

recorded. While some surveys were conducted during the winter, the bulk of surveys were 

conducted during the spring and summer months due to the difficulty posed by winter weather. 

During surveys I attempted to situate myself in parts of the park that provided unobstructed views 

of the entire park to increase accuracy. When the park was too crowded to accurately tally 

individuals at a distance, I would increase the accuracy of my survey by walking a loop around 

the park tallying as I went. I also tried to place myself in unobtrusive places in the park so as to 
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not deter the use of playgrounds or other amenities. This also meant attempting to refrain from 

using benches that might otherwise be used by park visitors.  

During surveys, quantitative observations were supplemented with qualitative fieldnotes. 

A list of novel park uses was recorded for each park and added to whenever a new activity was 

observed. I also noted behavioural patterns that corresponded to shifts in weather and season. 

These fieldnotes were then compiled and used to create a fuller picture of each park and to help 

explain some of the trends in park use.  

Figure 4 Blank Data Collection Sheet 

 

Demographic Information 

Park user demographics were not assessed during surveys as visual identification of race, 

gender, and age are flawed. Gender is a social construct and an individual’s gender identity 
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cannot be measured by their physical appearance. As such, gender is impossible to visually assess 

as there are infinite gender identities that exist along the gender spectrum (Nagoshi, Nagoshi, & 

Brzuzy, 2014). Visual assessments of a person’s ethnicity or race are similarly flawed (Roth, 

2016). Although a researcher may believe they can recognize visual markers of race and 

ethnicity, there is no way to confirm the accuracy of the observation without questioning the park 

user directly. This is especially true in a city as diverse as Toronto, where the visible minority 

population is 51%, comprised of hundreds of ethnic groups. Furthermore, the very idea that 

different races have distinct physiological markers that differentiate them is rooted in racist and 

colonial pseudoscience (Fuentes, et al., 2019). Age is also difficult to visually assess. Visual 

perception of age is influenced by both the observer’s and the subject’s respective age, gender, 

and race (Mousavi, Chen, & Oruc, 2018). Instead, the demographics of residents within a 500 m 

radius were gathered from the 2016 Canadian Census. 500 m was chosen based on the National 

Recreation and Park Association’s (NRPA) public park and open space classification scheme 

which identifies the ideal location and size, and service area of various types of open space 

relative to the surrounding population (Mertes & Hall, 1995). Census data, at the division area 

level, was used to determine the ethnic diversity, gender distribution, and median household 

income of surrounding residents.  I recognize that census data may not entirely accurately 

represent the demographics of park visitors. However, given that visual assessment is even less 

accurate, I believe the use of census data was an appropriate compromise. 

Data Analysis 

Field data sheets were entered into a spreadsheet using Microsoft Excel. I used Excel to 

conduct descriptive statistical analysis. I first determined which park use categories were the 

most prevalent in each park overall. I calculated the median hourly use by weekend and weekday. 
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I also calculated hourly use of each park by activity category. Due to insignificant numbers of 

recorded users in some categories (sleep, unknown, & arts), only childcare/child, pet care, 

sport/fitness, transit, leisure, and minor event were included in statistical analysis. While I 

attempted to calculate the hourly use by day, I did not have an even spread of surveys across all 

weekdays. Therefore, I instead calculated the difference between weekends and weekdays. 

Weekends were defined as Friday from 6PM to Sunday midnight. 

Results and Discussion 

 

In this section, I first present my quantitative findings then, I contextualize these findings 

with qualitative observations and discussion.  

In total, 24,040 park visitors were observed over 331 hours of observation. The 

breakdown of park users by category is show in Table (5). The percentages shown in table 5 

reflect the total breakdown of park use across all surveys.  Trends of park use by hour and 

weekend vs weekday are shown in figures (2-5). Figures 2-5 show the median use rate for each 

activity type by hour. Figures 6-8 show the relationship between recorded temperature and park 

users per hour.  
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Park Users by Category 

Table 5 Park Use Category Distribution. These percentages reflect the overall breakdown of 

park-use across all surveys conducted across all time slots. 
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Figure 5 Regent Park median categorical use by hour 

 

Figure 6 Dovercourt Park median categorical use by hour 
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Figure 7 Rosedale Park median categorical use by hour 

 

Figure 8 Weekday vs Weekend Median Hourly Park Use 
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Temperature Dependent Use Trends 

Figure 9 Regent Park Median Hourly Use vs Temperature 

 

Figure 10 Dovercourt Park Median Hourly Use vs Temperature 
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Figure 11 Rosedale Park Median Hourly Use vs Temperature.  
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acceptable uses. This could have considerable impact on park use in parks where seating is 

largely concentrated around playground spaces.  

I noticed that children and caregivers were drawn to parts of the playground where other 

children were present. This was most noticeable in Regent Park (Figure 5) where the long string 

of playground equipment provided caregivers with the option to choose an empty piece of 

equipment. When presented with such an opportunity, childcare users would almost always opt 

for an already populated section of the playground. This phenomenon is a microcosm of Jacobs’ 

(1961) assertion that people are attracted to well-populated parks. The presence of other children 

and caregivers acts as an incentive to use those areas of the park.  

While childcare was the most common park use across all three parks, there were some 

differences between parks. For example, childcare use continues later into the evening in Regent 

Park than in either of the others. In Dovercourt (Figure 6) and Rosedale (Figure 7) parks, 

childcare use stops at 6 or 7PM in the evening. Meanwhile, in Regent Park (Figure 5), childcare 

continues until 9PM. This could be a reflection of the housing types that surround each park. The 

houses surrounding Rosedale and Dovercourt likely have more room to entertain children than 

the apartment style homes in Regent Park. Therefore, families are more likely to bring their 

children down to the park after dinner to play. This line of thinking is supported by a similar 

trend in the mornings. Regent and Dovercourt parks saw childcare use starting at 8AM whereas 

Rosedale sees few children before 11AM or noon. The presence of back yards or other play 

spaces in the wealthier neighbourhood facilitates may keep children at home until later in the day. 

The smaller houses and apartment style homes in Dovercourt and Regent parks may encourage 

children to go outside earlier in the day. 

Petcare 
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Pet care was most prominent in Dovercourt Park (Figure 6). There was very little pet care 

use in Regent Park (Figure 5) which supports my supposition that the housing situations 

surrounding a park influence the demands that people have of the park. With pet care, the 

apartment style housing in Regent park may lead to less room for pets, making owners less likely 

to have them. Furthermore, the lower median income in Regent Park may mean residents are less 

likely to be able to afford dogs. However, in Rosedale, the presence of large back yards may 

lower the amount of pet care use, especially in the early morning and late evenings. Dovercourt 

Park is surrounded by houses that, while large enough to have a pet, do not have large yards. This 

trend is reflected in my quantitative analysis as pet care use begins earlier and ends later in 

Regent and Dovercourt than in Rosedale (Figure 7). 

The presence of an off leash fenced in dog park did not seem to have a strong influence 

on pet care use in parks.  In Regent Park, the only park to have a fenced in dog park, the vast 

majority of people walked their dogs outside the fenced in area. Through observation and casual 

conversation with dog walkers, I learned this was largely because the fenced in area was all 

gravel, which both dogs and walkers found less desirable than grass. However, the presence of a 

fenced in area still served a valuable purpose for dog owners who cannot let their dogs off-leash 

in close proximity to two busy roads. In Dovercourt Park, dog walkers frequently used the tennis 

court to let their dogs run off-leash. This practice was especially common in the fall, winter, and 

spring as there was little tennis use. Although I observed a few cases of this in Rosedale Park, it 

was far rarer.  

Of all the activity categories, pet care facilitated the most amount of social interaction 

between park visitors who arrived separately. However, pet care appeared less social in Rosedale 

Park than elsewhere. I commonly saw dog owners arrive by car, walk their dog around in big 
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circles or throw a ball alone, and then get back in their cars. In Regent Park and Dovercourt Park, 

dog walkers would generally arrive at the park on foot, scan for other dog walkers, and then head 

straight towards them. On sunny weekend surveys in Regent Park, I would often have the 

company of the same few dog owners for almost the whole 6 hours. Dog walking can be an 

intensely social activity and should be considered as such in planning decisions. The behaviour 

patterns I observed in pet care users demonstrate the contribution of pet care to social 

infrastructure capacity. 

Transit 

Transit followed very predictable trends in both quantitative and qualitative 

measurements. The overall level of transit was highest in Regent Park (Figure 5) and lowest in 

Rosedale Park (Figure 7). This reflects the density and proximity of each park to businesses and 

major streets. As Regent Park is between two major streets, there was a high degree of foot 

traffic. Rosedale on the other hand, had virtually no transit use as it is surrounded by wealthy 

homes with cars and not close to any businesses. Dovercourt had a sizeable representation of 

transit users (Figure 6). The path that intersects the centre of Dovercourt facilitates its use as a 

route to Bloor Street to the south. I noted that people seemed more likely to stop in Regent Park 

for a moment and sit on their way through than in other parks. The presence of a variety of 

seating options dispersed throughout Regent Park seemed to facilitate such pit-stops. 

Leisure 

My observation of leisure activities across each park supports previous research asserting 

that race, socioeconomic status, and other positionalities shape how individuals value parks based 

on census data of the racial demographics of the surrounding area of each park (Payne, Mowen, 

& Orsega-Smith, 2002). My quantitative analysis reveals that leisure activity is greatest in the 
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lower income neighbourhoods (Figures 5 & 6) which have higher ethnic diversity than Rosedale 

(Figure 7), where income is higher and diversity is lower. Furthermore, although Regent and 

Dovercourt have similar percentages of leisure use, their trends in leisure use differ in timing. 

