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Abstract: Urban parks provide areas for human wellbeing and green space benefits in
densely populated landscapes but cannot accomplish all their goals in isolation. They
require assistance from collaborations to address challenges. The need for these collabo-
rations is often codified in planning documents. We assisted Rock Creek Park (National
Park Service, Washington, D.C.) in their considerations of where to place “partnerships” in
their strategic plan by sourcing and summarizing goal topics, hierarchies, and relationships
from peer park plans. Using textual coding and network analysis approaches, we exam-
ined strategic planning documents from park system entities across the 20 largest urban
areas in the United States. We found that, topically, Rock Creek Park’s five initial strategic
planning goal topics—safety, access, stewardship, community engagement, and employee
engagement—were common and both inward and outward-facing goals. Hierarchically,
“partnerships” was routinely considered as a primary goal (a stand-alone topic) and as an
integrated secondary goal (supportive within other topics). Additionally, we identified
“community building” as an important, outward facing “assistance” goal, differentiated
from “partnerships” in audience and encompassing how a park shows up for the urban
community and demonstrates its value to the region. We discuss these findings toward
urban park planning processes.

Keywords: centrality; collaboration; community engagement; content analysis; network
analysis; park planning; policy review; relevance; stewardship; strategic plans

1. Introduction

Urban parks are vital components of the cityscape, providing recreation and green
space benefits in heavily developed areas. Yet, urban parks are also challenged by this
complex geography of political boundaries, overlapping interests, high population densi-
ties, and the need to accomplish many goals through collaboration. When defining their
approaches to collaboration in strategic plans that capture visions of desired conditions,
questions arise of what topics to include, whether to include them as overarching goals
or as approaches to other goals, and how these intersect with the needs for assistance. We
address this challenge in this study, through a review of urban park strategic planning
documents and an applied focus on the utility for one such urban park’s collaboration
and strategic planning—Rock Creek Park in Washington, D.C., U.S. Though our focus
of the research and application is within the U.S., our findings about urban park plan
goal structure transcend one country and are of use for urban parks and associated urban
planners worldwide.
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1.1. Urban Parks and Their Collaborative Efforts

Urban parks play a special role in cityscapes. With two-thirds of the world’s pop-
ulation predicted to live in urban areas by 2050 [1], the role and importance of these
parks is expected to become even more pronounced. They provide a third space (separate
from home or work) for urban residents to increase their quality of life and wellbeing
through recreating and engaging with natural and/or cultural features and themes [2].
They also play important roles in climate change mitigation [3,4], species biodiversity [5],
and an extensive range of human wellbeing and ecosystem conservation goals [6-10].
Initiatives such as the U.S. National Park Service’s Urban Agenda highlight these roles,
and, importantly, the connections that urban parks and programs create with local, urban
populations [11,12]. Specifically, this federal attention on national parks in U.S. urban areas
showcased these spaces’ role in providing recreation, education, and ecology benefits to the
larger cityscape [12]. It also emphasized the need for these parks to maintain and enhance
their relevance with local populations by understanding community visions for a vibrant
and livable cityscape and where parks and related programs fit into this [11-13]. This is
especially salient given the body of work on constraints to urban park visitation by locals
and efforts to negotiate and navigate these constraints for reasons of equity, inclusion, and
access across a diverse urban population [14-17]. Though the Urban Agenda has sunset, the
emphasis on these themes (i.e., core concepts enhanced public relevance, aligned internal
resources and connections, and a strengthened culture of collaboration internally and with
communities) continues to resonate across U.S. cityscapes [13].

It is vital to recognize that urban parks cannot accomplish all their goals in isolation;
they require collaborative assistance [18,19]. This is pragmatic for park functions but
also aspirational toward goals of local relevance and engagement [13,20-22]. For exam-
ple, collaborations that focus on multiple points of resonance across the local population
(i.e., building deep and broad connections) [23] can assist in strengthening stewardship
connections within a local community and, thus, ultimately aid an urban park in its mis-
sion, even if the initial collaboration was not focused on a specific park need. Indeed,
community-focused park collaborations in urban areas are imperative [24]. Collaborative
efforts in the Washington, D.C., area on improving National Park Service interpretation and
cultural resources collaborative efforts and with the local community [25] exemplify how
efforts around principles of collaboration competencies can benefit urban park systems and
their city context [26,27]. Similarly, “parknerships” in the San Franscico Bay Area among
the National Park Service, other park agencies, and community partners demonstrate
how considering the urban context, cultivating a collaborative mindset, establishing a
supported structure, and embracing the unknown through trialing creative ideas can assist
parks to progress sustainably toward a common goal of public relevance [22]. This type
of approach—collaborations beyond park boundaries and encompassing on a regional
scale—is increasingly vital in our complicated world and in response to issues such as
climate change [28,29], park integrity and policy compliance [30], spatial scales of social
inequities [31], conceptualizations of urban sustainability [32,33], and social-ecological
systems [34].

Collaborations may happen spontaneously, but they are also carefully attended to
in planning efforts to increase efficiency and efficacy. The inclusion of partnerships
and wider community-focused engagements in planning has been a noted area for
improvement [13,20,35,36]. In-depth consideration of specific communities and the in-
clusion of whole communities is essential in urban park planning and innovative means
can assist in this effort (e.g., a park “card game” to surface community priorities [35],
community-led events in parks in low-income neighborhoods to further inclusive park
design [37]). However, before engaging communities in the actual actions, goals and objec-
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tives should be framed in planning efforts [22,38]. Identifying collaborations or assistance
generally as a goal is a common approach, as is the insertion of collaborations/assistance as
a supporting objective across goals. Differentiating the types of collaboration is also useful
for clarity of intent and specific callouts for integrating community voices [13,22]. However,
questions remain about inspiration and implementation across urban park contexts, as this
information remains scarce [38]: How do we frame the need for collaborative assistance
and related partnerships and community-centered engagements in planning efforts?

