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Abstract of a thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the 

requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 

A.1 Abstract 

Nature rich settings and healthy ageing: 

Older women in urban parks 

 

by 

Heather Lynn Hopkins 

 

The trends toward population ageing and urbanization highlight the important influence of 

urban environments to healthy ageing.  The World Health Organization (2007) has identified 

green space as an important feature of age-friendly cities contributing to active ageing and 

well-being in later life.  Emerging research concerned with the influence of contact with 

nature provides evidence of the significance of nature rich settings to health and well-being.  

This research explores the value and meaning of nature rich urban parks to older women, and 

the influence of park use on healthy ageing.  Several methods were employed in this research.  

Older women from Hagley Park in Christchurch, New Zealand and Boulevard Lake in 

Thunder Bay, Canada participated in this research.  The participants produced photographs to 

represent the value and meaning of the parks in their lives.  These images were supplemented 

with written descriptions and anecdotes associated with their use of the parks.  The photos and 

written descriptions were then used as a guide during individual interviews.  Site surveys 

provided insight into the features and qualities of the parks.  The findings of this research 

indicate that the parks are valued for their nature rich qualities, opportunities for social contact 

and healthy activity.  A park value that appears to particularly resonate among older women 

involves the park as a venue for maintaining a connection with the past and supporting a sense 

of continuity.  The nature rich quality of the parks has an overarching influence on the 

multiple, interrelated park meanings, although the influence of the park as an urban setting is 

also significant.  The meaning of the parks is shaped by their urban location, the highly 

developed and managed quality of the park settings, the social and temporal dimensions of the 

parks, and the effect of culture and heritage.   A conceptual framework of ‘green ageing’ is 
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proposed to describe the influence of nature rich settings on opportunities for optimising 

social, physical and mental health in later life. 

 

Keywords: healthy ageing, urban parks, contact with nature, green exercise, social capital, 

leisure, reminiscence, sense of place, age-friendly cities, photographic research. 
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    Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Two global trends are influencing the well-being of older adults living in cities: population 

ageing and urbanization.  Nature rich urban parks are a key feature of age-friendly cities 

contributing to the quality of life of older adults (World Health Organization, 2007).  As a 

significant proportion of the older population, the experience of older women is a particularly 

salient aspect of the trend toward urbanization and population ageing. 

The world’s population is rapidly ageing.  As a proportion of the global population the 

number of people over 60 years will double from 11% in 2006 to 22% in 2050.  For the first 

time in human history, there will be more older people than children aged 0 – 14 years (World 

Health Organization, 2007).  As with other developed countries, New Zealand and Canada are 

experiencing demographic shifts toward ageing societies.  This is influenced by increased life 

expectancy, declining birth rates, and the large Baby Boom cohort born between 1946 and 

1964. It is projected that the percentage of those 60 and over in New Zealand will increase 

from 17% in 2006 to 30% in 2050 (Statistics New Zealand, 2007).  Similarly, in Canada, the 

percentage of those 60 and over is expected to increase from 18% in 2006 to 32% in 2050 

(Statistics Canada, 2006).  The largest rate of growth will occur among the oldest age groups, 

largely comprised of women (Statistics New Zealand, 2007; Statistics Canada, 2006).      

Women comprise an increasingly large proportion of the elderly population with age.  Among 

those over 60 years, women comprise about 54% of the population in both countries (World 

Health Organization, 2007).  In New Zealand and Canada there are nearly twice as many 

women as men aged 80 years and over (Statistics New Zealand, 2007; Statistics Canada, 

2006).  Above 80 years of age, about 63% of the population are women, while in the  over 90 

age group, almost 75% of the population are women (World Health Organization, 2007; 

Statistics New Zealand, 2007; Statistics Canada, 2006).   Therefore, older women can be 

expected to represent a large portion of this future demographic.  The trend toward population 

ageing is accompanied by a global trend toward urbanization. 

In 2007, over half of the global population lived in cities.  The process of urbanization rapidly 

advanced in developed countries in the 20th century.  Just under 30% of the population in 

developed regions lived in urban centres in 1920, rising to over 50% in 1950 (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2005). During the 1900’s, the balance of the 

population in New Zealand moved from rural to urban areas.  During this period New 
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Zealand’s urban population increased by 1,500%, compared with an increase in rural areas of 

83% (Statistics New Zealand, 2007).   By 2007, over 80% of the population in developed 

countries was urban, including New Zealand (86%) and Canada (80%) (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2005).  The World Health Organization (2007) 

predicts that the number and proportion of urban dwellers will continue to rise over the 

coming decades.  By 2050, 92% of the population of New Zealand and 88% of Canadians are 

expected to live in cities.   Older adults are proportionally represented in the trend toward 

urbanization.   

In developed countries, the proportion of older adults living in cities is about 80%, similar to 

that of younger age groups and expected to rise at the same pace (World Health Organization, 

2007).  This is consistent with the experience of older adults in New Zealand and Canada.  In 

Canada, 83% of older adults, commonly referred to as seniors, live in urban areas (Public 

Health Agency of Canada, 2005).  The majority of older adults in New Zealand also live in 

urban areas.  Currently, 89% of seniors live in urban areas in New Zealand (Profile of the 

Older Population, 2002).  The experience of seniors in New Zealand and Canada, consistent 

with the global trend, is primarily an urban one.  Cities will need to provide the services and 

settings to support the well-being of residents while compensating for the physical and social 

changes associated with ageing (World Health Organization, 2007, p. 4).  The trend toward 

population ageing and urbanization is being addressed through the development and 

implementation of policies and programmes aimed at enhancing urban environments for older 

adults.   

Age-friendly cities have been identified as a global priority focus in ageing policy.  The 

Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (2002a), endorsed by the United Nations, 

identified age-friendly cities as one of their three priority directions, stating that efforts to 

make cities more age friendly are “a necessary and logical response to promote the wellbeing 

and contributions of older urban residents and keep cities thriving” (World Health 

Organization, 2007, p. 4).  The active ageing framework developed by the World Health 

Organization provides the basis for the development of age-friendly cities.  Active ageing is 

described as the process of “optimizing opportunities for health, participation and security in 

order to enhance quality of life as people age” (World Health Organization, 2007, p. 5).   The 

age-friendly cities concept aims to support quality of life and improve opportunities for older 

adults to age in place; in their own homes, neighbourhoods and communities (World Health 

Organization, 2007). 
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A global initiative to identify the central features of age-friendly cities was coordinated by the 

World Health Organization in 2006.  The aims of this initiative were to identify indicators of 

an age-friendly city, produce a guide to assist urban communities become age-friendly, and 

improve awareness of local needs, gaps and ideas for improving age-friendly urban settings.  

Thirty-five cities from all continents participated in the project.  The Global Age-Friendly 

Cities Guide is intended to provide a universal standard for an age-friendly city.   

Outdoor spaces, including nature rich urban parks, have been identified as an important 

feature of age-friendly cities.  The core indicators of age-friendly cities identified by the 

World Health Organization (2007) in the Age-friendly Cities Guide suggest that nature rich 

urban parks provide a valuable contribution to age-friendly urban settings.  The outside 

environment has a “major impact on the mobility, independence and quality of life of older 

people and affects their ability to age in place” (World Health Organization, 2007, p. 12).  

According to the Guide, the availability of green space and the beauty of the city’s natural 

areas are essential features of age-friendly cities.  Having green space is “one of the most 

commonly mentioned age-friendly features” by older adults surveyed in thirty five cities 

around the world (World Health Organization, 2007, p. 13).  Nature rich urban parks 

contribute to age-friendly cities by providing a venue for contact with nature, physical activity 

and social integration.  Social support and integration are “strongly connected to good health 

and well-being throughout life” (World Health Organization, 2007, p. 38).  Features of 

outdoor areas of cities, including parks and green spaces, and the activities they afford, have 

been found to positively influence social interaction (World Health Organization, 2007).   

According to the WHO Age-friendly Cities Guide, it should be “normal” for natural and built 

environments in urban areas to support and enable a variety of users with different abilities 

and capacities.  “An age-friendly city emphasizes enablement rather than disablement; it is 

friendly for all ages and not just ‘elder-friendly’ (World Health Organization, 2007, p. 72).  

This life course approach recognizes the importance of developing urban environments that 

facilitate active ageing across all ages.  “Supportive, enabling cities will serve as one of the 

most effective approaches to maintaining quality of life and prosperity in an increasingly 

older and more urban world” (World Health Organization, 2007, p. 75).  Urban parks make a 

valuable contribution to age-friendly cities by enhancing the quality of life, not just of older 

adults, but of all age groups.  Urban parks that provide ample opportunities for contact with 

nature appear to significantly benefit overall health and well-being. 

A growing body of research provides support for the positive influence of nature rich settings 

on overall health and well-being.  Mental well-being is enhanced through contact with nature 
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by contributing to mental restoration and stress reduction (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Kaplan, 

2001; Ke-Tsung, 2003; Korpela, Hartig, Kaiser & Fuhrer, 2001; Krenichyn, 2006; Maller, 

Townsend, Brown & Leger, 2002; Payne, 1998; Payne, Orsega-Smith, Roy & Godbey, 2005; 

Rappe, 2005; Rubenstein, 1997; Ulrich’s, 1984).  Nature rich settings enhance physical health 

by encouraging physical activity and providing a venue for green exercise (Edensor, 2000; 

Maller, Townsend, Brown & St. Leger, 2002; Maller, Townsend, Pryor, Brown & St. Leger, 

2005; Pretty, Peacock, Sellens & Griffin, 2005; Takano, Nakamura & Watanabe, 2002).  The 

value of ‘green exercise’ as a health promotion strategy has begun to receive attention owing 

to the combined benefits of exercise and contact with nature (Bedimo-Rung, Mowen & 

Cohen, 2005; Krenichyn, 2006; Pretty, Griffin, Sellens & Pretty, 2003; Pretty et al., 2005).  

Nature rich settings have also been found to enhance health and well-being associated with 

providing a setting that enables spiritual experience (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; 

Jorgensen & Anthopoulou, 2007; Kellert, 1993; Williams & Harvey, 2001), and by positively 

influencing the occurrence and quality of social contact and interaction (Coley, Sullivan & 

Kuo, 1997; Kweon, Sullivan and Wiley, 1998; Milligan, Gatrell & Bingley, 2004).  While this 

literature provides evidence of the positive influence of contact with nature, the benefits to 

particular populations, including older women, remains largely unknown.  

The objectives of this research have emerged in response to current demographic trends, 

policy and programme initiatives, and existing research evidence.  The trend toward 

population ageing and urbanization provides support for research concerned with the 

experiences of older adults in urban environments.  As a significant proportion of the older 

population, these trends have a particular relevance to the experience of older women.  The 

foundation of this research is further supported by the identification of urban parks and green 

space as a fundamental aspect of age-friendly cities contributing to the quality of life of older 

adults.  Emerging evidence of the influence of contact with nature on health and well-being 

provides additional support for the value of this research.   
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1.1 Research aim 

In recognition of these emerging trends, and in response to a need for further research in this 

area, the overall aim of this research is to explore the value and meaning of nature rich urban 

parks to older women. 

 

1.2 Research objectives   

Consistent with this aim, the objectives of this research are: 

1. To describe the qualities and characteristics of the social and physical environment of the 

urban parks which influence the park experiences of older women. 

What are the characteristics and design features of each park? 

What are the characteristics of the social environment of the parks?  

2. To identify the ways older women use nature rich urban parks. 

What are the park use patterns and behaviours of older women? 

3. To ascertain the park use experiences of older women. 

What experiences do older women have in urban parks? 

How do the design features and characteristics of the park influence and contribute to 

these experiences? 

What benefits are perceived to derive from these experiences? 

What are the constraints on deriving benefits from these experiences? 

What challenges and difficulties are associated with park use? 

 

1.3 Organization of the dissertation 

The remainder of the thesis is organized into four chapters.  Chapter Two includes a review of 

literature, organized into three sections reflecting the primary theoretical and research areas 

relevant to this research.  The first section summarizes the literature on the human relationship 

with nature, with an emphasis on the theoretical perspectives and knowledge base concerned 

with the influence of contact with nature on health and well-being.  The second section 
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describes the literature on the environmental context of ageing.  This review includes a 

summary of the concept of place, which provides a perspective on environmental experiences 

in later life.  The final section comprises a review of literature associated with ageing and 

leisure, with a focus on leisure benefits, patterns and constraints, and relevant theory.   

Chapter Three provides an overview of the methods and context of this research.  The parks 

included in this study are described, as well as the physical and cultural characteristics of the 

surrounding city and region.  A summary of the research approach applied to this study is 

presented and the implications and benefits of using a cross national approach is discussed.   

The findings of this research are presented in Chapter Four.  Five central themes emerged 

from this research to reflect the core values and meanings of the parks to the women who 

participated in this study.  Several conclusions about the relationship between women in later 

life and nature rich urban parks are also discussed.   

Chapter Five comprises the final discussion and the implications of this dissertation for 

theory, policy and future research.  A conceptual framework is presented to contribute to 

knowledge of the influence of nature rich urban settings on opportunities for optimizing 

health in later life.  This framework is then applied to the findings of this research related to 

the experiences of older women in nature rich urban parks.   
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    Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

This review of literature is presented in three sections reflecting the broad themes of this 

research.  The first section examines literature concerning the human relationship with nature.  

This section begins with an overview of the concept of ‘nature’, and a discussion of what 

constitutes a ‘natural environment’.  The choice of urban parks as the study context in this 

research highlights the need for a discussion of ‘naturalness’.  Theoretical perspectives on the 

human relationship with nature are described, including those that address biological, cultural 

and individual origins and influences concerned with how humans interact with the 

environment.  This section concludes with an overview of our current knowledge about the 

influence of contact with nature on well-being.  This literature provides support for the value 

of research that furthers our understanding of the influence of nature rich settings on the well-

being of older women, a population for whom research in this area is limited.   

The second section of this review describes the environmental context of ageing.  Two 

conceptual orientations on ageing and the environment emerged from the literature to 

contribute to the theoretical foundation and methodological orientation of this research.  The 

first involves ecological models of ageing which have developed from environmental 

gerontology.  The social ecological perspective is of particular relevance to this research.  

This perspective highlights the significance of diverse environmental factors on ageing and 

contributes to the conceptual foundation of this research.  The concept of ‘place’ is the second 

perspective included in this review.  Place theory further contributes to a theoretical 

understanding of research on the environmental context of ageing.  The literature concerned 

with place incorporates both theoretical perspectives and the application of place concepts to 

research.  This section concludes with an overview of reminiscence, with a focus on the 

relationship between ‘place’ and reminiscence.   

The final section of this review provides a perspective from the literature on leisure and 

ageing.  This section begins with an overview of leisure benefits, patterns and constraints and 

summarizes the elements of leisure that may influence the experience of older women in 

urban parks.  An overview of the theoretical perspectives on ageing and leisure further 

informs and guides the theoretical and methodological development of this research and 

completes this review of the literature.  
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2.1 The Human Relationship with Nature 

 

Nature rich settings can contribute to physical, mental, social and spiritual well-being.  

