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Abstract: There is a growing body of evidence that demonstrates the health and well-being benefits
of urban green spaces. There is less evidence on the effect of the management of such spaces on
our health and well-being. This paper attempts to address this gap in knowledge by calling on
empirical evidence collected in the United Kingdom (UK) city of Sheffield. Interviews conducted with
professionals and community groups involved in the management of six district parks are analysed
using the place-keeping analytical framework. The results highlight the overriding importance of
local and national policy regarding how they inform the availability of funding, which is increasingly
dependent on partnerships, and governance arrangements to contribute to a park’s maintenance,
which is monitored through evaluation. The findings show how policies without funding can
jeopardise the effective management of parks and how the concept of making park management a
statutory service might have more traction if we consider its contribution to people’s health.

Keywords: urban green space; park management; place-keeping; long-term management; health;
well-being

1. Introduction

With increasing urbanisation comes concerns about how it adversely affects people’s mental
and physical health [1]. Urban parks are examples of publicly accessible green spaces that have
the potential to contribute positively to our mental and physical health by providing nature and
space in densely built-up areas. Urban parks have been found to help improve users’ restorative
experiences [2,3], reduce mental stress [4], promote recovery from attentional fatigue [5], and contribute
positively to psychological well-being [6]. In addition to mental benefits, engaging in physical activity
in urban parks can have a beneficial impact on people’s health [7]. Furthermore, urban parks can
provide settings for social interaction, which can contribute positively to people’s sense of place
attachment [8]. Activities specific to urban green spaces, such as community gardening, can have
positive benefits for mental and physical health [9]. However, these health benefits are based on
an assumption that urban parks and green spaces are well-managed and maintained. We aim to
explore the underpinnings of this assumption by positing the hypothesis that if urban green spaces are
poorly managed, they will not contribute positively to people’s health and well-being. Urban green
spaces such as parks can feel uncared for if there is inadequate maintenance and management. This
has been explored through the “broken window syndrome”, in which poor management has been
shown to lead to more severe anti-social and criminal behaviour [10] as well as significant declines
in quality green space [11], which are difficult and costly to rectify. In light of the increasing global
recognition of the part that natural urban green spaces such as parks play in contributing positively to
public health [12–14], the importance of green space management should not be overlooked. Green
space management is widely acknowledged around the world as contributing positively towards
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sustainable development [15,16] and the long-term liveability of places [17,18]. However, such positive
contributions can be jeopardised when changes occur in policy contexts, resulting in reduced finance
and resources [19]. This is acute at the moment, as the global financial crisis and subsequent austerity
have disproportionately affected the non-statutory service of green space management. This can lead
to negative perceptions by park users [20,21] that manifest in the non-use of parks. Therefore, we are
interested in the part that urban green space managers play in providing healthy places that make
people feel safe, comfortable, and drawn to visit.

To understand the importance of green space management for our health and well-being, a number
of theoretical or analytical frameworks can be applied. For instance, MacKenzie et al. (2018) [22]
emphasized a framework that takes governance as a primary role in green space management [23] and
the importance of harnessing the community [24]. Their framework underpins the level of stakeholder
interest in participation during decision-making. An extended focus on governance is also found
within the Policy Arrangement Approach framework (PAA) [25], which was originally developed in
conjunction with policy arrangements rather than governance directly [26]. The PAA has recently
been employed to scrutinise aspects of green self-governance practices [27]. With an emphasis on
partnership, multiple stakeholders or groups are recognised as having varying roles and responsibilities
for green space management [28], as shared responsibility is often associated with partnerships [29,30].
However, there is a need for a framework that is appropriate for evaluating a wider conceptualisation of
management [31], because green space management involves multiple dimensions [24,28]. In addition,
a useful framework is one that recognises that there are differences in activities between the different
stages of landscape design, planning, and management. Place-making—when capital investment
is spent—takes centre stage in urban planning and design, when places are created, shaped, and
regenerated in towns and cities all over the world [32]. Place-keeping is what happens after such
high-quality places have been created [33], referring to the long-term management, which is often
taken for granted. Therefore, it is argued here that in order to understand the health and well-being
implications of urban park management in practice, a holistic approach to analysis must be applied.
We will use the place-keeping analytical framework to examine the hypothesis that poorly managed
urban green spaces contribute negatively to people’s health and well-being. By exploring a range of
issues that emerge when conceptualising urban parks as healthy urban landscapes, place-keeping
provides a useful starting point to show how different dimensions of management can contribute
positively and negatively to the health and well-being benefits of park users.

2. Place-Keeping: In the Pursuit of Effective Urban Park Management

The notion of ‘place-keeping’ was introduced by Wild et al. [34], and asserts how long-term
management has the potential to bring positive environmental, social, and economic benefits for future
generations [35]. Place-keeping is a normative concept that explores how the qualities and benefits
brought about through the initial place-making process can be enhanced and maintained through
long-term management. The focus on place-making is deeply ingrained with policy-makers and
practitioners, and underpinned by a wealth of design and planning guidance that tends to consider
what comes after the implementation as a postscript [36]. Two reasons may be attributed to this
short-term approach to design, planning, and management: firstly, local government budgets are
annual, which precludes a long-term view; and secondly, the provision and ongoing management of
green and open spaces is not a statutory obligation in many countries around the world. In reality, this
means that when budgetary constraints are imposed, public space management and maintenance are
disproportionately and adversely affected.

Place-keeping is not simply about the upkeep of the physical changes made to a site; rather, it
incorporates a range of interrelated dimensions that can deliver the effective sustainable management
of healthy urban landscapes. Figure 1 shows how the overarching framework of place-keeping
is conceptualised.
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Figure 1. The place-keeping framework (Dempsey and Burton, 2012) [33].

A worked example is helpful here: the day-to-day maintenance activities that are required
to look after a park will involve various land management techniques (e.g., grounds maintenance,
arboriculture, horticulture), a range of stakeholders (e.g., park manager and staff, park users, local
community groups), and varying levels of available resources (e.g., grant funding, income generation,
local fundraising). There will also be a need to follow specific regulations to ensure the health and
safety of park users (e.g., in playgrounds and around trees) and to undertake some form of evaluation,
however minor. All of these elements require co-ordination, which may manifest itself in a long-term
strategy document or a site-specific management plan. Historically, despite not being a statutory
service, the public sector has largely driven the provision and management of urban green spaces [37].
This ranges from the large-scale public parks of the 19th century to programmes to establish small green
spaces in highly urbanised areas around the world [38,39]. A growing body of research is critically
examining the legacy of policy-driven green space management [35,40,41], identifying the impact of
changing policy contexts. Levels of political support and accompanying funding for urban green space
wax and wane over time [40,42,43], which can have a detrimental effect on their quality, negatively
affect their use, and potentially reduce the potential health benefits [44]. Recent changes in United
Kingdom (UK) policy have emphasised the decentralisation of responsibility [45], which influences
the context within which green space management is conducted as more non-state stakeholders
become involved [27].

