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Abstract: Social sustainability includes aspects of equity and is associated with two of the United
Nations Sustainable Development goals focused on promoting good health and well-being for all
ages. Yet, this pillar of sustainability is considered the least understood, as compared to economic
and environmental components. To address this, our study focused on intergenerational engagement
within residential neighborhood parks to foster social sustainability and encourage healthy and active
living. This study included an intercept survey with open-ended questions of 386 adult park users
within 12 parks in South-East Queensland, one of Australia’s fastest-growing areas. Approximately
two-thirds (68%) of adult participants visited the park with one or more children, primarily to use
the playground. Further thematic analysis shows that intergenerational interactions predominantly
include adults playing with or teaching children. However, intergenerational interactions were limited
in numerous situations, such as when adults accompany older children. This paper concludes with a
discussion on potential ways to increase intergenerational interactions in parks to promote health
and well-being for all ages, thus increasing social sustainability within residential developments.

Keywords: intergenerational engagement; parks; residential neighborhood parks; social sustainability;
wellbeing

1. Introduction

1.1. Social Sustainability

Social sustainability, which is the process of promoting, supporting, and maintaining positive
relationships between people, is essential for building relationships, mutual learning, and improving
well-being [1]. It is also associated with the United Nations Sustainable Development goals focused
on promoting good health and well-being for all ages. Although it is an important component of
sustainability more broadly, social sustainability is often discussed in terms of social capital, social
cohesion, social inclusion, and social exclusion [2]. People also develop relationships with others
through belongingness and proximity, such as through shared activities, goals, experiences, and
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culture [3,4]. These relationships are important building blocks for sustainable neighborhoods and
places. Further, social sustainability promotes wellbeing within communities, “by understanding what
people need from the places they live and work” and “combines the design of the physical realm with
design of the social world—infrastructure to support social and cultural life, social amenities, systems
for citizen engagement, and space for people and places to evolve” [5].

Within a social sustainability framework, we focused on intergenerational relationships. As opposed
to multigenerational approaches that consider each age group separately [6], intergenerational approaches
seek to foster meaningful engagement between different generations [7]. Intergenerational practice
often involves three aspects: people of different generations participate; participation involves activities
with goals that benefit everyone, and the participants maintain relations based on sharing those
experiences [8]. This engagement is particularly important for child and adolescent development.
The older person (e.g., parent, caregiver, teacher, mentor, etc.) can provide support, guidance, and
mentorship to the younger generations by drawing on their experiences. Several studies demonstrate
that strong intergenerational relationships are not only at the root of healthy and productive aging;
they are also important for child and youth development and are a critical component for sustainable
societies [9–11]. For example, a study of social interactions found that adolescents who worked with
an older person on a difficult life problem exhibited more pro-social behavior than adolescents who
worked with a peer on a similar problem [12].

Intergenerational shared spaces can offer multiple generations the opportunity to co-participate in
and interact with each other through sedentary (e.g., picnicking, observing nature) and active activities
(e.g., playing sports). Interactions may be informal due to the proximity of usable areas within one
large space [13] or formalized within the context of programmed activities, which have been shown to
result in higher park use and physical activity [14,15]. However, despite the apparent value of these
types of shared spaces, most research on intergenerational activities has been limited to institutional
settings and does not focus on parks [16].

1.2. Encouraging Socialization and Physical Activity through Public Parks

In residential areas, neighborhood public parks and leisure spaces can encourage socialization
and physical activity [17–19]. Such parks are located in accessible, prominent areas which promote
active transport and provide for the recreational needs of a local community for informal passive
and active recreation and leisure opportunities, they also provide an important focal point for social
interaction [20]. Regarding intergenerational interactions, researchers in Europe and North America
found that children are often accompanied by adults (e.g., parents/caregivers) at public parks and
leisure spaces [21,22]. Fathers have shown to be more physically involved with their children at parks
than mothers [23]. Upkeep, availability of outdoor equipment and amenities, and friendly community
were associated with increased neighborhood park use. However, these studies fail to examine how
the parent/caregiver and child benefit from intergenerational park activities. One study in Canada
used an intergenerational physical activity intervention program at school, the researchers found
socially engaging activities, and an energetic atmosphere helped facilitate social interaction between
students and adults [1]. This finding suggests having enjoyable and interesting activities in a friendly
atmosphere helps facilitate the development of positive social interactions. Interactions achieved within
public neighborhood parks in residential neighborhoods may provide parents/caregivers and children
valuable opportunities to socially engage with each other and in turn, build social sustainability. These
studies lead us to consider the interactions, shared activities, and intergenerational experiences that
occur in parks between children and parents/caregivers.

The benefits of having a strong social support system may influence the use of parks, as parental
and peer support can increase the level of young people’s activity in parks [24]. Outley and Floyd [25]
suggest making use of kinship networks and neighborhood organizations to encourage park use and
allow children to participate in available leisure activities, regardless of crime and violence levels
in urban neighborhoods. Yet, it is important to recognize that intergenerational park use might not
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happen naturally. For example, Ries et al. [26] determined park use by urban youth was associated
with their friends’ park use, but not with park use by their family.

