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ABSTRACT
This project examines the ability of public spaces to encourage or discourage social use
of that space, dependent upon design. Using Robert Putnam’s and other theorists’ contentions
that the physical environment – especially in relation to the postmodern American West – has
significantly affected social capital and social cohesion, appealing public spaces are understood
as locales in which social connectivity is formed. In order to classify what constitutes an
appealing space for social activity, place literature is employed and extended to the writings of
Albert Borgmann. Thus, place bridges the gap between conceptions of our physical and social
environment. These ideas culminate in a Parks Rx case study conducted through the Billings MT
health and parks departments. Using guided audits and a survey, resident perception of two local
parks as places and their subsequent ability to act as meeting grounds for social activity and
community engagement are assessed.
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INTRODUCTION
Imagine you are walking along a sidewalk. To your left is a multilane roadway. It is filled
with cars driving past you in a blur. Tall metal street lights are placed consistently along the
road, interrupting your walkway. There are no trees or other plant life excepting some small
grassy areas separating the sidewalk from parking lots to your right. They too are filled with
cars, but here passengers get out in order to enter Walmart’s, Home Depots, Auto Zones, or
other retail outlets. They shop, re-enter their vehicles, and drive home. It is a long drive to reach
a residential district and an even longer walk. That is perhaps why there are so few people using
this pathway. There are also few crosswalks enabling one to safely navigate automobile traffic,
and many drivers are unused to pedestrians. As you continue, a field that once hosted
neighborhood barbecues and farmer’s markets is blocked off by asphalt and box stores.
Prominent signage indicates that the field will soon be the location of a popular cell phone
chain. Without needing to see the designs you already know it will look just like the other cell
phone shops in town, and the town over, and all throughout the country.
The image described here is typical of the postmodern American West. In the wake of
World War II new policies regarding infrastructure, housing, and zoning laws significantly
impacted the built environment – a term which refers to “all man-made physical components of
human settlements such as buildings, streets, open spaces, and infrastructure” (Jackson and
Kochtitzky, 2010, p. 5).
As markets for single family homes grew, their lots and manicured lawns replaced
communal spaces and encroached on undeveloped land. The construction of the Interstate
Highway System contributed to these changes, and in combination with new zoning ordinances
spurred the rise of single use suburban neighborhoods and fostered a reliance on personal
automobile travel (Putnam, 2000).
It is in the wake of these transformations that social theorists Jane Jacobs, Robert Putnam,
and Albert Borgmann began to consider the consequences of such quick and drastic adjustments
to the American landscape. Some consequences of these changes drew concern and attention
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within a few years. Health issues due to pollution and lack of physical activity (Frumkin, 2002;
Jackson, 2003; Jackson and Kochtitzky, 2010), and environmental damage resulting from
increased auto pollution and urban sprawl are a few of these (Turner, Nakamura, and Dinetti,
2004). However, other effects took longer to attract public notice.
One such impact is the alteration in social contact among residents of postmodern built
forms. Since World War II “a perceived erosion of civic engagement and mutual trust – a loss of
what is called “social capital” – has been widely noted and discussed” (Frumkin, 2002, p. 209).
This loss of social capital, a rise in isolation, loneliness, and erosion of civic life are a few
descriptors used in describing recent social phenomena. Regardless of the terminology
employed, the contention behind them remains: people connect less often and less meaningfully
today than in the past.
This poses problems for the social world because, “social capital is a marker of individual
and community well-being” (Wood and Giles-Corti, 2008, p. 154). As social connectivity
continues to decrease, “people living in a given area can only be described as a group of
individuals living separate lives, with little sense of community or sense of pride of place”
(Dempsey et al., 2011, p. 294). Thus, the disruption in community brought on by the postmodern
era significantly affects individual health outcomes, civic engagement, and ultimately the whole
of society (Frumkin, 2002; Jackson, 2003; Jackson and Kochtitzky, 2010; Putnam, 2000).
Therefore, there is a need for social scientists to more explicitly address the link between social
and environmental factors in order to more mindfully shape our world. Specifically, the ways in
which the built environment impacts social connectivity must be explored.
This thesis considers the role of ‘place’ in facilitating understandings of the relationship
between social connectivity and built form. Pulling from a growing pool of interdisciplinary
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literature on ‘place’, ‘sense of place’, and ‘place attachment’, I ask what features enhance or
decrease an area’s ‘placeness’ and if public or communal areas with a higher number or degree
of place features are more suitable for social connection. Thus, place is understood as a specific
type of built form that is antithesis to the forms of the postmodern American West which have
eroded spaces for social contact and proliferated rates of social isolation.
These aims are achieved in part through an examination of the historical contexts that led
to the rise of postmodern forms and a careful consideration of existing literature relating to social
connectivity and place. In order to explore these issues in a contemporary setting, research
culminates in a case study of two public parks conducted in Billings Montana based upon the
broad methodologies and general format of the national Parks Rx initiative. The study asks local
residents to consider what attracts them to parks and then frames their responses in terms of
place. The Parks Rx project grounds this thesis and provides the opportunity to understand place
and its ability to encourage or discourage use of a communal space within a specific location.
Inclusion of this case study extends existing theories and enhances the significance of ideas such
as place in informing paradigms driving contemporary built forms.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Place and social connectivity are both terms that encompass a number of other phrases;
sense of place, place attachment, and social interaction, social cohesion, and social capital
respectively. Within the literature for each of these concepts there is little consensus as to the
appropriate terminology. Phrases such as social capital, social interaction, and social cohesion
are often used interchangeably with slightly nuanced definitions, while the differences in place
terminology comes from the nascent nature of these inquiries and the multitude of disciplines
engaging with it. In order to consider these concepts in terms of the postmodern built forms
affecting the western United States, their various meanings and implications must be explored.
Social Connectivity
For the purposes of this thesis, social connectivity includes elements of both social
interaction and social cohesion, but primarily relies upon the ideas expressed by Robert Putnam
in his book, Bowling Alone. Putnam understands social capital as both “an effect of
contemporary social circumstances” and “social networks and the associated norms of
reciprocity” (2000, p. 294). That is to say, social capital is a product of society. It refers to
connections between people and implies a mutual relationship between the connected. Though
this can manifest negatively in exclusive in-groups characterized by discriminatory and/or
prejudicial attitudes, Putnam makes clear that his conception of social capital focuses on its
positive aspects such as “mutual support, cooperation, trust, [and] institutional effectiveness”
(2000, p. 22).
Additionally, Putnam distinguishes between what he calls bridging and bonding capital.
Bonding capital is exclusive. It reinforces tightly knit social networks such as families, clubs, or
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other such groups. Not all can access the same bonding networks. This has the potential to
develop extremely close in-groups and encourage groupthink. Thus, bonding capital is more
likely to develop toxic traits as compared to bridging capital.
Bridging capital is the predominant type of social capital considered in this thesis. It is far
more inclusive than bonding capital. Its networks are open and not bounded within preexisting
social groups. Though less permanent and less close than bonding capital, anyone regardless of
class, race, or other various social characteristics can engage with and benefit from this type of
social connection. Because of this predisposition for inclusion, bridging capital “can generate
broader identities and reciprocity” (Putnam, 2000, p. 23), and unite members of a community.
Therefore, those accessing bridging capital are more likely to be part of resilient communities
and experience greater attachment to that community. Thus, bridging capital and social capital
more generally can be thought of as “the glue that holds society together” (Wood and GilesCorti, 2008, p. 154).
When this description of social capital is considered along with rates of social interaction
– which is understood simply as instances of social contact between two or more people – and
social cohesion, defined as “the sense of shared values, cooperation and interaction” (Peters et
al., 2010, p. 94) the term social connectivity, as it is used in this thesis, emerges.
This conception of social connectivity is ideal for the consideration of built forms.
Putnam’s ideas explicitly relate to the ways in which built forms affect social connectivity. He
contends that postmodern design paradigms make it difficult for people to meet and interact. As
these patterns gain prevalence, bridging capital weakens. Likewise, other thinkers note that,
The arrangement, separation, and size of spaces may support or frustrate a user’s goals.
The design of the environment also may indirectly influence person-environment fit by
making desired social interactions easier or more difficult to achieve (Zimring, 1981, p.
146, emphasis in original).
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The assertion that the design of space influences the social activity occurring within that space is
supported in numerous studies (Jackson and Kochtitzky, 2010; McCormack et al., 2010; Talen,
1999; Zimring, 1981). This indicates the importance of well-constructed cities and place based
communities.
Place
The concept of place relates to the terms place attachment and sense of place. Each of
these phrases points to a relationship between the social and physical or built world. Generally,
place is viewed as a “‘genius loci’; an intangible spirit emerging from the sum of topographical,
man made and experiential features” (Hawke, 2011, p. 33). It relates the social world to the
physical world, seeing them as inseparable and necessary for the other’s healthy functioning.
Thus, place is an intricate concept pertaining to “people-place bonding” (De Piccoli and Rollero,
2010, p. 234). It utilizes this relationship to consider the ways in which people connect with their
physical environment, assign it meaning, and are socially and psychologically affected by these
meanings.
Place is significant as it possess the ability to impact social connectivity. Studies indicate
a relationship between areas that can be considered ‘place like’ and the social activity that occurs
there (Anton and Lawrence, 2014; Trentelman, 2009). Conversely, areas lacking ‘place’ features
are less likely to support social connectivity (Hanna et al., 2009). Either way,
people who have a strong sense of place frequently have high levels of belongingness or
rootedness or community connectedness – all terms meaning that they have ties to the
local place (community) and feel that they belong there. Such concepts are more or less
similar to sense of community and social capital (Vanclay, 2008, p. 8, emphasis in
original).
So, in order to reverse postmodern trends of decreasing social connectivity, designing areas with
place in mind is crucial.
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Place building features are diverse. They generate a unique character for a specific
location, distinguishing it from others. One of these features includes nature. Greenery in an area
can encourage use, particularly in outdoor public spaces. In one study entitled “The Fruit of
Urban Nature: Vital Neighborhood Spaces”, researchers examined how the presence of nature in
urban public spaces, specifically grass and trees, impacted the social activity that took place
within those spaces as compared to barren ones. They found that areas with more plant life not
only drew people to that space but also encouraged them to linger there, subsequently raising
chances for informal social contact (Sullivan et al., 2004). So, increased social activity can result
from drawing people to a space.
Additional benefits emerge when that green area incorporates native plant species, which
appeals to a sense of locality and environmental mindedness. Emphasizing public green areas is
one “method to increase informal contact” (Jackson, 2003, p. 194) and address the social
maladies that have become prevalent in the last fifty years such as isolation and loss of social
connectivity. Beyond plant life, engaging with a region’s geography can further pull from
regional ecological character and create connectivity to the regional vernacular and landscape”
(Hanna et al., 2009, p. 40).
Aesthetic features are also important. Art, scenery, and architecture contribute to an
area’s placeness by being visually appealing, unique, and cohesive with other elements of the
built environment (Cattell et al., 2008; Hanna et al., 2009; Hawke, 2011). More general place
“characteristics such as proximity and mix of land uses, pedestrian connectivity, aesthetics and
interesting scenery are important correlates of physical activity” and social use of an area
(McCormack et al., 2010, p. 712).
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Some critique the concept of place as being overly specific, arguing “that nothing can be
said more generally than how things are for those particular people, at that place alone”
(Trentelman, 2009, p. 198). While to a degree this contention is valid, place can be used to find
“general qualities and characteristics that are shared across places” (Trentelman, 2009, p. 198).
Further, these broad concepts can then be narrowed down to address certain populations and
localities in a meaningful way.
Distinguishing Traditional Forms
Assertions that the physical environment impacts the social world are not new. The
interest in their interaction is deeply rooted in the sociological discipline. Many classical
sociological theorists, such as Emile Durkheim and Georg Simmel, noted changes in social
behavior at points of widespread shift in built form. These thinkers recognized a connection
between the spaces in which we live our lives and the kinds of lives we lead. Each concerned
themselves with the unintended and often negative consequences resulting from specific types of
built city structures.
Emile Durkheim, for instance, lived during a period of massive urbanization that
contributed to his concepts of mechanical and organic solidarity. These terms relate specifically
to the division of labor in society, with organic solidarity being markedly less personal. It is also
the system of social cohesion that is characteristic of modern urbanized society. Demographic
and built form shifts also informed Durkheim’s idea of anomie. Like his concepts of organic and
mechanical solidarity, anomie deals with bonds between community members. However, it is an
outcome resulting from a form of social organization with extremely low cohesion. Often
understood as ‘normlessness’, anomie refers to a fragmented state of being where the individual
experiences a complete disconnect from their community (Durkheim, 1972). This is a feeling
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facilitated in some ways by the structures of modern cities which tend to exhibit lower social
cohesion and eroded community bonds – that is to say, a loss of social connectivity.
Further, anomie can also be used to refer “to the state of confusion individuals and
society feel about how to act toward their community and landscape” (Hester, 1995, p. 4). As
such, the social organizations Durkheim proposed are affected and affect the landscape. One
experiencing anomie is unable to develop sense of place or social bonds. They are not only
isolated from others, but they are also prevented from connecting with their surroundings. Both
issues occur because of a specific kind of land and/or cityscape that limits opportunities for
meaningful social and place connection. In this way, it is clear that Durkheim’s ideas speak to a