Indeed, proponents of biophilia say contact with nature is a basic human need.1  The effect of 

viewing and interacting with elements of nature on health are gaining attention as a vehicle 

for health promotion (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Kaplan, 2001; Maller et al., 2002; Payne et al., 

2005; Takano et al., 2002; Ulrich, 1984).  In this context, nature rich urban parks are more 

than an amenity. Particularly in urban environments they can provide people with a readily 

accessible environment for contact with nature and are a fundamental health resource which 

can have a positive influence on health and well-being (Maller et al., 2002; Payne et al., 

2005).   

People tend to value nature and dedicate considerable resources to interact with nature rich 

settings and elements of nature.  People are prepared to contribute time and money, and 

tolerate discomforts or inconveniences to have a view of nature from a window, a beautiful 

garden, or a camping holiday in a natural setting (Clayton, 2003).   For many, there is 

considerable value placed on having contact with birds and wildlife, the company of pets, a 

walk in a forest, or a visit to a beach or park.  While negative perceptions of nature rich areas, 

including fear and disgust, have been found among school age children in previous research 

(Bixler & Floyd, 1997), there is support for a widespread preference for nature rich 

environments.  Photographs of natural scenery compared with built environments are highly 

rated in research with undergraduate students (Herzog, Black, Fountaine & Knotts, 1997).  

Among photos of built environments, those with natural features including trees and flowers 

are more highly rated than those without (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).  When university students 

were asked to describe a favourite place, natural environments were frequently mentioned 

(Korpela et al., 2001), and the majority of older adults’ fondest childhood memories occur in 

nature rich settings (Cooper Marcus, 1992).    There is currently a growth in the ‘culture of 

nature’, which values natural products, uses images of nature in marketing, and emphasizes 

the value of being in natural environments (Macnaghten & Urry, 2000a).  Definitions of 

nature, however, are complex and contested.   

 

                                                 
1 Biophilia is defined by E.O Wilson (1984) as “the innate tendency to focus on life and lifelike processes” (p. 1).  
Wilson (1984) developed the biophilia hypothesis which consists of two broad propositions: first, that humans have a 
tendency to respond positively to nature; second, that this disposition has a partly genetic basis. The biophilia 
hypothesis has been expanded by Kellert (1993) to suggest that our dependence on nature extends beyond the material 
and physical to include “aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive, and even spiritual meaning and satisfaction” (p. 20).     



 9

2.1.1 Defining nature 

 

The predominant meaning of nature has traditionally been our ‘nonhuman surroundings’ 

(Clayton, 2003).  This may include living components of the environment, such as plants and 

animals, and nonanimate features, for example, an ocean shore, mountain range, or the 

changing seasons and weather (Clayton, 2003; Kaplan & Kaplan,1989).  Clayton and Opotow 

(2003) define natural environments as those in which the influence of humans is minimal or 

nonobvious.  The way in which people define and conceptualize nature, however, is highly 

complex. The individual characteristics found to influence conceptions of nature include 

childhood exposure to outdoor environments, current place of residence, gender differences, 

cultural heritage and language (Clayton & Opotow, 2003).  In a study of the conceptualization 

of nature among adults, Mausner (1996) found significant variation in the definitions of 

nature, as well as the threshold where natural environments became unnatural.  Definitions of 

natural environments were identified as including three core themes (Mausner, 1996).  The 

first theme is described as ‘separation of people from nature’ in which natural settings are 

conceived as those which exclude all evidence of people or human-made artifacts and where 

there is little opportunity for human access.  The second theme, ‘assessment of human 

elements’, comprises conceptualizations of nature where the presence of non-natural elements 

may occur within natural settings.  The ‘naturalness’ of environments which include non-

natural elements is evaluated based on several factors.  These include the degree to which 

natural elements seem to belong to the setting, the amount of human control in placing and 

maintaining the elements, how many years the element had existed, and perceptions of the 

state of well-being of the element.  For example, tree size is an important feature in evaluating 

the naturalness of a setting and is related to both the longevity and well-being of the tree.  The 

third theme, ‘human impact on nature’, was found to be the prevailing theme related to 

assessing naturalness.  The naturalness of settings “diminished in direct relation to perceived 

increases in human impact” (Mausner, 1996, p. 341).  While a high level of human impact 

was associated with less ‘naturalness’, some of these settings were preferred and valued for 

their aesthetic appeal.   

Based on these themes, Mausner (1996) categorized natural settings into five types of 

environments ranging from totally natural environments, which included no signs of people or 

human-made artifacts, to non-natural environments in which the human influence completely 

overrides the natural influence.  Semi natural environments afford the experience of ‘being in 

nature’ even though non-natural elements exist.  These settings include large urban parks 
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where human influence and non-natural elements seem to coexist and people control whatever 

elements of naturalness remain.  These conceptualizations of nature suggest that “naturalness 

can be a dimension of most environments” (Mausner, 1996, p. 336).   

An exploration of the definition of nature and natural settings suggests that this complex 

concept reflects the Western view of nature as being apart and separate from humans 

(Mausner, 1996, p. 336).  Franklin (2002) suggests that it is impossible to disentangle the 

human from the nonhuman and includes the ‘nature of the everyday’ as an element of the 

natural world.  Nature of the everyday, also referred to as ‘nearby nature’ by Kaplan & 

Kaplan (1989) includes, for example, companion animals, plants, trees and shrubs planted in 

and around houses, parks and patches of nature around towns, and birds at backyard feeders.  

The dichotomy between the nature and humans is, of course, problematic.  “Nature has long 

been subject to human influence through what is planted, supported, or tolerated, and what is 

exterminated either directly or through elimination of its habitat” (Clayton, 2003, p. 6).  The 

environment throughout the world has been deeply shaped by human influences.  Every area 

of the planet has been affected to some degree by changes in weather patterns (Clayton & 

Opotow, 2003).  There has been profound ecological impact from climate change, and at a 

local level urban areas now experience distinct microclimates.  The extensive and pervasive 

influence of humans suggests that a definition of nature or naturalness cannot exclude the 

human element.  In the following section, the human relationship with nature is described 

from several theoretical perspectives. 

 

2.1.2 Theoretical perspectives on the human relationship with nature 

 

Attraction to natural settings and the human affiliation with elements of nature has been 

explored from diverse perspectives.  The primary schools of thought regarding how humans 

interact with the environment are: As a member of a species; as a member of a particular 

culture or subculture; and, as a unique individual (Riley, 1992).  Each of these 

conceptualisations represents a major school of thought, claiming to offer the best explanation 

of our relationship and experiences with nature.   
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2.1.2.1 Biological influences 

 

The view that we relate to the environment as a member of a species suggests that biology and 

evolution are the primary influences on our experiences.  The Biophilia Hypothesis, first 

developed by Harvard biologist E.O. Wilson (1984), states that humans have a need for 

contact with nature that is central to our health and well-being, both individually and as a 

species.  The term ‘biophilia’ means “the innate tendency to focus on life and lifelike 

processes” (Wilson, 1984, p. 1).  The Biophilia Hypothesis states that, during evolution, 

having knowledge of, and an affiliation for, nature contributed to survival so that over time 

human beings have developed “a profound need for an intimate bond with the natural world” 

which may have a genetic basis (Maller et al., 2002, p. 26).  While the role of evolutionary 

biology associated with the biophila hypothesis is controversial, there is compelling, 

empirical evidence that disconnections from nature are harmful to individuals, societies and 

cultures, and closeness to nature increases well-being (Kahn, 2001; Pretty et al., 2003).   

The biophilia hypothesis includes the concepts of biophilia, biophobia, and biophilic 

environments.  The biophilia hypothesis suggests that the deep affiliations that humans have 

with nature, and our responses to elements in the natural environment, are rooted in our 

biology and have helped to sustain life through our evolution (Kellert, 1993).  Human 

preferences toward elements of nature, and dislike of other elements, known as biophobia, are 

refined through culture and learning, but may be the product of biological evolution.  

Biophilic environments, of growing interest in architectural and design studies, allow for 

contact with nature within a built environment.   

While there is considerable evidence to suggest that humans have a deep affiliation with 

nature, the biophilia hypothesis remains controversial.  Several of the primary controversies 

have been addressed by Kahn (2001).  These include: What is the role of cognition, free will, 

development and culture if biophilia is understood largely as a genetically determined 

affiliation; how do we reconcile our negative affiliations with nature if biophilia means ‘love 

of nature’; and, how good is the supporting evidence?  Kahn (2001) provides the following 

response to these concerns. 

The emphasis on the innate and evolutionary origin of the human affiliation with nature is at 

the centre of the biophilia controversy.  Kahn (2001) suggests that the degree of biological 

determinism associated with the genetic basis of biophilia has been “oversimplified and 

exaggerated” (p. 29).  In explaining human nature, Wilson (1993) emphasizes the important 

and profound influence of learning, experience and culture on the “content, direction, and 
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intensity of biological tendencies” (p. 29).  Like other patterns of complex behaviour, 

biophilia is mediated by culture and experience.  Although even in mediated biophilia 

evolutionary theory plays an important role in the understanding of the human affiliation with 

nature.  The existence of negative affiliations with nature is a further controversy associated 

with the biophilia hypothesis. 

While biophilia appears to describe a love of nature, Wilson (1993) suggests that both 

positive and negative affiliations with nature exist.  These complex feelings “fall along 

several emotional spectra: From attraction to aversion, from awe to indifference, from 

peacefulness to fear-driven anxiety” (Kahn, 2001, p. 31).  A negative affiliation with nature, 

sometimes referred to as biophobia, is assumed to represent an innate response to elements of 

the natural world which is evolutionary in origin and mediated by culture and experience.  

Some researchers would suggest that a biophobic response to certain elements of nature have 

contributed to human survival during evolution. 

While the benefits of contact with nature, and attraction to elements of nature have been well 

documented, natural settings have been found to engender negative reactions and fear 

responses.  Much of the current knowledge on fear of nature originates from laboratory 

research within clinical psychology and neuroscience.  The biological preparedness 

hypothesis and the concept of biophobia suggest that fear of elements of nature is a deeply 

rooted response which developed during human evolution (Ulrich, 1993; van den Berg & ter 

Heijne, 2005).   

Survival was enhanced by learning and over time remembering the rewards and 
dangers associated with natural settings and developing various adaptive responses, 
either positive/approach (biophilic) or negative/avoidance (biophobic) (Ulrich, 1993, 
p. 75). 

From an evolutionary perspective, individuals who failed rapidly to recognize dangerous 

environments were less likely to survive (Ulrich, 1993). The ability to recognize a safe 

environment, and one that may aid survival, led to an increased potential for survival. 

Therefore, environmental preference becomes an inclination to make choices that lead 

individuals away from dangerous environments.     

The majority of phobias and fears are in response to objects and situations that may have 

threatened humans throughout evolution, for example, snakes, spiders, heights, closed spaces 

and blood (Ulrich, 1993).  While biophobia research has focused almost exclusively on fear of 

animals, recent research on responses to landscapes has shown that visual or locomotor access 

is related to both self-reported fear and perceived danger (van den Berg & ter Heijne, 2005). 
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Settings that lack visual or locomotor access are perceived as more dangerous and evoke more 

fear than open and accessible settings. 

Actual visits to wilderness areas have provided another line of research for studies of fearful 

and avoidant reactions to nature.  Aversion to wildlands among school aged children 

participating in outdoor education programs was studied by Bixler (1994) and Bixler and 

Floyd (1997). Those students who experienced fear, disgust and a desire for modern comforts 

were more likely to prefer manicured park settings and urban environments and to dislike 

wildland environments. Although some individuals develop fear of wildlands through direct 

negative experiences, such as being stung by a swarm of bees, or becoming lost, evidence 

suggests that individuals with the fewest direct experiences may be the most frightened 

(Bixler, 1994; Bixler & Floyd, 1997).  

The functional evolutionary perspective states that certain cultural traditions, including 

folklore, mythology, and symbols related to dangerous creatures or objects, in combination 

with a genetic predisposition, created both approach and avoidance responses to elements of 

nature.  A debate continues among researchers regarding the relative importance of biology 

and culture, learning and experience on negative affiliations with nature (Kahn, 2001).  While 

it is essential to recognize negative reactions to nature, the research suggests that very few 

people dislike nature, and that while some people may dislike elements of nature, most 

experience a positive affiliation with some aspect of nature (Kahn, 2001).  Most people 

appreciate and affiliate with some form of nature – flowers and gardens, dogs and cats, parks 

and aquariums, sunsets, or living on a tree lined urban street.   

The third controversy involves whether the biophilia hypothesis can be confirmed or 

disconfirmed.  Kahn (2001) provides several responses to the critique regarding how well 

biophilia withstands scrutiny.  Biophilic symbolism suggests that the overwhelming use of 

animals and nature in human language and as a symbolic expression of culture is evidence of 

our biophilic tendencies.  It is suggested that “no other realm affords such vivid expression of 

symbolic concepts” (Lawrence, 1993 cited in Kahn, 2001, p. 34).  An attraction to “unnatural” 

objects is presented as an argument against biophilia.  Supporters would suggest, however, 

that even though people affiliate with nature, they do not only affiliate with nature.  In 

addition, the attraction to human artifacts appears more appealing when the artifacts are 

“portrayed, encompassed, or used in a natural setting” (Kahn, 2001, p. 37).  Car 

advertisements provide an example of this by often portraying a car, jeep or truck, in a nature 

setting, a mountain top or beach.   
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The most compelling criticism of biophilia questions whether this hypothesis can be 

disconfirmed.  There appears to be an inability to provide disconfirming evidence due to an 

“uncomfortable proliferation” of explanations related to biophilia (Kahn, 2001, p. 40).  When 

one explanation is not confirmed, another is offered.  Moreover, “…when the going gets 

rough, proponents of biophilia can just wave the wand of culture, experience and learning” 

(Kahn, 2001, p. 40).  There appears to be no opportunity for disconfirming the biophilia 

hypothesis, although Kahn (2001) suggests that Wilson refers to biophilia as a hypothesis, so 

one would assume that he would agree that there is a need to test and critique the hypothesis 

and the current biophilia literature.  In response to the final critique that there are cultures that 

appear to have no positive affiliation or emotional responses to nature, some researchers 

would suggest that while the genetic predisposition for biophilia exists, its expression needs to 

be triggered by culture and environment.  Kahn (2001) suggests that “perhaps the genetic 

basis of biophilia is smaller than initially proposed by Wilson, and more needs to be said 

about development and culture” (p. 42).  This discussion highlights the continued nature-

nurture debate regarding biophilia.  Kahn (2001) concludes that while there appears to be 

compelling evidence for a human affiliation with nature, the role of evolutionary biology in 

human behaviour must be approached with caution.    

 In my interpretation the research literature speaks relatively strongly for the 
proposition that people have a need and propensity to affiliate with nature…I have 
argued that biophilia needs a theoretical foundation that extends well beyond 
evolutionary biology… focusing on development and culture (Kahn, 2001, p. 43). 

While the biophilia hypothesis describes our human need for an affiliation with nature, other 

theories and perspectives suggest that landscape preference may also have a biological, 

evolutionary origin.  The savanna hypothesis suggests that there is a preference for landscapes 

that are typical of the African terrain where humans evolved (Bott, Cantrill & Myers, 2003).  