There is a need to connect and not divide generations. When people of different generations are
divided, they become susceptible to relying on media portrayals to understand younger and older
people [27]. Consequently, those media portrayals lead to misunderstandings, prejudices, stereotyping,
and overall worsening of social connections between people of different generations [27]. Families
and communities will struggle if people negatively perceive those who are different from themselves.
To thrive, societies need to engage and value the assets each generation has to offer. Furthermore,
when people of different generations recognize their mutual concerns and interests, they are in a better
position to develop comprehensive plans that engage and support all people [27]. Policymakers in
many countries are giving renewed attention to intergenerational practice as a method of counteracting
stereotypical negative perceptions of aging and overcoming the physical and social segregation of
generations [28,29]. Public parks offer a potential setting where people of all ages can be valued
and engaged.

1.3. Theory

This study used affordance theory as a framework to understand what opportunities for action
were present in the parks that foster intergenerational engagement. Affordance theory, as first conceived
by J. J. Gibson (1986), provides a way to understand how we perceive the actionable properties of our
environment [30,31]. Heft (1989) further explained that using a phenomenological lens, environmental
features or spaces are often experienced with respect to their function and how we interact with
them [32]. Affordances are important in determining how the environment can be designed or
manipulated to support (or discourage) various activities and experiences [33]. These experiences
and perceived affordances depend on the characteristics of an individual [34]. Yet, affordances do
not cause behavior, but rather constrain it or create a possibility for it [32]. Thus, it is important to
recognize that the physical environment can facilitate behavior, such as intergenerational interactions,
but not shape it completely [35]. In addition, affordances that are designed into a specific place, such
as a park, also interact with other factors, such as programed activities, cultural norms, weather and
seasonal differences, and user characteristics. Within this framework, it stands to reason that parks
would include visual cues to indicate which actions are possible within a park. The intergenerational
interactions we identified are considered actualized affordances within each setting.

1.4. Setting

In Australia, as in other parts of the world, the suburban landscape is shifting. With rapid
population growth due to births and international migration, as well as longer life spans, residential
areas are also expanding to accommodate these numbers. From 2016 to 2017, Queensland, Australia
experienced the third-largest population increase (79,580 people) of all the Australian states or
territories [11]. This study took place in the Moreton Bay region in South East Queensland.

Within Queensland, the Moreton Bay region is one of the fastest-growing areas. According to the
2016 census, 88% of housing in Moreton Bay comprised single-family homes, with another 10% as
medium density [36]. A single family home comprises 1 to 2 stories and covers 50% of the lot, with
a traditional lot being approximately 18 × 25 m. The area remains predominantly low to medium
density with a high-quality of life. Medium density comprises multiple 1 to 3 story dwellings on
narrow lots (7.5 × 25 m) with decreased private outdoor space, which is dependent on the lot size
and building height [36]. This growth puts increased demands on critical infrastructure, including
parks and open space. In addition, a critical factor impacting intergenerational interactions is that the
suburbs may lack specific opportunities for residents to socialize due to increasingly busy lifestyles
and a lack of public space designed specifically for community gatherings, as compared to urban
areas. Suburban neighborhoods are characterized by low density, low rise housing with detached
dwellings as the predominant form of housing, whereas urban neighborhoods are characterized by the
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densest (attached medium density) forms of housing within the region. They are generally located
within easy walking distance of a large range of services and activities and/or frequent public transport
services [36].

1.5. Aims and Objectives

To better understand if and how public parks in residential neighborhoods can foster social
sustainability, this study employed an intercept survey approach with key open-ended questions of
park users. To elicit clearer responses from the park users, we selected a specific activity for them to
consider an activity that could allow for shared experiences. We chose to focus on physical activity, as
partaking in this behavior provides clear health benefits, in addition to the well-being benefits provided
by fostering relationships. Flora and Faulkner [37] suggested that the “examination of physical activity
serving as a contextual experience for enhancing communication between generations” is in its infancy
and remains an untapped area of research to promote intergenerational active living.

Currently, many public parks in residential neighborhoods within the study area do not incorporate
features that encourage intergenerational interactions (or social sustainability more broadly). Extant
research has demonstrated how and why different generations utilize parks. For example, greater
park use for adults has been linked to good access, the provision of quality signage, seating, and toilet
facilities [38]. For children, wide pathways connecting activity areas and open areas are important for
park use, especially vigorous physical activity [39]. For adolescents, challenging environments which
afford adventurous activities may be attractive [33].

These generational differences highlight the critical importance of understanding which park
features are most utilized and enable intergenerational interactions within a neighborhood park setting.
These findings are relevant to park design and can inform future best practice. Therefore, two research
questions were posed to focus this investigation:

Research Question 1. What intergenerational interactions occur within the parks?