In the current era of austerity, the lack of sustained public funding for parks is a critical issue in
the UK [43]. Funding is fundamental to effective place-keeping to ensure that sites are well-managed
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over time. The current neoliberal trends towards contracting out (in and beyond the UK [46]) can
adversely affect the management of parks, and highlight how more generic grounds maintenance
tasks are prioritised over those requiring more (costly) skills and experience [47,48]. Seeking out
sustainable income generation is one approach taken by local governments to address gaps in revenue
funding [45,47]. This is increasingly extended to include stakeholders such as the community and
private sectors. For example, Newcastle has recently applied a charitable trust model to manage
a number of its city’s parks [49]. There is also a growing reliance on volunteers to take on more
responsibility for green space management [50]. There are claims that volunteering can contribute
positively to people’s mental health [51]; however, this is not fully examined, given the potential
pressures that ensue when taking on responsibilities once held by the state sector [52].

There is a wider range of stakeholders involved in urban green space management than ever
before. This includes the public sector, the state working in partnership with the private sector
(e.g., business improvement districts around the world), voluntary and third sector organisations,
as well as individual volunteers [37]. UK park management is largely carried out by the public sector,
with increasing use of external input from contractors [53] and the voluntary involvement of local
community groups. The use of contractors is a legacy of the Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT)
introduced in the UK in 1980 [36], opening up the market to the private, public, and/or third sector,
allowing them to bid competitively to deliver parks management [54].

Current UK policy puts a strong focus on community engagement [55], which is an ideal derived
from participatory governance [56]. This calls on community groups that may already be involved in
park management, and can often be driven by a desire to improve their local green spaces [33,46,57].
The implications of the reliance on volunteers have not yet been fully examined in the parks context in
the UK to date, although recent research examined collaborations building on citizens’ engagement in
Berlin, Amsterdam, and Milan [27]. Buizer and Van Herzele found that volunteers don’t necessarily
represent all the citizens living in an area [58], which is echoed by Mathers et al., who found that green
space community groups are largely made up of retired, older white residents [46]. De Magalhães
and Trigo pointed out that different governance processes can lead to a reallocation of rights, which
prioritises the attributes they (e.g., community group/private sector contractor) have because of their
direct involvement in the decision-making [53]. Pillemer et al. (2010) highlighted that many older
people who volunteer do it for the well-being benefits gained through positive social interaction [51],
while others do it to address pressing environmental issues that affect public health [51,59].

Some green space community groups get involved in maintenance tasks in their local park
such as litter picking, which is closely associated with the perceived quality of public spaces [60].
Others get involved in physically demanding activities such as tree planting and riverside vegetation
management [59]. Maintenance tasks are related to changes over time, reflecting seasonal use,
vegetation growth and user requirement; for example, European parks are more heavily used in the
summer than winter months. This means that it is important to conduct maintenance at the right time
rather than use a measure based on the amount of work completed [45]. Problems arise in sustaining
parks maintenance when budgets are cut, and some of these derive from the legacy of CCT policy in
the UK [61]. CCT led to widespread “contracting-out” of maintenance, reducing the majority of tasks
undertaken by skilled parks staff to grounds maintenance [48].

Grounds maintenance is one green space management task that is relatively easy to measure
(compared to, e.g., the effectiveness of a partnership), and therefore often forms part of maintenance
contracts or informal agreements. This ease of measurement means that the green space management
can be evaluated to ensure that associated economic, social, and environmental benefits of parks are
delivered [62]. Evaluations of green space management in the UK are often measured by existing awards
or competitions such as The Green Flag Award, which assesses the maintenance and management
of public green spaces [63,64] and can contribute to raising standards [64]. However, real-world
evaluations of green spaces cost a significant amount of time and money due to the need to conduct
them regularly. Local governments currently do not have the people, resources, and time to evaluate
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parks management [21], and it is unclear to what extent volunteers have the capacity or propensity to
engage in such management tasks, given the observation that citizens want to play a “worthwhile role
. . . [in] . . . activities that are genuinely important to them” [65].

The discussion above has set out the different aspects of green space management when
conceptualising it holistically. Effective place-keeping in this way requires an understanding of
how these aspects, or dimensions, can be coordinated, acknowledging the overlapping nature of
partnerships, governance, funding, evaluation, policy, and maintenance. By analysing these aspects
through the lens of place-keeping, we can better understand the interactions between the dimensions.
Therefore, successfully coordinated place-keeping would consist of long-term quality and efficiency
based on stakeholder engagement that has both a strategy and a local focus, which is underpinned by
reliable funding sources and a regular evaluation process [33]. However, coordinating place-keeping
faces barriers and difficulties such as uncertainty over time and resources, changes in funding or
unstable funding challenges, and the imbalance between under-management or over-management
in practice [64,66]. Therefore, this research examines place-keeping in practice in six parks in
Sheffield to understand how it is affected by the past and current social, political, economic, and
environmental contexts.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Surveys of Community Groups and Professionals

We conducted semi-structured interviews with 11 professionals and six green space community
groups that are currently involved in district park management in six sites in the city of Sheffield, UK
(Table 1). The parks were selected according to type (district park), extent of deprivation in the area
(to examine any differences between affluent and deprived parts of the city), and the presence of a
community group.

Table 1. The practitioner interviewees.CEO: chief executive officer.

Coded Identifier Community or Affiliation Name/Position

Professionals

ProSE Third-sector social enterprise/CEO

ProLA-1 Local government (SPCS)/Deputy Head

ProLA-2 Local government (SPCS)/Community Partnership Manager

ProAC-1 University/University Academic

ProAC-2 University/Landscape Research Associate

ProLA-MS Local government (SPCS)/7 Park Managers

Community groups

PCPDC (H) Parson Cross Park Development Community/member

FoMFP (H) Friends of Manor Field Park/member

FoHHP (M) Friends of High Hazels Park/member

FoRP (M) Friends of Richmond Park/member

MBPUT (L) Meersbrook Park Users Trust/member

FoBHP (L) Friends of Bolehills Park/member

H = High, M =Middle, and L = Low deprived areas sourced from DCLG, 2015 [67].

Five interviews and one focus group were carried out with professional stakeholders who were
closely involved in parks management at the local government. Local governments such as Sheffield’s
Parks and Countryside Service (SPCS) play a significant role as the landowner and principle manager
of urban green space [68], and therefore play a key role in the long-term future of parks [27]. The local
government often oversees the maintenance and management, while it is increasingly recognised that
local residents and community groups should be involved in the process [33]. Community groups
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involved in the management of Sheffield’s green spaces organise themselves into friends groups or park
user groups [46,69]. In this research, there were around 80 community groups involved in green spaces
in Sheffield at the time [70]. Each friends group will have varying characteristics or perceptions based on
their skills and resources (Tables 2 and 3) [71]. The activities and perceptions of community groups can
differ by park, depending on socio-demographic and environmental drivers [72,73], the characteristics
of their neighbourhoods [74], and their relationship with local government [75].