Habitat theory states that our preference for particular landscapes is derived from landscapes 

which have been favourable to human survival by meeting our biological needs (Appleton, 

1975).  Appleton (1975) extends habitat theory by proposing that two components of the 

landscape, prospect and refuge, were an intermediate step in meeting our biological needs.  

Prospect describes the visual access within a setting; having a view with the potential for 

discovering resources.  Landscapes with refuge provide features that offer a place to hide 

from danger or threats.  In his prospect-refuge theory Appleton (1975) postulates that because 

seeing and being seen were crucial to survival these features have influenced, throughout our 

evolution, the landscapes we continue to prefer.   
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The functional evolutionary perspective suggests that survival was enhanced by learning and 

remembering the advantages and dangers associated with certain natural settings and 

landscape features and developing a positive (biophilic) or negative (biophobic) response.  

These responses, in combination with a genetic predisposition, became reinforced through 

cultural traditions including folklore, mythology and symbols.  This learning resulted in 

responses to natural settings and features.   

Restorative environment theories provide a further perspective on human responses to nature 

rich settings.  Research concerned with the restorative qualities of various built and natural 

settings, primarily within environmental psychology, suggests that natural landscapes are 

preferred and contribute to restoration and stress recovery (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Ulrich, 

1983).  While these restorative environment theories are predicated on the conceptual 

framework of the biophilia hypothesis, Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) suggest that restorative 

environment theories can stand apart from evolutionary theory because the preferences for 

certain landscapes do not require evolutionary theory to be accepted as valid.   

This section has provided an overview of the theoretical perspectives that suggest that biology 

and evolution are central influences on our relationship with nature.  The following section 

describes the theoretical perspectives that emerge from the view that our relationship with the 

natural environment is socially and culturally determined.   

 

2.1.2.2 Cultural influences 

 

Contrary to the evolutionary perspective, the social constructionist school of thought states 

that culture and society are the primary influences on the human relationship with nature.  

This view has evolved beyond biological determinism and has developed as the landscape has 

become increasingly influenced, and altered by, human culture.  The social constructionist 

perspective suggests that the variability of attitudes, beliefs and values toward nature 

historically, geographically and culturally is evidence of the important influence of culture on 

conceptualizations of nature.  Perceptions of nature have changed throughout history and 

differ among groups and cultures.  Rhode and Kendle (1994) suggest that “culture both 

reflects and forms our opinions of the world around us” (p. 22).  That society has an important 

influence on views toward nature would seem to be supported by the differences between 

cultural groups.  Wirthian theory provides an example of this school of thought by proposing 

that our relationship with the environment is largely socially constructed.   
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Wirthian theory has had a marked influence on popular views about urban landscapes and 

nature.  This theory is based on the writing of Louis Wirth, recognized as a leading urban 

sociologist whose social theory of urban space is described in his 1938 essay Urbanism as a 

Way of Life (Rhode and Kendle, 1994).  While Wirth believed cities to have both negative 

and positive effects on culture and society, Wirthian theory commonly reflects statements 

about the harmful effect of urban environments on well-being and the benefits of nature 

contact.  Over the past two centuries, Western attitudes toward life in the city have been 

primarily negative.  Urban environments are often seen as “contrived, grotesque, lonely and 

disturbed, and the belief that cities have detrimental psychological effects on their inhabitants 

is widespread” (Rohde & Kendle 1994, p. 10).  Wirtherian theory proposes that psychological 

disturbance can occur as a result of the stress of living in the city due to the great amount of 

sensory stimulation, while relief from this stress can only be achieved through connections 

with nature, which are considered to be wholesome and healthy.  While this view continues to 

be widely accepted, and although urban environments can be stressful, research suggests that 

the amount of stress experienced by urban and rural dwellers is actually very similar (Rohde 

& Kendle 1994).  The belief that urban environments are stressful appears to contribute to 

environmentally related stress experienced by some urban dwellers.  Rohde & Kendle (1994) 

suggest that “preconceptions and attitudes, rather than urbanization per se, is frequently the 

cause of this type of stress” (p. 11).  A socially constructed view of urban life and nature rich 

settings appears to create an expectation of the experience associated with these settings, 

which may then have a significant influence on the ensuing experience.   

A historical perspective of our relationship with nature further highlights the influence of 

culture.  In a historical overview of our relationship with nature through walking, Solnit 

(2000) agrees that our preference for nature and our desire to be in natural settings is largely 

the result of centuries of cultivating certain beliefs, attitudes and values.   

We tend to consider the foundations of our culture to be natural, but every foundation 
had builders and an origin – which is to say that it was a creative construction, not a 
biological inevitability.   This is not to say that no one felt a tender passion or 
admired a body of water before these successive revolutions, it is instead to say that a 
cultural framework arose that would inculcate such tendencies in the wider public, 
give them certain conventional avenues of expression, attribute to them certain 
redemptive values, and alter the surrounding world to enhance those tendencies.  It is 
impossible to overemphasize how profound is the effect of this revolution on the taste 
for nature and practice of walking (Solnit 2000, p. 85). 

Changing views and attitudes toward nature reflect the wider cultural changes of the time in 

which nature itself becomes cultural.  Attitudes toward forests, for example, have historically 

ranged from negative reactions where ‘the woods’ are seen as an antagonistic force, and a 



 17

source and representation of fear, through to positive reactions where the forest is portrayed as 

a place of joy, enchantment, and spiritual resource (Rhode & Kendle, 1994).  Although these 

themes recur throughout history, “weight is given to different attitudes at different times and 

in different societies” (Rhode & Kendle, 1994, p. 25).   

Prior to the Romantic period of the late eighteenth to mid nineteenth century in Europe, 

contact with nature for many, particularly privileged, urban dwellers occurred in parks and 

gardens.  The evolution of parks provides insight into the social and cultural views of nature 

during various periods.  As Amato (2004) states, “the garden held a special place in defining 

European conceptions of space and nature” (p. 14).  Solnit (2000) agrees that gardens and 

parks reflect views about nature and provide an overview of their development over the past 

five centuries.  Sixteenth century parks were places where visitors were concerned primarily 

with society, rather than nature.  The surroundings were generally unimportant and a walk in 

the park was just movement, not a nature experience.  Medieval gardens were designed to 

appeal to all the senses and were most often used for sitting or reclining.  These gardens 

included flowers, herbs, fruit trees, fountains and musical instruments.  During the 

Renaissance period, roughly spanning the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, and the Baroque 

period from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, parks and gardens grew increasingly large 

and the walkways and paths of Baroque gardens, in particular, reflect the increasing 

popularity of walking.  The 18th century English garden was the “golden age for attention to 

gardens” based on the premise that “nature needs to be dressed and adorned, at least in the 

garden, and paintings suggested some of the ways in which this could be done (Solnit, 2000, 

p. 89). The development of the ‘garden city’ was in response to a revolution in gardening 

which involved all levels of society and was an attempt to improve city life and incorporate 

nature into what had become polluted, unhealthy and disease ridden urban environments 

(Franklin, 2002). Gardening as leisure was associated with “moral and spiritual improvement” 

(Franklin, 2002, p. 152).   

 A revolution in garden aesthetics and the embedding of this close relation with 
nature in popular culture and lifestyle became so significant that it shaped the 
modern city and modern urban lifestyles to the end of the twentieth century (Franklin 
2002, p. 152). 

The 18th century English garden was designed to include both aesthetic appeal and 

opportunities for walking and reflected the growing interest and pleasure of looking at 

gardens while walking.  A shift began to emerge as gardens became more indistinguishable 

from the surrounding landscape and were increasingly viewed as “nothing more than a 

visually pleasing space in which to wander” (Solnit, 2000, p. 93). Romanticism offered a new 
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way of appreciating nature and led to an interest in finding and enjoying nature beyond parks 

and gardens. 

While a taste for nature was formed in the English gardens, the Romantic period represents a 

cultural shift in the human relationship with nature.  Whereas gardens and parks had provided 

a venue for “seeking pleasure and aesthetic experience”, the Romantic period represents an 

increasing desire for communing with nature away from cities and gardens. (Solnit 2000, p. 

85).  

Rather than looking at the work of man, the scenic stroller could look at the works of 
nature, and to look at nature as a work of art completed a momentous revolution 
(Solnit 2000, p. 93).   

Natural environments became valued for their solitude and for opportunities to commune with 

nature, self and others.  The influence of Romantic art, emerging natural sciences and 

philosophy contributed to a greater interest in the natural world, as did a popular interest in 

geology and botany as pastimes (Amato, 2004).  The Romantic poets, and particularly 

Wordsworth, expressed a love of nature which became embedded in popular culture (Solnit, 

2000).  By the turn of the century, accessing nature pursuits for leisure and health had become 

increasingly common, and the attitude had developed that it was beneficial to be away from 

the city (Amato, 1994).  Walking and tramping groups became immensely popular during the 

early part of the century and were fuelled by views of the importance of nature contact.  The 

cultural influences on the human relationship with nature are reflected in the development and 

use of city parks and gardens, and the eventual interest in exploring and communing with 

nature beyond urban areas.  

The combined influence of culture and biology on our relationship with nature provides a 

further perspective.  While the interaction of cultural and biological influences remain 

unclear, Wilson (1996) asserts that we do know that behaviour develops through culture and 

learning and that culture is determined by the mental development of individual human 

beings, including sensory perception, memories and decision making.  Wilson (1996) argues 

that “culture is ultimately a biological product” (p. 107).  These biological functions affect 

culture and culture in turn affects biological evolution so that “genes and culture are in fact 

inseverably linked” (Wilson, 1996, p. 110).   Milton (2002) agrees that evolution has 

equipped us to learn and experience certain things through the development of our particular 

‘mental equipment’ or ‘cognitive architecture” (p. 40).  It remains unknown whether humans 

relate to nature in a particular way because of our social and cultural experiences or whether 

the environment “merely triggers ideas that are already in the mind, placed there by natural 
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selection” (Milton, 2002, p. 40).  The relative influence of culture and biology fuel an 

interesting debate.  The following section describes the individual factors that may play a role 

in the human relationship with nature.   

 

2.1.2.3 Individual influences 

 

While the role of biology and social and cultural influences on the human relationship with 

nature have been widely discussed in the literature, the influence of individual characteristics 

on nature-based experiences has received less attention. There is, however, some evidence for 

the importance of individual factors as determinants of the relationship to nature.  The idea 

that our interaction with the environment is individually determined suggests that “the 

individual’s own life, body and experience” play an important role in the way we interact with 

the environment (Riley, 1992, p. 18).  Bijoux & Myers (2006) state that human experiences in 

particular settings are linked to “who you are, where you are, where you have been or are 

from, and what you are there for” (p. 44).   

Personal characteristics and experiences, including childhood exposure to natural settings, 

age, gender, and personality characteristics appear to influence perceptions and relationships 

with nature.  While these variables can play a role in the relationship to nature, there is a lack 

of clarity regarding the relative significance and nature of their influence.  As discussed 

previously, the social constructionist model assumes that social and cultural experiences are 

the primary determinants of perceptions and views concerned with nature and natural settings 

(Milton, 2002).  It is argued, however, that while humans are social beings, this model 

disregards the fact that people come to experience and understand nature from both their 

social and non-social experiences (Milton, 2002).  Differences in experiences based on gender 

and age, therefore, may be socially constructed or may be a result of other personal and 

individual factors resulting in a distinct relationship with nature.  Individual characteristics 

related to the influence of childhood contact with nature on the health and well-being of 

children and adults is an area of research which is receiving increasing attention. 

Contact with nature and exposure to nature settings appear to have an important influence on 

healthy childhood development and well-being (Kahn & Kellert, 2002; Louv, 2005).  There is 

also growing evidence that nature experiences in adulthood vary according to childhood 

experiences.  Recent research suggests that childhood use of green space has an important 

influence on adult use of, and attitudes toward, green space and other natural places (Ward 
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Thompson, Aspinall & Montarzino, 2008).  The use of green space by adults has been found 

to be influenced by beliefs and perceptions about these environments.  These beliefs and 

perceptions appear to develop and form as a result of childhood experiences.  Positive use of 

green spaces by adults is associated not only with the use of natural settings during childhood, 

but with the development of a “complex physical, psychological, cognitive, and emotional 

relationship with outdoor environments” as a result of childhood experiences (Ward 

Thompson et al., 2008, p. 132).  The effect of contact with nature during childhood may also 

have a long term influence on well-being.   

Childhood play in natural settings can have an impact on mental health and well-being in 

young adulthood.  Bingley & Milligan (2004) found that young adults who had positive 

childhood experiences in natural settings perceived forests and woodlands as therapeutic 

environments with the potential for alleviating stress and mental health problems.  Childhood 

experiences may also provide the foundation for the development of spiritual beliefs about 

elements of nature.  In a study on the effect of childhood nature experiences, Lohr and 

Pearson-Mims (2006) found that adults who perceive trees as having spiritual meaning were 

more likely to have had greater exposure to natural settings as children.  Consistent with these 

findings, the development of environmental sensitivity in adulthood appears to be first felt in 

childhood as a feeling of empathy toward the environment (Chawla, 1998).  Research into the 

effect of childhood exposure to nature, however, tends not to specify stages of adulthood that 

might provide insight into the particular experience of older adults.   

Much of the existing research related to older adults is primarily concerned with therapeutic 

nature-based interventions’ in long term care and other residential settings.  This research has 

focused largely on the benefits of horticulture, gardening and animal-assisted or pet therapy 

programmes for the elderly (Rappe, 2005; Banks & Banks, 2002).  Other research concerned 

with the perceptions and reactions of older adults to nature settings is limited and does not 

provide clear insights.  Rhode and Kendle (1994) provide two examples of the complexity of 

studies concerned with the influence of personality characteristics on the relationship with 

nature.  In one example, elderly people were reported to have a less intense reaction to nature 

than children.  It has been suggested, however, that children may have a more intense reaction 

to many things.   In a second example, elderly people were found to respond less favourably 

to wild and unmanaged nature areas in urban environments, considering them to be untidy or 

unattractive.  This may reflect a comfort and familiarity with traditional landscape styles of 

this particular cohort, rather than an age related characteristic.  These examples suggest that 
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age differences in perceptions of nature appear to be influenced by social and cultural norms 

and expectations of particular cohort groups.  

The role of gender in the relationship between adults and nature has also received limited 

attention.  While it is suggested within certain areas of environmental research, and 

particularly eco-feminism, that women have a special affinity with nature, this issue is 

complex (Low & Tremayne, 2001).  In a study to test a scale for measuring connectedness to 

the natural world, Mayer and Frantz (2004) found no difference between men and women in 

the affective, experiential relationship to the natural world.  There also appears to be 

tremendous variation in the relationship between women and nature (Low & Tremayne, 

2001).  Where gender differences in the relationship to nature have been found to exist, 

research suggests that socialization is the primary cause.  In a study of gender differences in 

environmentalism, Zelezny, Chua & Aldrich (2000) found that “individuals are shaped by 

gender expectation within the context of cultural norms” (p. 445). Gender differences 

concerned with perceptions of nature, therefore, appear to be determined by cultural and 

social norms.  