Research Question 2. Which park areas and features are most utilized, particularly by adults accompanying children?

The next sections describe the methodology, methods, and findings. The paper concludes with
a reflection on designing for intergenerational interactions within public parks to promote social
sustainability in residential neighborhoods.

2. Materials and Methods

We used brief intercept surveys with adult park users visiting 12 pre-determined parks within
a Regional Council area in South-East Queensland, Australia. The parks were selected to ensure a
cross-section of park users was reached, based on three criteria: geographical area (five areas across
the Region), park classification (local, district, or regional), and age of park equipment (old, new, or
combination), all parks had at least one playground and field area. A mixed-methods approach of park
audits and systematic observation of park users’ physical activity levels were undertaken and recorded
as part of a broader study but is reported elsewhere. The data presented within this paper was obtained
via intercept surveys with questions aimed at identifying adults’ motivations for visiting the park, their
perceptions of the park design and physical activity opportunities, and intergenerational interactions
within the park setting. Four trained research assistants conducted the face-to-face intercept surveys
over a four-month period during the Australian summer months (i.e., December 2017–March 2018).
Each park was visited on four days (two weekdays and two weekend days), between 7:00 a.m. and
6:30 p.m., except for one park that was visited on three days.

2.1. Materials

The multi-disciplinary research team, comprising social scientists, landscape architecture and
planning researchers, and health researchers, developed the intercept survey. During the development
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process, the research team discussed the survey questions to ensure suitability, clarity, and relevance.
An iterative review process was undertaken by the research team, which resulted in minor changes
and additions to the survey questions. Furthermore, during the review process, consultation was
held with key stakeholders with historical knowledge about design concepts of the parks (i.e., urban
planners and landscape architects working within the Council), and the park users.

The intercept survey comprised five sections; the park users were asked questions about their
park visitation, perceptions of the park design, physical activity opportunities (affordances) at the park,
intergenerational interaction at the park, and demographics. The park visitation section comprised nine
closed-ended questions to gauge the reasons for visiting the park, and with whom they were visiting
the park, particularly whether they were at the park with children or not. Further, a subjective measure
of their perceptions of park design comprised closed and open-ended questions, including two items
ascertaining satisfaction with the design of the park and amenities present within the park using a
five-point Likert scale (1-very dissatisfied, through 3-neutral, to 5-very satisfied). The perceptions of
physical activity section enquired about the areas in the park the respondent felt they were most active,
as well as the areas their children were most active (if visiting with children), and they were asked
to explain the factors that allowed for these activities (open-ended question). The intergenerational
interaction section was only administered to those parents/caregivers visiting the park with a child/ren.
This section comprised three open-ended questions aimed to uncover the type of interactions that
typically occurred across generations when at the park. Demographics collected included age
category, gender, and the number of girls and boys visiting the park with them in three age categories
(i.e., 0–5 years, 6–12 years, and 13–18 years).

The questions were uploaded to an online software program (Key Survey) and administered by
research assistants using an iPad. The surveys were also audio recorded to capture verbal responses to
open-ended questions and allow transcription of these responses.

2.2. Recruitment

During the park visits, the research assistants approached adult park users and provided a brief
description of the purpose and nature of the survey and asked them if they would like to participate.
If the park user was interested in participating, they were provided with a paper-based “Participant
Information Sheet” and those still interested in participating provided verbal consent to the research
assistant. The research assistant then confirmed whether the participant was willing to have their
responses audio-recorded, and if so, commenced with the audio-recording.

2.3. Participants

A total of 417 adult park users participated in the survey. However, 31 (7%) of the respondents
did not agree to have their responses recorded, and thus, their survey responses could not be included
in the qualitative analysis. The final sample comprised 386 adult park users who completed the survey
and agreed to have their responses audio-recorded. The majority were female (n = 234; 61%), and
between 25 and 44 years old (63%). A large proportion were visiting the park with a child or children
(n = 263, 68%). Figure 1 provides the data on the total number of participants by age category as well
as the number of adults at the park with a child/children, broken down by gender.
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child/ren, by age category and gender.

2.4. Data Treatment

All recorded responses were transcribed verbatim and uploaded into Nvivo for data analysis.
The analysis was conducted in line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) phases of thematic analysis [15].

For Phase 1: Familiarization with the data; a sample of 20 transcripts were reviewed by three
members of the research team, and initial ideas for coding were proposed and discussed.

Phase 2: Generation of initial codes; researchers used an inductive approach as no pre-existing
codes were identified, a priori. After the generation of initial codes (based on a sample of 40 transcribed
surveys), a research assistant was then trained to code the remaining transcripts. The surveys
were coded with the relevant codes, thus resulting in some extracts with numerous codes assigned.
Throughout the coding process, a small number of new codes emerged. Survey transcripts analyzed
prior were reread to allow for the new codes to be applied. Thus, an iterative coding process
was employed. To enhance the reliability of the analysis, 65 (17%) of the survey transcripts were
independently coded by two members of the research team. Subsequently, the transcripts were
subjected to inter-rater reliability analysis using Cohen’s k statistic to determine if there was moderate
agreement between the independent coders (k = 58).