Third-sector involvement has been increasing in park management [35], and has long been
the case in Sheffield. To reflect this, the perceptions of one social enterprise were gleaned, as they
manage one of the six parks selected for study. Finally, the university, with its great number of
academics, has contributed to local knowledge-based growth [76], institutional changes [77], and local
development [78] towards a strong emphasis on regional engagement. In this way, the University of
Sheffield (specifically the Department of Landscape Architecture) is engaged in research on green space
management within the local context. To reflect this, this study involved two interviews with academics.
Overall, interviews were conducted with nine local government representatives, six community group
representatives, a third-sector social enterprise, and two university academics (Table 1). Interviews
were around 50–60 min in duration. Participants gave their consent to the researchers to audio-record
the interviews and use the data for research and publication purposes.

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

To explore how interviewees perceived urban park management in urban parks and the issues for
future urban parks, a set of interview questions were designed. The relevant open question asked were:

• What has changed in parks management over the last 10 to 20 years?

• What is your opinion on alternative management in parks?

• How would you manage your park differently?

We conducted thematic analysis to examine the interviewees’ perceptions and identified, analysed,
and reported emergent themes [79,80]. This allowed us to scrutinise the data systematically for patterns
to permit us to describe the phenomena under examination [81]. We followed thematic analysis
guidelines established by NatCen (2012) to allow us to explore the data and develop explanations [82].

3.3. Analytical Frameworks: Place-Keeping

We conceptualised the thematic analysis conducted in this research within the place-keeping
analytical framework, given the emerging and overlapping issues around urban park management.
Analytical frameworks generally provide researchers with the opportunity to draw on creative thinking
and achieve novel outcomes [83]. The literature reviewed in this research shows the potential
applicability of place-keeping in urban park management contexts, employing the dimensions of
policy, governance, funding, partnership, maintenance, and evaluation. It allows for understandings
of park management, including the embodied processes and the wider context or “place” (Figure 1).
This study acknowledges that place-keeping is not the only analytical framework that could have been
applied; however, it was considered suitable for testing, given its recent application elsewhere [27] and
ongoing exploration by the authors [21].
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Table 2. Characteristics of the district park study sites (PCP, MFP, and HHP).

Characteristics Parson Cross Park (PCP) Manor Fields Park (MFP) High Hazels Park (HHP)

Measure of deprivation * 352 820 9100 and 14,187

No. of years established 70 40 124

Comm. group established 1999 1998 1988

Active/total no. members 2/5 15/50 7/20

Types of activities
Managing venue for funding Organising 15

activities per year

Regular maintenance activity Fundraising Organising
events Sharing ideas for better parks Evaluating park

standards e.g., survey Managing charity shop

Regular maintenance activity Fundraising
Improvement of facilities e.g., tennis Involved in family

development project

* From the national indices of multiple deprivation, where 1 is the most deprived and 32,841 is the least deprived [67].

Table 3. Characteristics of the district park study sites (RP, MBP, and BHP).

Characteristics Richmond Park (RP) Meersbrook Park (MBP) Bolehills Park (BHP)

Measure of deprivation 16,564 and 8637 21,924 and 18,455 27,442

No. of years established 50 130 40

Comm. group established 2006 1998 2011

Active/total no. members 7/32 20/300 10/35

Types of activities
Regular maintenance Fundraising Organising

events Improvement of facilities e.g.,
tennis, toilets

Regular maintenance Fundraising Improvement of facilities
e.g., playground, skateboard, football, dog bins Walled

garden management

Regular maintenance Fundraising Organising events
Bridging role between council and residents Providing

ideas for better park
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4. Understanding Driver Changes of Park Management: It Starts with Policy

The literature review highlighted how, in theory, place-keeping gives the different dimensions of
partnership, governance, policy, evaluation, design/maintenance, and funding equivalent importance
and weight [33,36]. However, this research challenges this by identifying different degrees of impact for
each dimension when considering the context of district park management in Sheffield. The analysis of
interview data reveals that a hierarchy emerges in terms of the relevance and value of each place-keeping
dimension, with policy holding a dominant position over other dimensions (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Applying a hierarchy of place-keeping dimensions in district urban parks management in Sheffield.

The discussion below outlines how understanding the interrelationships between dimensions of
place-keeping permits a full understanding of the concept and the importance of context (Table 4).

Table 4. Emergent themes from the interviews around issues of park use and management, health, and
well-being. CCT: Compulsory Competitive Tendering.

Corresponding
Place-Keeping

Dimension
Themes IA *

Corresponding
Place-Keeping

Dimension
Themes IA

Funding

Increasing funding cuts

 

Maintenance

Lack of on-site resources e.g.,
park keepers

 

Negative impact of CCT on funding

 

Pressure for low-cost/skill
maintenance

 

Partnership

Extended partnership

 

Emphasis on regular
maintenance

 

Increasing involvement of private
sectors

 

Site context
Increasing anti-social

behaviours and vandalism
 

Declining responsibility of local
government

 

Evaluation

Worsening quality of
urban parks

 

Governance

Empowered community in
decision-making

 

Simplifying what gets
measured e.g., no. of

grass cuts  

Increasing pressure on
community-led fundraising

 

Requires references to the
local contexts

 

More reliance on community in park
management

 

Creation of feasible, low-cost
evaluation tool(s)

 

* Interviewee affiliation: PS public sector park managers, TS third sector, AC academics, CG community/friends
groups. The shading indicates the broad extent to which this theme was discussed by the interviewees.
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4.1. Policy

The mid-20th century legacy of local government can be seen in the creation and ongoing
management of urban parks in cities around the world. This legacy was significantly affected in the UK
by the Conservative government, which introduced Compulsory Competitive Tendering (discussed
above) in the 1980s. Meanwhile, the Sheffield City Council adopted its Sheffield Park Regeneration
Strategy (SPRS) in 1993. The SPRS aimed to inform the management and planning of green spaces
in Sheffield [84] via the creation of management plans and recommendations focussing on voluntary
sector involvement, investment proposals, and monitoring use and appreciation.

As a reaction to the problems that CCT exacerbated in terms of deskilling parks management
and reducing many tasks to grounds maintenance [85], the New Labour government (elected in
1997) introduced the Best Value regime. While this focussed on the quality of management, it put
inordinate pressure on local governments to put resources into evaluating and measuring parks
quality for national scrutiny (the then-Audit Commission). The local government was no longer solely
responsible for parks management after the Localism Act (2011) was introduced by the (Conservative
and Liberal Democrat) Coalition government of 2010, which created a national agenda around the
“Big Society”, focussing on the formalised involvement of community, voluntary, and third-sector
organisations [86,87]. Locally, Sheffield spent a number of years developing its Green and Open Space
Strategy (which was published in 2010—just in time for national austerity measures to kick in) [88].
Therefore, central policy and its direction have been cascading down to local government policy to
bring significant impacts on funding, governance, partnership, evaluation, and maintenance in the
contexts of park management.

