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Abstract

:

Visitors’ satisfaction and willingness to revisit urban parks are closely linked to park longevity. However, few details of this relationship have been studied. We explored the factors influencing urban park use and factors motivating revisitation in six urban parks in Hangzhou, China. Data from 600 park visitors were collected over three months using a face-to-face questionnaire. These included socio-demographic data, residential data, personal characteristics, park satisfaction, motivations for visit, and other information. A hierarchical regression model was applied to analyze the contribution of each variable to visitation by park users. Physical and mental benefits and previous positive experiences were the main factors motivating park visitation. Age and distance to the nearest park were the main factors driving park revisitation, and they were positively and negatively correlated with visitation frequency, respectively. Long-term and short-term residents, who commute by cycling or walking, made up the majority of park visitors. Interestingly, park features had no significant impact on revisitation. Weather and time limitations were major factors limiting visitation to parks, and traffic and inadequate park facilities limited revisitation. Our results could be useful for urban planners as they develop guidelines to improve visitor satisfaction and promote the longevity of urban parks.
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1. Introduction


Increased urbanization has led to a rising number of people living in urban areas, and a subsequent decrease in contact between humans and the natural environment [1]. Urban parks have many benefits for the mental and physical well-being of urban residents [2] such as promoting physical exercise and reducing the risk of obesity [3] and cardiovascular disease [4], while also improving the ecology of an area [5]. Despite these benefits, many parks are underutilized [6,7].



Many studies have investigated the factors motivating and influencing the use of urban parks with the aim of promoting more regular and efficient utilization. Wang et al. [8] and Liu et al. [9] identified four main factors that influence the use of urban parks: socio-demographic factors, residential space characteristics, personal factors, and park characteristics. Relaxation, physical exercise, socializing, and playing with children have been identified as important motivating factors for park use [8,9,10,11,12,13]. Referrals from others may provide motivation too, and different information sources can have an impact on park usage [14]. The main factors limiting the use of parks were time limitations and limited park access [9]. Previous studies in European cities reported that the primary motivation for visiting urban parks is to seek moral relaxation and a natural experience [12,15,16]. With additional facilities for activities in parks, visit frequency may increase [17]. Studies in Ethiopia found that accessibility and transportation mode significantly affected park visits [18]. In China, some studies also indicated a similar impact on visits to urban parks as that in Ethiopia [8,9,19]. Meanwhile, age, facilities, and leisure time were also positively associated with park visits [9,20,21]. Relaxation and rest, physical activity, and socialization were the main reasons for visiting parks in other studies [8,22,23]. However, few studies considered the revisiting of urban parks; in another words, how frequently the people use the parks.



Urban planners often hope to increase public satisfaction with respect to urban parks, promote sustainable park visitation, and achieve their full utilization potential. Satisfaction and sustainability of travel destinations are closely related to tourists’ willingness to revisit these destinations [24,25,26]. Higher revisitation rates have helped urban parks to gain more market share [27,28], reduce their marketing costs, and expand their economic benefits [29]. They have also provided more targeted advice for the construction and management of parks [30]. A historically high proportion of repeat visitors indicates that it is difficult to attract new visitors, and the destination is in need of innovation [31]. It is important to understand the factors which motivate visitors to revisit parks in order to be better prepared to meet their needs and to ensure the longevity of parks [32]. Previous studies indicate that first-time and repeat visitors differ significantly in terms of their social demographics, motives for their visit, behavioral preferences, and satisfaction with the overall park experience [33]. Generally, repeat visitors comprise a high proportion of visitors to parks [30], and studies have shown that their main motivations are relaxation and familiarity, whereas first-time visitors are motivated by novelty and new cultural experiences. Furthermore, visitor satisfaction is key to promoting revisitation behavior [34,35]. However, studies focused on revisitation behavior have not included urban parks. Generally, most studies on urban park visitation do not distinguish between first-time and repeat visitors and why they choose to revisit the parks. Therefore, we aim to address the lack of research on urban park revisitation, further optimize the use of urban parks to meet the needs of their visitors, and promote their sustainable development.