1.2. The Case of Washington, D.C., U.S., Urban National Parks, Including Rock Creek Park

There are several urban parks throughout the U.S. capital and greater region, 90%
of which are managed by the National Park Service and total 20% of the city area [39].
For example, there are 25 parks managed by the National Park Service within D.C. and
another 15 in the immediate region. All these offer visitors with opportunities for historic
and cultural engagement, nature appreciation, and a third space for passing time. They
also relate interpretative themes that resonate with local communities and the nation’s
stories. Anacostia Park, for example, contains the 11th Street Bridge, which was once a
dividing line for racial segregation within the city. The integral partnerships with multiple
entities and community organizations have centered on deepening understanding of this
geography and connections across it through planning efforts [40]. These partnerships have
furthered these goals but also highlighted persistent racial and class tensions within this
context, speaking to the need for enhancing community engagement and acknowledging
power structures and injustices in planning efforts [40].

The National Park Service’s Urban Agenda, an initiative to focus on the 40% of the
agency’s portfolio that exists in urban areas [11], also focused on national parks in the D.C.
area in the years around the 2016 National Park Service Centennial. The D.C. Urban Fellow
worked explicitly to enhance collaborations among parks and communities, and recom-
mended that community building is crucial, with a pronounced need for National Park
Service advocates to work with, and for, underrepresented urban communities for equitable
investment of park planning and access across the D.C. landscape [39]. Other examinations
of the cities included in the Urban Agenda found similar themes. For example, work on
how the National Park Service can enhance its regional relevance on cityscapes centered
the concept of examining community needs and goals alongside those of the National Park
Service when planning and implementing efforts [13], enacting these dual partnership and
community building efforts through collaborations with diverse entities [21] and through
cultures of trust [20], and undertaking organizational changes to shift how resources within
the agency are allocated to promoting internal and external collaborations [41].

Rock Creek Park is a National Park Service park in Washington, D.C., that is com-
prised of a large land area of natural and cultural features, as well as 99 scattered small
parcels (e.g., statues, roundabout green spaces) [42]. The park was established in 1890,
along the Rock Creek waterway, a tributary of the Potomac River. In 1933, Rock Creek
Park merged into the National Capital Parks unit of the National Park Service, which is
a group of D.C. area parks administrated within regional approaches. Today, the main
park unit is 1754 acres and consistently receives around 2 million visitors per year [43].
The park itself has several features attracting visitors and partners, such as an extensive
trail system, a golf course, an amphitheater, historic structures (e.g., mills, bridges), and a
diversity of maintained and natural habitats. Paved roadways are popular for commuting
and pleasure driving within D.C., and portions are closed to vehicles on the weekends to
facilitate recreation on these miles of pavement.

Our case study centered on addressing questions from Rock Creek related to how
and where to include partnerships as a goal topic in their next strategic plan. The park



Urban Sci. 2025, 9, 64

40f19

works in collaboration with hundreds of existing partners, from formal agreements for
ongoing functions to ad hoc assistance in a singular project or event. Other organizations
and groups are also functioning as “unofficial” collaborators within Rock Creek to support
the park’s capacity and would prefer clarity on role definition. Beyond this, the park is
aware of still other organizations and entities who may be potential partners in assisting
the park in fulfilling its mission and meeting its corresponding priorities. In Rock Creek’s
planning process, a question was whether to explicitly name “partnerships” as a goal in
the strategic plan or instead embed partnership considerations within the other goals as a
support. This can be considered as a question of hierarchy: Should the topic of partnerships
be a primary or secondary goal? This question resonates beyond Rock Creek Park, as other
urban parks consider whether to allocate devoted attention to partnerships as a stand-alone
goal of primary importance, or as a secondary goal woven across and throughout primary
goals on different topics.

1.3. Study Aim

We present the following analysis and discussion of urban park strategic goals and
hierarchy to assist the park in this decision. To do so, we examined strategic planning
documents from park and park system entities across the 20 largest urban areas in the U.S.
At Rock Creek Park, five primary goals had been initially identified: (1) safety, (2) access,
(3) stewardship, (4) community engagement, and (5) employee engagement. Partnerships
as a primary goal would imply that it would be an additional sixth topic. Partnerships as a
secondary goal would imply that this topic should be discussed as supportive within the
existing five primary goals. For clarity, we align our presentation of results examining goal
hierarchies and goal relationships in urban park strategic plans, centering on the topic of
“assistance” that includes partnerships. Our trifold guiding question concerned how urban
park strategic goals are framed:

1.  How are urban park strategic goals framed topically—inward and outward facing?
2. How are urban park strategic goals framed hierarchically—primary and secondary?
3.  How are urban park strategic goals framed relationally—between and within goals?

We interpret these results toward the needs and potential actions of Rock Creek and
share more broadly what the goals’ framings and relationships suggest about prioritized
efforts for park-community collaborations across urban park systems throughout the U.S.
and beyond.

2. Materials and Methods

To address this need and associated questions, we examined park strategic plans
in urban areas across the U.S. and analyzed their goals” primary and supportive topics
qualitatively and quantitatively. Strategic plans represent specific efforts to produce a
concentrated and prioritized set of desired conditions and actions toward these conditions
by an organization [44]. In the context of parks and recreation, strategic plans tend to
contain goals and objectives, baseline and forecasted data, suites of alternatives with
preferred one(s) identified, and an evaluation process/schedule [38]. We constrained our
scope to strategic plans meeting at least the condition of goals and objectives, for parity of
comparison across plans and to the intent of Rock Creek Park.