division between traditional and nontraditional (i.e. urban or suburban) built forms – defined by
changes in population distribution, city construction, etc. – and their resultant social impacts.
Similarly, Georg Simmel – who is often credited as the father of urban sociology – also
observed changes in social order stemming from new city organizations. In his essay, “The
Metropolis and Mental Life”, Simmel notes how the physical design of space alters the social
environment. He contrasts the traditional small town with the booming metropolis, crediting the
latter for changing patterns of behavior, social norms, and styles of social interaction. He claims
that the atmosphere of contemporary city life “stimulates the nerves to their utmost reactivity
until they finally can no longer produce any reaction at all” (Simmel, 1948, p. 329). This blasé
attitude prevents the individual from connecting fully with those around them. It generates a
degree of social isolation wherein “one never feels as lonely and as deserted as in this
metropolitan crush of persons” (Simmel, 1948, p. 334). Thus, like Durkheim’s concept of
anomie, Simmel recognizes that there is something about modern city design and the life situated
within it, that impedes an individual’s ability to form social ties.
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These theorists broadly address low social cohesion facilitated and perpetuated by
contemporarily emergent land and/or cityscapes which shift emphasis away from communal life,
public spaces, and the development of close social bonds among community members. These
concepts speak to the ways in which the current social order fails to adequately fulfill our desires
for social bonds and communities. The current paradigms that drive our social lives tend toward
an increasingly independent type of interaction and attachment. Simmel writes,
The deepest problems of modern life flow from the tempt of the individual to maintain
the independence and individuality of his existence against the sovereign powers of
society, against the weight of the historical heritage and the external culture and
technique of life (1948, p. 324).
While individuality certainly has its place, its preservation to the exclusion of social connection
and community risks the development of social maladies such as anomie and blaséness. If these
issues are to be combatted, then society “cannot let the very source of social life be drained”
(Durkheim, 1972, p. 178). In the case of this thesis and its consideration of the Western United
States, the source of social life are cities and the public spaces within them. Therefore, Durkheim
and Simmel’s ideas can be applied more broadly to a deficiency in social engagement and
regulation, thus highlighting the need for a social organization (in this case facilitated by the
construction of our physical environment) to remedy these social problems experienced on both
the community and individual level.
Postmodern and Placeless
Today’s cities, suburbs, and small towns are not the same as those observed by Durkheim
and Simmel, who wrote more than a century ago. The end of World War II significantly affected
the American landscape in terms of place and social connectivity. As soldiers returned from the
war and the economy flourished, building projects of a type and scale previously unheard of
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reshaped our physical environment. The two most prominent of these are the postwar suburb
expansion and the interstate highway system – made possible by the G.I. Bill and the Federal
Highway Act of 1956 respectively.
This legislation had immediate impacts. Low interest mortgages combined with mass
produced cars, which became more easily affordable, created new consumptive markets. For the
first time in American history, there was “a national mortgage market specifically calculated to
encourage suburban home building” (Jacobs, 1961, p. 308). The result was that in the three years
following the end of WWII, over 2.5 million homes were built, with the majority of these located
within suburban neighborhoods (3-year period that changed cities forever – The Veterans’
Emergency Housing Program, 2014).
People flocked to these new areas, and demographic distribution migrated out of city
centers. Yet, these suburbs only “offered a fair approximation of country living in convenient
reach of the city” (Kunstler, 1994, p. 51). New homeowners occupied “houses built without
affection – merely products whacked together for a mass market” (Kunstler, 1994, p. 163). These
single family lots provided the benefits of private property, while eroding space for communal
areas such as parks, courtyards, and other public meeting grounds – all areas that “provide the
locales for connections between people and community” (Hanna et al., 2009, p. 35).
Further, highways paved over the nature that suburbanites were purportedly closer to in
order to connect single use residential districts to businesses, schools, and grocery stores. In fact,
“in almost all communities designed since 1950, it is a practical impossibility to go about the
ordinary business of living without a car” (Kunstler, 1994, p. 114). So, as the years went on,
urban sprawl began to dominate the once sparsely occupied city edges, commuter culture was
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normalized, and America became “a nation that permits and even encourages thoughtless
development and unmanaged growth” (Jackson and Kochtitzky, 2010, p. 4).
Form and Function
Suburban design is recognized as being “relatively homogenous in both human and
architectural terms” (Frumkin, 2002, p. 201). This is in part attributable to the contexts in which
the suburbs were built. With the high demand for homes after WWII, it was cost effective and
quick to build multiple homes based on the same floor plan. Though some variation is typical,
most homes in suburban areas look and feel alike. They lack a distinctive character and diversity
of design. Each home mimics the one beside it, generating a sense of “ugliness and monotony”
(Sarkissian, 1975, p. 237).
Even with different builders, in different climates, or across state lines it is not
uncommon to experience one place as visually like another. Again, this can be explained by the
societal emphasis on profit and feasibility over form.
Zoning codes devised by engineering firms have been ‘packaged’ and sold to
municipalities for decades, eliminating the need for local officials to think about local
design issues. This is one reason why a subdivision in Moline, Illinois has the same
dreary look as a subdivision in Burlington, Vermont (Kunstler, 1994, p. 114).
This creates a landscape that lacks unique character and fails to reflect the socio-geographical
traits that might otherwise define a region and generate a sense of place.
Along with this, these neighborhoods tend toward single land use. That is to say,
“different land uses – housing, retail stores, offices, industry, recreational facilities, and public
spaces such as parks – are kept separate from each other” (Frumkin, 2002, p. 201). This pattern
has been facilitated by individual car ownership and The Interstate Highway System. Like the
homogeneity of design, The Interstate affects the aesthetic value of a given location. What were
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once meadows and wetlands are now six lane grey asphalt tracts lined with billboards and big
box stores which negatively impact nature’s ability to “enhance the sense of place and
community” (Jackson, 2003, p. 196). This lack of aesthetic and natural diversity “is innately
either depressing on the one hand” as each mile or city block is indiscernible from the one before
it, “or vulgarly chaotic on the other” (Jacobs, 1961, p. 229). The latter case occurs when the
difference in natural and aesthetic content is overly contrived. This is a stark contrast to
traditional small towns and vibrant cities, which had mixed land-use, a variety of architectural
styles, diversity in human and structural form, and tended to foster connection with the greater
socio-geographic landscape.
The features that emerged during the initial postwar period are illustrative of the
prominent paradigms that shape the current physical world. Many of the settlements “built for
habitation in recent years seem to be little more than machines for living” (Hester, 1995, p. 7)
characterized by homogeneity in architecture and design, economically motivated construction,
single land-use, extensive multilane roadways, and an increasing disconnect from nature and
neighbor. That is to say, these areas are distinguished by their lack of place features. As they
downplay and degrade public spaces and place characteristics, it is unsurprising that the postwar
period resulted in major impacts to social connectivity. In fact, Putnam attributes relatively
recent drops in social capital and rises in isolation to paradigms developed and spread in this era.
Indeed postmodern design reinforces a “disassociation from community and environment”
(Hester, 1995, p. 6) and makes “causal interactions difficult and personally costly” (Zimring,
1981, p. 151).
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Proposed Alternatives
Though the features that characterize postmodern design continue to influence human
communities and the built environments that contain them, a number of alternative design
paradigms have arisen in an attempt to engage with Putnam’s critiques and subvert issues
associated with current patterns in built form. One of these is new urbanism. New urbanism
incorporates mixed land-use, ample green space, high density living, and is touted as being
capable of creating healthier, happier, and more vibrant communities.
Walkability, through the presence of sidewalks and reduced distances between locations,
eliminates some of the reliance on private auto transportation. Additionally, less auto
transportation means cleaner air, fewer areas paved over, and more exercise opportunity for the
individual – reducing chronic disease. Mixed land-use ensures that these locations are near to one
another while also adding some variety to the visual landscape. This can “produce a better
aesthetic effect” (Sarkissian, 1975, p. 231) and is an identified place characteristic. In
combination with human scaled design, new urbanist areas are intended to feel more welcoming,
more accessible, and easier to navigate. Finally, green space adds further aesthetic place features
and creates areas of communal meeting.
New urbanist principles illustrate how consequences of current design paradigms “can be
moderated by how we design and build our human environment” (Jackson and Kochtitzky, 2010,
p. 3). Though only tenuously proven to do all they claim to do, previous research highlights the
power of the built environment to correct and improve our social and environmental conditions
(Chiesura, 2004; Cozens, 2007; Turner et al., 2004).
However, there is a potential within new urbanist philosophies to overgeneralize locationspecific solutions. Just as issues associated with postmodern design limit or impede upon one’s
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ability to experience a specificity of place through aesthetic and natural similarity and a
disconnect from the larger socio-geographic landscape, new urbanism applied as a blanket
solution only repackages these issues. If these tenets are applied without consideration of the
unique social and environmental communities in which they are nested, the result is a slightly
more appealing but equally as universal, equally placeless, landscape.
As such, this school of thought must be extended and the link between the structure of
space and the consequences of its reshaping made more explicit. Taking stock of what has been
tried and what has failed, we see that suburbs and the resulting paradigms that have come to
shape our cities and small towns have taken society in the wrong direction. We have been
separating built forms from the purposes and meanings that they once possessed. Only by
regaining it can we move forward and construct new built environments that challenge existing
paradigms and resolve the issues they have caused.
Focal Places
The principles of philosopher Albert Borgmann supplement both new urbanist ideas and
the concept of place more broadly. Borgmann is concerned with many of the same issues that
motivate place and social connectivity literature. Harkening back to the theories put forth by
Durkheim and Simmel, Borgmann notes that as a result of modern built form and social
organizations we have “become unencumbered selves” (1993, p. 3). We exist outside of
community, imagining our independence as beneficial when in fact it “becomes cancerous”
damaging our ability to pursue a variety of rich social and cultural activities (1993, p. 3). Like
social connectivity, and more specifically social capital, a lack of engagement and sense of
separation from one’s human and natural community is reflected in Borgmann’s writings.
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Yet, not only does he engage with issues of social connectedness, Borgmann believes that
the material structure of our lives counts. The way we build cities, homes, and other structures
makes a difference in the ways our lives unfold. He contends that presently, “we have no
common life” and “that what holds us all together is a cold and impersonal design” (Borgmann,
1993, p. 3).
The concept of focal things is Borgmann’s solution to modern issues such social
isolation, lack of civic engagement, and the degradation of public spaces. A focal thing “is
inseparable from its context, namely its world” (Borgmann, 1987, p. 41). To be focal requires
that the way something is built and the way it is used are deeply connected. This connection
between means and ends engages the user of said thing in a way not possible with non focal
objects. So, while a one need only push a button on their thermostat to raise the heat, an owner of
a wood burning stove must chop wood, start the fire, and monitor it. Further, the stove takes up
space. It has presence and orients an individual within a larger social, environmental, and
experiential context by gathering elements of the natural world (wood and fire), social world (the
one monitoring the fire), and making demands on its user. Though this is only one example, it
shows how the concept of focalness goes beyond mere use, mere appreciation, and even mere
existence.
So, though Borgmann does not address place in his theories, his concept of focalness
applied to places can aid in understanding the relationship between built forms and the social
world. This extension of ‘focalness’ can then be utilized to appropriately address issues
encountered in postmodern design. Further, because focalness is so rooted to a particular context,
especially in its extension to place, it remains unaffected by the same problems limiting new
urbanist principles.
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Focal places have “commanding presence” and are “continuous with the world” (1993, p.
118). They not only invite engagement but also draw upon the larger contexts of which they are a
part. A fountain in a park, for instance, may increase the commanding presence of that place. It
may be designed by a local artist or incorporate references to native geology, geography, botany,
and/or history. People in the park and surrounding areas may gather at the fountain and enjoy
conversation or engage with other activities nearby. Thus, the fountain encourages visitation,
increases the likelihood of a variety of uses, and generates a unique sense of place involving both
social and physical elements.
Preservation of continuity within a world is imperative to focal places. As a result,
postmodern built forms are incongruent with focalness. Features characteristic of postmodern
paradigms such as homogenous landscapes, nonnative species, segmentation of use, and
automobile focused design (all noted to contribute to the degradation of place) break continuity
with a given locality. The experience of postmodern locations is limited by these forms and fails
to “engage us in the fullness of our capacities” (Borgmann, 1987, p. 219).
However, within focal places, not only are characteristics that preserve place and
continuity of place maintained, they also “invite personal involvement, allow incremental
incorporation of ecological science and call up our best visionaly intentions, not our worst
instincts” (Hester, 1995, p. 14). This leads to the enhancement of the individual, the social
community of which they are a part, and a functional, healthy, and cohesive built environment.
Thus, the individual is rooted in and experiences a particular place, wherein the relationship
between people and their world is made evident.
It is this last point that distinguishes focal places from places alone. Focal places
intentionally make space for the social elements both affecting and affected by larger forces.
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Therefore, focal places relate to “the coming together of the biophysical, social and spiritual
worlds” (Vanclay, 2008, p. 3).
Also, since place is incorporated into the definition of focal places, it can be assumed that
the same positive impacts place has on social connectivity carry over to focal places.
Parks as Focal Places
As has been shown, the design of public spaces can influence human patterns of
behavior, either negatively as with postwar design paradigms, or positively as with the features
of focal places.