Few studies have addressed the role of personality and temperament in the relationship to 

nature.  For example, while mood has been shown to influence perceptions of landscape 

quality, there does not appear to be research concerned with the effect of mood on the 

relationship with nature (Rohde & Kendle, 1994).  A debate exists concerned with the 

influence of personality traits, as opposed to the influence of the specific situations, on 

interaction with nature.  Rohde & Kendle (1994) suggest that, “while is it now recognized that 

situational, or contextual, variables are of major importance in influencing human behaviour, 

it is also widely accepted that personality dispositions mediate environmental effects” (p. 37).   

Whether our affiliation with nature is rooted in biology, social or cultural influences, individual 

factors, or a combination of these, there is evidence that contact with nature can have a profound 

influence on various aspects of well-being. 

 

2.1.3 Contact with nature and well-being 

 

Research into the relationship between contact with nature and human health and well-being 

can be found in such diverse disciplines as psychology, environmental health, biology, 

ecology, landscape design, leisure and recreation, wilderness studies, urban planning, 
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architecture, and public health and medicine (Maller et al., 2002).  There is a growing body of 

empirical evidence concerning the beneficial health effects of contact with nature, either 

through direct involvement or simply by viewing nature.  Studies have found that children 

who have access to natural environments experience improved cognitive functioning (Wells, 

2000), and have a decrease in symptoms related to Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(Kuo & Taylor, 2004).  Surgical patients were found to recover more quickly and with fewer 

complications when they have a view of nature (Ulrich, 1984).  Office workers with access to 

nature have higher levels of job satisfaction (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989), and prisoners with a 

view of nature experience fewer stress symptoms (Moore, 1981). Ulrich et al (1991) found 

exposure to natural settings, compared to urban environments, resulted in lower levels of 

anger, aggression, and fear.   Older adults living in Tokyo, with access to a walkable green 

space, have increased longevity (Takano et al., 2002).  Older adults in residential care show 

numerous health benefits from participation in a horticulture programme (Rappe, 2005).  

Other studies have identified significant health benefits as a result of viewing and interacting 

with nature (Kaplan, 2001; Kong, Yuen, Briffett & Sodhi, 1997; Krenichyn, 2006; Orsega-

Smith, 2004; Payne, 1998; Payne et al., 2005; Tinsley, Tinsley & Croskeys, 2002; Rappe, 

2005).   

This growing body of evidence suggests that good quality nature rich environments are 

fundamental to human health and well-being and a component of an effective public health 

system (Stone, 2006).  While the relationship of nature to well-being has not been adequately 

recognized to date as a venue for health promotion or as a strategy for preventative and 

restorative health care, evidence of the influence of nature on well-being is increasing.  As 

Maller et al. (2005) state, natural areas and public parks “provide a fundamental setting for 

health promotion and the creation of well-being for urban populations that to date has lacked 

due recognition”(p. 51).  Morris (2003) agrees that urban greenspaces provide a venue for 

heath promotion and that natural areas are now widely recognized as important contributors to 

human health and well-being.  Maller et al. (2005) suggest that “natural areas can be seen as 

one of our most vital health resources” (p. 52).  While well-being benefits from contact with 

nature, the type of benefits is only just beginning to be investigated (Maller et al, 2005).   

As significant connections are made between the health of the environment and human health 

and well-being, public policies are beginning to recognize the impact of natural settings, 

particularly in urban areas, on well-being.  The United Nations Commission on Human 

Rights’ decision in April 2003 supports the need for nature settings as a component of public 

health, stating that “protection of the environment and sustainable development can also 



 23

contribute to human well-being” (Stone, 2006, p. 1111).  Also, the 2002 World Summit made 

explicit links between human health, the environment, and sustainable development (Stone, 

2006, p. 1110).  The Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion developed by the World Health 

Organization in 1986 identifies the importance of environments supportive of health, stating 

that the “inextricable links between people and their environments are the basis for a socio-

ecological approach to health” (Maller et al., 2002, p. 112).  Public policies are recognizing 

the importance of a social ecological approach to health and well-being through recognition of 

the relationship between the environment and public health. 

The social ecological perspective emphasizes the interrelationships among environmental, 

social and individual factors.  Stokols (1992) describes several assumptions about human 

health and healthy environments that are central to the social ecological perspective.  The 

healthiness of a situation and the well-being of individuals are assumed to be influenced by 

various aspects of the physical environment, the social environment, and a variety of personal 

attributes.  Stokols (1992) suggests that “efforts to promote human well-being should be 

based on an understanding of the dynamic interplay among diverse environmental and 

personal factors” (p. 7).  These can be described in terms of physical and social components, 

objective (actual) or subjective (perceived) qualities, and as specific independent attributes or 

in terms of the composite among several features, for example, the person-environment fit 

(Stokols, 1992).  

Thus, people-environment transactions are characterized by cycles of mutual 
influence, whereby the physical and social features of settings directly influence their 
occupants’ health and, concurrently, the participants in settings modify the 
healthfulness of their surroundings through their individual and collective actions 
(Stokols, 1992, p. 8).   

A social ecological perspective provides a valuable framework for exploring the positive 

influence of nature rich settings on human health and well-being.     

Settings that have been described as having a particularly positive influence on health and 

well-being have been described as ‘therapeutic landscapes’.  Originally the concept of 

therapeutic landscapes was concerned with places that had achieved a reputation for healing 

but more recently this concept has grown to encompass places that promote well-being and 

maintain health (Gesler, 2005).  Palka (1999) describes a therapeutic landscape as a place that 

“promotes wellness by facilitating relaxation and restoration and enhancing some 

combination of physical, mental, and spiritual healing” (p. 30).  Certain natural landscapes, 

including urban parks and green spaces, have long been regarded as potentially therapeutic 
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settings (Conradson, 2005a).  Nature rich landscapes, including common everyday places 

such as gardens, have been found to promote health and well-being (Milligan et al., 2004). 

 

2.1.3.1 Specific aspects of the effect of contact with nature on human well-
being 

 

Public urban parks, as opposed to private and commercial parks, provide an accessible and 

affordable venue for contact with nature for urban dwelling older adults (Payne, Orsega-

Smith, Spangler & Godbey, 1999).  Nature rich settings have been found to exert a beneficial 

effect on well-being in four overlapping and integrated areas: Mental well-being, primarily 

associated with mental restoration and stress reduction; physical well-being, particularly by 

encouraging physical activity and providing opportunities for green exercise; social well-

being, through facilitating social contact and community; and, spiritual well-being, by 

providing a venue for contemplation and introspection.  While these four areas of well-being 

are experienced holistically, the following section discusses them individually. 

 

2.1.3.1.1 Mental well-being 

 

Nature settings appear to have significant potential as environments that can enhance mental 

well-being.  The primary focus of research in this area concerns the influence of contact with 

nature on mental restoration and stress reduction (Kaplan, 1989; Ke-Tsung, 2003; Korpela et 

al., 2001; Maller et al., 2002; Payne, 1998; Payne et al., 2005; Rappe, 2005; Rubenstein, 

1997).  This research highlights the importance of nature on mental well-being. 

Well-being associated with a sense of mental restoration appears to benefit from engagement 

with natural settings in two ways: They provide a venue for reflection, where pleasure from 

the aesthetic beauty of the environment allows the opportunity to think through problems and 

concerns; and they provide a setting that restores mental fatigue from the demands of 

everyday life (Milligan et al., 2004).  Restorative experiences can contribute to feeling calm, 

relaxed, and happy, and provide opportunities to contemplate and reflect on life.  Restoration 

may also lead to a renewal in the ability to pay attention and concentrate, known as the 

capacity to direct attention (Jansen & von Sadovszky, 2004; Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).  Well-

being for many older adults involves maintaining mental abilities that can enable the 

management of daily tasks and contribute to quality of life (Jansen & von Sadovszky, 2004).  
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The ability to concentrate and focus on tasks and activities is a central outcome of the 

restorative experience.  As people age, their mental ability begins to decline, particularly if the 

demands on their attention include “experiencing discomfort and pain, vision and hearing 

difficulties, background noises, feelings of loss, and worries” (Jansen & von Sadovszky, 

2004, p. 382).  Evidence of the contribution of restorative experiences on the capacity to 

direct attention and other aspects of the physical and mental health of older adults is 

accumulating. 

Environmental restoration research has been dominated by two primary theoretical 

frameworks, Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1989) attention restoration theory, and Ulrich’s (1983) 

stress recovery theory.  Attention restoration theory has been widely used in studies of 

restorative environments where the restorative experience is measured in terms of recovery 

from mental fatigue (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989).  According to this theory, the need for 

restoration occurs as the result of prolonged directed attention which leads to mental fatigue, 

often the result of the struggle to pay attention in cluttered and confusing environments, such 

as urban settings.  Mental fatigue can lead to feelings of irritability, reduced competency and 

capacity to solve problems, becoming highly distracted and impulsive, and feeling impatient 

and irritable. Mental restoration results in increased competence, an improved ability to 

concentrate, as well as feelings of greater mental energy, peacefulness and renewal.  Qualities 

of many natural and park-like environments have been found to be ideal for providing relief 

from mental fatigue (Kaplan, 1995; Ke-Tsung, 2003; Korpela et al., 2001).  

Restoration is characterized by four distinct experiences: A sense of ‘being away’, 

fascination, extent, and compatibility.  ‘Being away’ involves having psychological or 

physical distance from one’s routine through going to a new physical location or allowing 

one’s mind to wander and reflect.  ‘Fascination’ involves engaging one’s interest in an 

effortless way while not requiring any directed attention.  ‘Extent’ involves immersing oneself 

in an environment that “is of sufficient scope to sustain exploration” (Korpela & Hartig, 1996, 

p. 223).  Though not necessarily large in size, settings with extent are complex enough to 

afford opportunities for exploring.  ‘Compatibility’ involves the fit between the person’s 

inclinations, purposes and abilities, and the environmental characteristics.  A restorative 

experience, in which these four aspects occur over a relatively extended time period, provides 

the opportunity for restoration. 

Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) propose successive stages in a restorative experience.  These 

stages can be grouped into attentional recovery and reflection.  During attentional recovery a 

person clears their head, recovers directed attention, and achieves cognitive quiet.  This is 
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followed by reflection where one is able to consider one’s life.  A restorative experience has 

the capacity to foster a contemplative state of mind (Korpela &  Hartig, 1996).   

By contrast, Ulrich’s (1983) stress recovery theory focuses on physical settings that facilitate 

recovery from any kind of stress, not only environmental stress or mental fatigue.  During 

stress recovery, positive emotions replace negative emotions and pessimistic thoughts, leading 

to a restorative experience.  Consistent with attention restoration theory, environments with 

elements of nature have been found to be conducive to stress recovery.  Specifically, natural 

settings which evoke mild to moderate interest, pleasure, and calm have been found to be 

helpful for recovery from stress (Ke-Tsung, 2003).   

While natural environments are not the only settings that provide opportunities for restoration, 

they have been found to be very high in restorative qualities and effect (Kaplan & Kaplan, 

1989).  In a study of older adult’s restorative activities, Jansen and von Sadovszky (2004) 

found that “the nature discussions seemed to produce some of the more powerful quotes 

indicative of the restorative potential of nature” (p. 394).  Of the twelve categories of 

restorative experiences described by the older adults, those experiences involving nature in 

particular “provide the necessary qualities of a restorative activity and, consequently, are 

perceived as having high restorative effectiveness for many people” (Jansen & von 

Sadovszky, 2004, p. 394).  The restorative qualities of nature do not need to be dramatic and 

have been found in “nearby nature”, including urban parks and residential gardens (Kaplan 

2001, Krenichyn, 2006).  Benefits can be derived from being immersed in a nature rich 

setting, or by simply viewing nature from a window (Kaplan, 2001).  In addition to the 

restorative benefits, Hartig (2007) suggests that nature rich environments can also provide an 

‘instorative’ benefit, in which an already existing positive sense of well-being is further 

improved and enhanced.  Well designed and thoughtfully developed nature rich urban parks 

can optimize opportunities for restorative and instorative experiences. 

While the positive influence of natural settings on restoration appears to occur across the life 

span, a study by Rubenstein (1997), found a significant gender difference in the preference for 

restorative environments and experiences.  The desire for solitude and peace as a crucial 

component of the restorative experience was identified by 78% of women and 23% of men.  

Women described restorative environments as being private within a public setting, and with 

a view, water, and vegetation.  Men in this study were twice as likely to describe restorative 

environments as those which provide an escape from problems through distraction.  These 

restorative environments were characterized by water, animals, exercise and plants 
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(Rubenstein, 1997). It appears that there is a gender difference in the preferred qualities of 

restorative environments, although further research is needed in this area.   

Restorative environment theory offers a valuable contribution to this research as earlier 

studies have found that restoration is identified as the central benefit and motivating factor of 

urban park use (Bedimo-Rung et al., 2005; Dunnett, Swanwick & Woolley, 2002; Ke-Tsung, 

2003; Korpela &  Hartig, 1996; Krenychin, 2006, Ulrich, 1993). While the restorative benefits 

of contact with nature have been well documented, the mental health benefits of physical 

activity in nature rich settings has only recently begun to gain attention.  

Green exercise refers to physical activity in nature rich settings.  Recent research suggests that 

the complementary effect of exercise and contact with nature results in improved outcomes 

related to mood and self esteem over exercise alone (Pretty et al., 2005).  Bedimo-Rung, 

Mowen and Cohen (2005) agree that “combining the beneficial effects of physical activity on 

depression with the restorative effects of nature would indicate an important role for parks in 

improving psychological health” (p. 161).   Early research suggests that green exercise is an 

approach to enhancing mental health and well-being.   

 

2.1.3.1.2 Physical well-being 

 

The physical health effects of nature rich settings appear to be both restorative and 

preventative.  Rhode and Kendle (1994) suggest that a ‘salutogenic’, or health model, rather 

than a ‘pathogenic’, or medical model, may be an appropriate approach for exploring the 

physical health benefits of contact with nature as there appears to be evidence that the 

presence of nature in cities contributes to preventing disease and enhancing well-being.  

Urban greenspaces not only influence climatic conditions and air, water and other forms of 

pollution, but also encourage healthy behaviours.   

Nature rich settings can enhance health by providing a venue that enables and promotes 

physical activity.  In a study of park use among women, Krenichyn (2006) found that walking 

in an urban park was preferred over use of gyms as it allowed for opportunities for both 

exercise and contact with nature.  Interest in the benefits of green exercise among older adults 

is also increasing.  Opportunities for physical activity and contact with nature among older 

adults have been found to maintain health and independence (Payne, Orsega-Smith, Roy & 

Godbey; 2005; Pretty et al., 2003). 
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Elements of a green exercise approach have been extended to “green gym” and “green 

prescription” programmes.  Green gyms provide an opportunity to improve health and fitness 

while participating in practical conservation activities (Inspiring People, Improving Places, 

2004).  These may include tree planting, hedge laying, constructing stone walls, building 

community gardens and creating nature areas for rare plants and animals.  Participants have 

identified multiple benefits, including physical, psychological and social well-being as a 

result of their involvement (Morris, 2003).  While many people lack interest in using a 

traditional gym environment, or drop out of exercise programmes after a few weeks, the green 

gym programme has been highly successful in attracting and retaining participants.  The 

activities, social contact, and outdoor environment have been identified as the central factors 

for keeping people interested and motivated (Morris, 2003).  Another initiative aimed at 

increasing physical activity in nature rich settings is the green prescription programme.   