2.1. Scope and Inclusion Criteria

First, we defined our “urban” scope as the 20 most populous metropolitan areas in
the U.S., based on the 2020 U.S. Census [45]. This parameter of 20 metropolitan areas
was chosen in conversation with Rock Creek Park staff, to encompass metropolitan areas
similar in size to Washington, D.C. and potentially with similar park planning topics and
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Seattle

complexities. Second, within these 20 metropolitan areas, we harvested publicly available
strategic plans of all available jurisdictional levels, available as of our January 2022 data
collection (all 20 plans cited as [46-65]) (Figure 1). This encompassed county and regional
park systems, city park districts, Metropark systems, and urban National Park Service
parks. In this way, a metropolitan area could be represented in our dataset through multiple
park jurisdictions and strategic plans.

* Seattle Parks & Recreation
* Metro Parks Tacoma

San Francisco

* San Francisco
Recreation & Parks

* Los Angeles
County Parks

* Long Beach
Department of
Parks, Recreation,
& Marine

Minneapolis

Minneapolis Parks ® .Boslon

&Recreation Board Detroit + Boston Harbor Islands

Chicago National Recreation Area
 Chicago Park District Philadelphia
3 g New York C
* Naperville Park District YOIk Clty
Denver @ « George Washington
St. Louis Washington D.C. Memorial Parkway
°&Dl:nver F?rkf * Alexandria Recreation,
Los Angeles won Parks, & Cultural Activities
+ Arlington County Department
Mesa (Phoenix) of Parks & Recreation
@ * Mesa Parks, Recreation, i i # strategi
o gic  # metro
San Diego Community Facilities .Allanta il 4 LUt.her l?mg.k' plans areas
Dallas °® . ks tional Historic Site
* San Diego Comty\ & Recreation 2% 4
'\Par«kﬁ& Recreation o 1 10
Houston

Tampa 0/ drafts 6

=20 =20

Ft. Lauderdale (Miami)

« City of Tampa o
Parks & Recreation « Ft. Lauderdale

Parks & Recreation

Note: 19 metro areas displayed. Los Angeles metro area encompasses Los Angeles, Long Beach,
San Bernardino, & Riverside. Only Los Angeles County & Long Beach have plans.

Figure 1. Distribution and park agencies of the 20 strategic plans within the 20 most populous U.S.
metropolitan areas analyzed in this study. Number is abbreviated as “#” in the figure.

Third, if a jurisdiction had more than one version of a strategic plan available, we
harvested the most recent plan at the time of data collection. In this dataset, the plans’
creation dates range from 2002 to 2021 and cover different amounts of time, from exact and
near-term (e.g., 5- or 10-year strategic plans) to undefined (i.e., no sunset date). This yielded
our dataset of 20 strategic plans, with six metropolitan areas having no park strategic plans
or only draft plans (not considered in our analysis), 10 areas having one plan, and four areas
having two or more plans (Figure 1). There are some notable omissions. For example, the
New York City Parks Department has many forward-looking plans, including initiatives
for an equitable future [66], but does not have a structured strategic plan that fits into the
scope of this study.

2.2. Goal Coding Approach

We manually examined the 20 plans using a qualitative content analysis approach [67]
and derived quantitative metrics from this textual information (e.g., counts of occurrences).
The coding approach centered on six a priori codes, representing the initial strategic goals
of Rock Creek Park: safety, access, stewardship, community engagement, and employee
engagement, plus partnerships. Starting with these codes allowed us to examine how
common these goals were across other parks” plans, and how these other parks were
referring to and prioritizing them.

Beyond these six codes, we used an iterative coding approach, re-evaluating each
strategic plan as more goal content areas were found in other plans and the coding structure,
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Primary Goal:

Community
Building

thus, expanded [67,68]. This meant that each plan was reviewed and recoded multiple
times until no new codes were added for goals. The wording related to each goal varied,
and plans referred to “goals” as goals, priorities, themes, objectives, etc. Our iterative
coding approach and deep familiarity with the data allowed us to understand the breadth
of language and intention addressing a particular coded goal. Beyond internal team check-
ins for bias and consistency, we also engaged in routine expert consultation with other
academics and park practitioners, which assisted in the validity of our coding approach.

Because the intention of this work was to examine primary and secondary goals, we
coded for these two levels across the plans using this iterative, validated format. Primary
goals were often overarching themes with a broad or main goal to achieve, while secondary
goals were embedded as supportive goals under this broader umbrella. Each plan had
a hierarchical goal structure in its organization. While some plans stopped at secondary
goals, others branched into tertiary goals, sub-categories of metrics, and/or specific actions
(e.g., Figure 2). We used the secondary level as a delineation for inclusion, to (1) have a
common basis across plans, (2) avoid coding for lesser priority goals, and (3) retain the
focus on goals rather than co-mingled metrics and actions included as tertiary goals or
beyond. We did not code a secondary goal if it pertained to the same code applied to the
primary goal, as it is common and expected that there are self-references within a hierarchy
and our focus was on cross-topic hierarchical integrations.

Objective 3. Provide opportunities to build community through special
events, volunteer opportunities and spaces designed to bring people [
together.

Build community, promote [Strategy 1] Plan special events around community-building objectives such
as shared traditions, cultural heritage, embracing diversity, intergenerational

Wwellness and ensure equal connections and community teamwork.

access for all.

[S2] Provide volunteering opportunities which strengthen community by
enabling residents to work together, serve and lead.

Objective 1. Ei

[S3] Design spaces with the intent of inviting community members to spend

spaces.

T d publi
equity in our ofprograms and public time together.