4.2. Funding

The funding cuts that UK local governments experienced in the 1980 to 1990s and again since
2010 is a significant issue that is regarded as one of the main reasons behind the decline in green space
management and maintenance standards [63,71]. This has widespread agreement in the literature
reviewed. The interviewees reiterate this; all the stakeholder types mentioned the severe impacts of
budget and funding cuts when asked about changes in parks management:

“The local authorities [governments] have massive budget cuts. They’re struggling to know
how to deal with parks.” —ProAC-1

“There was budget of about £400, which you may compare to maybe a district park, probably
requiring somewhere £80,000 to £200,000. So there was no budget at all.” —ProSE

“ . . . the high funding level compared [to the] 1990s has been cut since around 2000.
Maintenance costs could be £1500–2000 pounds per hectare to down [to] £400–500 per hectare
because of significant funding cuts.” —ProLA-1

A core feature of this policy is CCT, which has already been referred to. Interviewees discussed
how CCT indeed negatively influenced park management at the local level by cutting budgets, changing
contract structures, and ultimately helping worsen the quality of parks:

“ . . . something called compulsory competitive tendering came in from the government,
which meant that parks management didn’t necessarily have to happen ‘in house’ anymore.
You had to bid. As a way of cost saving, parks management [was] carried out the cheapest
way possible. Councils were required to put out their parks management tender. I think they
were able to bid if they wanted it themselves, but it went to the cheapest person.” —ProAC-1

“Because some of the work for some local authorities was bid on by contractors, there’s not
as much flexibility in actually being able to manage in a different way, because their budgets
are tied up with someone else doing the work.” —ProAC-1
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Here, extra work has often been conducted in parks by community groups: “We [FoRP] have
taken stewardship in the park from the gate to this end here . . . we are responsible for cutting
the grass and hedges here after the contractors cut [the] main grass areas].” —FoRP

Repercussions of this were felt elsewhere in Sheffield in terms of staff reductions and, in
particular, of reducing staff working on the ground at sites: “Obviously, there’s fewer people
on the ground, but it’s also the pressure on the middle management that’s the problem.”
—ProAC-2

Furthermore, this situation also caused a declining level in staff qualification: “Funding cuts
caused [a] decreasing number of staff in parks. In Sheffield, the numbers also went down,
and it affected dropping staff level.” —ProLA-1

This research shows interesting findings that the legacy of CCT seemed to promote community
involvement in park management: one community group described “[after CCT, the] financial
problems were when we started [in] 2007–2008. Global went to economic crisis, slash grant
money from [the] government was really reduced; [the] council had a lot less money to spend
[and so] invited community groups.” —FoHHP

4.3. Partnership

The interviewees discussed how partnerships have evolved in distinctive ways. By the 1990s,
a more holistic approach to partnerships was introduced by local government regarding park
management, emphasising the development of partnerships within the local community as
well as in expanded sectors: “The collective management with partnerships . . . you’d have
the council. You’d have the Friends. You’d have other groups of interest come together and
say, ‘This is what we want from our park.’ It’s based around management . . . as a holistic
approach to management”—ProAC-1

In this research, it has been observed that partnerships tend to form complex and innovative
collaborations with various sectors. For instance, within the city council, this has involved
the housing development and parks departments: “There is an income stream that we are
now exploring, which has come out . . . of the partnership project. [It] is called [the] housing
revenue account, [where] all of these houses are managed by the councils and generate rent.”
—ProSE

Along with the development of partnership and community involvement in park
management, the potential for extended partnership—for instance, non-profit organisations
within the third sector—also emerged: “The things around responsibility are [that the] council
takes [a] step back. [There are] ongoing talks around [a] trust taking over the management of
quite large areas green spaces in Sheffield” —FoBHP

“You have an opportunity to bring in other funding. It may be [a] Sheffield parks trust,
[which] is where people might be willing to give money to it. Like a membership organisation.
There may be a different type of management model which is more of a partnership across
the city in terms of the trust rather than just being the council,” —ProAC-1

Interestingly, the political climate when these interviewees were conducted meant that a trust did
not take over any green space management, because there was no political support.

These partnerships may expand in time beyond engaging simply with local government and
extend to diverse sectors, driving parks management in a non-traditional way compared to the
long-standing and more conventional approach where central or local government would generally
take the lead.
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4.4. Governance

Policy focus has promoted and supported autonomy in urban park management at the local
scale, where communities are encouraged to contribute actively in the decision-making process and
to get more involved all round. Such changes have been observed and described in the interviews
where park management has been in a transitional phase and moving towards a more community-led
approach since the early 1990s.

One professional stated: “Volunteers were not allowed to work on local authority
[government] sites with your agreement. That changed in 1993. So, volunteer groups
like ‘friend groups’ started work on small sections.” —ProLA-1

The same professional mentioned that “[The] ‘friends groups’ strategy was delivering in park
[management] and . . . some friends groups were getting involved in direct maintenance.”
—ProLA-1

Such evidence, which continually announced friends groups to get involved in parks
management in the 2000s, was found in the community interviews; for example: “I found an
old newspaper cutting in my archives of an advert calling for volunteers for the park, and
that was in 2002.” —FoMFP

Many community groups reported that they now constitute a decisive part in the
decision-making process for park development and management and engage with the
local government through regular community meetings. A local government interviewee
stated, “I think the stakeholders and the friends group, especially, have become more involved
with the park maintenance. You know, they do now have an input. We go to friends and
meet teams monthly and bimonthly.” —ProLA-Ms

It is expected that this increase in autonomy given to community groups or local residents
will continue. This transition affects the attitude of the local government, in that they are
making an effort to get more people involved: “They [the local government] invite a number
of stakeholder groups to contribute and it grew out, and it genuinely is our ‘friends group’.
It is autonomous; it has local residents on it and they manage themselves, but it required a
bit of push.” —ProSE

Having said all this, decision-making processes are still heavily dependent on the local
government. One community group stated: “We have applied for licenses for events. Parks
and Countryside Department provides those parks licenses... It is extremely unfair. Some
parks are allowed to do things, but we are not allowed. We don’t feel support[ed]. Everything
is like such [a] battle.” —FoRP

This dependence on the local government is apparent in the institutional working practices:
“We agree with them [community groups] in writing what they are going to do, how they’re
going to do it, what training they need, and we will meet with them and assess them to make
sure they’ve got all the equipment and that they’re capable of carrying out these tasks [which
are a prerequisite to organise events or other activities].” —ProLA-2

In addition, this research found that community engagement in park management faced some
difficulties, as seen from the local government’s perspective:

“It is welcomed, but it is very difficult to get [community engagement].” —ProSE

“Taking paid jobs [is] still inherent in people’s mindset. That is a barrier. The wider
community can be vociferous in opposition to change in the park, but they don’t actively do
anything.” —ProLA-1
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In other cases, pressure on fundraising led by community groups can have negative impacts
on their activities: “We’ve got all these wonderful facilities that now we’re thinking [about]
how are we going to actually keep them all running . . . They [friends of groups] are getting
more and more frustrated at the moment, because they can’t find the external funding.”
—ProLA-2

Nevertheless, it is obvious that in order to operate within the current paradigm of park management
in a policy context of austerity, this local government needs to seek community engagement and
support. Thus, sharing or transferring the decision-making powers to the community may continue.