While Dovercourt Park’s leisure use drops off drastically in the mid-afternoon, Regent Park sees 

steady leisure use throughout the evening. This supports my earlier supposition that a lack of 

space in housing or affordable private alternatives encourages park use later into the evening as a 

social gathering place. Regent Park served as a vibrant social hub throughout the evening. This 

contribution is clearest on warm summer evenings when elderly folk take post-dinner digestion 

walks, young adults hang out on the swings, or groups of adults sit and chat into the evening. 

I would perhaps have been better served if I had sub-divided leisure into solo vs group 

users. Leisure users either arrived alone or in small groups. Solo users tended to engage in non-

social activities such as reading, sunbathing, meditation, or similar calming activities. Group 

leisure users, on the other hand, generally engaged in more social activities such as picnics, 

conversation, or games. While both kinds of leisure use suggest the benefits of public parks, they 

do so in slightly different ways. Solo park use does not fit into a social infrastructure narrative but 

does support public health and urban forest research on the passive appeal and benefits of urban 

greenspace (Maas, Verheij, Groenwegen, de Vries, & Spreeuwenberg, 2006; Carreiro, Song, & 

Wu, 2008; Greene & Millward, 2016). Group leisure use better supports claims about the social 

infrastructure contribution of public spaces (Klinenberg, 2017). The high levels of group use in 

Regent Park demonstrates how public places serve an especially valuable role in lower income 

and high-density neighbourhoods where private gathering space is either unavailable of 

unaffordable.   

Fitness 
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The most attractive public features for park users engaged in physical fitness were multi-

use fields that facilitated group or partnered activities rather than individual fitness. Typically, 

sports/fitness users were engaged in group or pair activities such as soccer or frisbee. My 

observations reflect previous findings that socialization plays a major role in the physical fitness 

uses of public parks (Lindberg & Schipperjin, 2015). While Rosedale Park exhibits the highest 

rate of physical fitness use (33.22% of users), this number may not fully represent the role that 

Rosedale Park plays in public health. The Rosedale tennis courts are only open to the public on 

Sundays from 4PM until dusk. The rest of the week, the tennis courts are privately operated by 

the Rosedale Tennis Club, a members-only club. Therefore, beyond the hours of 4PM and dusk 

on Sundays, the tennis courts are not a public amenity. A significant portion of fitness users in 

Rosedale Park were visitors to the tennis club. Because almost all tennis users were paying to use 

the courts, this undermines the value of these amenities to public health due to the courts not 

being public. However, in the interest of simplicity, tennis court visitors were still recorded as 

park visitors.  

 

Table 6 Unique park uses observed in each park. 

Regent Park Activities Dovercourt Park Activities Rosedale Park Activities 

Pokémon Go, lunch, picnics, 

folk-dance, Ramadan meals, 

Tai Chi, calisthenics, splash 

pad, sun bathing, 

photography, field trips, 

reading, adults on playsets, 

drum circle, hoop dancing, 

Badminton, tennis, tai chi, 

yoga, baseball, martial arts, 

frisbee, sunbathing, reading, 

Pokémon Go, drumming, 

gardening, lunch, picnics, 

bonfires, metal detecting, 

wading, kite flying,  

Drone flying, kite flying, 

remote control plane flying, 

reading, juggling, sunbathing, 

golf practice, skateboarding, 

lacrosse, tennis, soccer, ice-

hockey, skating, ball-hockey, 

wading 
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Temperature and Weather 

Although a lack of simultaneous observation limited the value of my weather data, I was 

able to observe some trends (Figures 9-11). Despite an erratic temperature chart, there is a clear 

trend showing park use increases with temperature increase. While the quantitative data has little 

significance due to limited data points across the temperature range, this trend was reflected by 

my qualitative observations. The impact of weather was especially evident in Dovercourt Park. 

Dovercourt Park features a significantly higher tree canopy cover (59.64%) than the other two 

parks which may influence the impact of hot weather on park use. The presence of heavily 

canopied areas attracts greater numbers of people seeking to escape the heat while Dovercourt’s 

open field facilitates sunbathers who come to the park to take advantage of the sun. The absence 

of adequate shade in Regent and Rosedale Park may explain why the relationship is weaker in 

those parks as they cannot accommodate those seeking to escape the sun. Although winter 

surveys were few, I did observe that Rosedale Park is better attended in the winter than the other 

two parks, largely due to the presence of an ice-rink and municipal skating programming. 

Unfortunately, my quantitative analysis does not effectively capture the role of 

precipitation. As rain comes and goes so frequently, often with some intensity, in Toronto 

summers, the hourly structure of my surveys did not capture the immediate impact that rain had 

videography, prayer groups, 

football, children’s baseball 

practice, yoga, frisbee, 

gardening, parkour, cricket, 

running, skateboarding, 

biking, bounce castle  
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on park use. One clear factor however was the presence of shelter. Rosedale Park is the only park 

that has a fully functional rain shelter with seating underneath it. Regent Park has a scaffolding of 

a shelter that provides almost no rain shelter and the roof of the adjacent aquatic centre that has 

no seating. Dovercourt Park has no shelter of any kind from the rain. The consequences of this 

disparity were extremely obvious. Park users in Dovercourt would almost all immediately 

abandon the park when it began to rain. Then, only those who returned with rain protection 

would visit the park until it stopped. Meanwhile, in Regent Park, visitors sheltered for a brief 

amount of time, either under the ineffective scaffolding or the inhospitable roof, to see if the rain 

would pass quickly. However, they rarely lingered long due to a lack of adequate shelter. In 

Rosedale, the presence of a sturdy gazebo, sporting electrical outlets and two picnic tables, 

provides park visitors a dry and comfortable place to wait out the rain. This was especially 

important for child caregivers. As mentioned earlier, relocating during childcare can be an 

endeavour. The presence of comfortable and dry shelter allows caregivers, especially, to keep 

their stroller and other supplies dry without having to leave the park. Park planners should 

incorporate adequate rain shelters into urban parks to reduce the negative impact of inclement 

weather on park use. 

 

Limitations and Further Research 

 

This study has some limitations that can mostly be attributed to the learning process and 

my own inexperience with the geographical canon. It may have been a better approach to adopt a 

pre-existing methodology and apply it to my park observations. I could probably have applied 

Ghel & Svarre’s (2013) How to Study Public Life or Ewing & Clemente’s (2013) metrics for 
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livable places. However, partly because I have only recently become acquainted with these works 

but mostly because I wanted to test myself, I decided to design my research from scratch. As 

such, my methods are not as deeply rooted in geographical theory as they could have been. This 

may limit the generalizability of my research as it will be more difficult to compare my research 

to other geographical papers that use established methodologies. 

Another set of limitations arose from the fact that I conducted this research entirely alone. 

The first of these was that all observations are through my personal subjective lens and therefore 

can be biased by my own notions of leisure or exercise. A second limitation was the inability to 

conduct simultaneous surveys across multiple parks. Simultaneous surveys would have made it 

much easier to identify how different variables impact park use. This would have been especially 

useful for measuring the impact of weather on park use. As such, an unequal distribution of 

surveys across different temperatures led to a highly erratic charting of temperature variables. 

Due to my personal schedule and the time constraints of my master’s, surveys were not evenly 

dispersed across each park. Simultaneous observations would have greatly improved the data I 

collected. 

Another limitation was the lack of differentiation between public and private use in 

Rosedale Park. The presence of publicly owned, privately-operated, tennis courts that are only 

semi-public may have skewed the rate of sport use to be higher. Furthermore, it is difficult to 

assess value to public health when the courts are only publicly available one afternoon per week. 

The final limitation is one that I will rectify prior to full publication. I have a somewhat 

limited understanding of statistical analysis and I collected more data than I can sufficiently 

analyze myself. As such, this paper has only applied descriptive statistical analysis. I intend to 

partner with a statistician to co-publish a paper with deeper statistical analysis of my data. In this 
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future paper, we will analyze the relationships that different park-use categories have to one-

another and we will engage in a more thorough analysis of the impact of temperature on park use. 

If I were to conduct future relevant studies, there are some variables I would like to 

consider. I would like to conduct simultaneous studies of parks with varying degrees of canopy 

cover and shade to discover the impact of shade on park-use on hot days. The collapse of 

childcare and child park use in my study leaves room for a future study that specifically studies 

the park use of children. Furthermore, a separate study of nighttime park use could contribute to 

understandings of park use and social infrastructure. Finally, my findings support Lachowycz & 

Jones’ (2014) position that the public health impact of access to greenspace cannot be explained 

solely through increased physical activity. My results show that the vast majority of park use is 

not related to physical fitness and instead suggests the psychosocial benefits of public parks are 

underestimated. 
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Chapter 3 

“Where should we sit?”: Seating Placement and Design Principles in Toronto 

Neighbourhood Parks  

Key Words: Benches, park planning, urban parks, seating, social infrastructure, recreation & 

leisure studies. 

 

Abstract 

 

Urban parks have been heralded as ‘oases’ in the city. These green refuges improve 

mental and physical health in their surrounding communities. While parks have been theorized as 

social spaces extensively, the reality is that parks are increasingly designed to exclude 

marginalized populations. The prevalence and design of benches and other seating in public parks 

is a manifestation of the design principles of the park. In this article, I combine theoretical and 

empirical research to explore the role of seating in urban parks as it relates to social 

infrastructure. I review existing literature on park seating and compare that with observations of 

park seating in three neighbourhood parks in Toronto, Canada. I argue that the design and 

placement of park benches privileges certain kinds of use and users while discouraging others. I 

further argue that surveys of where and how park users choose to sit should inform park planning 

decisions throughout the planning process. 