Hangzhou, one of the “Garden Cities” in China, has recently undergone rapid urbanization. It has two World Heritage Sites, the West Lake and the Grand Canal, as well as multiple urban forests and wetland parks of various sizes. In 2020, the parks in Hangzhou, with their unique natural scenery and historical culture, attracted 176 million tourists to the city, resulting in a total tourism revenue of 333.5 billion yuan. The numerous local and foreign tourists provide valuable data on park visitation for this study. Herein, we attempt to answer the following questions: what are (1) the differences, if any, in volume and characteristics of first-time and repeat visitors to Hangzhou’s urban parks; (2) tourists’ main motivations for revisiting Hangzhou’s urban parks; and (3) the main factors facilitating or limiting tourists revisiting urban parks.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Study Site


Hangzhou is the capital of China’s Zhejiang Province and is one of the central cities on the Yangtze River Delta. It is a large city, renowned internationally for its natural landscape and cultural history [36]. Hangzhou has a subtropical monsoon climate with four distinct seasons and abundant rainfall. As of 2019, Hangzhou’s resident population had reached 10.36 million, with a per capita gross domestic product of USD 23,921.7 for the resident population. In terms of green spaces, the city had 26,312 ha of greenery coverage in the built-up areas and 9246 ha of park green space. The total number of tourists that visited Hangzhou in 2019 was 208.14 million, and the total revenue from tourism was USD 62.8 billion [37].



Six important urban parks in Hangzhou were selected for this study: Xixi National Wetland Park, Taiziwan Park, Hangzhou Chengbei Sports Park, Chengdong Park, Qianjiang Century Park, and Jinsha Lake Park (Figure 1). These parks were selected based on the following criteria: (1) popular parks highly cited on online social media and tourism websites [38,39,40,41]; (2) free of charge; (3) large areas with adequate facilities to facilitate different activities; (4) located in the Hangzhou metropolitan area with a high density of population [42,43]; (5) distributed across different municipal districts (five municipal districts of Hangzhou), which are at a certain distance from each other to reduce mutual influence [44]; and (6) involved different park types. A brief description of each park is listed in Table 1.




2.2. Experimental Design and Data Collection


This study used a structured questionnaire [45] designed to comprehensively understand the perceptions of park users toward the selected urban parks and their motivations for revisiting them. Park visitation is highest in April and May when the climate is ideal and various cultural events occur [46]. Therefore, this questionnaire survey was conducted face-to-face with park users over three months, from April 2021 to June 2021. The survey was conducted in each park on weekdays and weekends at the following times: morning (8:00–10:00), noon (12:00–14:00), afternoon (15:00–17:00), and evening (18:00–20:00).



The questionnaire was divided into five sections. Section 1 collected the number of visits of park users to the corresponding park during the survey period and their socio-demographic data. Section 2 asked about the visitors’ personal factors and spatial attributes of residence. The questions in Section 3 were aimed at understanding the behavioral preferences of the park users. Section 4 collected information about their motivations for visiting the park. The questions in Section 5 were aimed at understanding their satisfaction levels and the factors limiting their use of park features, if any. In order to provide specific information pertaining to the promotion of park revisitation, we also left an open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire which read: “What do you think are the park’s shortcomings or areas for improvement?” A person’s number of visits to a specific park was used to quantify the extent of revisitation.




2.3. Variables


For statistical analysis, the dependent variable was the number of visits to the selected park. An interval between repeat park visits may lead to changes in motivation for park use; therefore, it is necessary to specify the average interval between each repeat visit. Factors affecting park use included socio-demographic factors (age, occupation, gender, income, and education level), personal factors (free time on weekdays, leisure time on weekends, family relationships, mode of transportation available, resident type), spatial attributes of residence (distance of permanent residence from the selected park, whether there are other parks nearby), and park satisfaction (noise, safety, maintenance, supporting facilities, aesthetics, historical significance, proximity to public transportation). Variables describing users’ motivations for park visitation included social, entertainment, psychological and physical health benefits, environmental education, and recommendations from others.