Phase 3: Searching for themes; following the coding of the dataset, analysis was performed to
identify the themes within two streams of interest (in line with the research questions posed). The two
streams of interest included: (1) Descriptions of adult-child interactions, and (2) Descriptions of park
areas utilized.

Phase 4: Reviewing themes, the extracts coded with the potential themes in Phase 3 were reread
to ensure they formed a cohesive theme. The biggest adjustment made was with the ‘adult-child
interactions’ stream, after it was identified that the potential theme “assisting” was not providing
valuable unique information as the extracts were often also coded with either “playing” or “teaching”,
both of which typically captured the meaning of the extract better.

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes was undertaken for both streams of interest. The three key
themes within the ‘adult-child interactions’ stream were: (1) observing, (2) playing, and (3) teaching.
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Three themes were identified within the ‘park areas’ stream, these were: (1) playgrounds, (2) open
fields, and (3) pathways.

3. Results

The participants were asked to indicate the main reason/s they were visiting the park. The top
reasons identified were: for children to play (47.7%), dog exercise/recreation (22.5%), and walking
(10.6%), followed by meeting friends (3.9%), and basketball (3.4%). The participants were also asked to
indicate the expected duration of their visit to the park. Figure 2 indicates that 41% of the participants
intended to visit the park for between 30 min and 1 hour, and one-quarter intended to stay for less
than 30 min.
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3.1. What Intergenerational Interactions Occur in the Park?

Three key themes were identified within the thematic analysis: playing, observing, and teaching.
Since the respondents were adults, we describe these actions from the perspective of adults, rather
than children. Figure 3 shows the relative proportions of these three activities, and the proportion
of overlap. Of note, 31% of the responses were coded with all three themes suggesting that the type
of interaction that occurs at the park varies across the duration of the visit. The key themes will be
discussed in turn.
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3.1.1. Playing

A large number of caregivers indicated that they almost always played with the children when at
the park, with typical responses such as: “We play together” (R232), and “No, we play together. Never
just sit and watch” (R174). This most often occurred on the playground equipment and within the
playground area, “I do play. He was asking me to play with him before . . . Just on the playground
equipment” (R226). The playgrounds appear to provide affordances for the children, as well as the
adults, to interact through play at the child’s level, such as being silly: “We’re not really a sporting
family, but we’ll come to the playground. The little fellas just love to get on it, and especially take
some friends as well and kids. I’ll be a bit silly on the playgrounds as well” (R344). For many of these
caregivers the act of going to the park, with the assumption that the adult and child/ren would play
together, demonstrates a unique social dynamic occurring in outdoor space that may not occur during
other times of the day or week: “(We) Play together... you go to the park to interact, don’t you?” (R328).

Of note, caregivers with younger children (i.e., typically those under 5 years of age) were ‘always’
playing, with comments such as, “(We) Play together because they’re so tiny” (R180; Boy 0–5 years,
Girl 0–5 years), and “We play. We interact with her because she’s so little” (R211; Boy 13–18 years, Girl
0–5 years). One explanation was that the children needed their assistance physically: “Generally, when
I take them to the park, especially if you’ve got a younger one, you’re helping them to climb stuff and
push them on the swing, and things like that” (R306; Boys 5–12 years and 13–18 years, Girl 0–5 years).
It is also likely that these preverbal children (2-year-olds and younger) lacked social skills to engage in
interactive play with other children or initiate games with peers. The parents/caregivers were likely
also playing with the younger children for safety reasons, due to the children’s lack of understanding
of risks and limited assessment of their physical capabilities, as explained by one caregiver: “Because
he’s little, I like to be there, especially the climbing things, just in case he falls or whatever” (R123; Boy
0–5 years). For these caregivers choosing to visit the park with younger children, there appears to be
an acceptance or understanding that they will be interacting with the children through play:

“We play together. We always play with her. We can’t let her just run off by herself. She’s a
bit young.” (R405; Girl 0–5 years)

“Play together, I don’t really get to sit and supervise. We’ve got a few more years before
that.” (R380; Boy 0–5 years, Girl 0–5years)

As suggested by R380 (above), this expectation of interacting with children through play at the
park appears to dissipate as the children get older. Furthermore, interestingly, some caregivers who
indicated they engaged in a combination of playing and observing also indicated that they were
reducing their playing time as the children got older and needed them less, which will be further
discussed in Section 3.2.2.