4.5. Maintenance

The interviewees discussed policy changes and their effects on funding and maintenance,
particularly where budget cuts affect park maintenance through changes to staffworking practices.

“Budget is the big thing. What happened is that the budget is being reduced where we
used to get a designated team in certain areas who would . . . visit that site on a weekly
basis. Its management might just be reactive now sometimes, especially during the winter
months, where they might not need much maintenance, but some might just be grass cutting.
Sometimes, it’s just reactive now rather than a programmed approach. And that cuts the
budget really. And I think also 20 years ago a lot of the park department had a permanent
team there, and that is the difference of the last 10, 15 years as we gradually moved to more
mobile teams.” —ProLA-Ms

This is argued to have led to negative perceptions by park users where they are exposed to
poor maintenance and management in their parks: “Nobody’s looking after it [parks]. It
needs somebody there to manage the park. We used to have park keepers when we were
little. We had park keepers or ground, they’d be in the park all day. Just making sure children
were safe, enjoying stuff, playing safely, no graffiti, being looked after. Again, there’s no
money there to pay the park keepers anymore.” —PCPDC

This can lead to poor park management, resulting in anti-social behaviour: “The park has
changed the character of the area . . . as a bit of a dumping ground for burnt out cars and lots
of anti-social behaviour.” —FoMFP

The interview statements reveal that communities represent a “partner” that is getting
progressively more involved in park maintenance and that certain aspects of maintenance
now tend to rely on community engagement: “They can help us contribute [by getting]
involved in the practical maintenance side. Litter picking, maybe planting flower beds, tree
planting, just general maintenance.” —ProLA-2

However, the interviews also illustrated a lack of local government support by funding,
and staff cuts negatively affected the quality of maintenance and communication between
community groups and local government: “ . . . this morning, [the] contractor cut [some]
grass, but not all the area . . . They didn’t cut this area [pointing to area of park] . . . We told
what is happening in [the] park to [the] head of parks [at the council], but they did not
respond. Communication is very hard. That is our problem.” —FoRP

In Sheffield, the local government requires park maintenance costs to be covered for a five-year
period if community groups raise money (e.g., for new playground equipment). Therefore, this local
policy context and the cascading aspects from national policy on governance and partnership have a
significant impact on changes to park maintenance.
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4.6. Evaluation

This research shows that the goal of achieving certain standards for urban parks emerged within
a particular policy context that sought to establish targets to support improvements in the quality
of urban parks. This manifested itself as a focus on park evaluation from the central to the local
government level.

To evaluate the quality of green spaces nationally, New Labour introduced a green spaces
audit tool called Green Flag Award (GFA) in 1996 [62]. Through the Urban White Paper (2000),
this was a “comprehensive programme to improve the quality of parks, play areas, and open
spaces, including the introduction of a new Green Flag Awards scheme to encourage and
recognise excellence” [89]. In practice, the GFA is often used to evaluate park management
processes. One interviewee commented: “One thing is to have a management plan, and to
assess this [GFA] generates serious ambitions in the task. One thing is to annually find out
how far we got close [to] the number of the next stage. That [GFA] is a very valuable tool.”
—ProSE

However, the GFA was considered impractical in some cases. Another community groups
mentioned: “[The] Green Flag Award tends to be very traditionally what they are looking
for park assessments.”—FoBHP. In addition, the GFA process tends to assess a limited time
of management: “Green Flag is changing now to mystery shopping [when] people turn up
randomly through the year . . . I think good management is that quality is there all year round”
—ProLA-1

Another interviewee talked about how GFA makes excessive demands: “Green Flag takes
up now too much resource for us . . . They [Judges] have to pull [an] awful lot of resources
into the park that they are going to give the Green Flag Award.” —ProSE

An evaluation scheme has since been developed for the Sheffield context by SPCS. The Green
Flag Award was the basis of the independent park assessment tool developed called the
“Sheffield Standard”: a simplified standard to effectively assess Sheffield’s green spaces.
“What we have done locally is to introduce Sheffield Standard . . . the idea is that Sheffield
Standard will be applied over the years to all our sites, to bring them up to a minimum
standard.” —ProLA-2

The SS permits the evaluation of urban parks by both communities and local government.
This process can reflect different views of assessment: “Some of the stakeholders and the
‘friend groups’ assess that [Sheffield Standard] with ourselves.” —ProLA-Ms

Interviewees discussed how evaluation brings cost and time constraints. This research found
a similar statement: “The problem is consultation . . . evaluation. It takes time, and it takes
money, and it takes resources. The council doesn’t have that...” —ProAC-1

Another stated, “[Regarding Sheffield Standard], resources dictate that we [local government]
just can’t carry on the same way . . . We realise that perhaps we can’t sustain that”. These statements
suggest that in order to complete a local level evaluation, communities may have to help contribute
(time) resources.

5. Addressing the Status Quo of Urban Park Management

This section relates the overall research findings from the perceptions of community groups and
professionals to the wider body of knowledge. The findings provide a range of approaches presented
within the place-keeping analytical framework, which in turn can allow for a set of approaches based
on a holistic understanding of complexity (Table 5). The approaches will be applicable to parks and
management processes nationally and internationally, well beyond the Sheffield context.
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Table 5. Emerging themes to address the issues of park use and management, health, and well-being.

Corresponding
Place-Keeping
Dimension/s

Themes IA *
Corresponding
Place-Keeping
Dimension/s

Themes IA

Policy
Claiming statutory status for

park management
 

Partnership

Sharing responsibility for
park management

 

Policy-based governance
Contribution of community

involvement to health
and safety  

Providing opportunities for
stakeholders to share ideas

 

Governance
Promoting young people’s

involvement to
maximise health  

Extending alliance
membershipe.g., NFPGS

 

Governance/partnership
University involvement to
provide young resources

 

Policy-based
maintenance

Reduced-cost
insurance scheme

 

Funding

Long-term
fundinge.g., revenue

 

Maintenance
Sharing maintenance
equipment between

alliance members  

Increasingcommunity-generated funding

 

Evaluation
Independent park

evaluation tool
 

Increasing private sector’s
involvement in funding

 

Governance-based
evaluation

Community involvement in
regular park evaluation

 

* Interviewee affiliation: PS public sector park managers, TS third sector, AC academics, CG community/friends
groups. The shading indicates the broad extent to which this theme was discussed by the interviewees.