 

 

Introduction and Theoretical Background 
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The idea that public spaces should foster social engagement, public discourse, and civic 

engagement is well established (Lefebvre, 1991; Jacobs, 1961; Whyte, 1980;). However, a 

growing body of literature examining the design and use of hostile architecture in urban spaces 

further explores the role of physical design in social infrastructure (Petty, 2016; de Fine Licht, 

2017; Peinhardt, 2017; Chellew, 2019). ‘Hostile architecture’ has been used to describe a wide 

variety of designs that deter a number of uses. Some examples include the installation of sharp 

spikes to deter homeless people from sleeping, ridges on stairways to deter skateboarding, or 

even special lighting and noise emitters designed to annoy teenagers enough that they stay away 

(Petty, 2016). Debates around hostile architecture tend to side against the use of such deterrents 

but there are some arguments in support of more subtle forms of hostile architecture. For 

example, De Fine Licht (2017) argues that while much hostile architecture is immoral, there are 

some exceptions, for example, that “hostile/defensive architecture is okay within reason” (p. 32). 

, i.e. dissuading skateboarders to not skate on sidewalk and instead in go to an available skate 

park. However, De Fine Licht also explains that such deterrents must be paired with positive 

alternatives. For example, if a city wants to stop skateboarding in one area, they must provide 

safe alternative locations where skateboarding is permitted. Similarly, if they want to deter 

homeless people from sleeping in parks, they must provide shelter elsewhere. While hostile 

architecture covers a broad range of design mechanisms, I chose to focus on park seating location 

and design with particular attention to anti-homeless impacts and how such methods may impact 

park use. 

  Peinhardt (2017) of the Project for Public Spaces (PPS) notes that the importance of 

welcoming seating space has been widely recognized since William Whyte’s research projects in 
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the 1970s. However, this has not led to the wholesale removal of hostile architecture and new 

public spaces continue to feature elements of hostile architectural design (Petty, 2016). As public 

opinion has shifted and backlash has grown, more subtle forms of hostile architecture have 

surfaced. For example, instead of sharp ridges or spikes to prevent homeless people from laying 

down on benches, a bench may feature enough 

of a slant that someone can sit upright but will 

roll off the bench if they attempt to lie down.  

The more subtle design elements of 

hostile architecture and seating are interesting 

because they reflect contradictory design 

principles and public values. Why place a bench 

if you do not want people to use it? If there is 

enough opposition to hostile architecture, then 

why keep implementing it? Petty (2016) notes 

that opposition to hostile architecture is often 

influenced by aesthetic concerns rather than a 

genuine concern for homeless people. As such, subtle forms of hostile architecture rarely face as 

much public outcry as obvious metal spikes do. This reflects a deeper problem: the design of 

public spaces with housed, wealthy, individuals as the target user-group. White (2012) argues 

that places are shaped by those who use them. Furthermore, White explains how the occupation 

of public space is a means for people to assert themselves into public processes of place-making 

and politics. When public spaces are designed to serve specific demographics and exclude others, 

this is a direct attempt to limit the participation of marginalized people in public life. However, 

Figure 12 A bench in Manhattan slanted to 

prevent sleepers (John Ersing, 2017) 
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those who are included do not want to be reminded of issues of homelessness or be made to feel 

guilty when they see overt examples of hostile architecture. Therefore, subtle forms of hostile 

architecture are a direct manifestation of a simultaneous public desire to create welcoming and 

aesthetically pleasing public spaces while still maintaining barriers that keep homeless people out 

of sight and out of mind. 

As I conducted my masters’ thesis research on park use in Toronto, I became interested in 

the role that bench placement and design has on social infrastructure. Although there were few 

examples of hostile architecture in my field sites, I decided to engage with the seating in each 

park critically and especially consider the placement of seating as potentially hostile. Social 

infrastructure is understood as “the network of physical spaces and institutions-from sidewalks to 

public parks, libraries to cafes-that, when robust, promote community-building activities” 

(Klinenberg, 2017, p. 5). Urban public spaces are a physical manifestation of the societal values 

that create them, and their design can often demonstrate how a society determines who and what 

is acceptable in public life (Bickford, 2000). For example, if a public space is designed explicitly 

to exclude homeless people, this a reflection of public perceptions of homelessness. As cities 

invest in building or revitalizing public spaces to bolster social infrastructure, physical 

monuments to the prevailing values of the city are created in the form of splash-pads, 

playgrounds, and park benches. Even if public perceptions change, these physical manifestations 

remain un-changed unless a park is redeveloped with new priorities in mind. If cities are to 

meaningfully develop social infrastructure, they must accept that social infrastructure is 

infrastructure and cannot be separated from the physical design of public spaces. 
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Figure 13 (Left) a 'Buddy Bench' in Vancouver, Canada. (Middle) A bench in Regent Park facing 

out onto the street. (Right) A memorial bench in Rosedale park with hostile architecture armrests 

 

 Park benches and seating are a key arena for social infrastructure where bodies come into 

direct contact with these monuments to public values. Benches are imbued with social meaning 

through their design and their placement. Benches can be painted and labelled with explicit 

purpose, they can hold memorial value through commemorative plaques, they can have implied 

purpose through the direction they face, and they can serve to alienate homeless individuals 

through hostile architecture. Each of these examples is clearly evident in Figure 9.   Whyte 

(1980) explores the ways in which small urban public spaces can serve vital roles in bolstering a 

city’s social life. Whyte notes the vital importance of public seating for social infrastructure and 

calls for a variety of seating design and placement to facilitate social interactions. Rishbeth & 

Rogaly (2018) engage with park benches from an embodied perspective, examining the often-

contradictory nature of public seating. Park benches are imagined as facilitating social interaction 

and public wellbeing while simultaneously being vilified for promoting ‘loitering’ and 

‘vagrancy’ (Rishbeth & Rogaly, 2018). Cities attempt to foster the former while deterring the 

latter through the introduction of hostile architecture.  
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Embodied perspectives on hostile architecture are vital as they capture how these 

deterrents present a direct attack on the human need for sleep and rest. Park planners create 

spaces that are hospitable, but with limits. These public spaces are designed to encourage socially 

agreeable and short-term use by homeowning or renting individuals without creating a space that 

provides too much shelter for homeless and other disenfranchised residents. This is a 

continuation of the same principles that Jacobs (1961) argued against. Jacobs explains that 

conventional park planning wisdom holds that parks are made less desirable with increased use. 

However, Jacobs argues that this is exactly the inverse of reality and that it is high levels of use 

that make a park successful, safe, and desirable. Unfortunately, park planners still engage in 

design practices that attempt to limit the use of park amenities to short time spans. This is 

achieved through a variety of measures including placing benches in inhospitable locations, 

refusing to install adequate rain-covers, and the design of the seating itself. Many benches are 

designed to be virtually impossible to sleep on in order to deter homeless people from using 

them. Such designs involve installing arm rests, uneven or slanted benches, and sharp ridges 

dividing each ‘seat’ (Chellew, 2019). In the case of public parks seating, the placement should be 

of equal consideration to the design. The placement of seating can be an aspect of hostile 

architecture. For example, placing benches directly under bright lights or facing out on to the 

street could deter homeless people from sleeping there. However, the impact of seating design 

and placement goes beyond issues of hostile architecture and anti-homeless violence.  

The placement of seating can impact the social infrastructure potential of a park. When 

park planners choose to place a bench in a particular location, facing a particular direction, a 

statement is being made as to the purpose of that bench. For example, a bench next to a baseball 

diamond suggests that bench was placed there to facilitate the watching of baseball games while a 
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bench placed facing a play area suggests it is to be used for childcare. However, this is not a 

purely top-down process. Public spaces become designated for specific uses through a co-

creation process between the physical space, official rules/regulations, and the actual daily use 

(Siláči & Vitkova, 2017). In situations where the physical design of a park or designated use is 

completely out of keeping with the desires and needs of those who use it, those spaces are often 

modified or repurposed. For example, in neighbourhoods that lack fenced in areas for dogs, I 

have observed that dog owners will often use empty tennis courts to walk their dogs. Likewise, 

when park seating is moveable, park users will shape the park on a daily basis to fit their needs.  

Designing parks that can shift organically through a co-creation process is not a new idea. 

William Whyte discusses the importance of moveable seating for social infrastructure in his 1980 

book, The Social Life of Small Urban Places. Whyte lays out how moveable seating respects park 

users’ desire for privacy while reducing the burden on park planners to plan for every possible 

need that a park visitor might have. Indeed, much of my approach to park use is informed by 

Whyte’s position that park users have excellent instincts that tell them how best to arrange park 

seating to maximize enjoyment.  

Incorporating community consultation has become an integral and often legislated 

requirement for park planning but the final product too-often remains a top-down creation. 

Including customizable or portable seating in park design can allow a single piece of park 

equipment to serve a greater number of people engaged in a wider variety of activities. A seat 

that is bolted in place can only ever offer a view of a single direction; that seat cannot be moved 

to face a friend for a conversation, or to watch a child play in the snow, or to allow a jogger to 

properly stretch. Concerns about the theft or damage of such portable seating, while reasonable, 

appear to be a minor issue. Whyte (1980) reports that the theft or damage of chairs was 
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exceedingly rare and that the cost of replacement is so low as to make such concerns widely 

unnecessary. Incorporating elements of choice into park design can continue the collaborative 

process beyond the construction of the park and facilitate organic shifts in park structure that 

account for the innumerable unique needs of park users. The benefits of such flexibility far 

outweigh the risk of seating being stolen or damaged.   