In both cases the absence or presence of public spaces affects social

connectivity. In fact, these particular areas are settings in which much social interaction occurs
(Cattell et al., 2008; Peters et al., 2010; Wood and Giles-Corti, 2008). Among these, parks are
perhaps the most often utilized.
By their very nature, parks are human scaled. They contain pathways and recreational
facilities that disrupt personal vehicle reliance and encourage physical activity. They reduce the
environmental and public health issues that have emerged in the last sixty years. They are also
green areas that can host attributes necessary to fostering a sense of place that subsequently
encourages social use (McCormack et al., 2010). Ultimately, parks are public spaces that gather
and engage; they are focal places with the potential to increase social connectivity.
One of the clearest traits associated with parks is their greenery. This on its own is
beneficial. Turner et al. conducted a study examining the natural diversity in regions exhibiting
features of post war design. They found that “most urban residents live amid depressed
diversity” and most of the diversity that was present was comprised of “species not native to the
area” (2004, p. 587). This makes it difficult for residents to connect with their environment.
Parks provide a locale in which native species may be put on display, generating a relationship
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between the park and the greater ecological area. Thus, including focal place features (native
nature) makes parks and other public spaces more appealing residents.
Exposure to nature also benefits individual health, and “is important for everyday
enjoyment, work productivity and general mental health” (Haq, 2011, p. 603). Additionally,
nature is a factor that can induce increased activity within an area. The nature in parks can draw
in a large variety of people, and incidentally host social activity on an incidental or precursory
basis thereby increasing social connectivity (Peters et al., 2010; Razak et al., 2016; Wood and
Giles-Corti, 2008).
Parks can also foster geographic ties or connections to the greater region. So, while
nature is important “interconnectedness between biological, environmental, psychological, and
sociocultural processes” (Trentelman, 2009, p. 200) aids in the conception of parks as focal
places and further increases opportunities for visitation and social connection.
This is also clearly the case for aesthetic features outside of natural and geographical
traits. Architecture, art, and other built forms impact perceptions of the park, alter its ability to be
seen as a place, and impede or promote park visitation and use (Razak et al., 2016).
More generally, non social and non physical characteristics play a role in park use:
Attributes such as park size, the presence of sports fields, wooded areas, trails, paths, and
sidewalks, and the total number of features and amenities may promote park use and
physical activity, while the presence of litter, vandalism, and unclean washrooms may
deter use (McCormack et al., 2010, p. 712).
These factors, in a successful focal park, are gathered together to create a holistic environment
which blends social, natural, and built forms into a unique and welcoming area. This area then
creates a public space suited for social connection and the development of bridging social ties.
Thus, focal parks combat postwar paradigms, work to resolve the issues they have caused, and
generate a new positive type of place.
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METHODOLOGY
Applying place and built form to a specific location grounds this research in the
particularity of place, generates meaningful and unique assertions about the issues affecting the
postmodern American West, and puts forth potential solutions for resolving them. The
consideration of a Parks Rx case study conducted by the Healthy by Design Coalition in Billings
Montana contextualizes these concepts and avoids the generalizations prevalent in existing
alternatives such as new urbanism.
Parks Rx is a national initiative that aims to connect people to parks or trails by having
primary care providers ‘prescribe’ physical or social activity to individuals residing within these
areas. It is “dedicated to using nature and public lands to improve individual and community
health” (ParksRx.org, 2017). As a free preventative health program, it has been adopted at a
variety of levels, from cities to states. It provides a flexible model that allows for adaptations
suited to the community engaging with its goals and methodology.
The Healthy by Design Coalition, a community health focused collaborative in
Yellowstone County Montana, recently adopted the broad tactics presented in Parks Rx literature
and adjusted them to suit local community interests and needs. The Healthy By Design Coalition
is a collaborative use of project resources including staff from the population health services
division of RiverStone Health, the umbrella organization for the Yellowstone county health
department, and Billings Parks and Recreation, in addition to a state community health
improvement grant. The Parks Rx pilot adheres to the same ends as its national counterpart, i.e.
increased physical and social activity within the city’s parks. However, this iteration of the
program also aims to develop maps that can highlight specific features of two local parks. The
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purpose here is to promote elements of these parks that would encourage people to visit and use
these areas. In other words, the project attempts to identify features that make a place appealing.
To do so, the project expands upon the national Parks Rx model, creates a base of qualitative and
community based data regarding the program and these parks, and pilots a venture with the
potential to positively impact the greater Billings area. It is this information that comprises the
data analyzed in this thesis.
Billings is a typical small metropolitan area in the Western United States. With just over
100,000 residents it “suffers from many of the problems that plague small communities across
North America, a downtown in decline, edge retailing, banal new architecture, and the loss or
weakening of community and government services” (Hanna et al., 2009, p. 38). However, many
of these issues are not yet so pervasive as to make change impossible. As Billings hosts an active
population that strives to regenerate its downtown as well as public and private entities invested
in the wellbeing of the city and its residents, the postwar paradigms seeping into the city
structure can still be combatted. So, though the West End and Heights neighborhoods – located
near the western and northeastern edges of the city – continue to expand through the construction
of multi lane roadways lined with box stores, these streets connect to parks, an ever livening
downtown, and trails along the Yellowstone River or Sandstone Rimrocks.
These features make Billings an excellent location to examine the role of place on park
visitation and use. While the effects of postmodern design are unignorable, Billings also
emphasizes community by maintaining its downtown, promoting its unique geological features
such as the Rimrocks and Yellowstone River, and hosting a multitude of other activities for
public enjoyment. Thus, a balance between the degradation and preservation of place exists
within the city. This creates an ideal setting wherein the uniqueness of place can be considered
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while still providing a degree of generalizability to other areas affected by sprawl, big box
retailing, and the deterioration of communal spaces.
Before obtaining funding for this initiative, project personnel determined that focusing on
two of Billings forty-seven developed parks allowed for appropriate attention to be given to each
park while still considering the yearlong cycle stipulated in the state health department grant.
Examining more than two parks posed the potential to strain project and staff resources, while
fewer than two eliminated the opportunity to add a comparative component to the data. In
balancing between these concerns the initial project outline explicitly created space for engaging
with the community, conducting additional research, and fully exploring and adapting the Parks
Rx model.
Initially, project staff identified Pioneer and North Park as suitable locations. Pioneer
Park is centrally located and one of the largest within city limits at 32 acres. It is also a high
traffic area, featuring numerous amenities, natural features, and often hosting community events.
This combination of factors makes it a park that many Billings residents are familiar with. As
such, it is ideal for gauging public perceptions. After identifying Pioneer Park as one of the two
areas of focus included in this study, staff sought a park of similar character as a point of
comparison.
As the Healthy by Design Coalition aims to consider equity and community revitalization
in all of its projects, staff determined that some Billings parks, such as Rose and Central were not
appropriate in meeting these institutional objectives. While they are more comparable in size to
Pioneer Park, they experience fewer issues affecting low income neighborhoods. Further, South
Park – which in many respects is like Pioneer Park – was not chosen as it is already represented
in a number of Healthy By Design’s projects and initiatives. As such, the Parks Rx pilot provided
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the opportunity to address the interests of another park and community within the larger Billings
area. To this end, staff selected North Park as the second location to be included in the project.
Though smaller than Pioneer Park at only 15 acres, it is near an intersection of residential and
retail spaces, hosts around thirteen different amenities and a variety of sport fields, and is within
a neighborhood of comparably lower socioeconomic character than Pioneer (billingsparks.org,
2017). Therefore, its inclusion in the study not only allows for two roughly similar parks to be
weighed against one another, but it also supports community engagement and spatial
rejuvenation among all sectors of society.
After obtaining funding from the state health department, RiverStone Health staff, as the
fiscal agent of the project, shifted focus to staffing for the project and involvement of community
stakeholders. At this point, I joined the project as an intern at RiverStone Health affiliated with
Rocky Mountain College. Extending from an internship I participated in a few months prior to
the pilot being officially funded, my action items included creating a research base for the
project, finding existing Parks Rx models and audits useful for this iteration, assisting in the
generation of methodological tools, and supporting other staff involved on the project. From the
beginning of my inclusion with the program, RiverStone Health granted me permission to use
this project and its data for this thesis. As such, the dual expectations of RiverStone Health and
Rocky Mountain College actively shaped how this thesis developed. It strengthened the quality
of the data analyzed and allowed me to apply theoretical concepts to practical and community
based methodologies. Further, my research is supported by RiverStone Health’s broad ideals of