2.4. Statistical Analysis


Descriptive statistics were calculated, and hierarchical regression analysis and correlation analysis were performed using SPSS 20.0. Hierarchical regression analysis compares multiple regression models by comparing the variances of the different variables. In traditional multiple regression analyses, overlapping contributions are excluded from the semi-partial correlation of any predictor variables. Therefore, the semi-partial correlation of one predictor depends on the other predictors (in this case, a predictor refers to any one of the factors mentioned in Section 2.3) [9]. In hierarchical regression analysis, overlapping effects are assigned to variables before entering the model so that the unique contribution and relative importance of backward predictors can be distinguished [47]. Hierarchical regression analysis was used to study the effect of socio-demographic and spatial attributes of residence, personal factors, and satisfaction with park features on the dependent variable. These four types of variables were entered successionally into the model to form four models: Model 1, Model 2, Model 3, and Model 4. This analytical approach has been effective in previous studies of urban parks [8]. Thereafter, we used Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient to analyze the motivational differences in the number of visits to different urban parks. Results were considered significant at the p < 0.05 and p < 0.01 levels.





3. Results


3.1. Descriptive Statistics


A total of 650 questionnaires were distributed and 600 were returned (96 questionnaires were collected in Xixi National Wetland Park, 107 in Taiziwan Park, 99 in Chengdong Park, 109 in Hangzhou Chengbei Sports Park, 97 in Jinsha Lake Park, and 92 in Qianjiang Century Park), among which 15 were invalid due to unanimous answers and unclear replies (Supplementary Materials—Table S1). Young and middle-aged people accounted for the highest proportion of respondents, of which 48.40% were men, 51.60% were women, and 65.30% of the respondents had a monthly income of RMB 3000–10,000. Most respondents had an education below college and bachelor’s degrees and worked in private companies. Local long-term residents accounted for 50.80% of the respondents. Most respondents were visiting urban parks for the first time (36.80%) or were regular visitors of more than six times (39.50%).




3.2. Motivations for Repeat Visits, Behavioral Preferences, and Factors Limiting Urban Park Visitation


According to the survey, 56.80% of respondents visited the urban parks to enjoy their aesthetic beauty (Supplementary Materials—Table S2). Many respondents were also motivated by perceived physical and psychological health benefits, such as being close to nature, breathing fresh air, walking, and engaging in physical exercise to reduce stress and increase relaxation. For parks which received more frequent visitation, the visitors’ main motivational reasons were breathing fresh air, walking and other physical exercise, taking children to play in the park, and having had a positive previous experience (Figure 2). Among the survey participants, 72.16% of visitors revisited parks within a month. The majority would visit the park in the afternoon or evening and stay in the park for more than 0.5 h, though most stayed for 1–2 h. Half of the respondents were likely to visit the park only once a month or once a year. The main factors limiting park visitation included unfavorable weather and time limitations (42.10% and 40.30%, respectively).




3.3. Statistical Analysis


The impact of socio-demographic factors, personal factors, spatial attributes of residence, and satisfaction with park features on the number of park visits were explored through hierarchical regression (Table 2 and Figure 3). The socio-demographic variable explained 17.2% of the total variance (adjusted R2), in which age was positively correlated with the number of park visits (p ≤ 0.01). Model 2 added residential space attributes as a variable (adjusted R2 = 35.1%), and the distance of residence from parks was negatively correlated with the number of park visits (p ≤ 0.01). Personal factors contributed 6.4% to the model results, with “weekday leisure time” positively correlated with park visits (p ≤ 0.05). The transportation options available and resident type also significantly influenced park visits (p ≤ 0.01). Interestingly, visitor satisfaction with park features was not a significant predictor for park visitation. Few people visited the parks between four to six times; as such, for the sake of discussion, the number of visits were grouped into first time, moderate (2–6 times), and frequent (>6 times).



The results of the analysis are presented in Figure 4. Figure 4a shows that the proportion of users who visit the parks multiple times increased continuously after the age of 30, and the proportion of elderly people (>61 years old) who frequently visited the parks was 83.54%. Figure 4b indicates that 72.38% of respondents used parks frequently when the travel distance was less than 1 km. When a park was 5–10 km away, the percentage of repeat visitors decreased by 23.3%, and the number of frequent park visitors decreased by almost 30%. Visitation increased significantly when users had 3 h or more of leisure time (Figure 4c). First-time visitors generally used public transportation (61.54%); however, a significant number of first-time visitors drove themselves to the park (45.71%) (Figure 4d). Temporary and long-term residents used urban parks more frequently (Figure 4e).