 

Methods and Justifications 

 

Site Selection: This paper was designed as a side-project of my masters’ thesis research 

on park use patterns across three neighbourhood parks in Toronto. As such, these parks were not 

selected based on the presence of hostile architecture or bench design. Instead, Parks were 

selected based on their size, topography, and surrounding demographics. Parks of similar size 

were identified using Google Maps and then mapped against 2016 census data to determine the 

socioeconomic and ethnic demographics of the surrounding neighbourhoods. I then narrowed 

down my park selection so that each of the parks was between 2.4-2.8 hectares in size. Finally, I 

conducted field visits to ensure that each park had clear line of sight and to assess the types of 

housing surrounding the park. This allowed me to have a full view of the park from a single 

observation point. The three parks I selected were: Regent Park, Dovercourt Park and Rosedale 

Park.  

Mapping and Demographics 

I mapped 2016 Census-tract data using ArcGIS to identify the socioeconomic (Map 4) 

and ethnic diversity (Map 5) of Toronto. Each park is respectively situated in a low, median, or 

high-income neighbourhood according to the 2016 Canadian Census. The classification of low, 
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median, and high-income is based on Toronto’s median annual household income of $65,829 

(City of Toronto, 2017). The visible minority population of each neighbourhood inversely 

correlates with the median household income (Table 1).  Statistics Canada specifies that “'Visible 

minority' refers to whether a person belongs to a visible minority group as defined by 

the Employment Equity Act and, if so, the visible minority group to which the person belongs. 

The Employment Equity Act defines visible minorities as "persons, other than Aboriginal peoples, 

who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour." The visible minority population consists 

mainly of the following groups: South Asian, Chinese, Black, Filipino, Latin American, Arab, 

Southeast Asian, West Asian, Korean and Japanese” (Statistics Canada, 2017).  

Bench Inventories 

In each park, benches were tallied and sorted into four categories: hostile, unhostile, 

picnic, and backless. Originally, backless benches were categorized into hostile and unhostile. 

However, no hostile backless benches were recorded during the study. In these parks, hostile 

benches were those that had armrests installed to make it difficult to lie down or sleep on the 

benches. I tested each bench type by attempting to lie down comfortably. I also noted whether 

each bench was chained or bolted in place. In the case of contiguous sections of backless seating, 

each 2-meter section was counted as the equivalent of one bench as that was the average length of 

the standard Toronto park bench found in almost any neighbourhood park. Backless benches 

were tallied and mapped separate from other benches as they offer different appeal and function 

to regular benches. For benches that had backs, I recorded the direction that each bench faces. 

Seating was approximately mapped in the field and then redrawn digitally using ArcGIS. Each 

map outlines the locations and design of seating. In the case of Dovercourt Park (Map 3), the sole 

untethered picnic bench had its migratory path included.  
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Seating Observations 

Park surveys were conducted over 331 hours between November 2018 and August 2019. 

Surveys were conducted for 6 hours at a time and observations were taken each hour. Park 

visitors were categorized into 6 user types based on their primary observed park use (childcare, 

pet-care, sports/fitness, leisure, transit, and minor event). During each survey, observational notes 

were taken to record which benches were used most often. General trends were assembled based 

on qualitative fieldnotes. In the case of unsecured benches, the general location of unsecured 

benches was noted during each survey to determine the extent to which they are relocated by park 

users. 

Park Overviews 

 

Regent Park 

Regent Park is at the centre of a diverse neighbourhood, also named Regent Park, 

comprised of mostly mid-rise and high-rise mixed income housing and townhouses. The 

neighbourhood is undergoing a transitionary period due to a massive redevelopment project that 

began in 2005. This is the second such major redevelopment in the neighbourhood’s history, the 

first occurring shortly after WW2 and resulting in massive displacement and further poverty 

(James, 2010). The socioeconomic status of the neighbourhood is generally low-income and the 

proportion of visible minorities is higher than the Toronto average. The park itself finished 

construction in 2014 and features a broad array of park amenities. While there are no direct sports 

amenities, a separate Regent Park sports field is a short walk from the park. As the park was 

constructed in 2014, amenities are still new and in good repair. 

Dovercourt Park 
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Dovercourt Park is situated in a median-income neighbourhood and surrounded by single 

family homes on all sides. The neighbourhood was annexed by the City of Toronto in 1910 and 

then developed into a residential neighbourhood by the 1930s. The median income of the area is 

almost exactly equal to the Toronto median (see Table 1). The proportion of visible minorities is 

lower than the Toronto average. The park’s amenities are older than the other two parks and show 

more signs of wear.  

Rosedale Park 

Rosedale Park is situated in the affluent neighbourhood of Rosedale. Housing surrounding 

the park is composed of large fully-detached single family residences. Rosedale was developed as 

a garden suburb in 1865 to house Toronto’s wealthy elite in a quiet area set apart from the 

industrializing downtown (Williams, 2014). Today, the neighbourhood continues to house mostly 

wealthy and white residents. The park has many amenities including an ice rink, multiple tennis 

courts, and washroom. The park’s amenities are well cared for and show little wear. 

Table 1 Neighbourhood Profiles (City of Toronto, 2018) 

 Regent Dovercourt Rosedale Toronto 

Median Household 

Income  

$42,369 $64,331 106,740 $65,829 

Visible Minority % 70.0% 33.9% 18.1% 51.5% 

Table 2 Park Amenities Inventory 
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Results 

Bench Design 

Figure 14 Rosedale (left) Dovercourt (top right) Regent (bottom left) 

 

Table 3 Park Bench Inventory 

 Hostile Unhostile Secured 

Picnic 

Unsecured 

Picnic 

Backless Total 

Regent (Low) 0 21 0 5 160 186 

Dovercourt 

(Median) 

0 7 7 1 25 40 

Rosedale 

(High) 

6 10 5 1 8 30 



 

56 

 

Bench design varied across the three parks, reflecting shifting design principles over time 

in the construction of each park. Hostile benches were only observed in the high-income 

neighbourhood, in Rosedale Park. While many of the benches in Regent Park, in the low-income 

neighbourhood, have armrests, they were installed with enough room to lie down comfortably. 

This was further confirmed as several people were observed sleeping on benches in Regent Park 

during surveys. Of the 3 sites, only Rosedale Park contains hostile architecture, with 6 hostile 

benches and the fewest total number of benches (30 benches). By contrast, Regent Park and 

Dovercourt have 186 and 40 seating options respectively. See table 3 for a full seating inventory 

of each park. Regent Park had the greatest variability in seating design. The benches in Regent 

Park were installed as part of a major redevelopment when the park was opened in 2014 and are 

all in good condition. While it is difficult to find an exact date for the installment of benches in 

Rosedale Park, I was able to determine that all of the seating surrounding the playground and ice-

rink were installed in 2011. This was determined from a plaque thanking donors who contributed 

to the construction of the splashpad and playground. As all the seating surrounding the splashpad 

and gazebo looks to be about the same age and the gazebo is constructed overtop two of these 

picnic benches, I made the informed assumption that the benches were installed during the 

construction of the gazebo and playground. Unfortunately, I was unable to determine the age of 

benches in Dovercourt Park as there have been no major redevelopments and there are no dated 

plaques to give further information. A brief archival search did not reveal any further information 

on Dovercourt Park’s seating installation. However, the design and state of benches suggests that 

the benches and picnic tables in Dovercourt are significantly older than those in Regent or 

Rosedale Park. 
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The presence of backless seating was most notable in Regent Park. Much of the backless 

seating was opportunistically placed to maximize available seating as recommended by Whyte 

(1980). For example, Regent Park’s backless seating is concentrated around the planters and 

staircases, making use of existing edge-spaces to maximize seating. However, other backless 

seating seems to have been purposefully placed. Examples of this type of backless seating are 

notable on the east side of Regent Park between the splash pad and the playing field. These 

backless seats are not constructed as part of a dividing barrier such as a planter or stairway 

suggesting that they were purposely built to provide seating in specific areas. 

Seating Placement and Direction 

In Dovercourt and Rosedale Park, benches are concentrated along pathways and around 

playgrounds and splash pads. In Regent Park, benches are more evenly distributed than in the 

other two parks but still somewhat concentrated around the splash pad and playground. Maps 1-3 

show the layout and classification of benches in each park. In Dovercourt and Rosedale Parks, all 

benches face in towards the park. Regent Park has several examples of benches that face out onto 

the street or away from the middle of the park. Almost all of the seating surrounding Regent 

Park’s playing field face outwards towards the playgrounds or the street. 

Shade and Shelter 

Only the low income (Regent) and high income (Rosedale) parks have shade or shelter 

structures. In the high-income park, the shelter structure is a small gazebo built through private 

donations. The gazebo provides adequate sun and rain protection and is an effective shelter 

during severe rainstorms. The gazebo also features picnic tables and electric outlets. The shelter 

structure in the low-income park is a modern design with iron scaffolding with plastic panels 

strung up to provide some shade. However, most of the panels have been left empty, negating the 
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usefulness of the shelter for both rain and sun protection. The shelter provides moderate 

protection during short light rains but ceases to function during moderate to severe or protracted 

rainstorms. While the Regent Park Aquatic Centre offers shelter from rain, there is no seating of 

any kind under the protection of the centre’s overhanging roof and no portable seating that could 

be moved there during a storm. 