healthy living, community betterment, and public wellbeing.
After joining the project team, we formed a committee drawing Healthy by Design
Coalition members from a variety of organizations. This group included members from
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RiverStone Health, Parks and Recreation, a local branch of Living Independently For Today and
Tomorrow (LIFTT, an organization that advocates independent living for those with disabilities)
and various others affiliated with the Healthy by Design. Each of these institutions are invested
in the health of the Billings region and advocate for specific populations or approaches, thus
benefiting the overall structure of the program by including a number of perspectives. The
committee agreed that North and Pioneer Park would be suitable parks for this project.
From this point, we focused on clarifying the data collection methods most appropriate
for engaging with our target populations, i.e. residents of Billings, and meeting project
objectives. Because the project aims to identify features that attract people to parks and
encourage park use, we determined that walking audits at the two selected parks most directly
allowed participants to offer insight into specific attributes. These park audits comprise the first
stage of our data collection.
In order to hone in on our research base and methodologies I worked with a number of
existing audit tools, many of which are hosted by Active Living Research’s website
(http://www.activelivingresearch.com). The majority of the audits I examined specifically relate
to the physical environment (Edwards and Hooper, 2012; Saelens, 2008; Cain et al., 2015;
Kaczynski et al., 2012; Clifton, Livi, and Rodriguez, 2004; Gustat et al., 2012; Clemente et al.,
2005). Features such as nature, sidewalks, public amenities including restrooms and
playgrounds, sports fields, benches/picnic tables, and pedestrian/cyclist facilities showed up
consistently in the course of these tools. More importantly, however, perceptions of these areas
regarding both upkeep and aesthetic quality emerged as prevalent concepts in a number of these
tools (Clemente et al., 2005; Clifton, Livi, and Rodriguez, 2004; Kaczynski et al., 2012; Cain et
al., 2015; Saelens, 2008). The emphasis on both physical characteristics and the subjective
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experience of these characteristics reiterates the interaction between built forms and the social
world. It also allows for the examination of built forms and social meaning. Further, explicitly
linking subjective perceptions to objective form protects against a reliance on the assumption
that increased features of greater variety and higher quality in and of themselves will lead to
increased park use.
Taking these tools and their emergent themes, the committee then adopted the walking
audit format put forth by Mark Fenton (markfenton.com). Fenton is a “national public health,
planning, and transportation consultant” (markfenton.com) with a particular interest in how
communities are designed to promote or discourage human level use. His format consists of
groups of auditors walking along a segment of sidewalk or through an area of concern in their
community. The group lead asks them to rate certain features or feelings about an area on a scale
of one to ten. They shout out an answer – ideally stimulating group conversation – and then the
group leaders ask individuals to identify certain characteristics or features of the area that
informed their answer. As our Parks Rx audit engages individuals with Pioneer and North Park
while at those parks, his ‘walk and talk’ techniques generate active involvement with various
locales within the park while also prompting participants to think of the area on the whole and
then identify specific features that played into their decided rating. Thus, immediate reactions
can be narrowed down to isolated items or traits that enhance or limit an area’s ‘placeness’ and
its consequent rates of use.
In working with these tools several draft audits arose. However, the final draft took a
broad approach to the themes reflected throughout both the many existing audits as well as
Fenton’s methodologies. Aiming for around twenty contributors at each of the audit events – in
line with the project team’s guidelines and expectations based on past projects of a similar nature
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– we collected some basic demographic information from those involved, such as age, gender,
disability, etc. Then we provided them with a worksheet and park map to jot down their
responses and indicate locations that they felt were significant. Additionally, we created a large
poster size map of each park and provided contributors with stickers to mark areas in the park
that they felt important to include on a map. Green stickers marked places for physical activity,
orange stickers marked areas for social activity, and red stickers marked areas that should be
included for other reasons. Images of these maps are located in the appendix. Also included at
the audit events were a series of ‘pop up’ questions. These questions were listed on a large sheet
of paper. Audit respondents and any park visitors not participating had the opportunity to write
their answers directly onto the sheet. These questions supplemented data collected during the
actual audit and involved passersby with the event. The listed questions included, ‘What features
should a map include?’, ‘What specifically would get you to the park?’, as well as inquiring
about where the eventual maps should be distributed.
These tasks comprised the independent parts of the audits. From there, participants split
into groups led by a member of the Parks Rx committee and an accompanying notetaker. The
group leader dictated the final audit questions while the notetaker recorded responses. These
groups walked predetermined routes through the parks stopping along the way to discuss
perceptions and provide input.
I worked with RiverStone Health employee and project lead Melissa Henderson to
determine appropriate stopping points at each park. We selected points distinct within the park
and from each other. For instance, at North Park a crosswalk on a busy street next to the park
entrance provided participants an opportunity to get a sense of most people’s first impressions of
the park. The other locations included a centrally located playground and an area near picnic
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tables and a bus stop. Each of these areas are distinct from the other and give audit members the
chance to develop a well-rounded view of the park. Further, at Pioneer Park we chose a bridge
crossing a small creek, a centrally located playground and an area with BBQ pits and picnic
tables. Again, each of these areas are clearly different from each other and also roughly equate to
the locations selected at North Park. Thus, we were able to address a variety of spaces within
each park while also accounting for possible comparisons between them.
When groups reached one of these stopping points, their leader asked the group to rate on
a scale of one to ten the how welcoming and unique that area was, and if the specified area lent
itself more toward physical activity, social activity, or both. ‘Welcoming’ and ‘unique’ aid in the
assessment of place as there is identified overlap between experiencing a location as a place and
subjective perceptions of these qualities. (Anton and Lawrence, 2014; Dempsey et al., 2011;
Hawke, 2011; Hester, 1995). These broad prompts, in accordance with Fenton’s methodologies,
were used to address initial sense of place. Then, through conversation and follow up questions,
the prompts narrow to specific features contributing to participants’ responses and perceptions.
As such, groups identified characteristics lending themselves toward ‘place’ or ‘placelessness.’
The complete walking audits took anywhere from forty-five minutes to an hour and a half
depending on the group and the amount of conversation. Complete questions and prompts can be
found in the appendix.
Both audits were conducted on a Saturday in mid-October of 2017. The group selected
Saturday as the ideal day of week to conduct the audit as it does not conflict with typical work
schedules and draws more park visitors. Again, one of the major limitations of this project is the
timeline. Given the yearlong cycle, we conducted audits in October despite cooler weather and
the potential for fewer participants. This also affected project design by confining us to a single
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audit event per park. Given seasonal variation in park use, multiple audits may have provided
more robust data that could better account for a full range of place features within those parks
throughout the year. Further, given our weather concerns we hosted events on the same Saturday,
North Park in the morning and Pioneer Park in the afternoon. The reasoning behind this order
relates to expected participation. Namely, we expected to attract more passersby at Pioneer Park
so wanted to host the event during peak visitation hours i.e. noon to two. The North Park audit
began at eight-thirty in the morning.
The events were promoted through flyers distributed around town, posts on Facebook,
and other social media, and targeted ads at LIFTT offices, senior centers, and parks and
recreations facilities. We also recommended that potential participants RSVP in order to gauge
the resources we would need. Incentives for participation included food at each event, entry into
a raffle for a gift card to a local grocers, and the opportunity to spin a prize wheel and receive
one of a number of small gifts such as a hacky sack or hand sanitizer.
Along with the audits, the committee also decided that a survey provided the opportunity
to expand our research base, support the data collected at the audits, and reach residents unlikely
to participate otherwise, such as the elderly or people with disabilities. Distributed online
through Facebook and email, as well as in paper at local senior centers, LIFTT offices, and parks
and recreation facilities, the survey drew heavily on the same tools used to design the audits.
However, the nature of the survey demanded much more specific questions and limited answer
options in determining which features attract or repel people from park visitation and use. In an
attempt to balance out answer biases that might arise from this, each question also included an
‘other’ section where respondents could note answers not already provided. Many of the answers
explicitly listed related to input given at the audit events and sought to supplement that data.
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Further, like the audits those who participated had the option of entering into a drawing for gift
cards to a local grocers. All survey data remained anonymous excepting some broad
demographic information. The complete survey is available for reference in the appendix.
The committee also conducted a series of focus groups in spring 2017, designed to more
explicitly probe the interests and values of specific populations such as those with disabilities,
families, and seniors. However, as these focus groups were conducted in the spring semester
when the writing of this thesis was underway, they have not been included here. Future projects
will include a consideration of this data
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RESULTS