4. Discussion


4.1. Visitors’ Motivations for First-Time and Repeat Visits to City Parks


People who revisit urban parks in Hangzhou are mainly motivated by the perceived mental and physical health benefits associated with park visitation and by previous positive experiences (Figure 2). Among the parks surveyed, many had permanent facilities such as sandpits, fitness trails, football fields, basketball courts, swimming pools, and other play facilities for children. The presence of these facilities tends to create a habitual demand for visitors and is likely to be the reason for repeat park visitation.



Interestingly, other motivational factors such as the strengthening of social bonds, partaking in entertainment activities (photography, dancing, etc.), enjoying the beauty of parks, reducing stress and improving relaxation, visiting cultural attractions, and online recommendations were negatively correlated with the number of visits to parks. These results indicate that first-time park visits may be related to social or group activities, the park environment, and the popularity of the park. The survey results (Supplementary Materials—Table S1) indicate that most visitors came to the park with their families (37.3%) and friends (39.7%), and this was confirmed by our on-site observations and interactions with questionnaire respondents. Many visitors organize picnics or camps with family or friends in the park, undoubtedly increasing opportunities for social integration and interpersonal interaction. Studies in India [13], Malaysia [48], and Hong Kong [45] obtained similar results, reflecting the unique collectivist cultural tendencies of Asia. Furthermore, the internet is a tool for many first-time visitors to learn about urban parks. The internet can be used to choose suitable parks so that they can easily host or join those activities.




4.2. Visitors’ Urban Park Preferences


Our results suggest that people are not very enthusiastic about visiting urban parks. Most people visit parks 1–3 times per month (34.40%) or 1–3 times per year (24.80%). In contrast, past studies suggested that citizens visited parks weekly [45,48,49]. One possible explanation for the low visitation rates in our study is that the urban parks investigated attract many out-of-town visitors. These visitors may only come to the parks to participate in socializing, event hosting, or for travel purposes, and do not have the intention of revisiting. Indeed, in our survey, only 50.80% of respondents were long-term residents from the areas surrounding the selected park. Most repeat visitors usually return to the park within a short period of time, but the number of visits tend to decrease over time, which demonstrates that visitors who use the park more often are also those who use the park regularly.



Urban park users in Hangzhou visit parks more often in the afternoon (15:00–17:00) and evening (18:00–20:00). This may be due to the fact that school and work hours finish around late afternoon or that people have difficulty waking up early in the mornings [50]. Overall, more people chose to go to the park on weekends (77.80%). People were more likely to stay in the park for 1–2 h (34.90%); however, the number of visitors staying longer than 2 h decreased by 26.70%. This is valuable information as park managers can use this to delineate routes and park activities for visitors that meet a 2 h time limit.




4.3. Factors Limiting Park Use


According to most park users, unfavorable weather and time limitations are the main factors limiting their visits. The quantitative analyses in Table 2 and Figure 3 show a significant correlation between time of day and visitation, especially during weekday free time. Other major limiting factors include lack of recreational and fitness facilities in selected parks, traffic safety and convenience of travel within selected parks, and lack of companions with whom to enjoy park facilities. Many visitors are concerned with problems regarding traffic in parks, such as traffic jams on weekends, potential dangers caused by the failure to implement vehicle and foot traffic diversion, and safety risks associated with dim lights at night. There is also concern regarding the lack of ablution facilities and convenience stores. These issues may be partly related to mistakes in the early stages of park design, or at least a failure to anticipate the future rates of park visitation. Urban park construction lags behind the rapid urbanization process [51], which may lead to the overuse of some parks, impacting the experience and expectations of some park users. In addition to problems relating to park traffic and facilities, other frequently reported issues include those pertaining to noise complaints, greenery, and sanitary conditions. This could prove to be crucial reference information for urban park managers and designers for current park maintenance and future park design.




4.4. Factors Affecting Visitation and Revisitation to Urban Parks


Our results are consistent with the findings of Wang [8], in that socio-demographic factors and spatial attributes of residence are the two main groups of factors that affect urban park revisitation. Among the socio-demographic factors, age is an important variable that affects revisiting urban parks. As people age, they tend to visit parks more often [45,48,49]. This may be because they have more available leisure time or that they may pay closer attention to their health and well-being. Furthermore, younger citizens tend to be more curiously minded and adventurous and are willing to visit new parks rather than return to familiar ones. Conversely, older citizens tend to be more conservative and to seek stability, choosing to visit parks that are familiar.