During rainstorms, park users in the high-income park were more likely to seek shelter 

and wait for the rain to subside than users in the low-income (Regent) park who lacked adequate 

rain shelter. Regent Park visitors would attempt to shelter from the rain for a short time before 

abandoning the park due to a lack of comfortable shelter. In the median-income (Dovercourt) 

park, park users would almost always immediately abandon the park when it began to rain as 

they had no shelter to wait under.   
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Figure 15 Rosedale Park (left) and Regent Park (right) demonstrate the difference in shelter 

construction 

 

Figure 16 The Regent Park Aquatic Centre provides added shelter but has no seating. 
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Observed Seating Patterns 

Seating patterns across all three parks were driven by the presence of sporting events, 

time of day, and weather. The impact of sporting events was strongest in the high-income park, 

Rosedale. In Rosedale, benches outside the playground area were almost exclusively used by 

those engaging in, or spectating at, sport activities such as soccer, lacrosse, and tennis. During 

organized sport events, benches around the perimeter of the field were used by caregivers and 

other spectators.  Benches in Rosedale were distributed sparsely and as such were rarely used as 

places for socialization outside of sporting events. Instead, Rosedale’s non-playground benches 

were primarily used by runners and joggers in need of a rest or tennis players waiting for their 

court. This trend was less pronounced in the low and median-income parks where overall sports 

use was lower and seating was generally less concentrated around sports areas. However, the 

presence of sporting events in the middle-income Dovercourt Park had another impact. The 

benches surrounding the baseball diamond were popular for those engaging in leisure activities 

such as lunch, reading, and socialization. When baseball or softball games occurred, most of 

these benches would be vacant, suggesting that the presence of sporting events lowered the 

appeal of these seating options in Dovercourt. Regent Park had a very low amount of sporting use 

and therefore did not exhibit similar trends. 

Across all three parks, the use of benches and other seating was observed to correlate with 

peak childcare hours (4-6PM), when benches surrounding the playgrounds were filled with 

caregivers and children. As the influx of childcare users arrived, other park visitors were 

observed to move to benches elsewhere in the parks or depart entirely if there were no 

alternatives. This trend was particularly strong in Rosedale and Dovercourt where children’s play 
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areas are separated from the rest of the park, in Rosedale by the ice rink and in Dovercourt by a 

fence. 

The impact of inclement weather on all three parks, while seemingly obvious, had several 

interesting differences between parks. As mentioned earlier, the lack of adequate rain shelter in 

the low and median-income parks exacerbated inclement weather’s disruption of regular use 

patterns. In the high-income park, the sheltered picnic benches allowed for park users to wait out 

the rain and then resume their park use. Another interesting trend from the lens of social 

infrastructure was the impact that inclement weather had on facilitating social interaction. As I 

sheltered from the rain in Regent and Rosedale Parks, I observed that other park visitors 

sheltering frequently struck up conversation with myself and each-other. One Regent Park visitor 

described this phenomenon as us being “circumstantial comrades.” The key difference between 

the low and high-income parks in this regard was the tone of conversation. In the low-income 

park fellow visitors were much more likely to point out the lack of adequate shelter and express 

their disappointment. Conversely, in the high-income park, the tone was much more jovial under 

their sturdier shelter which features seating, tables, and power outlets. 

On warm and sunny days, park users frequently chose to sit on the ground or bring their 

own chairs or blankets to the park. This created a more flexible seating arrangement in the parks. 

This phenomenon was especially prevalent in Dovercourt Park in the median income 

neighbourhood. On warm sunny days in Dovercourt, visitors would overwhelmingly choose to sit 

in the Western portion of the park in the open field where there are no park seating structures. In 

Dovercourt, this trend was especially interesting in the case of family gatherings and other group 

events. Large gatherings generally did not use the grouped picnic benches or seating in the 

eastern portion of the park near the fire-pit. Instead, groups would generally bring their own 
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seating and/or move the one untethered picnic bench to the Northwest part of the park. This was 

generally not the case in Regent and Rosedale Parks where there was more group seating 

installed that better met the needs of visiting groups.  

Picnic Table-relocations 

While most seating was either bolted or chained to the ground, Rosedale and Dovercourt 

Park had one unsecured picnic table each. All five of the picnic tables located in Regent Park 

were unsecured. While these picnic tables are unsecured, they were certainly not designed to be 

easily pushed or carried. They are simply not impossible to relocate. While Rosedale Park and 

Dovercourt Park benches are mostly secured in place, the method in which they are secured is 

different. In Dovercourt Park, large chains have been added to secure picnic benches to trees, 

lampposts, and each other. In Rosedale Park, however, secured picnic tables were cemented and 

bolted into place when they were installed. While it is difficult to confirm, the added chains 

imply that Dovercourt’s benches were originally unsecured and then chains were added sometime 

after the installment of the benches. 

In Regent Park, the tables rarely moved beyond their immediate vicinity but were 

frequently rearranged to suit different uses. For example, large family gatherings would combine 

2 or 3 benches. In Dovercourt Park, the single mobile picnic bench was relocated frequently and 

moved further distances that observed elsewhere. The Dovercourt bench’s movements seemed to 

be influenced by the weather. On milder days, the bench was moved into the open sun while on 

hot days the bench was moved back into the shade. Furthermore, the bench was observed to have 

been moved to the northwest area of the park for the use of larger groups of visitors. The general 

migratory path of the Dovercourt picnic bench has been marked on Map 2.  
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In Rosedale Park, the single unsecured bench was only observed to have been moved 

once by a group of young people who subsequently tipped it over. This was the only case of 

seating vandalism observed during surveys. 

 

Discussion 

Observations made across all three parks reflect the importance of park seating to social 

infrastructure. The presence of hostile seating exclusively in the highest income neighbourhood 

reflects Bickford’s (2000) theory that public space design reflects who is allowed to participate in 

public life. These public spaces are designed to encourage socially agreeable and short-term use 

by homeowning or renting individuals without creating a space that provides too much shelter for 

homeless and other disenfranchised residents. This can be seen in the faulty shade/rain shelter of 

Regent Park where, by compromising effective shelter to avoid attracting homeless individuals, 

the park planners failed all park users by creating an effectively useless shelter. While shade/rain 

shelters have not been extensively theorized in discussions of hostile architecture and social 

infrastructure, this shelter has features that can be considered ‘hostile’. As the leaky and 

patchwork canopy is an intentional design choice rather than an installation error, I must 

conclude that the structure is either designed to render only marginal shelter for short time spans 

and is therefore designed to be unwelcoming or that the shelter was designed with aesthetics as a 

higher priority than function. Regardless of intent, the Regent Park shelter presents a failure of 

design that can limit the appeal and social infrastructure capacity of the park. Further research 

into shade structures across public parks can help place sun and rain within the context of social 

infrastructure and hostile architecture.   
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My observation of backless seating use directly reflects the observations made by Whyte 

(1980). For example, I also observed that strangers generally sat staggered, facing opposite 

directions. Furthermore, the importance of backless seating’s flexibility became increasingly 

clear for childcare and other observation-intensive activities. While regular seating is set in a 

fixed direction, backless seating allowed caregivers to face multiple directions as their children 

moved from one part of the park to another. For example, in Regent Park, the backless seating 

that ran down the east side of the park between the playfield and the splash pad allowed for 

observation of the splash pad and the field without having to switch seats. This obviously boosted 

the convenience appeal of backless seating in childcare as caregivers are often burdened with 

strollers and bags full of childcare supplies, so moving between seats can be a considerable 

hassle. However, backless seating has several drawbacks. As argued by Gehl (2010), backless 

seating does not encourage long-term use due to a lowered level of comfort. Generally, elderly 

people seemed less likely to use backless seating than younger park visitors. Despite evidence 

that backless seating promotes shorter stays (Scinta, 2017), there is little research on the physical 

accessibility of backless public seating for disabled people. As someone with a chronic back 

injury, I personally find backless seating virtually unusable for any extended period. Other people 

with chronic injuries or balance issues may similarly avoid backless seating. 

The concentration of seating around childcare spaces clearly prioritizes childcare as a 

‘valid’ use of public space. The public acceptance of this is observable as non-childcare users 

immediately abandon benches surrounding childcare spaces as childcare users arrive. This is 

especially clear as users will leave the benches surrounding playgrounds even when there are 

only one or two childcare users in the park. This trend reinforces the idea that childcare conflicts 

with other park uses. Therefore, it is arguable that seating around childcare spaces alone is 
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insufficient to foster nodes of social infrastructure. To be clear, this is not to say that seating 

around childcare spaces is unimportant, just to say that parks should not be designed exclusively 

for childcare. Simply put, park planners must provide alternative seating and leisure areas that do 

not privilege childcare over other park uses if parks are to bolster social infrastructure to their full 

potential.  

The presence of easily portable seating in parks is interesting as it adds an element of self-

selection and customization to a park visit. Where visitors choose to sit when they are not limited 

to pre-ordained bench locations is telling of how park design may fail to meet users needs. For 

example, I observed that many users would bring folding chairs and augment existing seating so 

that a group of people could sit facing each other. This points toward a previously identified issue 

in social infrastructure, a lack of inward facing seating to facilitate socialization. Park users 

bringing their own moveable seating reinforces Whyte’s (1980) position that moveable seating is 

a vital feature for enhancing social infrastructure in public spaces. Furthermore, visitors choosing 

to sit in the middle of open fields or move their chairs under shade depending on weather could 

suggest that park planners should place seating in a variety of shaded and unshaded areas to allow 

for user preference. 

While the presence of unsecured vs secured benches is of interest, the means by which the 

benches have been tethered potentially exhibits shifting trends in park planning in Toronto. 

Dovercourt, the park with the oldest benches, shows signs that most of their picnic benches were 

originally unsecured but were later chained in place. This suggests that when the benches were 

placed, some level of flexibility and portability was expected and accepted.  However, the 

addition of chains implies that, later, the moving of benches was deemed a nuisance or risk. 

Furthermore, the benches being chained to available lamp posts, trees, and other anchors suggests 
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that the placement of these benches may have been determined by the availability of an object to 

tether them to. Rosedale’s benches were presumably placed long after Dovercourt’s and were 

secured in place during their installment. This suggests that when Rosedale’s benches were 

installed, the planners of the time favoured tethered benches. The most recently installed park, 

Regent Park, has a mix of tethered and untethered picnic tables that reflect the current trends in 

planning theory that endorse flexibility of design in public spaces and moveable seating 

(Sustainable Sites Initiative, 2009; Rishbeth & Rogaly, 2018). This supports previous arguments 

that the physical design of parks is a manifestation of the societal values of the time through 

planning decisions (Bickford, 2000; Siláči & Vitkova, 2017) . By approaching park bench design 

and placement through an historical lens, parks become archival monuments to the public values 

of past and present.  