5.1. Policy Contexts: Claiming Statutory Status for Park Management to Share Responsibility for Well-Being

One obstacle to providing park management is lacking a statutory requirement for the provision
of urban green space, as there is no ring-fenced funding to pay for it. A theme in the interviews
emerged strongly that this should be secured by policy via statutory provision and an accompanying
budget, which is underpinned by the perception that it can have a positive impact on people’s health
and well-being.

“We should make our green spaces a statutory provision. If we became a statutory provision
by the government, then we would be more protected, but we’re not. Our green space can be
taken away because as money goes down in councils, there is less money for the non-statutory
departments. That should be something that we’re all campaigning for, to make parks and
green spaces a statutory provision.” —ProLA-2

The same professional commented, “It should be central government that says green spaces
are so important for exercise, for well-being, for biodiversity, for everything. Take children
out in outdoors classrooms, everything. Green space versus a school, park versus social
services, cares for the elderly, there’s only so much money. It should be a statutory provision.”
—ProLA-2

As outlined in the literature review, numerous studies show that green spaces and parks
contribute positively to people’s health and well-being, and this is not a new idea. The Public
Health Act of 1875 indicated that green spaces help people’s health and permitted local
governments to create many parks in the UK’s cities, although not with accompanying
funding [90,91]. Local government interviewed here also identified the positive association
between health and green spaces, stating: “The link to health is fundamental. We need to
look down into how green space is [better] funded, because it is part of health.” —ProLA-1

It is suggested that departments delivering statutory services such health should be involved in
an expanding financial contribution to park management. The same interviewee commented:
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“[An] ideal park is [an] NHS-funded park. Everything else, all the recreations are a
consequence of health . . . NHS funds should fund parks with the proper construction of
sports facilities and general recreational space.” —ProLA-1

For instance, the Public Health Grants programme awarded funds to local government to
use for green spaces and parks [92]. Health-related activities can also be part of the context
for community involvement: “Today, money comes from football teams. They help us fund.”
—FoRP

Another interviewee stated, “For example, for our dementia project, [the] women’s health
group come. We write funding bids to get money.” —PCPDC

A third said: “Any other groups getting involved in [park management] is XXXXX
Well-being Community . . . Obviously, key things are social services and health, [which are]
taking priority” —FoHHP

In addition to these, the activity of community groups can help contribute to safer parks: “It
may reduce crime and litter if we [community] are taking care of [a] small area.” —MBPUP

5.2. Governance in Approaches to How to Involve Young Volunteers

As we have already outlined, there is a potential for green spaces to be considered active and
positive places for young people to develop healthy physical activities [93], mental health [94], and
social relationships [95], as well as an overall health-related quality of life [96]. In addition, volunteering
is itself significantly related to promoting well-being and health [97]. This means that young people’s
volunteering involvement in green space management may help maximise their well-being and health,
as well as addressing a lack of young people involved in park management. This research reflects
the emerging issue that along with active community participation, the positive effects of engaging
younger generations in volunteering have been underlined to contribute to effective green space
management in the long term. Many of the community groups interviewed in this research have
older members, pointing to a need for more people, and particularly young people, to get involved in
park management.

“Who cares for parks? Most members of friends groups are very elderly. How will we care
for parks in the next 10 years? . . . We’re getting older, and most members are over 70 years
old.” —FoHHP

However, this is a difficulty for the community groups interviewed here that do not have the
capacity or knowledge of how to engage younger members. As one interviewee put it, “We
want younger people to get involved, [but] we don’t know how to engage with them to do it
[park management].” —FoRP

However, in discussions about feasible approaches, different solutions were proposed, such as
university involvement, a volunteering manager, and inviting young people already involved in other
community groups.

The city’s universities constitute key stakeholders, and can potentially contribute to park
management in different ways. One professional stated, “The key stakeholder we have in
management is actually the university landscape [architecture] department. That is probably
the key, the only organisation we work with any interest whatsoever in the management”
—ProSE

The university is suggested as a useful place to find young volunteers. University students
already have been involved: “We get a couple of volunteers now. They are university
volunteers coming on [date] working at the century garden”—FoHHP
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One community group stated: “We can get younger people involved. Younger people e.g.,
the university football team, get involved in . . . they come on every Monday. It is just one
hour. They are fantastic.”—FoRP

However, it is noted that engaging local young people to parks is a different matter: “It is
very difficult to get [young] people involved in the local park.” —ProLA-2

Discussions in the interviews highlighted how a volunteer manager could help encourage
more young people to get involved in parks. One professional interviewee stated, “We have
a full-time volunteering manager and we have just changed the management structure of
this park. We now have a young lady who would also come to friends meetings . . . her job is
to build volunteer and practical participation. So, she is now bringing [in] different groups.”
—ProSE

To do this, dedicated members of friends groups and staff are emphasised: “They [Manor
Fields] have a dedicated member of staff to support them [friends group].” —ProLA-2

Another said, “This friends group [Manor Fields] is genuine, wanting to do something.
Which is very good.” —ProSE

In addition to inviting young people to volunteer in parks, one professional suggested
approaching potential young volunteers from other types of groups, stating “They [young
people] may join a different type of group . . . It may be more around sports and active
recreating in a park. Park runs that . . . go on across Sheffield. That seems to be very popular
with a great big age range. It may be building activities around and building that involvement
around activities like that which [will] appeal to a broader population.” —ProAC-1

Furthermore, appealing to active and young people to volunteer in their local parks should take
priority, by means of both online and offline communication. The younger generations may need a
more complex means of promotion to encourage their voluntary involvement with their local parks. A
relevant example is the ongoing campaign by Groundwork Youth, #GiveUsSpace, which uses social
media as a way of promoting the active engagement of youth with their local parks. Such campaigns
could be further promoted on the notice boards of the parks via QR (Quick Response) codes. This might
encourage young people to join community groups through the use of technology and the social media,
but further research would be needed to see if that would encourage younger residents effectively.

5.3. Funding and Changing Mindsets?: Being Aware Of Community-Oriented Funding Opportunities

Mindful of the necessity of funding, this research pinpoints some barriers to fundraising for park
management. The first stems from a widely held belief that public green spaces and parks belong to
everyone, making income generation by the public sector a difficult model to apply. Professionals and
community groups tended to agree:

“... One big thing about green space is that it belongs to everybody. Just because you live
around it doesn’t mean that it’s your park. Because they are open to everybody, you could
go across the city and use every park. The thing that would worry me about introducing [a]
levy on the public is that the public would see it’s their park.” —ProLA-2

Another said, “Users normally don’t understand why I have to pay for them [public parks] to
use [a] public area. They also pay council tax. They think it is unfair to [charge].” —MBPUT

“It [additional fundraising] is very difficult here; in other parts of the city, [it’s] absolutely
fine. Here, our main goal is to get people to use the space. So, it will be counterproductive to
actually charge them. Most people actually just walk into the site, we got a tiny car park, we
never considered car parking, just because it will be counterproductive” —ProSE
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This leads to the perceptions that local government should rely on a stable, long-term funding
scheme, such as revenue funding (in the absence of council tax funding): “There is not [a
scheme that is] very good at long-term funding for [the] future. It is still quite easy to get
capital investment to sites for [a] new play area, new building, and something like that.
Longer-term change would be needed in sites [that] are revenue-funded by day-to-day
funding rather than [by] capital funding.” —ProLA-1