Strategy 1] Identify underrepresented groups and help them participate and

feel connected.

[S2] Revise programming opportunities to reflect population changes, based

Objective 4. Enhance fitness, wellness and healthy lifestyle
programming and facilities.

on the best available demographic data. [Strategy 1]: Increase engagement in physically active recreation and

enjoyment of parks and trails to foster active, healthy lifestyles.

[S3] Assign roles to staff for conducting outreach.

[S2] Use policy, programming, marketing and other mechanisms to foster

[S4] Study health equity statistics to help address disparities in health active lifestyles and create sustainable environments for healthy living.

outcomes.

[S3] Offer leisure activities that add balance to life, including community art,

[S5] Conduct fee reduction outreach and create an easier, more efficientfee  apure experiences and a variety of drop-in opportunities.
reduction process for expanded access to programs and services.

[S4] Recognize and promote the documented physical and mental health

[S6] Provide free programming opportunities for the community. benefits of nearby natural areas.

[S7] Continue to provide welcoming facilities and experiences. [S5] Promote wellness by integrating natural and biophilic design into public
[58] Conduct needs assessment with non-participants to better meet their spaces.

needs.

[S9] Improve access using data, technology and efficient processes.

Objective 2. Improve public engagement. I

[Strategy 1] Implement County protocol for when and how civic engagement
isincluded in staff work.

[S2] Engage residents in volunteer leadership and planning roles and provide
education on how to participate.

Figure 2. An example of plan hierarchy with primary, secondary, and tertiary goals [65]. Call-out
boxes indicate our coding strategy, including not coding a self-referential secondary goal.

2.3. Goals Network Analysis Approach

After coding the plans’ primary and secondary goals, we examined the goals’ relative
prevalence and importance through a network analysis [69]. This analysis investigated
the relationships among secondary goals based on their overarching primary goal, using
measures of centrality in a directional one-mode network analysis design [70]. Centrality
quantifies the number and, more importantly, the breadth of relationships each goal has
with others, and standardizes these on a 0-1 scale. For example, if the goal of “safety”
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was both a secondary goal across many primary goals and a primary goal that had many
secondary goals within it, it might have a higher centrality value (e.g., closer to 1). However,
if it was less prevalent across secondary and/or primary levels, it might have a lower
centrality value (e.g., closer to 0).

Understanding centrality values assists in considering how important (i.e., abundant
and connected) a goal is. As each network is unique, however, there is no absolute
threshold for what is defined as “high” or “low” centrality. To aid in interpreting the
values in this dataset, we categorized our results by relative centrality [21]—dividing the
range of centrality values seen in this context into thirds. The resulting delineations of
“high,” “medium,” and “low” relative centrality provide an opportunity to summarize the
centrality measures into useful groupings and discuss the implications of these quantitative
measures alongside the qualitative analysis. Thus, this pairing of methods about goals
may be vital for urban parks to consider for scaffolding strategic plans” goal topics and
cross-referenced supports within their own contexts.

3. Results
3.1. Goal Topics

We found 18 goals referenced in the primary and secondary position (Table 1).
Six of these were the a priori goals of interest to Rock Creek and the other 12 were emergent.
We grouped these 18 goals into seven topics for a greater understanding of how multiple

goals relate conceptually (Table 1), though the instances of mentions in each plan, and our
analysis, mostly focus on the goal level.

Table 1. Names, descriptions, and examples of the topics and goals coded within the strategic plans.

Topic and Description

Goal and Description Example

Safety

Human safety, security, and well-being

Safety *: Physical safety of park visitors and
community members within/around
park property

A safe place to play, recreate, contemplate, and
celebrate. [58]

Availability

Physical presence of parks and the

Access *: Inclusive access to park-based
experiences, including ADA requirements,
transportation-related issues, and
equity-based access

Prioritize land acquisitions and park enhancements
to ensure that all Seattle residents live within a
10-min walk from an accessible public space. [60]

accessibility of these spaces

Acquisition: Expansion of natural green space,
physically expanding the park system for better
access and availability

Develop more open spaces and improve access to
existing facilities to address population growth in
high-need and emerging neighborhoods. [49]

Resource-focused
Conservation of natural and cultural

Stewardship *: The conservation and/or
preservation of natural, cultural, or historical
resources within the park system, including
connecting communities to their environment and
enhancing an appreciation of the environment

Environment Goal 1: Lead regional conservation
and environmental restoration program efforts,
Environment Goal 2: Provide programs that
interpret natural and cultural resources and
encourage environmental
stewardship. [50]

resources Cultivate an accessible and resilient network of
Climate Resilience: Any climate change wildlife habitat corridors, waterways, and
adaptation and/or mitigation actions for the park  recreational and protective areas to prepare for an
and surrounding community uncertain future and expand
public stewardship. [51]
Community Engagement *: External engagement Create infrastructure for consistent collaboration
with visitors, non-visitors, stakeholders, and with community members, organizations, and
geographic and park communities corporate sponsors. [47]
Relevance Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI): Ensuring [dentify and eliminate all barriers that perpetuate

Building, maintaining, and advertising
parks as spaces for all

inclusion and equity for the park community,
internal park staff, and safe, equitable access

racial, economic, and gender inequality and provide
opportunity and advancement for all District
residents. [61]

Technical Communications: External
communication strategies from the park, including
marketing, social media, and other communication

techniques to accomplish outreach goals

Establish consistent citywide communication
standards for all programs and events (marketing
efforts and marketing/communication plan). [64]
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Table 1.

Cont.