The fact that non-tethered benches that are not designed to be portable are still frequently 

moved by park visitors is a strong indicator that Whyte (1980) was correct in his assertion that 

park visitors highly value flexibility in park design. Furthermore, the observations made in this 

study support Whyte’s suggestions that park planners should incorporate a trial phase into the 

development of public space. If a city is absolutely set on installing immobile seating in a park or 

plaza, they should experiment with moveable seating to determine where people will want to sit 

before cementing benches in place. This could alleviate friction between ‘intended’ purpose of 

seating and the actual daily needs and desires of park users. 

 

Limitations 
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This scope and site selection of this study are limited as they were determined by my 

main thesis research project. Parks were not selected for this study with consideration of bench 

design or placement. This line of inquiry only began after the commencement of my main thesis 

research on park use patterns. As such, the value of these comparisons is limited as there are 

insufficient examples of hostile architecture to make strong analytical conclusions. Furthermore, 

a lack of moveable seating, beyond heavy picnic tables, meant I could not study the role of easily 

portable seating beyond those that park visitors brought with them.  

A second limitation was the purely qualitative observation of bench users. If this study 

had been conducted as a stand-alone project, I would have assigned each bench a label and tallied 

up each bench use and time-stamped them. This would have allowed for a better mapping of 

bench use over time and shown the flow of bench use in the park. Finally, I would have expanded 

this project to cover more parks to better draw conclusions about the differences in design. 

Maps 
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Figure 17 Regent Park Seating Map 
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Figure 18 Dovercourt Park Seating Map 
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Figure 19 Rosedale Park Seating Map 
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Figure 20 Park locations mapped against median household income. 
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Chapter 4 

“Slow Down SOPARC”: A Critique of the SOPARC Method for Studying 

Park Activity and Suggested Improvements 

Key Words: demographic surveys, methodological critique, public park use, recreation & leisure 

studies. 

Abstract 

 

The System for Observing Play and Recreation in Communities (SOPARC) is a survey 

method designed to record the levels of physical activity, gender, race, and age of park users. 

Since its introduction in 2005, SOPARC has been used in dozens of case studies around the 

globe. In this article, I review 25 papers that either use or review SOPARC and present critiques 

of the method. My main areas of critique center on the practice of using observation to determine 

park users’ gender and racial/ethnic identities. I argue that the SOPARC method further erases 

the identities of mixed-race, trans, and non-binary people while encouraging bold claims about 

park user preferences based on flawed demographic data. Furthermore, I argue that SOPARC 

does little to account for observer bias and positionality. Finally, I provide suggestions to 

improve the SOPARC method and other park-use studies. 

SOPARC Overview and Reliability Measures 

 

The System for Observing Play and Recreation in Communities (SOPARC) is a survey 

method primarily for assessing the energy expenditure of park visitors. Mckenzie et al. (2006) 

designed SOPARC in response to a growing demand for empirical quantitative data on how 

people interact with public parks. Because public parks have been linked to positive public health 
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outcomes, public health scholars were looking for a way to measure objective energy expenditure 

in public parks to elucidate the relationship between parks and health (Cohen, Sturm, Han, & 

Marsh, 2014). Furthermore, public health researchers wanted to understand how park user 

demographics impacted activity levels (Cohen, Sturm, Han, & Marsh, 2014). These goals have 

been supported by research that suggests self-reported energy expenditure may not be a reliable 

measurement for health and that more objective measurements may be required (Gerrard, 2012). 

SOPARC provides researchers with site conditions, park amenities, and park user demographic 

information. The SOPARC method codes different levels of energy expenditure based on user 

activity. The categories of activity are sedentary, walking, and vigorous. The reliability of these 

activity codes was established through heart-rate monitoring and accelerometers in previous 

studies (Mckenzie, 1991; Rowe, Schuldheisz, and Van der Mars, 1997, Ridgers, Stratton, and 

Mckenzie 2010). Mckenzie et al. (2006) outlines the training process for SOPARC assessor 

certification. The training consists of a one-day workshop where trainees are instructed on how to 

use the SOPARC method using still images, pre-recorded “vignettes,” and field observation. 

 

The SOPARC method also records the estimated age, gender, and race of park users 

through observation. Under the SOPARC method, race/ethnicity is categorized into four 

categories, White, Black, Latino, and Other. Age is similarly categorized as child, teenager, adult, 

or senior. Gender is divided into male or female. As I will discuss later, these broad 

categorizations call into question the validity of observations.  Mckenzie et al.’s (2006) 

“Reliability and Feasibility Measures” outlines the measures taken to ensure the accuracy of the 

SOPARC method. Mckenzie et al. tested SOPARC in 164 park areas, observing 16,244 

individuals. Unlike the energy expenditure measurements which are supported by empirical 
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evidence, the demographic measurements rely on less objective support. The key reliability 

measure for demographic observations is independent inter-observer agreement. Mckenzie et al. 

claim a 99% inter-observer agreement for number of observed visitors and their gender, 85-89% 

agreement for subject age, 80-82% for race/ethnicity, and 80-88% reliability for observed energy 

expenditure. These reliability measurements are based on the premise that two observers 

independently and simultaneously conduct a survey of a park using the SOPARC method and 

then compare their observations. While this data is used to support the accuracy and reliability of 

the SOPARC method, it does not relate to the objective correctness of the observations. Simply 

put, these reliability assessments exclusively assess whether or not the two SOPARC trained 

observers agree with each-other, not if their observations were correct. There is no mention of 

any objective empirical testing to determine the accuracy of demographic observations besides 

inter-observer agreement. 

Overview of SOPARC Papers 

SOPARC studies were gathered from journals of public health, preventative medicine, 

urban forestry, and planning. Some studies followed the SOPARC method with little to no 

alterations while others either removed aspects of the method or supplemented SOPARC with 

additional data collection. In addition to studies that used SOPARC, several meta-studies and 

reviews were analyzed to determine the strengths and limitations of the SOPARC method. I 

closely reviewed 25 such papers to identify trends in the use of the SOPARC method and to 

identify potential outcomes of future research. While most of the SOPARC studies were 

conducted in the continental United States, some from Jamaica (Cunningham-Myrie, et al., 

2019), Mexico (Reid, 2018), and Canada (Hamilton, 2011) were included.  While the SOPARC 

method’s primary proposed purpose is to study energy expenditure in parks, many SOPARC 
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studies focus on the behaviours and park preferences of different ethnic/racial, gender, and age 

demographics (Besenyi, Kaczynski, Wilhelm Stanis, & Vaughan, 2013; Kaczynski, Wilhelm 

Stanis, Hastmann, & Besenyi, 2011; Marquet, et al., 2019; Vaughan, Cohen, & Han, 2018; 

Whiting, Larson, & Green, 2012).  

Several papers that used the SOPARC method made alterations to the method. Most of 

these alterations were made to the demographic observations. Some of these alterations were 

made to narrow the scope of study. For example, Marquet et al. (2019) exclusively studies how 

children interact with public parks. Therefore, the observation of subject age was removed. 

Conversely, Bocarro, et al.’s (2009) focus on children required the addition of sub-categories to 

the ‘child’ age bracket.  Marquet et al. (2019) is notable for expanding the racial/ethnic categories 

to include Asian. This was the only study identified that expanded racial/ethnic categorization 

beyond the four categories outlined by Mckenzie et al. (2006). Rather than expanding 

demographic categorization, other papers chose to collapse or remove racial categorization 

completely (Tester & Baker, 2009; Hamilton, 2011; Cohen, et al., 2016; Cunningham-Myrie, et 

al., 2019). In some cases, for data analysis, the categorization of race/ethnicity was collapsed to a 

‘White’ vs ‘Non-White’ binary (Hamilton, 2011; Besenyi, Kaczynski, Wilhelm Stanis, & 

Vaughan, 2013).  In studies where race was entirely undiscussed, it is difficult to assess potential 

justifications for the absence but in some cases it could be explained by a lack of racial diversity 

within the subject area, as was the case in one Jamaican study (Cunningham-Myrie, et al., 2019).  

Another common alteration was the use of intercept surveys and take-home 

questionnaires to supplement observed demographic data with self-reported data. Vaughan et al. 

(2018) includes detailed park user surveys that provide valuable insight into the fitness activities 

of park users beyond the park. In their study, Vaughan et al. paired the SOPARC methods with 
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questionnaires asking park users to identify their own age, race, gender, and park preferences. 

The survey also included questions relating to where park visitors get most of their exercise. 

Oddly, Vaughan et al. (2018) argues that a SOPARC approach to park studies is necessary, in 

part, due to an overreliance on self-reported data which is subject to recall bias. Vaughan et al. 

cites Evenson’s (2016) review of SOPARC studies to support this claim. However, Evenson 

(2016) does not mention recall bias and the only mention of self-reported data was to suggest that 

SOPARC methods should be combined with self-reported data to increase their reliability and 

provide context. This made it difficult to assess the validity of Vaughan et al.’s suggestion that 

self-reported data is less accurate than observational measurements. The fact that Vaughan et al. 

also refers to observations as ‘objective’ further implies a bias in favour of observational 

measurements over self-reported data. 