Park users generally frequent parks that are close to where they live [8,52]. Tu et al. [52] found that parents who take their children outside to play are often willing to travel long distances to a park with child-friendly facilities. In contrast, those who use parks for daily exercise prefer to go to a park within walking distance [52]. Overall, most visitors (72.38%) had a habit of revisiting parks within 1 km of their residence. However, similar to the results of Tu et al. [52], beyond 5 km, the number of visitors decreased significantly. Therefore, 5 km from residential areas may be an important distance parameter for building urban parks in the future.



Among the personal factors, available leisure time on weekdays was positively correlated with the frequency of park visits. However, there is little variation in first-time visitors based on their available leisure time. Only repeat visitors with more than 3 h of weekday leisure time used the park frequently (>6 times). This may be because most visitors who meet this condition are retired, elderly, unemployed, or freelancers who have enough time to participate in outdoor recreational activities on a regular basis.



The impact of transportation on urban park revisitation is significant. Most repeat visitors commute to parks by cycling or walking. This result may be related to distances from visitors’ home residences to parks. First-time visitors, who may be farther away from parks, will have easier access to the park by using public transportation, subways, or self-driving, whereas repeat visitors, who may live closer to the park, can reach the park quickly by cycling or walking [52].



Both temporary and long-term residents frequently revisit parks, with 60.94% of long-term residents visiting parks > 6 times in our study period [13]. There may be multiple explanations for this result: (1) there are ample green spaces and facilities on campus to accommodate the regular needs of non-local students for activities and socializing; (2) most of the short-term visitors are foreigners who come to Hangzhou as tourists and would therefore register as first-time visitors to a selected park; and (3) temporary and long-term residents may tend to live in residential areas of the city, closer to urban parks. Furthermore, they usually have relatively stable jobs and incomes and may have their own cars, thus facilitating access to parks.



Our results indicate that visitor satisfaction did not have an effect on park visitation. It may be that visiting city parks has become part of visitors’ habits regardless of satisfaction levels, or that there are no other urban parks to choose from in the vicinity. Although visitor satisfaction had no significant influence on park visitation, the survey indicated that most visitors find Hangzhou’s urban parks attractive. This is inextricably linked to Hangzhou’s abundant greenery, dense water system, humid climate, and supportive policies (in 2020, Hangzhou added 776.47 ha of green space, >27,000 green spaces were inspected, 61 gardening and heritage protection approvals were rapidly handled online) [53]. Through interviews with respondents, we gauged the reasons for poor satisfaction in other areas, which can be summarized as: (1) noise complaints related to park users singing and dancing in the park, as well as traffic noise pollution such as trains passing Chengdong Park; (2) over-crowding of parks on weekends and holidays, with a large number of foreign visitors entering the park and exceeding the capacity of the park space and facilities; (3) lack of maintenance and management of streetlights and activity sites; (4) insufficient number of ablution facilities or lack of directional signs to easily find them; (5) impractical design of roads and parking spaces around the parks which cannot efficiently channel the vehicle and foot traffic during peak periods; and (6) lack of internal separation for pedestrians and vehicles creates a safety hazard in some parks. Nonetheless, visitors’ overall satisfaction with Hangzhou’s urban parks is high, which is conducive to park revisitation. Park users may also play a key role as an effective reference group to their family and friends, promoting the positive aspects of parks via word-of-mouth [34].





5. Conclusions


Urban parks are important places for city residents to enjoy their time outdoors. Using a field study and questionnaire, we examined the motivations and preferences of citizens who visit urban parks in Hangzhou; as well as factors that limit their return to these parks. Our research contributes to the field of urban park studies by considering the effect that socio-demographic factors, personal factors, spatial attributes of residence, and visitor satisfaction with park features have on visitors returning to urban parks for repeat visits.



Our research shows that (1) most of the current visitors in urban parks are either first-time visitors or regular visitors; (2) the main factors motivating park revisitation are the perceived mental and physical health benefits, and positive experiences from previous visits; (3) poor weather and lack of time are the most important factors limiting park visitation; (4) most repeat visits to a park occur within a month; and (5) people who tend to revisit parks are older citizens, those with more free time on weekdays, those who live closer to parks, and those who walk or bike to get to parks.