North Park Data

North Park (billingsparks.org., 2017)

Twenty-two people completed the full walking audit at North Park, which was roughly
how many we expected. Eighteen, or 81%, of these respondents identified themselves as female.
The remaining four identified themselves as male. Most respondents refrained from indicating
their age, but the largest marked age group were those age fifty-five and older. Further, as
RiverStone Health maintains an interest in equity and accessibility we also inquired about
impairment. Again, most respondents did not indicate any disabilities. Frequency of park
visitation and typical park use comprise the rest of the individual questions. About two-thirds of
respondents said that they visit the park weekly or more assumably to exercise, walk their dog,
meet with friends, and/or participate in park events as these options received the most votes
under the ‘typical use’ section (See Table 1).
Staff at the audits also encouraged respondents to answer a series of ‘Pop Up’ questions,
including some written prompts and a poster sized map of the audited park. Not all participants
chose to engage with this material. However, those who did provided information that
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supplemented the individual data and provided additional specificity. One prompt asked what
kind of activities would get respondents to the park. Though only three individuals replied, each
provided responses not explicitly included on their worksheet. Yoga, classes, and additional
shelter near the playground comprise the total answers for this question. Further, another prompt
asked where park maps should be distributed. Seven people indicated that the maps should be
distributed at the park itself. This answer tied with internet distribution. Doctors’ and
veterinarians’ offices earned five and four votes respectively, and one respondent said the maps
should be distributed through the chamber of commerce.
Table 1: Individual Audit Questions – North Park
Respondent Age
Age

≤ 18

19-34

35-54

55+

None Provided

# of Responses

1

5

4

6

8

Impairment

Visual

Mobility

Other

Prefer not to
Answer

Skipped
Question

# of Responses

2

0

1

2

17

Respondent Impairment

Frequency of Park Visitation
Frequency of
Park Visits

Daily

Weekly

Monthly

2-3 Times a
Year

1 Time a Year

Never

# of
Responses

5

9

3

3

0

1

Typical Use
Typical Use

Exercise

Walking
Dog

Meet with
Friends

BBQ

Park Events

Classes

Other

# of
Responses

10

7

8

4

11

1

4
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Finally, the last ‘Pop Up’ inquired as to what specifically should go on park maps. Five
individuals suggested information on trail distances. Two wanted information about recurring
park events. An additional four responses complete the answers to this question. These include,
picnic table locations, parking information, bathroom locations and open times, and exercise
equipment locations. In addition to this question, participants and passersby could also mark on a
poster of the park areas that they felt important to include on a map for physical (green stickers),
social activity (orange stickers), or other reasons (red stickers) (See Image 1.1). Most used green
physical activity stickers. They mostly related to areas already set aside for athletic purposes, e.g.
baseball fields, playground, etc. However, spots marked with either an orange social activity
sticker or a red ‘other’ sticker relate to notes offered during the actual audit.
Image 1.1

Map of North Park marked with respondent stickers.
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In regards to the walking audit component of the event, notetakers recorded all group
responses together. To begin, each notetaker collected initial perceptions of the park. Notably,
perceptions about safety and park reputation played into first impressions. However, as
respondents more consciously observed the park, their comments increased in positivity. In
particular, they viewed North Park as being clean, open, handicap accessible, with large trees and
a variety of activities including a playground and splash pad. Some participants suggested that
corn hole pits or adult exercise equipment might make the area more appealing, while others
noted that a park kiosk or information stand would be helpful for visitors and also combat
misconceptions about the park.
As each group moved through the park they offered additional commentary. At the first
predetermined stopping point, a crosswalk on a busy street on the south side of the park, groups
rated it as an average of 5.75 for welcoming. Significant in informing this number was the lack
of picnic tables and benches and a number of issues relating to the nearby street. Some of these
issues included the noise generated from the road, safety concerns regarding traffic – impacting
likelihood to utilize the crosswalk or the adjacent sidewalk – a perceived lack of accessibility,
and lack of connection to other areas in town. On this last point, one participant remarked that
the sidewalks leading to and away from North Park were ‘sidewalks from nowhere to nowhere.’
However, respondents also made positive comments. They acknowledged that the crosswalk was
a good idea in theory, and that art within and along the perimeter of the park might serve as a
traffic calming measure and draw people in. Comments relating to art or sculpture came up
repeatedly in this area. Additionally, the large cottonwood trees again stood out as a benefit in
making North Park feel welcoming.
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These groups then rated the crosswalk’s uniqueness at 6.5. Trees, bushes, and the large
size of the park comprise the positives listed in this area. Yet, our notetakers commented that the
more time people spent in the park the more impressed they seemed to be with it. However,
perceptions of this area primarily related to the fact that it was ‘just a park’ or ‘nothing special’.
Again, the road was viewed as ‘problematic’, and ‘ugly’ views of park shelters detracted from
the park’s ability to ‘draw people in.’ As such, groups noted that they found both social and
physical activity difficult in this area. Though it may be a good place to meet family and friends,
more picnic tables would be needed to allow for significant utilization.
From here, audit groups moved to the second location within North Park, the playground
and splash pad. In terms of welcoming, groups averaged a 9 rating. The variety of activities in
this part of the park aided in positive perceptions among respondents. Nearby baseball fields, the
presence of covered benches surrounding the playground, and the splash pad are a few specific
features that participants mentioned. Many also noted that a gazebo a short distance from the
play area allowed them to watch their children while still providing them with a degree of
freedom. This made this location feel welcoming, safe, and enjoyable for social activities such as
birthday parties or family gatherings. Additionally, the bright colors on the play equipment
seemed to resonate with respondents who remarked that they ‘draw you in’ and that if a park can
attract children it is more likely to attract adults. Again, art and visual aesthetics played into
perceptions of the area’s ‘welcomeness’. Some suggestions for murals on the gazebo and
restrooms also came up. Overall, perceptions of the playground can be summated by one
respondent’s comment that this area was ‘the heart of the park.’
As the playground and splash pad followed the crosswalk on our routes, many auditors
also made remarks comparing these areas. Fewer issues that shaped the score at the crosswalk
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affected the playground. Problems such as noise and litter were not issues here, but some
benches and trash cans in disrepair prompted group members to lower their score of the area
from a 10 to a 9. As such, factors beyond those noted at the crosswalk influence opinions of an
area.
The uniqueness of this space was also rated very highly, at 7.75. Once again, the
relatively large number of activities in and near the playground contributed to this score.
Respondents viewed it as a gathering area with a good view of the park’s layout, landscaping,
and the Billings Rimrocks – one of the city’s unique geological features. These elements
combined to create an area that ‘entices’ people to spend more time in the park. Building off of
these remarks, participants decided that both social and physical activity suited this area.
Intersecting sidewalks that wove through small hills, the number of athletic amenities, and the
already indicated social features predisposed this space to a combination of uses.
Finally, the groups went to the last location, the northeast corner of North Park where
there is a large field, sidewalks, and a bus stop. Groups rated this area at 7.7. Though there was
comparatively less sun in this area and some benches needed repairs, the large cottonwood trees,
quiet reflective atmosphere, and the abundance of horseshoe pits and picnic tables raised the
area’s score. On this final point, some participants suggested that barbecue pits could increase
how welcoming this area seemed. Further, other auditors discussed the history of the park within
the community and how this could be a feature used to promote the park and attract more
visitors. This is a theme that came up repeatedly in this area.
Similarly, the uniqueness of this space averaged a 7.25 score. Again, the trees, picnic
tables, and number of facilities all added to the list of positive features, while lack of barbecue
pits brought the overall rating down. Respondents also liked that the bathroom at North Park is