The flexibility of the SOPARC method makes it ideally suited for comparative studies of 

energy expenditure across unique geographical settings. SOPARC has been adapted for a number 

of unique field environments including temporary spaces (Umstattd Meyer, et al., 2019), 

waterparks (Ramos & Ross, 2013), and for the use of aerial drones in data collection (Park & 

Ewing, 2017). Such papers suggest that the SOPARC method is highly adaptable and can be 

applied to many unique situations as has been said elsewhere (Evenson, Jones, Holliday, Cohen, 

& Mckenzie, 2016). Research methods that can be applied across a variety of settings are vital for 

the understanding of how geographical variables impact park use. However, such comparative 

projects must be firmly rooted in an understanding of the complex socioeconomic, gender, and 

racial/ethnic processes that shape park design and use in communities.  

Whiting, Larson, and Green, (2012) conducted a study of visitation at three state parks in 

Georgia to determine the reliability and validity of the SOPARC method for measuring park user 
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demographics. Their study combined SOPARC observations with intercept and exit surveys to 

compare the findings of each method. Furthermore, during SOPARC observations, individuals 

were selected at random after observers had assessed their race, age, and gender. These 

individuals were then issued intercept surveys and their self-reported demographic information 

was compared to observer assessments. Whiting, Larson, and Green report 97.3% accuracy in 

their estimation of race/ethnicity. Whiting, Larson, and Green are unique in that they 

acknowledge the racial/ethnic categorization used in SOPARC (White, Black, Latino, and Other) 

are inherently based on appearance and risk stereotyping marginalized groups. Furthermore, 

Whiting, Larson, and Green’s study was conducted in a relatively ethnically homogenous setting 

of Georgia state parks. Finally, Whiting, Larson, and Green recommend that SOPARC 

demographic data only be used to provide a coarse understanding of visitor demographics and 

should be supported by self-reported information.  

SOPARC Critiques 

 

Positionality of Observers 

The Mckenzie et al. (2006) reliability measures do not discuss the potential for user bias.  

No SOPARC study I examined mentioned the positionality of observers. In fact, no mention of 

observer bias of any sort was considered in these studies. This presents one of the most 

fundamental flaws with the SOPARC method. In-group bias has an impact on an observers’ 

ability to recognize the race of a subject (Roth, 2016). While discussions of positionality are 

important in virtually any research, they are absolutely vital in any study involving race or gender 

dynamics. To begin to understand the experiences and positionalities of research subjects, 

researchers must first grapple with their own biases. A close self examination of our 
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positionalities as researchers can create stronger research that better addresses researcher bias 

(Deggs & Hernandez, 2018). Mckenzie et al. (2000) neglects to discuss the potential for observer 

bias in their reliability and feasibility measurements. This gap suggests that no measures were 

taken to avoid such bias in the design and implementation of SOPARC. 

Observer Training 

Mckenzie et al. (2006) goes into great detail describing how to code activity levels. They provide 

observer trainees with pre-coded practice vignettes to practice with prior to conducting fieldwork. 

These training videos are publicly available on YouTube and feature a variety of park scenarios 

to acquaint trainees with the SOPARC method’s field applications (Mckenzie, SOPLAY 

SOPARC 2 Practice, 2015). However, the reliability measures and training videos do not detail 

how trainees were instructed on how to identify demographic information or how the training 

materials were pre-coded. Furthermore, the SOPARC training videos available online do not 

cover the coding of demographic information, exclusively covering energy expenditure 

measurements (Mckenzie, SOPLAY SOPARC 1 Introduction , 2015; Mckenzie, SOPLAY 

SOPARC 2 Practice, 2015; Mckenzie, SOPLAY SOPARC 3 Assessment, 2015). By solely 

offering instruction on energy expenditure observations, the SOPARC training materials suggest 

that demographic observations are simple enough to not warrant further explanation. This 

absence of justification or explanation supports my assertion that some underlying assumptions 

surrounding the collection of demographic data went unquestioned in the research design process.  

Observing Demographics 

Mckenzie et al. (2006) have taken consistency between observers as proof of the accuracy 

of demographic observations. However, race, gender, and age are complicated identities that are 

shaped by both internal and external biases (Roth, 2016). Floyd, Bocarro, and Thompson (2008) 
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conducted a review of race/ethnicity research in leisure studies and identified several limitations 

in quantitative studies of race/ethnicity and leisure. One key issue with using quantitative studies 

is a lack of control of how race/ethnicity have been measured (Floyd, Bocarro, & Thompson, 

2008). Researchers must problematize the notion that race can be accurately visually assessed. 

Unfortunately, most observational studies of race/ethnicity operate upon the assumption that race 

is visually apparent. Almost none of the SOPARC studies cited any evidence that visual 

identification of race, age, and gender is accurate. The one exception was the, previously 

discussed, Whiting, Larson, and Green (2012) study of Georgia state parks that claimed 97% 

accuracy between observed and self-reported race. However the accuracy reported in that study 

may not be reflective of demographics in more heterogenous and cosmopolitan locations. 

Furthermore, while that specific study may have happened to be mostly accurate in their 

observations there are still fundamental issues with visually determining an individual’s 

demographics. In fact, I found a paucity of evidence in my own review suggesting that there is 

any validity in visual categorization of race. Of the other SOPARC studies examined, only 

Marquet et al. (2019) mentions the difficulty of visually identifying race. However, Marquet et al 

(2019) provides no more detail beyond a recognition of “the inherent difficulty of classifying 

race-ethnicity in observational methods” (p. 352).  An individual’s racial identity is complex and 

socially constructed through a lifetime of lived experiences. As such, it is unlikely that an outside 

observer can paint an accurate picture of an individuals racial and ethnic identity (Roth, 2016). 

Such identification becomes especially problematic when considering people of mixed 

racial/ethnic identity. Challenges are further exacerbated when the SOPARC method is applied to 

a diverse setting. Even if researchers could accurately categorize park users into white, Black, 

Latino, and other, there would be an innumerable number of unrepresented demographics that 
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would be considered ‘other.’ In my own research on park use in Toronto, I did not record user 

demographics. This is because, even as a lifelong resident of Toronto, I am not remotely capable 

of accurately categorizing the race/ethnicity of park visitors at a glance. In studies on the visual 

identification of ambiguous groups, it is taken for granted that people can quickly and accurately 

identify the race of others (Rule & Sutherland, 2017). However, many of the studies exclusively 

asked participants to choose between two races, in a clinical setting, with no mixed-race subjects 

(Hill, Bruce & Akamutsu, 1995; Kubota & Ito, 2017; Remedios et al. 2011). As such, it is 

necessary to challenge the underlying assumption that race can be accurately observed, especially 

in a diverse field setting. By categorizing research subjects into clearly defined boxes, the 

SOPARC method ignores the existence of mixed-racial identities, thus removing them from 

discussions of public health and planning. Boehmer et al. (2002) reports that non-white research 

subjects are significantly more likely to be racially misidentified than white subjects, which 

supports the notion that observer positionality influences the accuracy of racial identification. 

Furthermore, using observed, rather than self-identified, demographic data can lead to significant 

differences in the outcome of studies (Boehmer, et al., 2002). When researchers rely on observed 

race/ethnicity, they risk over or underrepresenting marginalized groups. When this data is used in 

the context of public health research, this can influence public health planning, leading to 

negative repercussions. 

Similarly, gender is socially constructed and must be considered critically. When we 

conduct observational studies of gendered behaviour in leisure studies, we are shaping 

perceptions of gender (Henderson, 1994). When we as observers look at a park user’s behaviour, 

clothing, and appearance and categorize them as ‘male’ or ‘female’ we are ascribing a gender 

identity to them based on our own perception of gender. This process is outlined by Cohen et al. 
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(2014, p. 14): “With experience, we learn to associate apparent features with characteristics—for 

example, someone wearing a dress is usually female, and someone bare-chested and sporting a 

crew cut is usually male.” However, this is merely a reflection of the observer’s understanding of 

gender, not an accurate representation of the person’s gender identity. Furthermore, as gender is a 

social construct that exists on a spectrum, the SOPARC method’s use of a male/female gender-

binary is in direct conflict with current feminist and Queer theory (Nagoshi, Nagoshi, & Brzuzy, 

2014). Conducting research involving gender-based behavioural analysis that relies on a binary 

understanding of gender further erases the identity of trans and nonbinary people and can 

exacerbate gender inequity in academic research. As with race, the only accurate way to 

determine a subject’s gender identity is to ask the individual to self-identify. Therefore, the 

SOPARC method’s gender observations are based on a fundamentally flawed understanding of 

gender-identity and should be replaced with self-reported data. 

Finally, the positionality of an observer can impact how they perceive the age of others. 

The age, race, gender, and lived experiences of an individual can shape how others perceive their 

age. For example, age estimations become increasingly less accurate the older an observed person 

is, and older observers may provide less accurate age estimates than middle-aged or younger 

observers (Voelkle et al., 2012). Importantly, own-age biases also shape the accuracy of 

estimations (Voelkle et al., 2012; Nicholls et al., 2018). Individuals can somewhat accurately 

estimate age within their own age category, but estimations become increasingly inaccurate for 

younger or older observes. Additionally, age estimations tend to be more biased and less for 

accurate females as opposed to males, where the age of females is often underestimated and 

overestimated for males (Voelkle et al., 2012). Evidence suggests visual age identification is 

inaccurate and can vary depending on other social cues such as clothing, or even facial 
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expression (Voelkle et al., 2012). Age estimations are especially inaccurate between different 

racial groups. Black boys, for example, are routinely miscategorized as adults (Goff et al., 2014). 

In a study by Goff et al., Black boys were judged as 4.53 years older than their actual age, 

meaning that boys the age of 13.5 are routinely miscategorized as adults (Goff et al., 2014). Age 

estimations are rarely consistently accurate and hold large repercussions for research and 

conclusions based on these. Age estimations for non-white individuals, for example, are wildly 

inaccurate and can greatly skew results. This inaccuracy is especially problematic when 

attempting to make claims about park use and relationships to age. 