Discussion in the interviews explored the opportunities for fundraising led by communities.
This was considered alongside Sheffield’s Green and Open Space Strategy and Community
Infrastructure Levy, which represent city-scale frameworks within which funding for parks
management can be levered: “What’s happened is there has been a lot of money available
for ‘friends of’ groups. We’ve had a lot of ‘friends of’ groups that have brought in money . . .
We have had 50% of our project cut in parks in countryside. We had to say to our ‘friends
groups’ that we can only support them to bring in external money.” —ProLA-2

This was echoed by an academic interviewee: “A lot of capital input went into parks.
There were lots of initiatives about engaging communities . . . to be involved in that parks
management. ‘friends groups’ were involved and community groups [were] involved.”
—ProAC-1

The norm of taking responsibility for fundraising is increasingly commonplace for community
groups: “They [local government] can’t do anything about [funding] cuts . . . more people
make better parks maintained by [the] community.” —MBPUT

Another said, “Friends of groups get quite involved because [the] council has no money to
look after park. [The] friends group comes up [with] more funding.” —FoBHP

Interviewees also discussed how park stakeholders should explore newly emerging funding
opportunities involving the private sector: “So right from the very beginning, we had to
think about how to use the park to generate income and we used the landscape, how we
might build stakeholder participation.” —ProSE

For instance, while a Park Improvement District piloted by the charity Nesta (2016) was not taken
up in London, there may relevant adaptations that can be enacted to promote the private sector use of
parks [98]. This is echoed in a growing body of research into the increase in commercial activities in
parks, such as music festivals [99]. Keeping track of what policy changes mean for community groups
and district parks governance and management is important: citywide umbrella organisations for
groups such as the Birmingham Open Spaces Forum or Sheffield Green Space Forum (SGSF, formed
in 2015) could become more strategic stakeholders as local government continues to struggle with
budget cuts. Sharing knowledge in such forums is important for the sustainability of park management
partnerships in order to deliver healthy green spaces and operate effectively to access capital and
revenue funding, particularly if local government capacity is reduced.

5.4. Partnerships: Sharing Locally and Sharing More Widely

Interviewees discussed how the concept of shared responsibility varies through the actions
of different interest groups in the Sheffield context. “Lots of interest [e.g., friends] groups
tend to be still at the pressure group stage. A number of parks actually have [an] actively
volunteering programme. However, they used to turn up on [any] day, not regularly
and compulsorily. [But] Positively, ‘friends groups’ are usually actively involved in the
management mindset. There are probably many good case studies about how groups can be
very strongly involved.”—ProLA-1
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It is noted that changes in perceptions are being prompted because of funding and budget
changes. One professional stated that “their [local government] budget will be removed
from them and possibly given to organisations like us [partners] or to friends groups. That’s
their fear . . . that their money will be taken away and given somewhere else for someone to
be used in different ways” —ProSE

This also relates to community groups and their everyday working practices: “Friends group
come up [with] more funding. It [has] changed quite a bit” —FoBHP

However, the contribution of community groups can be restricted in terms if fundraising.
One local government interviewee stated: “They [community groups] are getting more and
more frustrated at the moment because they can’t find the external funding.” —ProLA-2

People need to be informed of what is happening in their local parks, which friends groups
can help facilitate, as a local ‘go-between’ with local government. One community group
discussed how “local people living near parks take more [of a] role helping . . . in terms of
how to maintain.” —FoBHP

Another said that they are “sharing responsibility, all together, because government cuts
[funding]. We have to work with councils . . . we have to promote local responsibility, telling
local people what is happening.” —MBPUT

It is clear from the analysis of interviewees’ responses that extending shared responsibility for park
management can only be a positive development. The importance of park users’ perceptions and a
deeper understanding of shared park management should not be underestimated. Therefore, the local
government as a potential facilitator and the community groups together need to appeal to people to
get them more involved in park management, but this must be based on a better understanding of
what already goes on in their own park.

Sharing ideas and knowledge through partnership and governance is often mentioned in
relation to the local context of long-term management. However, as has already been stated
in the literature, there is an emerging importance of forums linking communities with other
stakeholders at wider scales [69,100], by providing opportunities for stakeholders to share
ideas. SGSF provides “[a] . . . very good opportunity for communication between the local
government and their community groups . . . ” —ProAC-1

They do this through a bi-monthly evening meeting of stakeholders who represent parks,
community gardens, allotments, river corridors and other green spaces, the local government,
the universities, and other organisations (e.g., police, wildlife trusts). One interviewee
clarified regarding the Sheffield Green Space Forum that “the idea is that groups have got to
become more self-sustaining and . . . that the forum will help each other. The ‘friends groups’
who join the forum will then provide this support and expertise.” —ProLA-2

The University of Sheffield is also involved in this forum as a facilitator, but not as an active
decision-maker—only committee members have decision-making power, under the members’
agreement. An academic interviewee stated that, “We were acting as facilitators. That was
always our role. We weren’t leading it. We weren’t deciding exactly what they did. We
were facilitating it. Now they have a committee. Really, it’s up to them . . . We can go on
because we just did it from a research aspect . . . That [the forum] seems like a sensible model.”
—ProAC-1

There are difficulties for the forum that are encountered in any voluntary organisation.
Firstly, it is difficult to find volunteers to sit on the management committee. At the time
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of the research, two committee positions, the Vice-Chairman and Treasurer, of SGSF were
vacant due to different reasons (pregnancy and a sad and unexpected death), but there
was little interest from members to stand in. Issues of replacement and succession are
ongoing problems for volunteer groups found elsewhere [101]. Sharing knowledge and
ideas may have limitations within the boundary of Sheffield, and there is a need for more
communication with other forums (e.g., across Yorkshire, and the north of England), as well
as with SGSF’s representative national umbrella organisation, the National Federation of
Parks and Green Spaces (NFPGS). “What benefit are they going to bring to more groups and
for wider Sheffield green spaces rather than just being a small group of people like a friends
group who are just focused on what they want to focus on?” —ProAC-1

To address these challenges, community groups need to be encouraged to regularly attend the
SGSF and make connections with other forum meetings: for example, the revitalisation of forum groups
by the local government, with a supporting team and alliance memberships at local and national levels.
A programme of events and relevant guest speakers supported by a small joining fee could encourage
more community groups to join these forums and gain access to a supporting network of contacts.
Furthermore, promoting a local to national alliance could be the foundation for merging community
groups or relevant stakeholders across cities, regions, nations, and beyond. National alliances such
as the NFPGS and the recently established Parks Alliance promote networks with the support of the
central government, although it is not currently clear how that support is manifested. There is clearly
potential for coordination nationally through these organisations for political lobbying through a strong
cross-sector alliance in the parks sector. Such a national partnership could have a great impact, as it
could constitute the voice of different community groups, giving them the possibility to communicate
their demands to local and central government and encourage variation in involvement by community
groups in park management.