36

centrally located and added that some seasonal elements or additional interactive elements for
children would increase the overall ‘welcomeness’ in the park at large. They then concluded that
this area of North Park allowed for both social and physical activity. The perimeter sidewalk,
horseshoe pits, and openness of the field made this area ideal for a number of sport or athletic
activities, and the reflective atmosphere generated a nice environment for conversation.
Pioneer Park Data

Pioneer Park (billingsparks.org., 2017)

Though we expected more respondents at Pioneer Park than we had at North Park, only
six people participated in the audit. The reasons for this remain unclear as many people visited
the park that day. However, while the number of respondents was small, the answers they gave
were in line with those at North Park and the features identified in the tools used to create the
audit (Edwards and Hooper, 2012; Saelens, 2008; Cain et al., 2015; Kaczynski et al., 2012;
Clifton, Livi, and Rodriguez, 2004; Gustat et al., 2012; Clemente et al., 2005). Thus, the
information collected at this event supplements pre-existing data.
Of these six participants, five identified themselves as female and one as male. Females
made up just over 80% of the total respondents at both events. Age distribution also mimicked
the results at North Park as most grouped themselves into the 55+ category. Two marked their
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age as being between 35-54, and one indicated that they were between 19 and 34 years old. All
six participants refrained from answering the question regarding impairment, and five of the six
visit city parks on a weekly basis while only one visits two to three times a year. The majority of
respondents indicated that they spend time in parks exercising, or less commonly attending park
events, meeting with friends, or walking their dogs (See Table 2).
Table 2: Individual Audit Questions – Pioneer Park
Respondent Age
Age

≤ 18

19-34

35-54

55+

None Provided

# of Responses

0

1

2

3

0

Impairment

Visual

Mobility

Other

Prefer not to
Answer

Skipped
Question

# of Responses

0

0

0

0

6

Respondent Impairment

Frequency of Park Visitation
Frequency of
Park Visits

Daily

Weekly

Monthly

2-3 Times a
Year

1 Time a Year

Never

# of
Responses

0

5

0

1

0

0

Typical Use
Typical Use

Exercise

Walking
Dog

Meet with
Friends

BBQ

Park Events

Classes

Other

# of
Responses

5

3

4

0

4

0

2
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Beyond these initial questions, the same ‘Pop Ups’ at North Park also added to the
Pioneer event. Answers differed from those given at the previous audit for the question regarding
what would get respondents to the park. Tennis and opportunities to meet people make up the
only responses given to this question, but they emphasize the role of parks as both places of
recreation and social activity. Further, the responses to map distribution support the answers at
North Park. Again, at the park and on the internet tied in popularity with two votes each.
Doctors’ offices, local businesses, schools, and community centers each earned one vote. The
remaining question and poster, asking participants and passersby to identify specific features or
areas within Pioneer Park that they would like to see mapped followed this question. Trail
information and distances as well as information on park events tied at two votes, while dog bag
stations, bathroom information, and a map of the park’s folf course comprise the remaining
answers. The poster map, mainly supported these features and comments made more broadly
during the audit. As with the North Park poster, green stickers signify areas for physical activity.
Orange stickers signify areas for social activity, and red stickers mark areas important for a
reason not clearly physical or social (See Image 2.1)
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Image 2.1

Map of Pioneer Park marked with respondent stickers.

With the completion of these elements, the six participants began the full walking audit.
Beginning at a point slightly overlooking the rest of the park, specifically looking down toward a
creek and playground the group gave this area a score of 9.75 in terms of ‘welcomeness’. Like at
North Park, the presence of trees and other vegetation contributed to the high rating. Further, the
quiet pathway leading into the park and the ability to see many features of the park made this
area seem ‘inviting.’ Some commented that additional benches or picnic tables might be a
welcoming addition as they would encourage people to spend more time in this space.
The notetaker for the Pioneer Park audit made no note of a score for uniqueness in this
area, but written comments reflect predominantly positive perceptions. The open space between
trees, the quiet contemplative atmosphere, the multitude of visible features, and the location
overlooking the rest of the park all indirectly indicate a high sense of uniqueness in this area.
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Specifically, the view of the creek stood out and ‘pulled you into the park.’ Given these points, it
is perhaps unsurprising that participants deemed this location as good for either social or physical
activity.
As at North Park the second stop on the walking audit was at the playground. Scoring a
10 for both welcoming and uniqueness, the recently updated play equipment and variety of uses
of this and nearby areas came up consistently among auditors. The all ages aspect of this space,
in combination with its ability to host physical and social activities resonated with the group
resulting in very few negative comments. This is also reflected on the map. The center where the
play area is located was marked with three green stickers, three orange stickers, and one red
stickers. The only ‘negative’ suggestions related to more art and the lack of an informational
kiosk and adult exercise equipment.
Finally, the Pioneer audit concluded with an area with several barbecue pits adjacent to
an open field and some tennis courts. Hills more obviously shape the geography in this area as
opposed to other sections of the park. Participants responded positively to this variation. Though
the notetaker did not note scores for welcoming or uniqueness, comments provide some idea
about their perceptions. The field, for instance, was viewed as ‘less welcoming’ than other areas
in the park. Yet, it also provided an area in which the transition from trees to open area created a
pleasant contrast and allowed for more variety in use. Additionally, sandstone blocks, which
frame the perimeter of the tennis courts, reflect the geography of the Rimrocks to the north. This
remark also supports a similar comment made at North Park.
Though fewer people participated at the Pioneer Park event, leading to less data, their
answers connect to some general themes of the North Park audit, and as will be shown, in the
survey as well.
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Survey
After the completion of both audits, we released the parks survey. In addition to the same
demographic information collected at the audits plus a question about school aged children, we
asked ten questions relating to park use and perceptions of parks (See Appendix). 172 people
completed the survey either online or in paper. Because completion of each question was
optional, not all 172 people answered each prompt. For this reason, only response percentages
are provided here, not including those who skipped the question.
Women made up a smaller portion of survey respondents as compared to the audits.
Though still in the majority by far, they were closer to 70% rather than 80%. Further the age
distribution shifted down to the 35-54 age range. Those with school aged children in their
household was split almost evenly at 46.3% answering yes, 51.7% answering no, and 2%
marking ‘prefer not to answer’. Finally, far more respondents indicated that they are affected by
a disability or impairment than at the audits. To an extent this is expected, as those with
disabilities may have faced additional obstacles in coming to the park and participating in the
audit. This is supported by the fact that the majority of those indicating that they experience a
disability fell into the physical impairment category. Still, 81% of total responses to this question
marked ‘none of the above’ or no impairment (See Table 3).
Beyond the demographic questions, we inquired about frequency of park visitation. Most
respondents visit at least one Billings park weekly or monthly. Weekly park visitation came out
as the top response at both audits as well as in the survey. Like the audit, we also asked about
typical park use, though possible answers here changed to better represent those who use parks
with their children or grandchildren. Over half of respondents indicated that they use parks for
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exercise, with spending time with grandchildren, park events, and walking the dog as the next
most popular answers respectively.
Table 3: Demographic Data for Survey Respondents
Respondent Gender
Gender

Male

Female

Other

Prefer not to answer

Percentage (%)

28.7

70.7

0

0.7

Respondent Age
Age

≤ 18

19-34

35-54

55+

Prefer not to
answer

Percentage (%)

7.3

17.3

44

30.7

0.7

School Aged Children in Household
School Aged Children in
Household

Yes

No

Prefer not to answer

Percentage (%)

46.3

51.7

2

Impairment
Type of Impairment

Visual

Mobility

None of the
above

Not applicable

Prefer not to
answer

Other

Percentage (%)

3.4

10.9

81

0

3.4

1.4

The third question on the survey did not include multiple choice selections. Instead, it
asked which park respondents visit most and why. Due to the open-ended format respondents
mentioned specific parks in Billings 244 times. Those 244 referenced 44 parks within Billings.
Pioneer earned the title of most popular park, comprising 32% of the total specific park
references. North Park only comprised 5% of the 244 individual parks listed. Semi wild parks or
undeveloped parks accounted for 28% of the total votes.