3.1.2. Observing

Similar to the playing theme, within the observing theme many parents/caregivers indicated
that they mainly observe, which was also described as watching or supervising the children whilst
at the park: “I mostly watch when they come down here, now that they’re a bit older,” (R099; Boy
0–5 years, Girl 6–12 years). A key subtheme that emerged, as alluded to in the prior excerpt, was that
older children (i.e., typically those over 5 years of age) were observed more than younger children.
Conversely to within the playing theme, it was suggested that the older children did not need their
caregivers for entertainment or physical assistance as much as the younger children, “Most times, I
sit back and let them play, only because of their ages. Sometimes, I get in and play, but I don’t find I
need to” (R077; Boy 0–5 years, 2 Girls 6–12 years). This shift from playing to observing as the children
got older was clearly identified by some caregivers: “25, 75: 25% play, 75% watch. Now they’re older,
when they were little, it was more like the opposite way” (R016; Boy 0–5 years). There was also a
suggestion that in addition to the older children or teenagers not requiring adult assistance (physically
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or socially), that they would prefer to do their own thing, as suggested by these caregivers: “I watch
them. He’s more a teenager, so it’s a bit different” (R070; Boy 13–18 years), and “They’re a bit old.
They don’t want to play with me. Walk the dog. I usually don’t come. The kids will do it themselves.
They’re kind of old enough to do their own thing. They’ll ride there on their BMX on their own” (R296;
2 Boys 6–12 years).

As illustrated in Figure 3, there was notable crossover between caregivers’ descriptions of
interactions at the park being coded with observing as well as playing, for example: “Probably
three-quarters of the time I play with him, then a quarter of the time I let him play by himself, too”
(R123). One explanation for observing at times was to allow the children to demonstrate or develop
their skills without direct input from the caregiver, “We play, but sometimes I take the time to just
sit down and watch them, see what they’re doing. I like being able to sit down and watch them play.
That’s nice to see as well” (R177). As children are constantly developing their social and physical
skills, taking time to observe the children can be a passive yet insightful way to determine some
potentially new ways to engage with the children in future interactions. In addition, observing rather
than contributing towards children interacting can provide great opportunities for the development of
their social skills with their peers. Some caregivers explained that they play but often sit back and
observe the children when they had other children to play with, for example, “Well, they’ve brought
some school friends, so we mostly watch them play” (R288), and “It depends how busy it is. If it’s
quiet, I’ll play with them, but if it’s busy, I’ll sit and watch” (R107). Even though this observation is not
typically facilitating social interaction between the adult and child, it is allowing social interaction
between the children while at the park.

One interesting subtheme that emerged was that people with lower physical capacity (e.g., has
an injury, of retirement age) were observing the children rather than playing. For example, one
caregiver who currently has an injury said, “It depends. As I’m busted up at the moment, I’m not
skateboarding. I normally skateboard with them, which is how I did this, incidentally” (R153), A
caregiver of retirement age said: “I supervise. I, unfortunately, cannot play much, I’ve got problems
with hips and knees and all that” (R138, Age category: 75+ years). It is positive that these adults were
still coming to the park with children to allow them to get out into nature and potentially be physically
active. However, it would be beneficial to identify ways in which these people could still socially
engage with the children, if they wish, and are not designated to simply observe.

There were caregivers who suggested that they use their time at the park to allow the children to
have fun and entertain themselves, while the caregivers stole some moments for themselves. These
moments were for individuals, “I mostly just supervise. I mean, he’ll come and sort of check in, but
yeah, mostly I’m just watching him play and reading my book” (R386), as well as for couples or groups,
“They do their own thing which sort of gives us our time” (R260). This could have a positive impact on
the well-being and mental health of caregivers, particularly as these moments are occurring within
the natural environment. In addition, being able to observe the children whilst interacting with other
adults can be a great method of social engagement for the adults, “Yeah, it’s often a good time for my
husband and I to have a talk as well, because the kids are happy and sorted—and they’re getting a bit
older now, so we can sit down and catch up ourselves” (R418).

3.1.3. Teaching

The caregivers were directly asked if they had taught the children any skills while at the park.
Although these interactions involved both teaching and learning, we have focused primarily on the
adults “teaching” children, based on the responses that we analyzed. The examples provided were
predominantly physical skills, however, amongst these were a few references to social skills as well. In
terms of social skills, the parks afforded opportunities for children to interact with other children and
learn about prosocial behaviors. These descriptions typically focused on the playground equipment
and the need to learn to take turns and not push in, and show respect to others:
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“I think one of the best things in the park is like developing their social skills, so they will
meet with other kids and they learn to share toys and play together.” (R414)

“I’ve probably been more like trying to instruct him to be careful and sort of watching out for
little kids, more than anything else.” (R386)

These opportunities arise when there are multiple people wishing to use limited resources, such
as when there is only one slide or swing available, “Yeah, just trying in an open and safe environment
you know teach him about other kids come, we take turns on the swing . . . ” (R019). Learning patience,
respect, and cooperation are invaluable social skills for the duration of a person’s life, and it was
valuable for caregivers to identify these learning opportunities for children while at the park.