Our study can provide useful references for the construction of future urban parks, to ensure their sustainability, longevity, and frequent use. First, park design can be used to promote park revisitation by adding various types of permanent facilities and unique attractions. Park designers and managers can increase the potential of urban park revisitation in the future by improving the park environment, enhancing park aesthetics, installing venues that can accommodate different sizes of social groups or activities, and conducting social media marketing to increase the number of first-time visitors. Second, as far as possible, the size of urban parks and the design of internal routes and features should promote a 2-h visiting time for users. Third, urban parks should be located within 5 km of residential areas to promote their adequate utilization. Fourth, attention should be paid to the design and management of transportation routes and facilities around and within the park to meet visitors’ needs for transportation convenience and safety.



In conclusion, we hope that urban planners and park managers will make timely adjustments based on our research findings, with the aim of providing a satisfactory experience for all visitors.
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Figure 1. Locations of six selected parks in Hangzhou City. 
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Figure 2. Correlation between motivating factors and the frequency of visits to parks. 






Figure 2. Correlation between motivating factors and the frequency of visits to parks.



[image: Sustainability 13 10450 g002]







[image: Sustainability 13 10450 g003 550] 





Figure 3. Hierarchical regression analysis of the correlation and relative contributions of the factors that affect the visiting times in the full model. 
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Figure 4. Relationship between the frequency of park visits and (a) age, (b) distance from the park, (c) leisure time on weekdays, (d) mode of transport, and (e) resident type. 
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Table 1. Brief description of each research park.
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	No.
	Urban Park
	Types
	Area
	Park Description





	1
	Xixi National Wetland Park
	Wetland park
	1150 ha
	This park is rich in ecological resources; 70% of it is covered by rivers, ponds, lakes, and marshes. It has many architectural sites, as well as a full range of tourist facilities such as commercial markets, boutique hotels, and restaurants.



	2
	Taiziwan Park
	Ornamental horticulture park
	80.03 ha
	This park is located in the southwest corner of the West Lake Scenic Area. The entire park is traversed by paths and waterways, and it has a large spacious lawn and service buildings for playing and resting. It has an abundance of Japanese Tokyo cherry trees and tulips. It is now a famous wedding venue and tulip exhibition site.



	3
	Chengdong Park
	Ornamental horticulture park
	10.66 ha
	There are numerous residential areas surrounding this park. The park has swimming pools, tennis courts, and other sports fields. Pavilions, plazas, and spaces under viaducts provide numerous activity areas. Shady greenery and vegetation provide a natural habitat for many bird and insect species.



	4
	Hangzhou Chengbei Sports Park
	Sports park
	45.73 ha
	This park has three sports halls, several basketball courts, soccer fields, tennis courts, and other sports fields, as well as abundant greenery and lawns.



	5
	Jinsha Lake Park
	Waterscape park
	64.6 ha
	This park has the largest artificial lake in Hangzhou, which is lined with two rows of palm trees and a beach, rendering a seaside atmosphere. The park’s garden has various forest paths and is suitable for fitness, walking, and as a wedding venue.



	6
	Qianjiang Century Park
	Waterscape park
	62 ha
	This park is located on the south bank of Qiantang River, adjacent to Hangzhou Olympic Sports Center and was the main venue of the G20 Summit. There is a large lawn along the river with a fountain feature, as well as a dedicated dining area and business office area.
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Table 2. Model summary and analysis of variance (ANOVA) for hierarchical regression models.
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	Statistics
	Model 1

(Socio-Demographic Variables)
	Model 2

(Model 1+Spatial Attributes of

Residence)
	Model 3

(Model 2+Personal Variables)
	Model 4

(Model 3+Park FeaTure

Variables)





	F value
	25.179
	46.124
	32.223
	20.97



	Significance
	<0.001
	<0.001
	<0.001
	<0.001



	df
	579
	577
	571
	564



	R2
	0.179
	0.359
	0.423
	0.426



	Adj R2
	0.172
	0.351
	0.41
	0.406



	ΔAdj R2
	
	0.18
	0.064
	−0.003







Note: ΔAdj R2 indicates the change in explained variance by model 1, model 2, model 3, and model 4.
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