43

Reasons for these selections varied, but due to similarities in language and content fifteen
categories emerged for sorting the variety of the 224 responses. The first of these is ‘close’. In
roughly 26% of responses proximity to work or home or words such as close or nearby appeared.
The second grouping is ‘events’ at 10%. Answers put into this category mentioned park classes,
community events, non athletic organized activities. ‘Trails’ came up in 9% of responses, while
‘location’ came up in 8%. Though ‘location’ may seem similar to ‘close’, it does not provide
orienting information to say if the closeness/nearness impacted their description of location.
‘Playgrounds’ and ‘sport’ specific activities both comprise 7% of responses. Respondents
mentioned ‘water’, including fountains, pools, streams, lakes, etc. in 5% of their reasons. Nature
such as trees and wildlife also emerged in 5% of responses, as did ‘dogs’ (mentions of off leash
areas, dog walking, etc.), and ‘scenery’ (beautiful, views, lovely, aesthetic commentary, etc.).
‘Exercise’ showed up in roughly 4% of these responses and was distinguished from sport by a
failure to indicate a specific activity. From here, remarks about how well kept, well maintained,
or clean the park is make up a further category, ‘clean.’ ‘Social’ reasons existed in about 2.7% of
the answers. This includes meeting with friends or family, talking to other park visitors, or other
similar social activities. Finally, the last two groupings are ‘size’ of park, and ‘restrooms’ at
1.3% and 0.8% respectively.
Question four followed with a similar theme. It asked participants to select things they
like about their favorite park, this time from a list created with input from the Parks Rx
committee. 75% of respondents noted that a pleasant environment contributes to how much they
like a park. This was far and away the most popular response, with the next most popular being
easily accessible and near to work or home with 57% each. Social categories in this question are
tied to answers ‘places to sit and talk’, ‘community events’, interacting with park visitors’, and
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‘makes me feel like park of the community’. These sections rated 41%, 35.9%, 15.4%, and
23.7% in that order. Aesthetic and possible place related features other than pleasant
environment, include ‘unique/interesting character’ with 27.6% of the total respondents and ‘nice
landscaping’ with 45.5%.
We then asked about obstacles keeping people from park visitation and use. These
answers tap into the feedback given at the audit events and the greater body of literature related
to the deterioration of place. As noted at North Park, litter and vandalism (73.4%) make an area
less appealing even more so than lack of landscaping (16.5%), plain or uninteresting character
(19%), or unappealing landscaping (31.7%). Accessibility also emerged as an important theme in
this question. Inability or difficulty in getting to and using the park was a concern reflected in
many participant responses; quality and/or accessibility of restrooms (44.5%), hard to get to
(41.8%), lack of (accessible) trails (32.9%), lack of (accessible) seating (20.9%). Perceptions of
safety are also significant in park use (42.2%), but surprisingly noise only came up in 28.5% of
responses.
In line with the other data collection methods and the eventual aim of park map
development, we included a question about distribution of maps. Matching the answers given by
auditors, the internet was the most popular answer with 82.8% of respondents indicating that
maps should be distributed online. Similarly, the park itself and the parks and recreation offices
were each popular choices at 54.1% and 45.2%. The rest of the available options came in under
35%.
The survey also provided us an opportunity to supplement the audits particularly the
‘what features would you like to see mapped’ portion. On a list with twenty-three choices only
restrooms resounded with over 75% of participants. Trails, trail loops, picnic tables, playgrounds,
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recreational facilities, and water features scored between 75% and 50%. Dog poop bag
dispensers, shelter locations and rental information, benches, information about park activities,
scenic points, accessible parking spaces, barbecue grills, bike racks, locations of public art, and
history of the park all fell between 50% and 25%. The remaining six options ranked below 25%.
Next, in order to address the prescription component of the Parks Rx methodology we
asked how likely respondents would be to use a park for exercise if their physician told them to
get more physical activity. The vast majority answered that they would either be very likely
(42.5%) or somewhat likely (48.4%).
The ninth question on the survey asks what would encourage more park use. Again, the
project staff developed a list of choices for respondents to choose from. Most indicated that if
they knew were parks were and what to do there they would visit these areas more frequently.
The last question asked what about respondents’ favorite outdoor activities. Though
individual responses ranged in variety from tai chi to flying drones grouping the 398 individual
activities listed into 23 broad categories we can better and more easily get a feel for the activities
Billings’ residents enjoy. Physical activities stood out as the most popular. Walking, cycling, and
hiking all earned over 10% of participant responses. Running and sport/exercise followed at just
under 10%. Other categories of physical activities such as those involving children or dogs or
those taking place in winter or on water comprise another significant chunk of the answers. A
number of responses related to social activities. Barbecuing or picnicking, events, and social
conversation made up a much smaller but still notable section of the data. Other categories
include camping (1.1%), creative activities such as painting or photography (1%), gardening
(1%), meditative or relaxing practices (2.3%), and appreciation of nature and wildlife (3.5%).
This data is available for further reference in Tables 4 on the following pages.
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Table 4: Survey Response Data
Frequency of Park Visitation
Frequency of
Park Visitation

Daily

Weekly

Monthly

2-3 Times a
Year

1 Time a Year

Never

Percentage (%)

9.3

32.6

28.5

25

2.9

1.7

Typical Use
Typical Use

Exercise

Walking
Dog

Meet with
Friends

Spend Time
w/(grand)kids

Park
Events

Classes

Other

Percentage
(%) in 100

54.8

35.1

27.4

39.9

38.1

3.6

10.7

Reasons for Liking Favorite Park (1)
Reason

Clean

Close

Dogs

Events

Exercis
e

Location

Nature

Percentage
(%) in 100

3

26

5

10

4

8

5

Playground Restrooms

7

0.8

Reasons for Liking Favorite Park (2)
Reason

Scenery

Size

Social

Sports

Trails

Water

Percentage
(%) in 100

5

1.3

2.7

7

9

5

Specific Reasons for Liking Park (1)
Reason

Pleasant
Environment

Playground

Near to
work/home

Unique/interesting
character

Nice
landscaping

Places to sit
and talk

Percentage
(%) in 100

75

35.9

57.1

27.6

45.5
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Specific Reasons for Liking Park (2)
Reason

Easily
Accessible

Community
Events

Interacting
with park
visitors

Makes me feel like
part of community

Recreational
Facilities

Other

Percentage
(%) in 100

57

35.9

15.4

23.7

26.3

14.7

Obstacles to Park Use (1)
Obstacles

Noise

Litter and/or
Vandalism

Unappealing
Landscaping

Plain and/or
Uninteresting
Character

Quality
and/or
accessibility
of restrooms

Lack of
Landscaping

Hard to
get to

Percentage
(%) in 100

28.5

73.4

31.7

19

44.5

16.5

41.8

Obstacle to Park Use (2)
Obstacle

Few or no
community
events

Absence of
recreational
facilities

Lack of
(accessible)
trails

Safety
concerns

Lack of
(accessible)
seating

Nothing

Other

Percentage
(%) in 100

12.7

13.3

32.9

42.4

20.9

4.4

41.8

Map Distribution
Location

At
Park

Percentage
(%) in 100

54.1

Parks
Chamber
and Rec
of
Offices Commerce
45.2

Communit
y Centers

Doctors
Office

Veterinaria
n Office

Online

Local
Businesses

Schools

Other

28.7

15.9

10.2

82.8

23.6

22.9

12.1

31.9

Mapped Features (1)
Features

Recreationa
l Facilities

Playgroun
d

Trails

Restroom
s

Trail
Loops

Bus
Stops

Crosswalks

Bike
Racks

Picnic
Tables

Percentage
(%) in 100

56.2

60.8

72.6

80.4

64.1

17

16.3

28.8

65.4
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Mapped Features (2)
Features

Benches

Folf
Baskets

Horseshoe
Pits

Scenic
Points

Water
Features

BBQ Grills

History of
Park

Percentage
(%) in 100

41.8

17.7

17.7

43.8

54.9

30.7

27.5

Mapped Features (3)
Features

Dog Poop
Bag
Dispenser

Locations
of Public
Art

Informational
Sign
Locations

Shelter Locations
and Reservation
Information

Park
Activities
Information

Accessible
Parking
Spaces

Other

Percentage
(%) in 100

45.1

28.1

18.3

45.8

41.2

32.7

5.9

If your doctor told you to exercise more, how likely would you be to use a park to do so?
Answer

Very Likely

Somewhat Likely

Unlikely

Very Unlikely

Percentage (%)

42.5

48.4

7.8

1.3

What would encourage more park visitation and use?
Answer

More
accessible
transportation

If someone was
there to
welcome me

If I knew where they
were and what to do
there

If parks felt
safer

Nothing

Other

Percentage
(%) in 100

9.9

3.3

37.8

30.5

28.5

21.9

Favorite Outdoor Activities (1)
Activity

BBQ/Picnic

Camping

Children

Creative

Bicycle

Dogs

Drones/Kite/Geocaching

Percentage(%)

2.5

1

5.8

1

10.3

3.8

1.1

Favorite Outdoor Activities (2)
Activity

Events

Fishing/
Hunting

Folf/Frisbee

Gardening

Hiking

Horseshoes

Meditative

Nature

Percentage(%)

1.5

3.8

2

1

11.8

1

2.3

3.5
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Favorite Outdoor Activities (3)
Activity

Rock
Climbing

Running

Social

Sports/Exercise

Swimming

Walking

Water

Winter

Percentage(%)