The green prescription approach is gaining interest and being implemented in several 

locations including New Zealand, Canada, Australia, Britain and United States.  This 

programme involves counselling and guidance by health care practitioners about physical 

activity for their patients.  On-going support and direction is provided to participants by 

exercise specialists following the receipt of a prescription for activity.  The green prescription 

programme in New Zealand was found to be effective in increasing physical activity and 

improving quality of life over a 12 month period with no adverse outcomes (Elley, Kerse, 

Arroll & Robinson, 2003).  Health walks are a component of the green prescription 

programme which has been found to result in improved health and well-being, as well as 

contributing strong motivation for long term participation in physical activity (Lamb, Bartlett, 

Ashley & Bird, 2002).  In nature rich settings, walking tends to be the preferred activity for 

most adults.   

Originally the primary mode of human locomotion, ‘garden walking’ in the late 18th century 

transformed walking into a leisure activity and a place of exercise for those who did not need 

to work, in the hope of achieving greater health and happiness (Amato, 2004).  In the late 19th 

century, romanticism offered a new definition of walking as walkers pursued solitude and 

contact with nature on the one hand, and social interaction, on the other.  The aim of a walk 

was to “find communion, whether it be through spirit, nature, or community” (Amato, 2004, 

p. 102).  Over the last two centuries walking has increased in popularity and is now a choice, 

rather than a necessity.  Walking is now the most popular physical activity undertaken for 

pleasure in Britain, Canada and New Zealand (Edensor, 2000; Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle 

Institute, 2007; Sport and Recreation New Zealand, 2007).    The popularity of walking 
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continues to increase.  In Canada, walking is the top ranked physical activity among all age 

groups and across all provinces.  Walking is also the primary physical activity among adults 

in New Zealand, although gardening is more popular in the oldest age group.  While walking 

is the primary leisure time physical activity among adults in New Zealand, more women than 

men participate in walking with a difference of 81% of women and 61% of men. 

The attraction of walking appears to be multidimensional.  Walking not only provides 

exercise but also affords the opportunity for both freedom of movement and thought.  The 

Romantic origins of walking, and particularly the notion of a ‘walking cure’, reinforce the 

belief that we can walk our way into physical and mental health.  There is increasingly 

widespread support for the health benefits of walking, particularly in nature rich settings 

(Maller, et al, 2005; Pretty et al., 2005; Takano et al., 2002).  Walking in a nature rich setting 

also appears to be associated with positive social interaction. 

While a solitary experience is preferred by some, walking also provides an opportunity to be 

in the company of others, either directly or indirectly.  Walking affords valuable opportunities 

for strengthening and developing friendships and is conducive to conversation (Edensor, 

2000).  The growth of ‘rambling’, or Romantic walking, during the late 19th century was an 

occasion for socializing where “exercise is taken and countryside enjoyed in combination 

with convivial chatter and companionship” (Edensor, 2000, p. 90).  Macnaghton and Urry 

(2000) agree that rather than the “intrinsic character of the outdoor spaces themselves,” the 

social relationships that such spaces afford were found to be of primary importance to the 

experience of walking in natural settings (p. 170).  Nature rich settings appear to contribute to 

opportunities for enhancing physical health, and providing opportunities for optimising social 

well-being, described in the following section. 

 

2.1.3.1.3 Social well-being 

 

The third element of well-being influenced by contact with nature is social well-being.  Social 

integration and the strength of social ties are profoundly important predictors of well-being 

and longevity among older adults (Kweon, Sullivan & Wiley, 1998).  Urban design features 

and the social culture of urban environments can contribute to the severance of the elderly 

from society resulting in loneliness and social isolation (Jackson, 2003, Routasalo & Pitkala, 

2003).  Well designed, nature rich parks can facilitate social interaction and relationships and 
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buffer the social isolation experienced by some older adults (Dunnett et al., 2002; Hutchison, 

1994). 

While research concerned with the influence of nature rich settings on social experience is 

limited, there is some evidence that the availability of nature and access to park-like settings 

promotes social contact and increases opportunities for social interaction.  Sullivan, Kuo and 

Depooter (2004) found that the availability of trees and grass increase the use of the space and 

contribute to social activity.   In a study of the relationship between the use of green common 

spaces and the sense of neighborhood social ties and strength of community, Kweon, Sullivan 

and Wiley (1998) found that green spaces play a role in the formation of social ties among 

older adults living in city neighbourhoods.  In a related study of how the availability of nature 

influences the use of public spaces, Coley, Kuo and Sullivan (1997) found natural elements 

such as trees in public areas promoted increased opportunities for social interactions by 

attracting larger groups of people than do environments devoid of nature.  The availability of 

natural settings in urban areas not only increases the likelihood of social interaction, but also 

influences the quality of social experiences.  The aesthetic beauty and tranquil environment 

found in many natural settings appear to alter the quality of social encounters among older 

adults.  In a discussion of the importance of landscape and gardens in the lives of older 

people, Milligan et al. (2004) suggest that natural settings, and particularly gardens, can 

become therapeutic environments for older adults because of the social experiences which 

occur there.   

 

2.1.3.1.4 Spiritual well-being 

 

Transcendent and spiritual experiences have a strong association with nature in many cultures.  

These experiences include several key characteristics: Strong positive affect; feelings of 

overcoming the limits of every day life; a sense of union with the universe or some other 

power or entity; absorption in and significance of the moment; and, a sense of timelessness 

(Williams and Harvey, 2001).  Descriptions that people use to characterize a transcendent 

experience include: A moment of extreme happiness; a feeling of lightness and freedom; a 

sense of harmony with the whole world; and, moments that are totally absorbing and that feel 

important (Williams and Harvey, 2001).  The sense of reverence for nature has also been 

described as elements of nature-based spiritual experiences (Driver, Dustin, Baltic, Elsner & 

Peterson, 1996).  How natural areas may help maintain and renew the human spirit is 

discussed by Driver, et al. (1996).  These include the development of a sense of connection 
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and continuity, and opportunities for reflection and introspection.  The use of natural areas to 

enhance mental and physical well-being is another pathway to nature-based spiritual 

experience.  The cultural, recreational, multisensory and aesthetic appreciation of natural 

areas further enhances the potential for spiritual experience. Why transcendent experiences 

occur in natural settings is less well understood.  

There appear to be four primary approaches to explain why nature inspires spiritual 

experience.  The psychodynamic approach suggests that transcendent moments can be 

attributed to the unconscious (Williams & Harvey, 2001).  This is, in part, because nature is 

richly endowed with symbolic meaning and may therefore act as a trigger for transcendent 

moments (Williams & Harvey, 2001).  The second approach assumes that spiritual experience 

in nature is closely related to sense of place.  In their interaction with a setting individuals 

begin to develop a deep psychological association with a particular geographic region, a 

specific location, or even a certain spot that holds no significant meaning for anyone but the 

individual.  Fredrickson and Anderson (1999) suggest that place “is not just the ‘where’ of 

something, but that the landscape itself embodies meaning” (p. 22).  A third approach 

suggests that the association between nature and transcendent experiences occur as a result of 

the activities which are pursued in these places (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999).  In nature 

settings, attention is often completely focused on pleasurable activities which may lead to 

spiritual experiences.   As Schmidt and Little (2005) state, “leisure is not just a consumptive 

experience or an avenue for physical or emotional health, it can also be spiritually engaging, a 

whole experience that touches the mind, the body and the spirit”.  The leisure activities 

undertaken in natural settings may contribute to the spiritual well-being. 

The Biophilia Hypothesis provides a fourth explanation of the potential for a spiritual 

connection with nature and suggests that our affiliation with the natural world can contribute 

to spiritual experiences.  Kellert (1993) describes several aspects of our relationship with the 

natural world in which a spiritual connection may occur.  These include aesthetic, humanistic, 

moralistic and symbolic aspects.  The physical beauty of nature can lead to feelings of 

tranquility, peace of mind and a sense of psychological well-being, which can provide the 

foundation for spiritual experiences.  The humanistic experience of nature reflects feelings of 

deep emotional attachment to individual elements of the natural environment, expressed as a 

feeling of “love” for nature.  The moralistic experience of nature creates a reverence and 

sense of awe for the natural world.  Expressions of a reverence for nature can be found in 

many cultures throughout the world. 
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Such sentiments of ethical and spiritual connectedness have traditionally been 
articulated in poetry, religion, and philosophy, but today can even be discerned in the 
modern discourse of scientific language (Kellert, 1993, p. 53). 

The symbolic experience of nature has contributed to the development of natural symbols as a 

means for considering existential concerns related to spiritual growth and development.   

Identification of the physical characteristics of the environment that may contribute to 

spiritual experience appears to be complex and multifaceted.  In a study of the qualitative 

nature of the person/place relationship in wilderness settings, Fredrickson and Anderson 

(1999) found that certain physical features of the environment, including the overall visual 

appeal of the landscape, were interpreted as spiritually inspirational.  The complex 

relationships found in the person-place interactions are described by Fredrickson and 

Anderson (1999) as  “a rich array of visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, and kinaesthetic 

cues that made the place setting itself come ‘alive’, and hence, was interpreted as spiritually 

inspirational” (p. 36).  The social interactions that occur also play an important role in 

rendering a place spiritual (Fredrickson and Anderson, 1999).  The participants in this study 

could not easily isolate and speak about the importance of the specific features of the place 

setting without also addressing the social aspects.  In their study of transcendent experiences 

in forest environments, Williams and Harvey (2001) found a close relationship between 

transcendence and both the aesthetic value of the setting and the restorative elements of 

nature.  They do, however, agree with Frederickson and Anderson (1999), that understanding 

transcendent experiences in nature environments is complex and multifaceted.   

Our understanding of the spiritual meaning of nature depends on recognizing the 
situational characteristics that contribute to deep emotional experiences in natural 
environments (Williams and Harvey, 2001, p. 256).   

Studies concerned with the relationship between nature and spirituality have been conducted 

primarily in remote wilderness settings, often incorporating a physically challenging activity 

within an immersion type program.  Williams and Harvey (2001) suggest, however, that 

transcendence can be experienced during day walks and more passive forms of recreation as 

well.  In a study of preferred restorative experiences, older adults described a sense of awe 

and “feeling the secure and comforting presence of a higher power; that they were not alone” 

in urban nature (Jansen & von Sadovszky, 2004, p. 394).  While the prevalence of 

transcendent and spiritual experiences associated with urban parks is relatively unexplored, 

the discussion presented here suggests that the aesthetic and social characteristics of certain 

park settings may enable spiritual experiences for some.  
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2.1.4 Summary 

 

The literature on the human relationship with nature provides emerging evidence of the 

positive influence of contact with nature on mental, physical, social and spiritual well-being.  

The origins and causes of the influence of contact with nature have been theorized from 

biological, cultural and individual perspectives.  The characteristics and features of nature rich 

settings appear to have an influence on the occurrence of several domains of well-being.  In 

the next section, the literature on the environmental context of ageing is reviewed, including 

social ecological models of ageing and the theoretical perspectives associated with place.   

 

2.2 Ageing and place 

 

The environmental context of ageing has become increasingly recognized for its substantial 

role in creating “the good life in old age” (Wahl & Weisman, 2003, p. 616).  The 

multidisciplinary field of environmental gerontology has become a major subfield of 

gerontology over the past four decades (Kendig, 2003).  It has been significant for 

gerontology because it has focused on the description and explanation of the relationship 

between older adults and their surroundings with an emphasis placed on the social and 

physical surroundings and how these influence later life. 

 

2.2.1 Theoretical perspectives on ageing and the environment 

 

The theories and research concerned with environmental gerontology (EG) have been applied 

at various scales within the field.  Micro level aspects of environmental gerontology include 

home modifications, housing design and institutional environments, while the macro level 

elements include ‘age-friendly’ neighbourhoods, communities and even countries.  Research 

on residential environments has enhanced the independence and well-being of older adults 

(Kendig, 2003).  While a central focus of environmental gerontology has included the 

relationship of housing arrangements, home modifications and institutional living 

environments to ageing, it is also concerned with the macro level role of neighbourhoods and 

community settings as they present both opportunities and constraints to older adults.  In 
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2003, Kendig stated that there is an “astonishing paucity” of gerontological research on macro 

environments (p. 612).  A shift appears to be occurring, however, with an increase in interest 

in person environment interaction at the macro level in ageing research.   

Recognition of the macro level environmental influence on ageing and health is reflected in a 

current global initiative coordinated by the World Health Organization.  The Ottawa Charter 

for Health Promotion, developed by the World Health Organization in 1986, identified the 

importance of environments supportive of health, stating that the “inextricable links between 

people and their environments are the basis for a socio-ecological approach to health” (Maller 

et al., 2002, p. 112).  Several years later the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing 

(2002a), endorsed by the United Nations, identified age-friendly cities as one of their three 

priority directions.  The World Health Organization Age-friendly Cities Project, implemented 

in 2006, aims to make cities more age-friendly by ensuring that urban environments support 

and enable active ageing (World Health Organization, 2007).  Environmental gerontology is 

providing a strong theoretical and empirical foundation for advancing healthy ageing through 

the development of age-friendly cities. 

Person-environment theories on ageing have built on ecological models that study 

interrelationships between organisms and their environment (Wahl & Weisman, 2003).  The 

historical roots of environmental gerontology have influenced the view that the ageing 

process is significantly influenced by the environment.  Wahl and Weisman (2003) suggest 

that the “explicit consideration of environmental variables having an impact on the course and 

outcome of human ageing was an important step in the historical development of 

gerontology” (p. 617).  Other important influences include the growth of the new field of 

social gerontology in the 1940’s, which emphasized a social science perspective, the 

prominent role of learning theories in the 1950’s and 1960’s, which recognized the 

importance of the environment throughout life.  A further influence includes Lewin’s writing 

from the 1940’s and 1950’s, and particularly Lewin’s Field Theory which argued that 

behaviour is generally a function of the interaction between people and their environment.  

The emergence of environmental psychology during the 1960’s and 1970’s provided another 

influence on the development of environmental gerontology (Wahl & Weisman, 2003).  

The social ecological perspective highlights the relationships among environmental, social 

and individual factors.  The influence of multiple aspects of the social and physical 

environment, along with personal factors, provides a perspective for ageing research.  

Research into the influence of the environment on healthy ageing, in which health is described 

as encompassing physical and emotional well-being and social cohesion, reflects the social 
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ecological perspective (Stokols, 1992).  Stokols (1992) describes several assumptions about 

human health and healthy environments that are central to the social ecological perspective.  

The healthfulness of a situation and the well-being of individuals are assumed to be 

influenced by various aspects of the physical environment, the social environment, and a 

variety of personal attributes.  “Efforts to promote human well-being should be based on an 

understanding of the dynamic interplay among diverse environmental and personal factors” 

(Stokols, 1992, p. 7).  Analysis of health and health promotion should acknowledge the 

multidimensional and complex nature of human environments.  These can be described in 

terms of physical and social components, objective (actual) or subjective (perceived) qualities, 

and as specific independent attributes or the blending of several features, for example, the 

person-environment fit.  Concepts derived from systems theory, which is the dynamic 

relationship between people and their environments, are incorporated into the social 

ecological perspective.   