Sharing ideas and information can help improve the effectiveness of activities organised by
community groups [102]. The interviews support the literature on how community groups perform
different activities, from regular maintenance to fundraising in the context of contemporary park
management [101]. We suspect that in the short term at least, this will be manifested as organising events
and festivals in line with the move towards increases in fundraising for park management [99,103].

5.5. Encouraging Involvement in Maintenance through Parks Insurance

New parks in the future may be designed for low maintenance, with limited options for park
facilities and equipment, due to ongoing funding shortages. This raises issues around health and
safety. Equipment, particularly in the play areas of parks, can be damaged and neglected due to budget
cuts, because the local government alone is responsible for repairs and maintenance, representing a
potential threat to users, particularly children. A park with zero-accident probability or where damaged
equipment is immediately repaired represents the ideal scenario for children [104]. Unfortunately,
however, putting this into practice is very difficult due to the lack of budget and staff to deal with the
issues [43,47]. Equipment may be removed if there is no revenue funding for maintenance, potentially
reducing user numbers. However, a rethink around low-cost maintenance and the health and safety
for users may be delivered through community groups.

The type of parks insurance policy that has long insured local governments as green space
managers can be extended to volunteers doing maintenance and enhancement work and damaged
equipment. As part of the SGSF membership, SPCS provides a reduced-cost insurance scheme.
Availability of the insurance scheme is restricted to active members of SGSF to incentivise involvement.
For widespread availability, it is hoped that more community groups will get involved in SGSF, and
therefore the insurance scheme will be extended.
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5.6. Evaluation: Employing an Independent Park Evaluation Tool

The ideal park management according to the interview analysis is “high park standards”,
regardless of the park type: “in an ideal world, every single green space should be managed
to a high standard no matter where they are across the city.”—ProLA-2

For this to be achieved, facilities and sustained resources are required. One professional
stated that “most parks would want a cafe and a playground and what have you. Yes,
in an ideal world. It would be great to have them all to a very high standard, beyond [the]
Sheffield Standard, to have flowerbeds and fountains . . . We could go on forever, putting in
playgrounds and car parks so that everybody had a playground, a fountain, and a car park.”
—ProLA-2

To get closer to the ideal standard of parks, criteria for a reliable tool for evaluating park
standards include objectivity and being based on existing evaluation tools, such as the Green
Flag Award (GFA). The interviewees were largely positive about the independent local
evaluation tool used here – i.e., the Sheffield Standard, which is to be used in partnership
with stakeholders, particularly community groups and the university. It is clear that the
GFA is considered a reliable evaluation tool at the national standard, but limitations have
been identified when applying it locally. It is not feasible for all parks in a city to be
GFA-winning, particularly in the context of austerity when resources and capacity are limited.
The fundamental concept of the Sheffield Standard—to assure a minimum standard for all
green spaces—is deeply linked to the GFA and its focus on retaining quality. “Our resources
now will need to be put towards keeping those Green Flags rather than trying to get more,
because we realise that perhaps we can’t sustain that.” —ProLA-2

Therefore, it is difficult in practice for all community groups to apply for the GFA, despite
aspirations they might hold. The sharing of responsibility of self-assessments by community groups
and local government, annual reviews of parks by local governments, and their annual audits, might
be one step towards increasing quality in all green spaces across the city.

It is noted that as mentioned in previous sections, the city’s universities represent a valuable
stakeholder in park management contexts. Involving the universities could potentially
contribute to implementing Sheffield park evaluations based on the research and skills
of academics and volunteering experience of students. This is echoed by the academics
interviewed: “if they [community groups] want us to evaluate how they’re doing and make
suggestions . . . We’re happy to do that.” —ProAC-1

These evaluation tools need to be made available and accessible for any stakeholder to use—with
verifiable and robust methods of data collection and collation. However, the resources required in terms
of time and cost are considerable. There may be potential for this to be delivered by community groups
and universities, particularly where it may support funding applications or help our understanding
of how specific aspects of parks contribute to health and well-being (e.g., through social prescribing
programmes).

6. Lessons from Sheffield for Sustainable Urban Park Management

The findings in this paper build on a growing body of research into place-keeping in different
geographic contexts, including urban London [101], as well as rural and urban European settlements [33,
105,106]. Urban parks as green spaces can positively contribute to our health and well-being. However,
this is dependent on spaces being well-managed. Therefore, the impact that current approaches
taken to urban park management have on health and well-being must be more fully examined to
provide effective solutions to sustainable management in the current era of austerity. We suggest that
future research could explicitly explore the management of green spaces longitudinally to explore how
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changes might have an impact on health and well-being over time. We know that people’s use of green
spaces changes over the life course with exposure to nature in childhood being an important catalyst
for green space use later in life [107], but we do not know how that influences their propensity to get
involved in the management of urban nature.

Underpinned by the place-keeping framework, this research sought to better understand the
current context of urban park management and address the issues derived from the financial crisis in
the pursuit of long-term and sustainable concepts (Figure 3).
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This research demonstrates the applicability of the place-keeping analytical framework showing
the overarching impact of policy on park management. Policy informs funding that is increasingly
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dependent on partnerships, which are underpinned by governance contributing to a park’s maintenance
monitored through evaluation. However, policies without funding can jeopardise the effective
management of parks, and the example of Sheffield’s district parks shows how a single dimension
cannot be taken, or addressed, in isolation. It shows how the idea for making park management a
statutory service might have more traction if we consider its contribution to people’s health. If this is
taken seriously as a policy, then the responsibility and funding could be provided by other sectors that
are under statutory provision in particular, health. One immediate way that researchers could explore
this is through the health and well-being benefits to be harnessed through the active management and
maintenance of urban green space as a ‘green prescription’ that is prescribed to patients with physical
and mental health conditions. Non-medical interventions, or ‘social prescribing’, is being rolled out in
the UK, attracting the interest of healthcare systems in Scandinavia, the United States (USA), Canada,
and Australia [108]. This would involve different governance arrangements that bring with them
health benefits, particularly volunteering and community involvement, and we have outlined how a
concerted effort around engaging younger generations should form part of this.

The sharing of existing knowledge and ideas to effectively manage parks should be harnessed
through park alliances at different (local to national) scales. The effectiveness of alliances could be
the subject of future research monitoring and identifying gaps in capacity, tacit knowledge, and skills,
as well as how they can be addressed. For such ongoing evaluation, feasible tools should be tested
and adopted by different stakeholders, which will be relevant at local, citywide, and national scales,
depending on the site. This research has shown how taking such a holistic approach that coordinates
the different dimensions of long-term urban park management has the potential to make an important
and sustainable contribution to our well-being and connection with urban nature.
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