0.8

7.8

2

8.8

2.5

18.3

2.3

5.5
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ANALYSIS
North Park
The results from the North Park audit support the assertions of previous literature
regarding what classifies as a place feature or focal place. While the ‘Pop Up’ and independent
questions emphasize the role of parks as both locales for social and physical activity dependent
upon available features, the audit notes and marked poster indicate that areas with certain
specific features possess more ‘draw’ than others. Consider the first impressions given by
participants. Though initially concerned about safety and the park’s poor reputation, more time
within the park equated to more positive perceptions. This is in line with previous studies that
have found that time in a given location can increase sense of place and one’s identification with
that place “by contributing to the distinctive characteristics of a place, and by supporting
continuity of identity through time” (Hawke, 2011). Respondents also noted features such as the
large native cottonwood trees both at the beginning of the audit and throughout. As indicated
earlier, native plant species help connect people to the larger landscape and foster a deeper sense
of place. Thus, the trees identified in North Park – though specific to this particular location –
ultimately support more general assertions that native biota aid in people and place bonding.
The crosswalk also supported ideas about place, specifically the erosion of place resulting
from postwar paradigms. The lack of designated areas for social interaction, such as benches and
picnic tables, speaks to the need to explicitly consider social contact in the design of public
spaces and cities more broadly. Further, the proximity of the road relates to the auto based
designs employed in Billings and areas like it. This preference for cars over human scaled places
makes areas feel less accessible, less safe, less connected, and less appealing. Again, note how
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one respondent remarked that sidewalks leading to and away from North Park were ‘sidewalks
from nowhere to nowhere.’ This comment reiterates the lack of place features along the road that
might entice passersby to visit and use the park. This is given additional significance as art and
sculpture came up repeatedly as suggestions to calm traffic, draw people to the park, and
increase both its welcomeness and uniqueness.
Further, though the uniqueness of North Park was rated at 6.5 comments indicated
unimpressed attitudes. Even though the park was clean, large, and host to a number of amenities,
the lack of distinguishing character (i.e. place features led to comments such as ‘just a park’ or
‘nothing special’). This combination of perceptions contributed to the consensus that both
physical activity and social activity are difficult in this area, not simply because it lacked some of
the physical features required to do so, but also because the lack of place appeal did not ‘draw’
or ‘focus’ people to this location.
However, this was not the case at the playground. The high rating for both welcomeness
and uniqueness speaks to the place features present in this area. Again, we also see an interaction
between physical and social use in the repeated comments about the gazebo and its proximity to
the play area and other athletic amenities. Visual aesthetics and natural characteristics played a
key role in informing participant ratings. Bright colors, pleasant landscaping, and a view of the
rims comprise a few place features noted here. Not only that, but we see the principles of focal
place reflected in the joining of the social, natural, and artistic elements present in North Park’s
playground. This resulted in the respondents declaring that ‘the heart of the park’ was suitable
for both physical and social activity.
Feedback at the north east corner of North Park supported the commentary provided at
the previous two locations. Again, the cottonwoods and aesthetic quality of this space affected its
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rating. Participants also remarked on the quiet atmosphere – ideal for conversation – and the
number of features such as picnic tables, and horseshoe pits. However, the suggestion for the
incorporation of North Park’s history for promotional purposes was the most significant piece
that came up in this area. Just as more time in a location is shown to increase sense of place, an
appeal to history or common heritage can aid in the development of social capital (Hawke,
2011). Thus, respondents connected the concepts of focal place to the concept of social capital
through built form.
Ultimately, in line with place and focal place we find that North Park contains areas that
work to connect people to the park – areas that gather social, historical, geographic, artistic, and
natural elements together and subsequently increase the likelihood of visitation, use, and the
probability for social interaction and the development of bridging capital.
Pioneer Park
The data collected at Pioneer Park similarly contributes to contentions regarding focal
places. Social activities emerged more clearly in the ‘Pop Up’ questions, further evidencing the
role of public parks as locales for social connection. Additionally, remarks made at all three
locations of the audit event show the important of aesthetic quality in creating places that are
welcoming and unique.
Specifically, at the overlook point the presence of trees and other vegetation in
combination with the ability to look down and into the park contributed to the high rating. One
respondent noted that the view of the creek stood out and ‘pulled you into the park.’ This
emphasizes the role of nature in aesthetic perceptions and positive perceptions of an area.
However, suggestions for additional benches and picnic tables point toward a need to focus
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beyond drawing people in. Parks and public spaces must also provide features that encourage
people to spend time in these areas.
The Pioneer playground provides interesting data as it earned a 10 in both welcomeness
and uniqueness. Like North Park, the quality of the play equipment i.e. colors, maintenance, and
ability to host both physical and social activity for all age groups emerged as prominent factors
leading to the high rating. Though based on only six responses, when considered alongside the
notes from North Park, it is evident that places are focal areas that gather surrounding assets (e.g.
athletic facilities, picnic areas, water features, etc.) creating an environment where people of all
age groups are encouraged to engage in physical activity and social activity. As Hester states,
places “support multiple public activities, settings arranged to encourage safe, everyday, personal
exchanges” (1995, p. 8).
The last location visited at the Pioneer Park audit was the field and barbecue area. The
role of nature and geography was notable here. Hills and the intersection between the trees and
open area created natural mix. Respondents felt that such an area was welcoming and able to
support a number of activities. Further, comments pertaining to the sandstone block surrounding
the tennis courts tied the park to the larger geography of the Billings area. Interestingly, at both
North and Pioneer Park the rims are mentioned to a small extent. This relates to the need for
places to draw upon nature, “reverse our disassociation from the larger landscape” (Hester, 1995,
p. 8), and retain landmarks (Dempsey et al., 2011). Areas that demonstrate these features are
more likely to generate a sense of place and increase visitation and incidental social interaction.
Survey
Because the survey relates to parks more generally than the park-specific audits, the
results allow for the consideration of the audit data using a larger sample size. For instance, in all
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three data collection methods typical park use encompassed some combination of social and
physical activities. Though public spaces as a category may not need to provide explicit features
aimed at physical engagement, parks are unique as compared to courtyards, downtowns, etc. as
physical activity is evident and forefront in their design. It is also notable that parks are locations
for people of all ages. Playgrounds at both North and Pioneer Park received positive commentary
as both adults and children could find activities there to engage with. This is supported by survey
findings. The importance of all ages involvement and mix might also apply to social distinctions
beyond age. For instance, class or racial interactions in parks may also be crucial dimension.
Further inquiry may wish to address these factors.
The third question of the survey, which asked an individual to name his/her favorite park
and why, enabled us to look at factors that draw people to areas beyond Pioneer and North Park.
Though Pioneer did earn the top spot, being mentioned in over 30% of responses, parks that are
semi-wild or undeveloped made up 28% of responses. Not only does this strengthen assertions
that nature is key in the development of place, it also supports the idea that native plant species
facilitate this end more than non-native species. This may help explain why only the trees at
North Park were specified by type (cottonwoods) despite the fact that trees at both parks
emerged as important features.
In regards to the reasons given for liking said parks, closeness to home and/or work
appeared in 26% of responses. A similar answer emerged in the following question. This
emphasis on nearness to home or work is contrary to previous studies which have found that the
presence of place factors can make a given location seem relatively more accessible as compared
to a location with few place factors. For instance, it has been shown that “there is a close link
between neighborhood lay-out and accessibility” (Scheepers et al., 2016, p. 100). This concept
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can be extended and employed to discuss visitation to any area, as the features noted in
perceptions of distance and accessibility, such as architecture, traffic, nature, safety, etc., are also
noted to affect parks. The closeness result also is interesting in that many of the semi-wild areas
are farther from residential areas.
Other answers for this question generally support parks and places wherein both social
and physical activity take place, with nature being one non social or athletic feature that draws
people to parks.
The next question added a level of specificity to the above data. As participants narrowed
down what they like about parks based off a provided list, pleasant environment ranked highest
among possible answers. Though this term is vague, it relates to the experience of a location as a
place. Thus, we are able to determine that place, whether or not it is consciously acknowledged
as such, affects survey respondents’ perceptions and subsequent use of a park. Building off of
this, aesthetic and possible place related features also informed people’s perceptions of parks.
Social reasons also showed up in a number of answers. One more, this reiterates the role
of public spaces in providing “a venue for chance encounters, which serves to strengthen
community bonds” (Talen, 1999, p. 1364).
In identifying obstacles for park visitation and use, survey participants noted that litter
and vandalism are the factors most likely to keep them from using an area. This is unsurprising,
as the presence of issues detracts from positive place features and deteriorates a space. Also
noteworthy was the extent to which unappealing landscaping came up among respondents.
Further, accessibility was noted as being an important obstacle. However, due to the wording of
the response and the nature of a survey it is difficult to tell whether this is objective accessibility
or subjective accessibility affected by place.
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As the survey asked about park features in relation to mapping, most popular responses
identified physical elements of the park such as restrooms, trails, trail loops, picnic tables,
playgrounds, recreational facilities, and water features. It is again evident that both social uses
and physical activity uses are important consideration in all park designs. However, as park
activities, scenic points, public art, and history of the park all scored in the 50% to 25% range,
ensuring that these physical amenities are aesthetically pleasing and that they engage with larger
socio-ecological elements of a region is also significant.
Limitations
In the course of this study several limitations arose. One of the major obstacles
encountered was the timeline. As the state grant funding this project is on a year long cycle, with
funding distributed in August of 2017, audits needed to be organized and conducted before the
impending winter season. This also impacted the number of audits we conducted. Though
multiple audits at each park might have helped supplement our data, time did not allow for it.
Additionally, both audits took place in October when weather can possibly become an issue. So,
not only did the timeline of the project affect how much data we collected, the data we do have
may have been altered by seasonal park variation. Fortunately, the weather on the date of the
audits was cool in the morning and warm and sunny in the afternoon. As such, we did not need
to confront the possible limitations presented by snow, excessive cold, or other weather related
obstacles.
The data for this study also drew from small sample sizes. Due to the methodology
employed, namely the audit events, this was somewhat expected. However, the relevance of this
study does not lose meaning because of the sample population. As research was conducted in
conjunction with RiverStone Health and Billings Parks and Recreation engaging deeply with
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those who chose to participate and generating a foundation for the Parks Rx pilot that can be
expanded and involve more Billings residents in years to come, was more important than
creating a representative sample. Further as the collected data corroborates existing literature, the
data gathered is not only applicable to the Billings community but contributes to research
relating to place, built form, and their relationship to social connectivity.
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CONCLUSION
This thesis considers the power of place in making a location more appealing for
visitation, social use, and the subsequent development of social connectivity. By contextualizing
these terms within the literature and the historical built forms they relate to, robust definitions of
social connectivity, place, and focal place emerged. This clarity of meaning allowed for the
appropriate translation and utilization of these ideas to the practical case study conducted in
Billings Montana.
Findings showed that people respond to place building features. Some of these include,
native plant species, public art, and elements that pull from larger socio geographic features such
as the Billings Rimrocks. When such features are present, people are more likely to be drawn to
that area. However, this initial draw did not appear to be enough in encouraging increased social
interaction. Though respondents enjoyed some areas of the studied parks, the lack of features that
would allow them to use these areas indicated that different approaches must be taken in
encouraging use. The explicit inclusion of features that can host or allow for social interaction,
such as benches, picnic tables, etc., are essential and must supplement the variety of place
building characteristics that prompted initial visitation.
So, this project shows that increasing social connectivity requires more than the provision
of amenities. It is insufficient to increase features and aesthetic quality without explicitly
considering social connection. Though such an area may become more ‘place like’ as a result, it
would encourage visitation without use. However, focal places encourage people to stop by and
then invite them to stay. They incorporate elements into built form that create an aesthetically
appealing, unique, and welcoming space that has a commanding presence and is continuous with
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the world. In so doing, focal places engage the visitor in ways that postmodern forms and new
urbanist forms fail to. History, art, geography, geology, botany, culture, history, and
opportunities for social interaction all exist within focal places. So, when public spaces,
including parks, are focal they are more likely to host social interaction leading to the
development of bridging capital and social connectivity more generally. Thus, focal places are
the way in which built environment mindfully creates appealing spaces for social connection.
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