Topic and Description

Goal and Description

Example

Employee Engagement *: Internal employee
retention, training, or intentional engagement of
current staff

Increase training and professional development
opportunities. [65]

Administration/Logistics

Recruitment and Hiring Practices: External
employee recruitment to the workforce and best
hiring practices for the park system

Build and sustain a strong and appropriately sized

workforce by recruiting, retaining, and developing

staff and leadership that represent the communities
we serve. [60]

Organizational
operations and issues

Economics: Regional economic development
(e.g., ecotourism), internal funding, and
grant-related support

Identify non-city funding sources to support capital
improvements and programs. [59]

Organization (Internal): Internal efficiency,
capacity, or planning-related improvements

Develop design standards and guidelines for
renovations and development of new parks. . .to
effectively manage capacity. [64]

Infrastructure (Physical): Infrastructure of
facilities, built infrastructure (e.g., roads, parking
lots), and related maintenance goals

Upgrade or provide new parks and facilities to meet
level of service standards and changing
user needs. [59]

Assistance

Partnerships: Increasing capacity of the park and
park agency in collaboration with other
community organizations and/or agencies;
inward-facing relationships

Foster partnerships with department agencies and
community groups to foster safer environments in
parks. [48]

Collaborative connections to other entities

Community Building: Outward-facing
relationships: Community cohesion, community
connections; community health, overall
community wellbeing

Build food security and enhance the resilience of
our urban food system by creatively using our
spaces and programming to increase access to and
distribution of fresh, affordable food as well as
nutrition education. [60]

Recreation Programming: Park programming,
recreation opportunities, visitor leisure time, and
overall visitor health and wellbeing

Providing equal access to high-quality,
outcomes-based recreation and leisure services. [62]

Offerings
Programs and content for specific uses
and/or users

Youth and Senior Development: Targeted goals

towards youth, teen, or senior engagement and
programming within parks

Involve more youth and seniors in conducting
Department programs and services. [48]

Education and Interpretation: Environmental
education and interpretation programming,
community and health-living educational
programs, and school curricula goals

We will provide environmental education and
heritage education services to assist local school
teachers and educational institutions that wish to
use park resources in their curricula. [57]

* The five existing Rock Creek Park strategic goals.

Goals can pertain to uses, users, and issues inside park boundaries (i.e., inward
or park-focused) and/or groups, communities, or contexts outside of park boundaries
(i.e., outward or context-focused). Each has correspondingly different audiences. We found
evidence of both, as expected in park planning that addresses the needs of parks and the
communities they serve. For example, the five goals associated with park administration
and logistics (i.e., employee engagement, recruitment and hiring practices, economics,
internal organization, and physical infrastructure) are all inward-facing and related to the
park’s organizational needs and internal functions. Conversely, the three goals associated
with park offerings (i.e., recreation programming, youth and senior development, and
education and interpretation) are all outward-facing and related to content, interactions,
and events with visitors, the local community, and /or specific audiences therein.

“Assistance” sums the park or park system’s collaborative connections to other entities.
It encompasses both inward and outward-facing goals and, therefore, multiple audiences.
We explicitly differentiate “partnerships” and “community building” based on this inward
or outward-facing intent. Though we intended to code “partnerships” collectively for
Rock Creek’s purposes, it became apparent within the data that these two complementary
codes were needed to distinguish the audience. Though both examine ways in which
relationships and collaborations assist the park, “partnerships” are aimed at enhancing the
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park’s capacity to successfully carry out its functions whereas “community building” is
aimed at enhancing the community context around the park and supporting community or
city-level ambitions.

3.2. Goal Hierarchy

The 18 goals were present across the dataset collectively 348 times: 90 times in a
primary position and 258 times in a secondary position (Figure 3). The five most common
primary goals were recreation programming, stewardship, economics, organization, and
community building. Plans averaged four to five primary goals, each with two to four
secondary goals, though there was a wide range across the plans. Each goal was represented
in 1-14 instances in the primary position and 2-26 instances in the secondary position. Each
goal was represented at least three times in the dataset but not every goal was represented
in every plan.

Goals (n = 18), Grouped by Topic
: Offerings

*Recreational Programming
*Youth/Senior
Development

*Education/Interpretation

*Access *Stewardship

«Climate Change/Resilience

*Partnerships
*Community Building

Overall Goal Presence (n = 348)
Economic

.. 2%
Partnerships __W///////////////////////////////////////g,;-%

Recreational Programming ]
DEI |

Employee Engagement
Access -:
Organization :_
Technical Communication |
Acquistions 1
Community Engagement 1
Stewardship |
Infrastructure |
Safety |
Youth/Senior Development |
Climate Change/Resilience :_

7.

Education/Interpretation | 2.9%
Community Building | 7////////////A2.9%
Recruitment & Hiring Practices | _2.0%

Primary Goals (n = 90) Secondary Goals (n = 258)

15.6%  partnershins YA A IS0 70610 1%

I 1 117 Eeonomic | IR 5,
I 1.1, 1% o | e 8. 1%
11.1% Technical Communication e 7 .8%
Y 2 K Employee Engagement | I, 7 A %
YIS IISAAIISSS 6% Access 7.0%
5.6% Acquistions | 6.6%
Community Engagement | — . 2%
Infrastructure :: _5.4°n
Youth/Senior Development | 5.4%
Organization | [ 5. 0%
Recreational Programming | 4.7%
safety | [ 4.7 %
Stewardship | _3.5%
Education/Interpretation 3.5%
o Climate Change/Resilience :: _3.1%
1'15’ Recruitment & Hiring Practices | _1.9%
1.1% Community Building | AA1.2%

Figure 3. Summary of goals’ frequencies overall and in the primary and secondary positions, colored
by topic. The two “assistance” goals of partnerships and community building are differently shaded
to emphasize their positionality across goals. DEI abbreviation = Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion.