Thus, people-environment transactions are characterized by cycles of mutual 
influence, whereby the physical and social features of settings directly influence their 
occupants’ health and, concurrently, the participants in settings modify the 
healthfulness of their surroundings through their individual and collective actions 
(Stokols, 1992, p. 8). 

The social ecological perspective emphasizes the interactions among physical-material and 

social-symbolic features of environments as they affect the emotional, physical, and social 

well-being of individuals. 

A further contribution to the field of environmental gerontology includes Lawton & 

Nahemow’s ecological model of ageing (1973).  This model, also known as the 

‘environmental press paradigm’, has influenced research and policy in the field of 

environmental gerontology.  This model explains the relationship between the demands of the 

environment, referred to as ‘press’, and the older adult’s ability to cope with these demands, 

referred to as ‘competence’.  Environmental ‘press’ describes the supportive or difficult 

aspects of the environment.  ‘Competence’ refers to the capabilities of the individual, 

including sensory ability, motor skills, and cognitive functioning, and is measured from low 

to high.  According to Lawton’s model, increasing levels of ‘press’ leads an older adult to 

respond in two potential ways: (1) Alter his or her competence; or, (2) alter the demands from 

the social or physical environment to compensate for lower levels of competence.   

More recently, three basic functions of the environment related to ageing have been described 

as maintenance, stimulation, and support.  The environmental function of maintenance is 

concerned with the “important role of constancy and predictability of the environment” (Wahl 
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& Weisman, 2003, p. 620).  This aspect of environmental experience is concerned with the 

role of place in the maintenance of self and continuity in later life.  Gerontological research 

concerned with the meaning of home to older adults is often related to the environmental 

function of maintenance.  The second function of the environment, referred to as stimulation, 

describes the “departure from the usual in the environment, the appearance of a novel array of 

stimuli and their effects on behaviour” (Wahl & Weisman, 2003, p. 620).  The stimulating 

role of the environment can contribute to new social or other leisure behaviours.    The 

support function of the environment can typically be seen in the “environment’s potential to 

compensate for reduced or lost competencies” (Wahl & Weisman, 2003, p. 620).  The 

accessibility of the environment is a core aspect of the support function. 

While the role of the physical environment in ageing has been emphasized in environmental 

gerontology, it has also widely acknowledged that the “physical, social, organizational, and 

cultural environment are deeply interwoven in reality” (Wahl & Weisman, 2003, p. 617). 

Gerontologists have emphasized the need to address both the physical and social environment 

in environmental research (Baltes & Carstenson, 1996; Lawton, 1999; Wahl & Lang, 2003).  

Inclusion of a wide range of environmental elements has led to a broad and diverse focus in 

ageing research.  The diverse nature of environmental gerontology is reflected in the 

theoretical approaches, research strategies, application of findings and value orientations.  In a 

review of research in environmental gerontology, Wahl & Weisman (2003), suggest that 

pluralism is among “the most essential characteristics of EG” (p. 617).  Kendig (2003) agrees 

that this plurality does not necessarily hinder theoretical development, and may contribute to 

creating conceptual bridges across disciplines.   

For a field with a plurality of concepts and applications, there are some advantages 
in allowing a thousand flowers to blossom on the edges of orthodoxies (Kendig, 2003, 
p. 612). 

This plurality of theoretical perspectives on ageing is also reflected in approaches to research.   

Research in environmental gerontology has applied three primary approaches: (1) a focus on 

an evaluation of the environment as a designed ‘product’ with the gathered information 

guiding future environmental design; (2) a focus on environmental process, such as 

environmental cognition, independent of the places where they occur; and (3) a place 

orientation where behaviour and psychological processes are studied as they relate to 

particular places (Wahl & Weisman, 2003).  Wahl and Weisman (2003) rate the place 

orientation as most relevant to environmental gerontology, stating that there “appears to be 

increasing interest, within EG as well as in environmental psychology, in viewing ‘place’ as 
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the key integrative construct in conceptualizing both the environments occupied by older 

persons and older persons’ interactions with these environments” (p. 625).  Place research 

concerned with person-environment interaction emphasizes the meanings and emotional ties 

associated with physical environments.  Researchers in environmental gerontology employing 

a place orientation often apply qualitative methodologies to explore the meaning, affective 

experience, and symbolic representations of person-environment interaction.  The concept of 

‘place’ provides a valuable perspective in research on ageing, described in the following 

section. 

 

2.2.2 Theoretical perspectives on ageing and place 

 

The importance of place appears to be gaining interest in public health and ageing research.  

Frumkin (2003) believes that places have important health consequences which include 

physical, psychological, social, spiritual and aesthetic components and suggests that “public 

health needs to rediscover the importance of place” (p. 1454).  Andrews & Phillips (2005) 

suggest that the increasing attention to environment and place in ageing research may be a 

result of a greater emphasis on place in social science research generally, and on the 

importance of “space and place and how they may impact on, and represent, human 

experience, behaviour and activity” (p. 7).  Sense of place is a process that continues 

throughout life and depends not only on the characteristics of the place, but also upon 

individual factors including the “personality, needs, life course concerns, and one’s own 

interpretation of one’s life” (Rubenstein & Parmalee, 1992, p. 143). Both past and present 

experiences influence sense of place, the strength and nature of which may change throughout 

the course of a life.  Developmental changes may alter the way in which one interacts with, or 

interprets and reacts to an environment (Rubenstein & Parmalee, 1992).  The temporal 

dimension of place experiences suggest that bonds that develop with places may change over 

the life course, past bonds may continue as new ones are formed, and new attachments may 

develop at any time in one’s life.  

The study of place is interdisciplinary, involving psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, 

architects, geographers, leisure researchers, gerontologists and health researchers, among 

others.  While this has contributed to wide ranging perspectives, it has resulted in a theoretical 

complexity in which places are “at once ecological, built, social and symbolic environments” 

(Hummon, 1992, p. 253).  Research concerned with place includes a diversity of 
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conceptual/theoretical definitions and methodological approaches.  Hildalgo and Hernandez 

(2001) suggest that it is “often difficult to tell whether we are talking about the same concept 

with a different name or different concepts” (p. 273).  The place literature suggests that the 

associated concepts are diverse and complex, although some broad agreement in the basic 

meaning of terms related to place can be identified. 

 Place experience is a complex and multidimensional concept. The term ‘place’ has been 

widely defined and conceptualized and includes aspects of place experience referred to as 

‘sense of place’, ‘place attachment’, ‘place identity’, and ‘place dependence’.  ‘Place’ has 

been described by Low and Altman (1992) as space that has been given meaning through 

personal, group, or cultural processes” (p. 5).  It is the central role of meaning that creates 

places and shifts a setting from a ‘space’ to a ‘place’ (Low and Altman, 1992).   Hufford 

(1992) expands the notion of place to entail “human experience, physical setting and 

culturally based meaning” (p. 232).  Sense of place is described by Steele (1981) as the 

emotional and personal experiences relative to a place.  This perspective emphasizes the 

importance of a transactional relationship between a person and a locale and suggests that 

sense of place occurs through “an experiential process created by the setting, combined with 

what a person brings to it” (p. 9).  Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) have proposed a model for 

exploring place experiences that describes the relationship between the conceptual 

components which comprise place research.  This conceptual framework proposed by 

Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) involves three distinct aspects: Place attachment, place 

identity and place dependence, described in the following section.   

 

2.2.2.1 Place attachment 

 

Place research has largely focused on the emotional relationship between people and places; 

the attachment of people to places.  In describing people’s emotional relationship with places, 

attachment is regarded as an affective bond or link between people and places (Low & 

Altman, 1992; Bondi, Davidson & Smith, 2005; Hildago & Hernandez, 2001; Jorgensen & 

Stedman, 2001; Rubenstein & Parmalee, 1992). Several place researchers suggest that the 

emotional aspect of sense of place is the most powerful determinant of place experience, 

greater than the cognitive and behavioural components of place experience.  Riley (1992), for 

example, states that attachment involves “an affective relationship between people and the 

landscape that goes beyond cognition, preference, or judgment” (p. 13).  While place 

attachment is associated with a positive emotional relationship with a place, some settings 



 39

also inspire emotional experiences that contribute to a negative sense of place.  Natural 

settings can arouse negative emotional associations, as places to be feared and avoided, 

although a positive emotional attachment with some type of natural setting is experienced by 

most people.   

While limited in scope, place research provides evidence of strong bonds forming between 

people and various elements of nature and natural settings (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Low & 

Altman, 1992; Manzo, 2003).  Low and Altman (1992) for example, relate a story of the 

reaction of an elderly man to two trees being cut down in an urban park.  

He wept and cried out that now the plaza would never be the same for him as he had 
spent his entire life under those trees – they were like friends and made his bench a 
special place.  Other plaza occupants were also visibly moved by the destruction of 
the trees; some expressed their grief with tears, while others reminisced about their 
personal experiences under those trees (p. 179).   

In addition to anecdotes such as these, further evidence that people develop meaningful and 

passionate bonds to specific elements of nature and natural settings has emerged from 

environmental psychology, forest resource research and leisure studies (Kaplan & Kaplan, 

1989; Manzo, 2003). The physical environment contributes to the development of sense of 

place by enabling particular experiences.  The features or qualities of natural settings can 

create an environmental ambience and afford certain experiences and opportunities that 

influence attachment to the setting.  The primary affordances of natural settings found in a 

study by Macnaghten and Urry (2000b) are described as being “outside and closer to nature” 

(p. 170).  Place attachment in nature rich settings appears to develop primarily through several 

interrelated elements, including sensory, embodied experiences, memories and associations, 

and participation in leisure activities. 

The embodied and sensual experiences afforded by particular settings can become important 

aspects of an emotional relationship with a place.  Our senses provide a pathway to 

developing attachments to settings.  Bijoux & Myers (2006) suggest that it is through the 

body that we develop a sense of place and state that our bodies “make a difference to our 

experience of places”.  (p. 46).  Milligan et al. (2004) state that the “textures, sights, sounds 

and smells create a subtly unique feel to places” (p. 1783).  Natural settings are often rich 

sources of sensory experiences.  Our senses appear to play a central role in the development 

of place attachment.   

While our sensory experiences are physiological reactions, they may be influenced and 

formed through socially constructed experiences.  ‘Sense-scapes’ are described as experiences 

in which “there is a complex connection between nature as a series of bodily sensations and 
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nature as a series of socio-cultural ‘sense-scapes’ mediated by discourse and language” 

(Macnaghten and Urry, 2000a, p. 8).  Our sensory reactions to elements of nature may be 

shaped by cultural and social learning.  The feelings and the related sensory experiences 

associated with places contribute to the development of an emotional relationship with a 

place.  The affective bond to a place can be further strengthened by the associated meaning 

and memories.  

Memories and reminiscing appear to have a strong association with all aspects of place 

experience, particularly in later life.  Memories of a setting, or associated with a setting, have 

been found to have a compelling influence on sense of place (Chaudhury, 1999; Cooper 

Marcus, 1992; Jones, 2005).  Memories themselves have powerful emotional associations, 

which consist of “the image and feeling, the event and the response to the event” (Jones, 

2005, p. 210).  Positive experiences, and the resulting memories in which one can again 

experience the associated feelings, play a significant role in developing and strengthening 

place attachment.   

Our relationship with nature rich settings often involves a temporal dimension associated with 

childhood memories.  Natural environments can be reminders of meaningful experiences in 

childhood and a significant element in the development of place attachment because of the 

“sensuous qualities, the colours, seasons, smells, textures, shapes, rhythms and sounds 

associated with favourite trees and woods” (Macnaghton & Urry, 2000, p. 173).  Sensory 

experiences seem to be important in evoking memories which can contribute to place 

attachment.  Natural settings provide an opportunity for embodied and sensual environmental 

experiences that are easily remembered and recalled.   

Engaging in leisure activities, while also a behavioural component of place experience 

associated with place dependence, contributes to the development of an emotional bond with 

a setting.  Nature rich settings provide a venue for leisure, referred to by Macnaghten and 

Urry (2000a) as ‘leisure landscapes’.  Nature rich urban parks can provide rich sensory and 

embodied experiences and provide a venue for leisure activities, such as walking, which 

“establishes intimate contact with a place” (Amato, 2004, p. 276).  As leisure landscapes, 

nature rich settings create a sense of place attachment associated with the leisure activities and 

the embodied and sensual experiences they afford.  Sensory experiences, a significant aspect 

of many leisure activities, particularly in natural settings, inspire an emotional bond with 

places. The combined influences of sensory, embodied experiences, memories and leisure 

activities contribute to the development of attachment to place.  The second element of sense 

of place, described in the following section, is referred to as place identity. 
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2.2.2.2 Place identity 

 

The concept ‘place identity’, advanced by Proshansky, Fabian and Kaminoff (1983), provides 

a theoretical basis for examining the role of the environment in supporting identity in later 

life.  Identity has been recognized by place researchers as a key component of place 

experience (Manzo, 2003; Proshansky et al., 1983; Rowles, 1983; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 

1996).  Place identity is concerned with beliefs about oneself which develop in relation to a 

place (Manzo, 2003).  While place attachment is concerned with feelings, place identity is 

related to the cognitive component of sense of place (Jorgensen and Stedman, 2003). Theories 

concerned with place experiences among older adults suggest that thoughts and beliefs 

associated with places can contribute to successful ageing by helping to maintain a sense of 

identity.   

The relationship between sense of place and the preservation of personal identity among older 

adults has been described by Rowles (1983) as ‘insideness’. Rowles (1983) theory of 

physical, social and autobiographical insideness suggests that personal identity among older 

adults can be maintained and strengthened in later life by place experiences.  Physical 

insideness occurs when there is a high level of knowledge and familiarity with the physical 

aspects of an environment, while social insideness refers to being integrated into the social 

fabric of a community.  While the physical and social components of insideness are important 

aspects of attachment to place among older adults, autobiographical insideness is essential to 

place attachment and to the preservation of a sense of self identity in old age.  

Autobiographical insideness describes the personal historical dimensions of an environment, 

in which places not only represent present experiences, but also a series of memories.  

Autobiographical insideness may play an important role in identity preservation in later life.  

Place experiences have been shown to support and develop aspects of identity associated with 

a sense of physical, social and autobiographical insideness.   

In other research, place experience has been found to support identity by contributing to a 

sense of continuity, distinctiveness, self esteem and self efficacy (Breakwell, 1993).  Of these 

four components, continuity appears to have received the greatest attention in place identity 

research and theory.  Places can provide a sense of continuity by maintaining a link with the 

past.  The concept of life course development is central to the notion that individuals’ past 

experiences have an important influence on their reactions to physical environments 

(Rubinstein & Parmalee, 1992).  The continuity afforded by particular environments is an 
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outcome of attachments and interactions with places throughout the life span.  Twigger-Ross 

and Uzzell (1996) describe two distinct, although not mutually exclusive types of external 

continuity related to places.  The first type, place referent continuity, suggests that “places act 

as referents to past selves and actions” (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996, p. 207).  A sense of 

continuity is achieved and maintained through significant and meaningful settings and places 

that are reminders of one’s past and “offer a concrete background against which one is able to 

compare oneself at different times” (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996, p. 251). Places are 

perceived and used “as a memorial to the person’s past” (Twigger-Ross & Uzzel (1996, p. 