The main physical skills taught that emerged from the data were bike riding, ball skills, swinging,
and climbing skills. The caregivers’ responses suggest that the parks afforded these teaching and
learning opportunities through the provision of facilities not often available in their backyards. Teaching
and learning how to ride a bike occurred on pathways: “I think we brought them here when they were
new at learning to ride their bike, because it’s got the concrete path all around” (R240). Teaching and
learning ball skills (football and cricket) often occurred in open grassy spaces: “Yeah. Kick the football
around. How to kick the ball around and how to catch the ball actually” (R072). Teaching and learning
climbing skills and swinging oneself occurred on playground equipment: “The rope climbing, teaching
them just to look up and hold something higher when they’re going up, just the basic stuff, and just
yeah, maneuvering around ropes and telling them to look and place their hands, just the basics,”
(R388), and “(Taught) How to push themselves on the swing” (R175). It was valuable to identify that
these were the main skills being taught at the park, as these facilities were also identified as the areas
of the park that were most utilized for physical activity, as will be discussed in the following Section.

3.2. What Park Areas Are Being Utilized?

As the focus behavior of the study was the engagement in physical activity at the park, the
respondents were asked to indicate the areas of the park in which they felt they were more physically
active, and where their child/ren were physically active (for those accompanying children). The results
from the participants accompanying children are presented in Table 1. A follow-up question posed to
all participants enquired about why these areas allowed for greater physical activity. The key themes
identified within the thematic analysis will be discussed in turn.

Table 1. Park areas perceived to have the greatest levels of physical activity for caregivers and child/ren (n = 263).

Park Area Adults
n % Park Area Child/ren

n %

Playground 114 (43.3%) Playground 216 (82.1%)
Pathway 54 (20.5%) Open fields 45 (17.1%)

Open fields 52 (19.8%) Pathway 36 (13.7%)
Not active 38 (14.4%) Basketball court 19 (7.2%)

Note: Participants were able to select up to three options for this survey question.

3.2.1. Playground

As indicated in Table 1, the playground area was the top selected park area for physical activity
for both caregivers and children. As adults typically do not utilize the playground unless they are
accompanying children, it is likely their engagement with this area of the park is dictated by their
child/ren’s engagement. The caregivers suggested that the variety of playing opportunities was an
important element for their child/rens engagement and physical activity levels at the playground, “I
don’t know, just getting the options, different climbing things to do, slides, swings, you know running
around, spinning things. There’s a lot more options here.” (R416). Some caregivers explained that the
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variety of equipment helped maintain their children’s attention and interest, which helped prevent the
children from getting bored:

“The main thing is if you’ve got different variety of different types of play equipment because
I know that we’ve taken them to playground parks before when there’s only been two or
three different things to play on. He gets bored in half an hour, whereas here he’s quite
content just roaming around, different activities, different swings, climbing apparatus, and
different colors is always a good thing as well.” (R351)

Some parents/caregivers also suggested that the variety of equipment allowed the children to
try out a range of physical skills, which is another method of maintaining engagement, for example:
“Maybe the scope of the equipment that is there. There’s climbing, there’s balance activities, and there’s
lots of different stuff to do, to keep him engaged” (R123). In addition, some playground areas provided
an ideal space for the children to run around, move and exert some energy among the equipment
they are typically drawn towards, “I think because it is spread out it gives the kids a chance to run
between the spaces” (R299). Overall, the presence of a variety of playground equipment that provides
numerous options for use, which include the need to use a range of physical skills, is more likely to
engage children for a longer amount of time as perceived by their caregivers.

3.2.2. Open Fields

A key factor for engagement within the open fields appeared to be the provision of a grass
lawn area that provided sufficient space to play ball games, kick, throw, and hit balls around.
The parents/caregivers also suggested that the open area provided more room to run around, and
that is what they did, “Our backyard is quite small, and the open area is only minimal, so you have
more space to have a decent run (here)” (R087). Even though the only ‘facility’ provided was well
maintained grass and at times a cricket pitch, it was suggested that this was sufficient due to their
ability to bring props to utilize within the spaces, as indicated from this caregiver: “They can just bring
everything down, and they can do whatever they want. It’s a decent size” (R152). For this community,
it appeared that having access to balls and other sporting equipment was common, they just needed
the space to use their equipment: “The grassy space is great because they can either bring equipment,
or two of my daughters are cheerleaders so they’ll often run and do flips because it’s such a nice big
space” (R404). Open and empty fields (e.g., without goalposts or a cricket pitch) typically do not
provide many affordances for use, however, when the potential use of ball games is identified and
utilized, the potential for social interaction and social engagement is high due to the reciprocal nature
of these games.