Next, we examined the 258 instances of secondary goals and their intersections within
and across primary goals (Figure 4). The five most common secondary goals were part-
nerships; economics; diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI); technical communications;
and employee engagement. The five primary goals containing the most secondary goals
(i.e., the highest number of supports embedded) were organization, recreation program-
ming, community building, stewardship, and economics.
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Figure 4. Number of incidences of secondary goals within and across primary goals, with a highlight
on partnerships (blue) and community building (yellow) and their intersections (green).

The most frequent pairing was a primary goal of organization, supported by part-
nerships. Other oft-mentioned pairings between primary and secondary goals were
(1) recreation programming with (a) diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), (b) access, or
(c) youth and senior development; (2) organization with (a) economics or (b) employee
engagement; economics with organization; and (3) stewardship with acquisitions.

Hierarchical pairings depict reciprocity across the primary-secondary goal hierarchy.
For example, recreation programming is a standard park engagement and the most ref-
erenced primary goal (15.6%; Figure 4). The 14 instances of recreation programming as
a primary goal collectively referenced 15 secondary goals in 35 instances, which are the
highest values seen. This indicates that recreation programming is an important high-level
goal and that many other goals are seen as supportive of it. However, recreation program-
ming was only mentioned as a secondary goal in 12 instances across eight primary goals
(i.e., below-average values seen). Together, this indicates that recreation programming may
be somewhat siloed in its contributions: though it is an important main goal in strategic
plans, its relevance is not reciprocated on the supportive level.

The relative differences of the two “assistance” goals indicate that each is considered
differently in its contribution to strategic planning. Community building was almost as
numerous and widespread as recreation programming. Though it was represented in
the primary position only seven times, within those were 15 secondary goals totaling
32 instances. This indicates that community building is a moderately emphasized primary
goal but heavily supported by diverse secondary goals. In a more exaggerated way than
recreation programming, reciprocity is lacking when community building is a secondary
goal. It only supported two primary goals, totaling three instances. Thus, while community
building is an important main goal in strategic plans, it is often siloed and rarely integrated
as a support to other goals.
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Partnerships exhibit a different pattern. Their five instances as a primary goal col-
lectively contain 14 secondary goals totaling 19 instances. They are, thus, a moderately
emphasized primary goal and moderately supported by diverse secondary goals. When
partnerships themselves are a secondary goal, they are similarly referenced, supporting
10 primary goals in 26 instances. Therefore, there is general reciprocity between partner-
ships as a moderately emphasized and integrated overarching main and supportive goal
across strategic plans.

Figure 3 also presents the goals’ overall and hierarchical placements, grouped /colored
by topic. The patterns of primary to secondary level placement changes are illustrated,
and strikingly for “assistance” goals. This depiction introduces other higher-level patterns
too. For example, “relevance” goals are less common primary goals but very common
secondary goals, implying that they are viewed mostly as supportive. “Resource-focused”
goals are conversely common primary goals but relatively uncommon secondary goals,
implying that they are viewed more often as main goals. “Administrative/logistics” goals
are spread throughout, demonstrating the importance of these goals at both levels of
strategic planning.

3.3. Goal Relationships

Finally, we explored combinations within the goal network. This inquiry examined the
relationships among the web of secondary goals connecting content across strategic plans.
It complements the previous results on single-goal topics and two-level goal hierarchies
with an investigation of relationships among all goals at the secondary level.

This approach allowed us to determine which goals were more central across the
plans (Figure 5) and, thus, provided a measure of relevance for parks to consider in framing
their own strategic goals. Centrality values ranged from 0.049 (recruitment and hiring
practices) to 0.235 (organization). The low, medium, and high relative centrality groupings
within this range (Figure 5) correspond to goals that are of relatively small, average,
or large relevance to the network. With these delineations, the most central/relevant
are organization, recreation programming, partnerships, economics, and stewardship.
Community building and five others are of medium relative centrality, and the seven
remaining goals are of low relative centrality.

Secondary Goal Centrality |Relative Centrali
Organization (Internal) 0.235
Recreation Programming 0.230
Economics 0.221
Partnerships 0.221
Stewardship 0.191
Community Building 0.167
Access 0.152
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 0.142
Technical Communications 0.137
Employee Engagement 0.132
Community Engagement 0.113
Acquisition 0.108
Climate Resilience 0.098
Safety 0.098 Low
Infrastructure (Physical) 0.093 (0.049 —0.111)
Youth and Senior Development 0.083 ’ ’
Education and Interpretation 0.069
Recruitment and Hiring Practices 0.049

Figure 5. Secondary goals’ centrality score and relative centrality contextualized interpretation of
high (blue), medium (green), or low (yellow). Centrality is the proportion of existing out-of-potential
ties between each goal and the others. The overall network centralization is 0.105.
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Interpreting this regarding “assistance”, partnerships are of relatively high centrality
and connected to many goals mentioned across the plans, while community building is
of medium centrality and connected to somewhat fewer goals. Together, this implies that
both partnerships and community building are relatively well connected across the dataset
and are of greater relevance than many other goals. This indicates that these two goals are
important connections woven across strategic plans. Examination of the two “assistance”
topics highlighted differences in how they are embedded into plans and corroborated

previous findings on how they are discussed.

3.4. Results Summary

The three areas of results (topics, hierarchy, and relationships) intersect in Figure 6,
depicting the number of primary instances and secondary relationships and the secondary
goal centrality. Here, a goal’s centrality value is inherent in its distance from the network’s
center and its relative centrality is depicted by shading (see Figure 5). The closer a goal
is to the center of the network, the more central it is. The farther from the center the goal
is, the more peripheral it is. Each goal is also sized, with a circle size increasing with
more primary occurrences. The gray lines creating the “network” illustrate the connections
among secondary goals. Goals connected by increasingly thicker lines are those that were
more commonly phrased as supporting each other in hierarchical relationships.