217).  The second type of continuity, place congruent continuity, refers to characteristics and 

elements of settings that are generic and transferable from one place to another.  Unlike place 

referent continuity, which refers to specific settings, place congruent continuity refers to 

significant elements of a setting which are present in other locations.   

For many older adults, maintaining continuity in the social and physical environment is a 

central feature of successful ageing related to supporting a sense of identity.  Continuity is 

particularly important for older adults in maintaining a link with the past that can support and 

maintain a sense of self concept.  Cooper Marcus (1992) describes the importance of places to 

providing continuity and supporting identity during later life. 

These acts of anchoring ourselves to times, people, and places in our personal past 
are critical to our emotional well-being; they allow us to weather the swells and 
storms of change that are components to a greater or lesser extent of every life path.  
Such continuity with the past becomes especially critical in old age (Cooper Marcus, 
1992, p. 89). 

When environmental change happens slowly, adaptation to changes for the sake of preserving 

identity can occur more easily.  Howell (1983) suggests that a slow changing environment 

maintains reminders of the past which orient older adults to “where I have been, with whom, 

and how this connects to where I am” (p. 105).  If, on the other hand, environmental change 

occurs rapidly, and without participation in the change decisions, then there is a risk of losing 

or having “great difficulty in placing myself in space, time, and society” (p. 105).  While 

change in the environment is often inevitable, the rate at which the change occurs has an 

influence on the ability to preserve a sense of identity by maintaining reminders of the past.  

Simply put, “place is necessary to identity” (Howell, 1983, p. 105).  The value of 

environmental continuity to older adults is reflected in the concept of ‘ageing in place’. 

A focus on ‘ageing in place’ has emerged within environmental gerontology from the view 

that familiarity and continuity is desirable in later life.  Ageing in place is described as an 

“accommodation between an ageing individual and his or her environment over time, with the 
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physical location of the individual being the only constant” (Lawton, 1990, p. 287).  The 

meaning and importance of continuity associated with ageing in place is generally favoured 

among older adults (Atchley, 1993; Rosel, 2003).  Research has shown that the desire for 

continuity changes over the life course.  The tendency for change and novelty has been found 

to decrease with age, while the desire to maintain stability and continuity increases as one 

ages (Iso-Ahola, Edgar & Dunn, 1994).  Continuity theories in ageing research are consistent 

with the concept of ‘ageing in place’ and imply that older adults generally prefer continuity 

(Cook, Martin, Yearns & Damhorst, 2007).   

Continuity theory suggests that the tendency to maintain continuity is an adaptive strategy 

meant to cope with age related changes (Atchley, 1989).  Implicit in the phrase ‘ageing in 

place’ is the assumption that “inhabiting a place, over time, somehow results in the 

development of a distinctive sense of attachment that may be adaptive – particularly so for 

older people” (Rowles, 1994, p. 115). For many older adults, maintaining continuity in the 

social and physical environment is a central feature of successful, optimal ageing (Cook et al., 

2007).  The community, ranging from features of the landscape to the social environment, 

provides the setting for ‘ageing in place’ and preserves the continuity sought by older adults.  

Ageing in place is related to a rich knowledge and familiarity with the places, people and 

history connected with a particular environment.  Ageing in place afforded by continuity in 

the environment supports a sense of self identity, contributing to well-being among older 

adults.   

 

2.2.2.3 Place dependence 

 

Place dependence is the third aspect of sense of place associated with the activities and 

behaviours pursued in a particular setting.  Place dependence occurs when a particular setting 

enables or affords the pursuit of desired goals and activities (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001; 

Rubinstein & Parmalee, 1992).  When a place provides a venue for meeting a need or 

engaging in a particular activity, a bond to that place develops (Bott et al., 2003).  This aspect 

of sense of place develops when a particular setting is better equipped for pursuing an activity 

or behaviour than an alternative setting or location (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001).  Therefore, 

the development and nature of sense of place is unique for each individual based on their own 

particular perceptions of the physical environment.  The concepts concerned with place 

experience have been widely conceptualized.  The following section describes how sense of 

place develops from several perspectives.   
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2.2.3 Place experience: Biological and sociocultural origins  

 

The developmental processes and determinants of place experience are conceptualized 

primarily from biological and sociocultural perspectives.  The origins and dynamics of place 

experience have been described in relation to biological processes associated with 

evolutionary adaptation and preferences for particular environments.  Biological processes 

describe the evolutionary and physiological aspects of the human experience which contribute 

to the development of attachment to particular environments (Low & Altman, 1992).  As 

discussed previously, examples of theories reflecting these biological process include the 

Biophilia Hypothesis (Wilson, 1984), the savanna hypothesis (Bott et al., 2003), and habitat 

theory and prospect-refuge theory (Appleton, 1975).  These theories suggest that our 

affiliation and attachment to certain natural environments and settings is evolutionary and 

innate and is the result of particular landscapes having had greater potential for meeting 

biological needs and contributing to survival.  While biology and evolution may influence 

place experiences, social and cultural influences and norms are believed to play a significant 

role in our sense of place. 

Place experience, as with other aspects of the human relationship with the environment, 

appears to be significantly mediated by sociocultural factors.  While attachment to place 

involves a bond between an individual and a particular setting, the meaning or interpretation 

of that bond results from “an individual’s actions, experiences, and expectations in light of, 

and sometimes in reaction to, societal conditions and norms surrounding those experiences” 

(Ahrentzen, 1992, p. 114).  As discussed previously, the social constructionist school of 

thought states that the feelings we experience about particular places, and the meanings 

associated with places, are constructed, at least in part, by society and culture.  According to 

this view, socially constructed meanings and feelings have a significant influence on place 

experience. 

The cultural element of place experience suggests that places represent a shared and 

meaningful cultural symbol.  Low and Altman (1992) suggest that a space is transformed into 

a place through the process of associating places with cultural attributes.  A cultural definition 

of place attachment emphasizes the role of cultural influences.  Low and Altman (1992) 

describe place attachment as the “symbolic relationship formed by people giving culturally 

shared emotional/affective meanings to a particular space or piece of land that provides the 
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basis for the individual’s and group’s understanding of and relation to the environment” (p. 

165).  It is argued that while there are often strong individualistic feelings about places that 

may be unique to specific people, these feelings are embedded in a cultural milieu.  

Biological, social and cultural influences, and individual attributes and personal experiences 

appear to interact in a multidimensional manner to influence place experience.  An 

examination of the application of place concepts to research, described in the following 

section, highlights the components of place experience. 

 

2.2.4 Place experience: Application to research 

 

While there is a widespread theoretical discussion of place experience in the literature, the 

extent of empirical research concerned with place has been more limited.  Place research has 

included a limited range of dimensions and elements.  Hildalgo & Hernandez (2001) suggest 

that place experience involves spatial and temporal dimensions, and physical and social 

elements.  The spatial elements included in place research have focused primarily on 

residential settings, neighbourhoods and, to a lesser degree, communities (Hildalgo & 

Hernandez, 2001; Manzo, 2003).  In ageing research there has been considerable focus on 

home, concerned with both personal residences (Cooper Marcus, 1992) and residential and 

long term care facilities and institutions (Rubinstein & Parmelee, 1992).  The inclusion of 

other spatial elements in place research has been more limited.  Hildalgo & Hernandez (2001) 

argue that the three core spatial elements of place attachment should include cities, homes and 

neighbourhoods.  Natural settings within and beyond urban areas have received little attention 

in place research.   

A further element of place experience involves the temporal dimension, which appears to be 

particularly significant for older adults.  The temporal dimension of place attachment suggests 

that personal and cultural associations from the past, and life stage, determine the 

development and nature of place attachment.  Sense of place is influenced by personal, social 

and cultural experiences and meanings that span over a lifetime.  Temporal issues related to 

sense of place may involve different time frames, including the past, present and future, and 

may be influenced by meanings and activities from any of these periods (Low & Altman, 

1992).  Cooper Marcus (1992), for example, studied the meaning of home for older adults and 

found childhood experiences had an important influence.  While temporal features of place 

attachment have not received a great deal of attention in the literature, place experience 
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among older adults appears to be influenced by childhood and early adult experiences (Low & 

Altman, 1992; Cooper Marcus, 1992; Chawla, 1992; Rubinstein & Parmalee, 1992).   

The core dimensions of place experience include not only spatial and temporal elements but 

also physical and social aspects (Hildalgo & Hernandez, 2001).  While the physical and social 

aspects of place experience are interrelated, the social experiences associated with a place 

appear to be particularly critical in developing a sense of place.    As Riley (1992) suggests, 

“the attachment comes from people and experience, the landscape is the setting” (p. 20).  

Pretty et al. (2003) agree that “location itself is not enough to create a sense of place. It 

emerges from involvement between people, and between people and place” (p. 274).  While 

the qualities and features of the setting have a significant influence on place experience, Low 

& Altman (1992) suggest that place attachment frequently has an important and meaningful 

social connection which is associated “not only with good experiences, but with shared, good 

experiences” (p. 19).  A particular environment or setting can become suffused with an 

emotional quality as a result of the social experiences that occur there, and contribute to the 

development of sense of place.  

The features of the physical setting have been found to influence the quality of social 

experiences.  Milligan et al. (2004) state that the characteristics of a setting are critically 

important to the development of social interactions.  Natural settings, for example, have been 

found to enhance social interaction and create a setting where people feel “at home with 

themselves and their family or friends” (Macnaghten & Urry, 2000b, p. 171).  The tranquility 

of an aesthetically pleasing nature rich landscape enables and enhances social encounters 

(Macnaghten & Urry, 2000b).  The physical attributes of a setting are linked to the social 

interaction that occurs there.   

The previous description of the response of local residents to the cutting of trees in a park 

illustrates the interrelated nature of the spatial and temporal dimensions, as well as the 

physical and social aspects of place experience.  The trees are significant elements of the 

setting which have an important influence on social experiences.  Past experiences and 

memories that become associated with the trees comprise the temporal dimension of place 

experience.  Low and Altman (1992) state that place experience has many ‘inseparable, 

integral, and mutually defining features, qualities, or properties; it is not composed of separate 

or independent parts, components, dimensions or factors” (p. 4).  Chaudhury (1999) agrees 

that a holistic approach to understanding place experiences would “probably better serve in 

providing a fuller and richer understanding of the experiential processes” (p. 237).  Place 

theory provides a framework for examining the interdependent physical-spatial, social and 
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temporal aspects of place experience in nature rich settings.  Places that are associated with 

significant memories from throughout life provide older adults with an opportunity for 

reminiscing. 

 

2.2.5 Place, ageing and reminiscence 

 

Older adults tend to have an increased propensity for reminiscing and reflecting (Chaudhury, 

1999).  Reminiscence is defined as “the process or practice of thinking or telling about past 

experiences” (Cappeliez, O’Rourke & Chaudhury, 2005, p. 295).   Coleman (2005) describes 

reminiscence as “remembering, putting things together again, seeking, recovering and 

communicating meaning” (p. 294).  The origins of the theory, research and practice related to 

reminiscence emerged from gerontological theory and research.  Prior to the 1960’s, 

reminiscence was often associated with ‘senility’, and was even thought to cause dementia 

(Gibson, 2005).  The cultural shift in these views and the current interest in reminiscence were 

influenced, in large part, by Erik Erickson’s (1963) life-span development theory and Robert 

Butler’s (1963) life review process.  Erickson suggests that reminiscence helps to preserve a 

sense of identity by maintaining a relationship with one’s past self.  Successful reminiscence 

is connected to achieving a sense of meaning and ego-integrity in later life.  Conversely, 

unsuccessful reminiscence is believed to lead to despair and depression.  

Even more influential in the development of reminiscence theory have been the insights of 

psychiatrist Robert Butler (1963) who developed the theory that ‘life review’ is a normative 

process which all people go through as they realize their life is coming to an end.  Throughout 

his career, Butler (1996) promoted the benefits of reminiscence as an adaptive strategy in later 

life and prompted other gerontological researchers to explore the role of memories in the lives 

of older adults. Butler considered reminiscence to be a naturally occurring process of 

“recalling the past, taking stock, reviewing and sometimes resolving conflicts from the past” 

(Bohlmeijer, Valenkamp, Westerhof, Smit & Cuijpers, 2005, p. 302).  Other researchers 

consider reminiscence to be more of a simple recollection of the past, rather than the 

“decades-old concept of the soul-searching life review” (Parker, 1995, p. 516).   

The period from the 1960’s to the 1980’s involved an uncritical acceptance of the value of 

reminiscence, which was advanced as a strategy to promote well-being among older adults 

(Gibson, 2005).  During this period numerous studies examined the role of reminiscing in 

later life, although much of this research was “inconclusive, contradictory, and often simply 
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unclear with regard to the nature and functions of reminiscence” (Parker, 1995, p. 515).  Early 

research examining the therapeutic benefit of reminiscence falls within two broad categories: 

Some researchers found positive effects, others did not.  It was difficult to evaluate the 

beneficial effects of reminiscence because of a lack of consistency in the use of the concept 

and context of reminiscence, the populations studied, the research methodologies, and the 

content of the memories (Parker, 1995).  More recently, gerontological research related to 

reminiscence has begun to address these inconsistencies and to appreciate the different 

functions reminiscence can serve and the potential for both positive and negative outcomes of 

different types of reminiscence (Gibson, 2005; Cappeliez et al., 2005).   

A broad range of benefits related to reminiscence have been identified.  There is considerable 

evidence that reminiscence can increase life satisfaction and well-being among older adults 

(Cook, 1998; Chaudhury, 1999).  A review of the literature suggests that reminiscing is 

associated with three central functions: Integrative reminiscence; instrumental reminiscence; 

and, transmissive or narrative reminiscence. The first function of reminiscence, referred to by 

Cappeliez et al. (2005) as an integrative function of reminiscence, has been shown to increase 

with age (Tornstam, 1999).  Integrative reminiscing includes themes concerned with 

exploring the meaning of life related to ageing, continuity, identity, and death preparation.  

This aspect of reminiscence draws on the themes identified by earlier theorists including 

Erickson (1963) and Butler (1963).  Rubenstein and Parmalee (1992) suggest that reminiscing 

provides a way of “organizing and accessing a lengthy life span” which appears to help cope 

with the changes and losses associated with ageing (p. 139).   

Consistent with this approach, other researchers have identified the role of reminiscing in 

making meaning of the experience of ageing.  Chaudhury (1999) suggests that a central 

purpose of reminiscing in later life involves gaining a sense of one’s personal history and 

coming to terms with it.  Rowles (1983) emphasizes the value of life review and reminiscing 

on events of one’s life in an attempt to “make sense of it as a whole and to generate and 

sustain a self concept in old age” (p. 308).  Parker (1995) agrees that reflecting on one’s life 

may serve a number of important ‘global’ functions related to the experience of ageing.  The 

trend toward increased reminiscing in later life can enhance well-being among older adults 

and contribute to the developmental tasks associated with ageing.   Memories and reminiscing 

provide a sense of continuity and a link with the past that can help to make meaning of the 

experience of ageing.   