3.2.3. Pathways

Of the 123 participants who were visiting the park without children, 46% indicated that they
were active on the pathways (which was the most selected park area for this subsample). Thus, the
pathways were utilized by both park users accompanying children (as indicated in Table 1), as well as
those who were not with children but typically with another adult, their dog, or on their own. The key
positive descriptors to explain their engagement with the pathways were long, wide, and smooth, for
example: “Because of the nice footpath they can have a long walk” (R285), and “I saw lots of people
cycling on it, so, obviously the smooth surface of the pathway,” (R345), as well as, “It’s nice and wide,
and it’s nice and smooth” (R252).

The pathways were ideal for park users across all ages because they allowed for a safe environment
for walking, bike riding, and scootering, in particular. Wide pathways were described as ideal to allow
safe passing by others on the path. Smooth pathways were important for older people with mobility
issues who were concerned about tripping while walking:
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“Well, they’re wide, and they’re fairly recently done, so there’s no tripping traps . . . Yeah, it’s
very evenly—it’s all very nicely done, very smooth walking.” (R274, Age Category: 70 to 74
years)

“Well, you’ve got a path to follow, and at this stage, it’s kept up. [ . . . ] There’s not many
things you can slip over on. It’s pretty safe. When you get a bit older, you need to have
something that’s—and they’re wide.” (R253, Age Category: 65 to 69 years)

Moreover, smooth pathways were important to allow young children to safely ride their bikes
or scooters while their caregiver walked, as explained here: “This is a great pathway for me to walk,
and then for the girls to come on their scooters as well,” (R249). A long pathway within the parks, in
conjunction with constant visibility of the pathway, was also viewed as a positive safety aspect, “It's
fantastic, because my daughter can go around on the scooter, I can visually see her,” (R418). These
long pathways afforded opportunities for children to ride longer distances off the roads and within
their caregiver’s line of sight, providing an optimal space for these physical activities: “Obviously the
ability to ride their bikes safely off the roads” (R417). Overall, long, wide, and smooth pathways that
are perceived to be ‘safe’ appear to provide affordances for a range of activities that can be undertaken
by multiple generations simultaneously. Therefore, engagement with well-designed and maintained
pathways within parks can facilitate intergenerational social interactions.

4. Discussion

In this study, we investigated the type of intergenerational interactions that currently occur
within public suburban parks, as well as the park areas that afford these interactions. We identified
that playgrounds, open spaces, and pathways were important park features that afford playing,
observing, and teaching opportunities for caregivers and their children. This is in alignment with
Moore and Cosco’s findings, where they found generous pathways linking different elements and areas
within a neighborhood playground supported easy and active use by children and their carers [39].
This indicates that, when these park features are designed to promote these affordances, public parks
within residential neighborhoods can provide valuable opportunities for intergenerational engagement
to contribute to social sustainability. As an important component of residential landscapes, which
may lack community engagement opportunities often seen in urban areas, designing these spaces to
accommodate and attract intergenerational users is one way to promote general health and well-being.

Within our study, we observed a large proportion (70%) of caregivers playing with their children,
particularly within the playground. Our findings suggested that this area of the parks provided
affordances for play for children, which was not surprising, but also affordances for adults to interact
through play. We also identified that children were perceived to remain engaged with the playground
for longer when there was a variety of equipment that afforded numerous options for play (for both
interest and physical challenge). This is line with previous findings that challenging environments are
attractive to adolescents [33] and adds to the knowledge regarding the design of parks to enhance
longer engagement.

The caregivers within our study were commonly playing with young children while at the park,
especially when the children needed physical and social assistance or guidance. However, interacting
through play appeared to diminish as the children got older, and assistance was no longer required.
Even though older children do not necessarily need physical or social assistance when at the park, it
may be a missed opportunity for social interaction between caregivers and older children. Particularly
so when the “older children” age range starts at 5 years of age, which is when children in Australia
typically start attending school. As found by Kessler [12], teenagers who work through life lessons
with older adults tend to exhibit more pro-social behaviors than those working with peers. Thus,
suggesting that children and teenagers can learn important social skills with the guidance of older
people and adults. For those attending school and spending a large amount of time with peers, going
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to a park with an adult could provide a valuable opportunity for positive intergenerational interactions,
if these interactions occur.

As the caregivers in our study reported interacting less with older children, it may be beneficial to
include affordances for adults to “play” and interact with these age groups. For example, playground
designs could include equipment for older children that requires or encourages assistance from
caregivers, which would promote adult-(older) child interactions. As found in an intergenerational
intervention program in a Canadian school, enhanced social interactions can occur through socially
engaging activities and an energetic atmosphere [1]. It would be valuable to identify if this can be
translated to parks. In addition, placing seating within playground areas rather than in surrounding
areas, may facilitate greater interactions between caregivers and children. This could accommodate
adults and older adults with mobility issues who suggested they were relegated to only ‘observe’, but
may enjoy the opportunity for greater interaction with the children when at the park.