Education/Interpretation

Jimate
e/Resilience ./, ‘

———__gTechnical -
—~//Communication

—__.Youth/Senior
Development

oty
~ Engagement .|
S
Recruitment

& Hiring

Employee™
Engagement

afety

Figure 6. Summary of goals network data. Goal size represents the number of primary occurrences
(range: 1 to 14) and color represents the relative centrality of secondary occurrences (low = yellow;
medium = green; high = blue). Connection widths between goals correspond to the number of
secondary goal co-occurrence instances (0 [no line] to 7 [thickest line]). DEI abbreviation = Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion.

A few summary trends are apparent. First, recreation programming is toward the
center of the network, large, and blue (high relative centrality). These all indicate that it is
an important goal across connection metrics and hierarchical placements. The goals of eco-
nomics and organization are smaller, indicating fewer primary goal occurrences. However,
they are both blue (high relative centrality), driven by a diversity of connections and the



Urban Sci. 2025, 9, 64

13 of 19

thick connection between them. The latter indicates many co-occurring, supportive goal
mentions—economics supporting organization goals or organization supporting economics
goals. Second, six of the 18 goals have few occurrences as primary or secondary goals
and are less connected (i.e., on the network periphery): safety, infrastructure, acquisitions,
climate resilience, education and interpretation, youth and senior development, and recruit-
ment and hiring practices. This indicates that although these goals are pronounced enough
to be named goals across this investigation, their inclusion, position, and cross-referencing
in any one plan are likely highly contextualized. The pronounced areas of co-occurrence or
support (thicker lines) with these goals should not be discounted though, such as recreation
programming with youth and senior development or stewardship with both climate re-
silience and acquisitions. The remainder of the goals—those in the mid-network positions
(secondary occurrences), various sizes (primary occurrences), and blue or green color (high
to medium relative centralities) are also goals that are important across the strategic plans,
but their specific positionality and integration are also likely determined by the context and
by the suite of goals represented in the plan.

Specifically for the two “assistance” goals, their difference emerges in this synthesis.
Though community building has a lower relative centrality (green) than partnerships (blue),
both are toward the center of the network, indicating that they are important connective
goals. The specific inquiries elaborate on how this centrality differs. For community
building, it is driven by many mentions as a primary goal (larger circle) and a diversity of
supporting, secondary goals (multiple, thinner lines radiating to other goals). In contrast,
partnerships’ centrality is driven by slightly fewer primary occurrences (smaller circle), but
more secondary occurrences of support provided and received (more lines radiating to
other goals), especially in relation to economic and organization goals (thicker lines). Taken
together, this illustrates how both “assistance” goals are critical connective goals across the
dataset but in different functions.

4. Discussion

We investigated goals in park strategic plans, sourced from comparable urban com-
plexity, to assist Rock Creek Park in framing their own strategic plan, with emphasis on how
partnerships are discussed. Reviewing the plans, community building emerged as worthy
of separate delineation from partnerships, though related within the “assistance” topic.
This differentiation appears to resonate with and extend the findings of the National Park
Service Urban Agenda efforts specifically in the D.C. area [39]. Our discussion is driven by
that delineation and the contributions of both “assistance” goals in strategic plans [18,19].
Though we discuss the benefits of these considerations to Rock Creek Park, we also extend
to discuss the meanings of this work for urban park systems more broadly, including inter-
nationally. As goal topics and hierarchies are common across planning efforts, and none in
our dataset appear to be particularly U.S.-exclusive, the points below are of potential utility
to urban park planners and related practitioners and scholars worldwide.

First, Rock Creek Park has a substantial start with their five initial goals (safety, access,
stewardship, community engagement, and employee engagement), which are well repre-
sented throughout our dataset. Considering the park’s existing topics and its interest in
partnerships and community building, we suggest that there are areas for integration. No-
tably, integrations among the five existing goals plus partnerships and community building
(Figure 4) appear less common within community and employee engagement as primary
goals, and for stewardship and community building as secondary goals. This could poten-
tially mean that considering how other goals support community and employee engage-
ment primary goals and how stewardship and community building support other primary
goals could be two specific areas of concerted attention and under-referenced contribution.
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These touch points may be useful to consider as Rock Creek and other urban parks
frame their own contextualized strategic plans and emphasize how they contribute to a
vibrant and inclusive cityscape [11-17,20-22,41]. Checking for cross-references among and
within all intended goals may help facilitate an efficient, cohesive plan and potentially
highlight novel goal contributions (e.g., what employee engagement looks like as a main
goal, what community building looks like as a supportive goal). More broadly, urban parks
could consider a matrix approach to setting main and supportive goals in plans, as this
could illuminate areas of differential reciprocity and assist in strategically and mindfully
acting on disparities if warranted. This would also be a means of emphasizing multiple
points of relevance with local populations [13,22,23,41] and, therefore, attend to many
priorities simultaneously in planning [13].

Second, detailing the goals present across the dataset provides inspiration and areas for
consideration for Rock Creek and other urban parks looking at what others have prioritized.
These 18 goals represent a mix of inward and outward-facing audiences. Because strategic
plans function internally and externally, it is important to examine which audiences are
included and how they may inclusively support goals focused within and beyond park
borders [13,22,23,41]. The topic of “assistance” exemplifies how inward and outward-facing
goals may be paired for complementary yet distinctive efforts.