 

Risks of SOPARC and Relevance of Critiques 

 

Several SOPARC studies (Kaczynski et al. 2011; Besenyi et al. 2013; Vaughan et al. 

2018; Marquet et al. 2019) focus on the ethnic and racial differences in park use preferences. 

While race is an important consideration in any study of public space, making conclusions about 

the preferences of marginalized groups based purely on outsider observations holds inherent risk. 

As previously discussed, visual observation of demographics is a deeply flawed practice that 

relies on unsupported assertions about race and ethnicity.  

Beyond such fundamental concerns, there are specific issues with basing park planning on 

methods like SOPARC. Planners are in a unique position to apply and implement tangible 

changes to public spaces to make them more inclusive and equitable. However, planners often do 

not have the time to be deeply critical of academic research and may be drawn to easily digestible 

or simplified understandings of inequity in park use. Therefore, it is the duty of academics to be 

self-critical and consider the repercussions of our research. This is especially true when papers 
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are explicitly aimed at influencing park planning practices. Marquet et al. (2019) uses SOPARC 

to describe unique park use patterns amongst Latinx, Black, and Asian children in New York 

City. Marquet et al. (2019) explicitly state that their intent is to influence park planning and 

design. However, they do not mention how race, discrimination, and other social variables may 

impact how children of different races use parks. Instead, the focus is on how the physical design 

and amenities of the park draw different groups. Tester & Baker (2009) use SOPARC to measure 

the effectiveness of park use promotion interventions on park use rates. However, like Marquet et 

al., (2019) there is little discussion of how broader societal structures of race, class, and gender 

could influence the success of such programs. While the presence of swing sets or soccer fields 

and other interventions surely does impact park use, planners must be informed, at every stage, 

that broader systemic issues may explain why certain features appeal to specific demographics 

and that demographic context should be self-reported.  

While Vaughan et al. (2018) supplement the SOPARC method with user questionnaires, there are 

still areas for improvement. Their paper neglects to mention the positionality of observers and 

surveyors which may have impacted who answered the survey. Furthermore, Vaughan et al. 

(2018) conclude that African Americans are less likely to visit parks and posits that this is 

because park facilities are less attractive to African Americans. Making such a supposition is 

risky as it invites generalizations about African Americans and park use. While the attractiveness 

of park equipment may impact the presence of African Americans in parks, there are a multitude 

of other broader societal factors that must be recognized. For example, African Americans are 

disproportionately represented in manual labour occupations (US Bureau of Labour Statistics, 

2019). Similarly, racial and ethnic minorities are disproportionately represented in low-paid and 

low-skill occupations which may lead to them working longer hours and impacting the timing, 
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availability, and use of downtime (Byars-Winston, Fouad, & Wen, 2015). Therefore, it is equally 

likely that African Americans were underrepresented among park visitors because they were 

more likely to be either at work or physically exhausted from working and therefore less likely to 

go to the park. Studies of park use need to consider both local and systemic contextual inputs that 

may impact the representation of certain demographic groups among park visitors.  

Academic intervention and input into park planning processes is vital for public parks to 

become more inclusive, equitable, and accessible spaces. However, we must ensure that our 

studies do not oversimplify complex sociocultural processes and refrain from overstating the 

reliability and importance of our work. We must be wary of methods that make sweeping 

generalizations about how and why gender, and socioeconomic or racial/ethnic background 

influence park use without including broader structures of racism, capital, and gender in their 

analysis. In the case of SOPARC, the use of a ‘gender’ binary is troubling because, if the intent is 

to influence park design based on this demographic information, there is no representation of 

non-binary people. If a research framework and underlying data relies on an outdated gender 

binary, the fruits of that research can hardly be expected to further park design equity for those 

who exist outside such a binary. For example, if park planners are presented with park-use data 

that excludes non-binary people, it is less likely that equitable gender-neutral amenities such as 

washrooms will be called for. Public parks have played a vital role in the struggle of gender and 

sexual minorities across the LGBTQ2A+ spectrum and the ways parks are researched, designed, 

and governed are intrinsically linked to such struggles (Catungal & McCann, 2010). 

Park planners look to academia to inform their planning principles and can easily be 

drawn to studies that present neat, quantitative, and easily digestible explanations of park use 

disparity. While the SOPARC method provides valuable insight into how parks are generally 
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used when it comes to energy expenditure, the racial/ethnic and gender demographic aspects have 

fundamental flaws and should not be overly relied on when informing park planning.  

 

Conclusions and Suggestions 

 

While the SOPARC method does have merit as a tool for measuring the energy expenditure of 

park visitors across different activities and park areas, the demographic assessment aspects of SOPARC 

have some fundamental flaws. Understanding how people’s interaction with public spaces relates to park 

features and surrounding demographics is vital for the promotion of public health and improved park 

planning. However, when it comes to attributing specific behaviours to demographic groups, researchers 

should execute extreme caution. While there is some evidence suggesting that visual identification of 

gender, age, and race can reflect self-identified identity, this has only been shown in areas of relatively 

low ethnic diversity in studies that only considered the gender binary (Whiting, Larson, & Green, 2012). 

Park planning relies on academic research to inform their best practices. It is the duty of park researchers 

to ensure our work does not further the erasure or persecution of racial and gender minorities. Statistical 

and empirical research are too often misinterpreted or misused as is. When those statistics are based on 

potentially biased observations, the risk of harm to already marginalized groups is magnified. I 

recommend that future studies conducted using the SOPARC should follow the example of Cunningham-

Myrie et al. (2019) who refrain from including racial and ethnic demographics in their observations unless 

they are willing to engage directly with park users and gather self-reported data. SOPARC studies should 

remove visual age and gender classifications as well. While this may seemingly detract from the study, I 

argue that the data being recorded before was unreliable, potentially biased, and potentially harmful. 

Information on park-user demographics is vital for the creation of equitable public spaces. However, the 

use of flawed demographic data cannot serve that purpose. A revised SOPARC method that removes the 

observation of user demographics, instead supplementing interviews or intercept-surveys, presents an 
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excellent opportunity for increased understanding of park use dynamics without diminishing the identity 

and self-determination of park visitors.  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion & Recommendations 

Throughout my research I have always tried to keep one central question in mind: ‘What does all this 

mean for park planners?’ I wanted to ensure that my research could contribute tangibly to improvements 

in park design, planning processes, and further studies of urban parks. Each of my manuscripts can 

provide generalizable lessons for park planning and research that I hope to broaden into a structured 

method for the study of urban parks. A key lesson of my research is that park use is deeply entwined with 

the broader geographical, economic, cultural, and historical context that surrounds each park. While time-

consuming and often tedious, direct observation of park use is vital to the understanding of how the reality 

of park use differs from planning goals and intended use. Long-term in-depth studies of park use are 

needed to determine what design elements work, don’t work, or work in ways that are unintended. I have 

summarized my recommendations into 6 key suggestions for planners and researchers to improve the 

design and understanding of urban parks. 

Recommendations for Planners 

1. Consult early, consult often 

Consultation and park observations should be conducted as early as possible to reduce the number 

of assumptions that park planners and designers may have. This give residents an early 

opportunity to express their desires and values for the proposed park design and avoid friction 

later. 

2. Incorporate flexible design and moveable seating into park planning 

Moveable seating is an excellent option for increasing the flexibility of park design but there are 

other ways to include elements of user-choice in the planning process. During planning, moveable 

seating could be placed around the park and monitored to determine where park visitors were 

most likely to place seats. This could be used to determine areas where permanent seating could 
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be installed if users consistently placed chairs in specific places. Compromises also exist between 

moveable seating and cemented benches. Tethered chairs or seating options that swivel can 

provide a measure of flexibility without compromising the availability of seating in a vital area. 

Placing seating that faces only one direction can completely shift the use of that seating option 

and limit the possible uses of that option. 

3. Value passive use for public health 

Improvements in social infrastructure are directly linked to improved public health outcomes. 

Creating social networks in communities leads to healthier communities. Public parks serve a vital 

role in this social infrastructure. When people come to parks, be it to walk their dog, play with 

their kid, or have a picnic, they interact with other park visitors and strengthen these bonds. Dog 

walking in particular was observed to be an intensely social activity. If parks are designed to 

favour active use or even deter ‘loitering’ then they lose value as social infrastructure investments.  

Recommendations for Researchers 

1. Demographic data is vital, but it only if it is accurate 

When discussing the health outcomes of different demographic groups there is an understandable 

and commendable desire to study how parks impact those health outcomes. This has led to a 

number of studies of how park use varies between different ethnic, gender, and age demographics. 

However, such demographic research must be based on self-reported demographics. When 

researchers attempt to visually categorize park users through observation, they are rendering their 

demographic data unreliable. Gender and race are both socially constructed and cannot be visually 

assessed. When researchers conduct these kinds of observations, they contribute to the erasure of 

non-binary and mixed-race people in discussions of park planning and public health. Even 

observations of age are influenced heavily by the observer’s own culture and age. As such, it is 

better to gather demographic data through intercept surveys, census analysis, and other self-

reported sources to ensure accuracy. 
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2. Context is key 

While mass studies of park use across a broad geographical scope are useful, each park has its 

own unique socioeconomic, ecological, and historical context. This is true within individual cities 

and even more so in studies of national or international scope. This is not to suggest that park 

research must be devoid of breadth in favour of in-depth research. However, it is vital that both 

forms of park research are conducted to further elucidate the many roles of parks in cities.  

3. Urban parks defy discipline 

In the same way that parks can be used for an infinite number of purposes, they can be studied 

through an infinite array of disciplinary lenses. Urban parks researchers need to embrace 

interdisciplinary studies and collaborations between disciplines should be encouraged. 

Quantitative studies of park use or design need to be contextualized by qualitative research around 

park user values.  
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