Approximately two-thirds (68%) of adult participants visited the park with one or more children.
This suggests that park visitation can enable social interaction between adults and children. Our study
also found that children are able to build social skills at the parks since it is often a place where different
families can come together -“I think one of the best things in the park is developing their social skills,
so they will meet with other kids and they learn to share toys and play together.” (R414). The park,
and predominantly playground environment, assisted the children to learn the prosocial behaviors of
taking turns, not pushing in, and showing respect to others. While variety within playgrounds appears
important to maintain interest and challenge, having limited numbers of specific popular equipment
appears to be valuable for children to learn important social skills and the concept of taking turns.

Within our study, 75% of the participants planned to visit the park for 30 min or longer. In addition,
75% of the caregivers reported interacting with their child/ren in more than one way when at the park
(e.g., playing and observing). Taken together, these results suggest that the amount of intergenerational
interaction that occurs at the park varies across the visit. Thus, even though caregivers observing
children are not directly interacting with the children, it appears to be an opportunity for adults to
interact with each other. For example, adult family members could ‘take the time to catch up’, or
caregivers could forge social connections with other caregivers. However, our results did not provide
insight into whether it was a good social space for adults to meet other adults. Past research indicates
that this may vary in different cultural settings. A study comparing six public park playgrounds
in the United States and Denmark, and the cultural similarities and differences, found the Danish
respondents considered it most important to be together with their families, while the American
respondents thought it was most essential that their children were physically active while being at the
park [23]. Despite the differences, all respondents stayed at the park longer and visited more often
if they liked the social atmosphere of the playground. This suggests that ensuring there are spaces
and seating in and around playgrounds to facilitate social interactions between those observing the
playground is an important design element to promote social sustainability.

Even though our study primarily investigated intergenerational interactions that involved
children, it is important to acknowledge the potential intergenerational utilization of public parks
with generations other than children (e.g., adults and older adults). We found that almost half of
the participants who visited the park without children indicated they used pathways. Older adults
like long, wide, and smooth pathways for walking, and children need these same attributes for
learning to ride and practicing on their scooters and bikes. Ensuring pathways are designed with these
considerations can encourage utilization by the individual generations. In addition, as suggested by
caregivers within our study, adults, as well as older adults, could walk while children ride bikes or
scooters. This could allow for conversations and explorations together, and in turn, enhance the social
connections between the generations.

The teaching and learning of physical skills can provide a great opportunity for adults and older
adults to give back to the younger generation, and for children to appreciate the knowledge and skills of
their elders. This is a chance for the generations to engage in mutual interests as well as value the assets
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of other generations [27], an important step in promoting social sustainability. A public residential
park can provide unique opportunities for this social interaction. Within our study, we identified
several affordances for physical skills taught and learned at the park, including bike riding, ball skills,
swinging, and climbing skills, and which occurred on the pathways, open fields, and playgrounds.
The inclusion of these park features is commonplace. However, their value for intergenerational
social connection may not be fully appreciated to date. The continued inclusion of these park features
appears important to allow the teaching and learning of valuable physical skills, particularly in light
of the smaller backyards typical of new suburban neighborhoods. To further enhance this unique
intergenerational social interaction at parks, the provision of cues that encourage the teaching of these
skills could add value.

The results reported here only include surveys conducted with people already accessing the
public parks in residential neighborhoods. A limitation is that it does not provide information from
the perspective of people who do not access the included parks. Additional phases of this research
will include a survey of non-park users to better understand the barriers they may face for accessing
the parks.

5. Conclusions

This study contributes to the knowledge on the use of public parks in residential neighborhoods
and the intergenerational interactions that occur within the Australian suburban context. Key results
show that intergenerational interactions occur when caregivers/parents are teaching, playing, or
observing the children. These results demonstrate the importance of park design and its influences
on teaching and learning opportunities. Playgrounds with pathways allow for teaching and learning
of bike riding and handling skills, and grassy field areas encourage gross motor skill development
and hand-eye coordination, through ball sports. Playground equipment allows for risk-taking and
independent learning while under observation by the caregiver/parent. These teaching and learning
opportunities allow for intergenerational and social interactions that may not otherwise occur within
the respondents’ residential setting.

With playgrounds that are more appealing to accompanying adults in a number of ways, there
is a chance that children will come more often and stay longer. Time spent in public parks has the
potential to increase social sustainability within residential suburban areas. Current trends in society
often separate the generations and keep people indoors. Yet, connecting different generations within
neighborhood community parks may be an option to ensure social sustainability in the suburbs.

Public parks in residential neighborhoods have demonstrated specific areas for intergenerational
physical activity and segue for social engagement, hence social sustainability. This type of social
engagement within parks may be affording unique opportunities for caregivers to allow and witness
their child/ren making decisions and taking risks and foster valuable parenting/caregiving opportunities
as well as learning opportunities for the children. The provision of these opportunities could encourage
different and potentially greater social engagement than those opportunities provided at home.
In addition, these interactions can be complementary to developing the foundation of solid social
engagement within families, rather than just simply existing within the presence of one’s family that
may occur in today’s busy lifestyles.
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