Third, five of the 18 goals functioned as more fundamental and core across plans.
These are recreation programming, community building, partnerships, stewardship, and
organization. These may act as inspiration to urban parks about what is common to address
in urban settings [13,21]. These goals emerged as relevant regardless of urban location,
as park plans nationwide were included, illustrating their applicability to a diversity of
strategic needs. Rock Creek and others may want to critically examine these goals and
potentially elevate them to greater priority and visibility. Relatedly, the other 13 goals
seemed more context-specific. Even if these are not priority goals for other urban parks,
they could still serve as supportive goals as appropriate (e.g., applying them to specific
situations and timings in a park’s strategic plan).

Fourth, secondary goals are crucial. Our analyses indicate how they are intimately
interconnected to core primary goals and serve as the “glue” linking primary goals together
in a cohesive, integrated plan. However, some secondary goals are still more integrative
than others.

Community building illustrates this reciprocity imbalance well. It is prominent on
the primary level but scarce on the secondary level. Community building as a primary
goal is an important emphasis and potentially an ultimate objective for urban parks [41].
However, it is notably siloed as a primary goal and its lack of integration on the secondary
level is somewhat troubling. While an important overarching pursuit, community building
could also be a connective tissue across goals. This corroborates what the National Park
Service Urban Fellow in D.C. found in their detailed interactions, that a presence by the
park agency in the community, at events and initiatives that matter to the community but
may have more tangential connections to a specific national park, are crucial for connecting
the park with the urban setting in a more reciprocal fashion [39]. Community building is
somewhat newer within park policy, though we recognize it has long been important in
park actions [13,41]. Given this, it is unsurprising that it is siloed in the dataset. This echoes
themes found in Avni’s work [40] in Anacostia Park in D.C., in that community integration
and power imbalances in planning are acknowledged and discussed as in progress rather
than fulfilled. This may change with time. For example, just as diversity, equity, and
inclusion were once new and siloed, it is now viewed as a priority emphasized alone and
in concert with every other priority in park functions. Urban parks could do the same with
community building, considering it an important contribution to supporting multiple park
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priorities and everyday functions and not strictly as a separate category [13,20-22,41]. In
this way, goals including community building might be seen as contributing park strengths
toward community efforts as a part of all efforts rather than as a separate ask—another
consideration but not necessarily additional work. This framing could consider community
building both as an aim and as a tool toward other aims. Because stewardship, climate
resilience, organization, and recreation programming all displayed a similar, though less
pronounced, pattern as community building, these goals specifically may be useful in
creatively coordinating with community building across main goals.

Fifth, Rock Creek Park and others may want to thoughtfully consider “assistance”
across hierarchies. Although park-focused partnerships are undoubtedly important, they
may not suffice alone. Context-focused community building is also vital and will be of
increasing importance as urban parks continue to work on greater relevance with their
local surroundings and populations [13,20,35,36]. Indeed, while we saw partnerships and
community building in the top listings of primary goals, of primary goals receiving support,
and of primary goals well connected in the goals network, it was consistently community
building that fell short on secondary goals and other measures. Because partnerships
appear to already be a consistent thought in crafting main and supportive goals, urban
parks may find it useful to ask themselves about the appropriateness of also including
community building wherever partnerships have a default “assistance” approach.

Methodologically, these connections should continue to be examined as updated
strategic plans are created, a greater depth of urban areas’ park strategic plans are amassed,
and new events and challenges emphasize different aspects of collaborative goals in urban
park settings. Our work was limited by investigating a subset of urban areas with park
planning efforts (the top 20 by population), and the analyzed plans came from different
years of creation yet were the most recent found within our specified parameters. A more
comprehensive examination may lead to further definition of goal topics and placements.
Furthermore, pairing these secondary data analyses with qualitative inquiries with park
planners could yield insight into the process for inclusion/exclusion and placement of
goals, and the priorities and constraints dictating these final renderings. We note that park
planning capacities differ and, therefore, longitudinal studies accounting for these park
differences would be warranted, especially to examine any shifts in community-building
within a park system and across urban areas over time.

5. Conclusions

This study on urban park planning goals is useful across similar contexts in the U.S.
and abroad, especially when considering the framing of “assistance” goals. Park systems
are often tasked with providing robust strategic plans that account for their internal work
and that need collaborative assistance. Our work synthesizes areas of inspiration and
practical application for parks and could act as a guide for framing discussions within their
contexts. By examining components of collaboration and assistance more minutely, we
found that parks are naming both inward-facing partnership goals and outward-facing
community building goals as critical topics in plans. This breakdown of a topic as diffuse as
“assistance” is useful to promote discrete and robustly aligned objectives, goals, and actions
with these two complementary portions of assistance. Though each park system will need to
define what rises to be a primary goal versus a secondary, supportive goal, our examination
of goal hierarchy indicates that community building is more prevalent as a primary than
a secondary goal, though it could function as an important support across other primary
goals. Thus, a major takeaway from this effort is that urban park planning might benefit
from more community building efforts across priorities, not just as a stand-alone priority.
Considering “community building” as a touchpoint in the naming of supportive goals
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and actions across all goals would be a rich area for integrated goal development and
weaving urban parks more into the identity of their surrounding cityscape, metro area, or
region [13].

This dual approach to “assistance” as partnerships and community building is espe-
cially needed in metropolitan areas, as examining the complex interchange between parks
and their surrounding communities is essential to thriving cityscapes. Compared to part-
nerships, community building secondary goals may seem lofty or more difficult to put into
practice. However, strategic plans allow for such leaps and indicate desired directions for
progress, if not attainment (though such attainment should be examined, e.g., [38]). They
provide opportunities to examine and promote reciprocity between parks and communities
and how plan content can co-support park and community aims and visions.
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