 A sense of continuity, which supports the preservation of identity, is a central element of the 

integrative function of reminiscence.  Continuity theory can provide an approach to 
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understanding reminiscence across the life span and in later life.  According to continuity 

theory (Atchley, 1989), as individuals age and encounter changes and losses, they attempt to 

order and interpret the changes in their lives by recalling their pasts.  A sense of continuity is 

closely tied to memories.  The sense of continuity derived from reminiscing can contribute to 

healthy ageing through the role it plays in the maintenance of identity.  

Howell (1983) states that “I am what I remember about myself” (p. 105).  Memories and 

reminiscing play a central role in the maintenance of identity in later life.   Older adults 

become increasingly focused on the past and how this is incorporated into their current 

identity.  Tornstam (1999) identifies the maintenance of identity as a primary function of 

reminiscence in which reminiscence is used to improve self awareness and review life.    In 

late life, reminiscing provides an opportunity for reflecting on the totality of one’s life.  As 

older adults become more aware of both their past and their mortality, a shift in their time 

orientation occurs.  Memories and reminiscing can contribute to a sense of continuity by 

providing a link with the past, an aspect of well-being derived from the maintenance of 

personal identity.   

 The second function of reminiscence is referred to as instrumental reminiscence (Cappeliez et 

al., 2005).  The function of this type of reminiscence involves a more pragmatic element in 

which reminiscing is related to problem solving using past experiences to solve current 

problems.  Memories can provide guidance and insight into managing and coping with age-

related changes and loss by shedding light on “strategies, tools and ideas” from the past which 

can be applied to the present (Chaudhury, 1999, p. 232).   

The third function of reminiscence concerns a social value in which reminiscing provides 

opportunities to instruct, inform, and establish, maintain and strengthen relationships.  This 

type of reminiscing is described as ‘transmissive’ or ‘narrative’ reminiscence by Cappeliez et 

al. (2005).  The intention of transmissive reminiscing is to communicate a story which is 

meant to be instructive.  Narrative reminiscing, on the other hand, is a simple narrative 

account for the purpose of conversational value, information, and the development of 

intimacy.  Tronstam (1999) describes this type of reminiscence as having a ‘conversational 

function’ in which reminiscing is directly related to the social value of interacting through 

conversation.  There is a significant value placed on the social function of reminiscing related 

to deepening intimacy and developing or reestablishing friendships (Parker, 1995). In later 

life, the opportunity to reminisce with peers about a common history contributes to a sense of 

connection afforded by the shared experience of ageing (Rosel, 2003).   Reminiscing about 

deceased friends and relatives can also serve a narrative function related to the maintenance of 
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relationships in which reminiscing is intended to “maintain accessible memories of departed 

significant others” (Rosel, 2003, p. 295).  Narrative reminiscing can create a sense of 

closeness, not only with friends and family, but with those no longer living.  Research 

suggests that older adults engage in both silent (intrapersonal) and oral (interpersonal) 

reminiscing (Parker, 1995).  Reminiscing, either alone or with others, can contribute to well-

being in later life.   

The physical context of reminiscence has received little attention in the literature, although 

there does appear to be a relationship between place experiences and reminiscing.  Memories 

of a setting, or associated with a setting, have been found to have a compelling influence on 

sense of place (Chaudhury, 1999; Cooper Marcus, 1992; Jones, 2005).   To date, places, and 

particularly the community as a setting for older adults' memories and life stories have been 

given little attention (Burholt, 2006).   While a relatively unexplored aspect of place research, 

memories and reminiscing, particularly in later life, appear to have a strong association with 

place experiences.  

Places and things are important symbols of the self, cues to memories of significant 
life experiences, and a means of maintaining, reviewing, and extending one’s sense of 
self, especially in old age (Rubinstein & Parmalee, 1992, p. 147).   

There is considerable evidence of the therapeutic benefits of reminiscence.  Despite this 

evidence, the meaning of ‘place’ in reminiscence is a relatively untapped area of research.   

Chaudhury (1999) describes reminiscence that is concerned with, or occurs in places, as 

‘place based reminiscence’.  Reminiscing in place provides concrete, tangible and sensory 

cues to memories.  Memories of places and the associated events, sometimes referred to as 

environmental memories, “exist as cues for remembering one’s past experiences” 

(Chaudhury, 1999, p. 234).  While memories can be retrieved in any setting, and reminiscing 

can occur away from the source of the memory, settings can help to retrieve memories.   

Solnit (2000) suggests that we “seed” settings with an “invisible crop of memories and 

associations that will be waiting for you when you come back” (p. 13).  In a study of 

environmental meaning in later life, Rubenstein (1990) found that continued contact with 

significant places fueled memories.  The embodied experiences related to natural settings, 

including the colours, seasons, smells, textures and sounds, are associated with many people’s 

earliest memories (Macnaghten & Urry, 2000b).  The opportunity to reminisce while in a 

setting that provides cues to past experiences can contribute to well-being among older adults.    

In later life, vivid memories which can be recalled in places can help to remind older adults of 

their past roles and identity.  Bott et al. (2003) state that “memories of, and self-expressions 
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through, settings are profound reminders of self-identity, especially at times when that 

identity is weakened or threatened” (p. 104).  Maintaining a ‘place-based’ link with one’s 

personal history relates to the developmental tasks of ageing concerned with preserving a 

sense of continuity, maintaining a sense of identity, and protecting oneself from the 

potentially harmful consequences of changes and losses that may accompany ageing.  

 

2.2.6 Summary 

 

Literature concerned with the environmental context of ageing highlights the significance of 

environmental influences on the lives of older adults.  The social ecological perspective 

provides a conceptual framework for exploring the relationships among individuals and the 

social and physical environment.  “Sense of place’ provides an additional perspective for 

exploring the relationship between places and people.  The literature suggests that place 

experience has a significant temporal dimension which can influence the potential for 

reminiscence and continuity.  The final section of this literature review examines leisure and 

ageing with an emphasis on aspects of leisure related to urban park use among older women.   

 

2.3 Leisure and ageing  

 

While the ‘good life’ is influenced by the environmental context of ageing, the role of leisure 

is also central to the development of the ‘good life’ in old age.  The environmental context of 

ageing provides an important perspective for exploring the value and meaning of urban parks 

to older women.  Beyond the influence of the environment, leisure experience provides a 

further perspective for exploring urban park use among older women.  The activities pursued 

in urban parks, and the social context of park use, are central aspects of park use experience.  

The following section on ageing and leisure research highlights the relationship between 

leisure behaviour and later life health and well-being. 
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2.3.1 Benefits of leisure 

 

Engaging in meaningful leisure is widely recognized as a core element of well-being among 

older adults.  Recent research has found that involvement in meaningful leisure activities is a 

crucial factor in successful ageing (Brown, McGuire & Vokel, 2008; Dupuis & Alzheimer, 

2008).   Opportunities for leisure in later life support ‘active ageing’, an international policy 

priority of the World Health Organization (2002) aimed at enhancing the well-being of older 

adults.  A review of the ageing research on leisure indicates that leisure is widely recognized 

as having significant physiological, psychological and social benefits (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 

2008; Harahousou, 2006; Janke, Davey & Kleiber, 2006; 1996; Mannell & Stynes, 1991).  

Participation in active and sedentary leisure among older adults has been found to benefit 

health and well-being by improving physical health, reducing depression and anxiety, and 

improving mood and self esteem (McCormack, Cameron, Campbell & Pollock, 2008).  While 

there appear to be comprehensive benefits associated with leisure, the benefits of leisure to 

physical well-being have received the most attention. 

 

2.3.1.1 Physical well-being 

 

Of all research on leisure and ageing, the benefits of a physically active lifestyle have been 

studied most extensively.  Active lifestyles can have “profound consequences on the physical 

well-being of older adults” (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008, p. 92).  Leisure time physical activity 

is important to the maintenance and improvement of physical health and functioning of older 

adults.  Regular physical activity has been found to reduce the risk of developing a number of health 

conditions that become more prevalent in later life, including cardiovascular disease, hypertension, 

elevated cholesterol, strokes, certain cancers, type-two diabetes, obesity, osteoporosis and 

osteoarthritis (Dishman, Washburn & Heath, 2004; Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008; Nelson et al., 

2007).  As a leisure time physical activity, walking is preferred, particularly among women, in 

both New Zealand and Canada (Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Institute, 2007; Sport and 

Recreation New Zealand, 2007).    

In an extensive review of studies from 1997 to 2006, Brown, Burton and Rowan (2007) found 

that walking and moderate-intensity physical activity contributes to the primary prevention of 

three major chronic health problems in women: Cardiovascular disease; diabetes; and, cancer.  

Leisure time physical activity has also been found to enhance physical well-being among 
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older adults by improving and preserving muscular strength, balance and aerobic capacity, 

which can help to maintain functional ability and independence in later life (Dupuis & 

Alzheimer, 2008; Harahousou, 2006).  While active leisure improves physical functioning in 

older adults, the psychological dimensions of leisure can also have a significant effect on 

well-being.   

 

2.3.1.2 Psychological well-being 

 

Psychological well-being in later life, associated with both mental and cognitive well-being, 

has been found to benefit from leisure (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2006; Harahousou, 2006; 

McCormack et al., 2008).  Leisure has a role in supporting psychological well-being 

associated with the physical, social and stress reducing effect of leisure (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 

2006).  While psychological well-being has been defined and conceptualized in various ways, 

it has been difficult to assess the influence of leisure on psychological well-being (Dupuis & 

Alzheimer, 2008).  While defining psychological well-being is challenging, the concepts 

associated with it include happiness, life satisfaction, morale, mental health, emotional health, 

mood, and affect (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008).   

Research on leisure and ageing indicates that older adults who participate in leisure activities 

that are sources of enjoyment and fulfill specific needs experience psychological well-being.  

Specifically, they are happier and more content, experience positive mood states, are more 

satisfied with their lives, and have lower levels of psychological distress, anxiety, depression, 

and negative affect than those who do not participate in leisure activities (Dupuis & 

Alzheimer, 2006; Harahousou, 2006; McCormack et al, 2008).  Leisure can further enhance 

mental well-being by contributing to a sense of purpose, self efficacy, and feelings of 

achievement and success (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008).  For older adults, leisure can enhance 

coping with age related changes and losses, including bereavement, retirement, caregiving, 

and declining health, thereby enhancing later life well-being (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008). 

Physical leisure activity can have a powerful positive influence on psychological well-being.  

In an extensive review of the research on the effect of physical activity on mental well-being, 

Fox (1999) found that physical activity is an effective therapy for clinical or subclinical 

depression and anxiety, and as a means of improving quality of life through enhanced self 

esteem, improved mood states, resilience to stress, and improved sleep.  In a review of the 

evidence of the effect of leisure time physical activity on depression or depressive symptoms 
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among older adults, Sjosten & Kivela (2006) also found that physical activity is effective in 

treating depression among older adults with minor to major depression.  Leisure which 

incorporates physical activity enhances both physical and psychological well-being. 

There is a growing body of evidence that cognitive well-being and functioning in later life is 

associated with participation in leisure which incorporates mental and physical exercise, and 

social engagement (Harahousou, 2006; Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008).  Stimulating activities, in 

particular, are associated with higher levels of cognitive functioning, reduced rates of 

cognitive decline, and reduced risk of Alzheimer’s disease (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008).  As 

well, stimulating activities and cognitive well-being appear to have a reciprocal relationship in 

which cognitive well-being promotes a stimulating lifestyle and stimulating activities improve 

cognitive well-being (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008).  While there is little research on the effect 

of different activities on cognitive well-being among men and women, there is some 

suggestion that the interaction between physical activity and hormone metabolism may 

account for the stronger associations between active leisure and cognitive functioning found 

in women (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008).  Beyond the physical and psychological benefits, 

leisure experiences provide opportunities for social interaction that can create a sense of 

belonging and contribute to the development of friendships and social networks. 

 

2.3.1.3 Social well-being 

 

The social dimension of leisure has been found to be a significant aspect of leisure 

experiences and meanings among older women.  The companionship, friendship, social 

interaction and perceived social support associated with leisure activity have been found to 

enhance well-being and help individuals cope with stress (Coleman & Iso-Ahola, 1993; Iso-

Ahola & Mannell, 2004).  Harahousou suggests that “… women’s ability to form social 

networks and maintain social integration appears to be an advantage to them in old age” (p. 

242).  McCormack et al. (2008) found that friendship networks among older women flourish 

when they share similar interests, pursue activities which are fun and enjoyable rather than 

competitive, have regular contact, establish friendships which are emotionally supportive, and 

have opportunities to talk and share with others.   For older women, the value of friendships 

as an aspect of social networks is related to the provision of emotional and instrumental 

support, information, and social companionship.  Well-being is also enhanced by the ability of 

long term social networks to provide a vehicle for maintaining a sense of continuity.  
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Theoretical perspectives on social interaction and networks provide a framework for 

exploring the social experiences of older women within a leisure context. 

The social experience of women has been characterized by a commitment to caring for others 

and sustaining relationships (Day, 2000).  This has been referred to as an “ethic of care” 

(Gilligan, 1982) which emphasizes the importance of relationships, and particularly 

caregiving and focusing on the needs of others.  An ethic of care has been found to create both 

constraints and possibilities for women (Day, 2000).  The ethic of care constrains women’s 

experiences when “women prioritize caring for others over caring for themselves” (Day, 

2000, p. 109).  An ethic of care can be characterized by a focus on children, husbands, friends, 

family and others and is reflected in a higher proportion of women than men reporting visiting 

friends and family as a favourite leisure activity (Cushman, Laidler, Russell, Wilson & 

Herbison, 1991).   

The ethic of care as a source of possibilities has received less attention.  Day (2000) suggests 

that an ethic of care in public places provide women with opportunities for sustaining 

relationships with friends and family, giving and receiving care from strangers, and caring for 

public places which can strengthen a sense of community and contribute to the development 

of relationships with places.  An ethic can enhance opportunities for women to use public 

spaces to care for themselves through, for example, exercising in the community (Day, 2000).   

Critics of this theory argue that an ethic of care is not unique to women, it does not apply to 

all women particularly as it generalizes from the experience of middle class, white women, 

and that the theory can apply to both women and men.  While an ethic of care can be applied 

to understanding the social context of women’s use and perceptions of public spaces, the 

concept of social capital provides further insight into the nature and characteristics of social 

networks. 

The concept of ‘social capital’ has been used widely in the social sciences to describe social 

networks and provide a context for examining social wellness.  This concept was advanced by 

Putnam (2000) who states that “whereas physical capital refers to physical objects and human 

capital refers to properties of individuals, social capital refers to connections among 

individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from 

them’ (p. 19).  Most definitions of social capital include three elements: Social networks, 

norms of reciprocity, and trust (Ferlander, 2007).  Social networks, viewed as the core 

element of social capital by most scholars, are described as the structural aspect of social 

capital, while norms of reciprocity and trust characterize values and attitudes.   
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In addition to these aspects of social capital, two primary types of social capital have been 

identified: Bonding and bridging social capital (Ferlander, 2007).  Bonding social capital is 

based on networks that have similar demographics related to factors such as age, ethnicity and 

education.  Bonding social ties have a tendency to provide emotional and instrumental 

support.  Bridging social capital is more heterogeneous and is based on connections between 

people from different social groups.  Social capital of all types has been found to influence 

numerous health outcomes. 

The earliest research connecting social capital to health can be traced back to Durkheim 

(1897) who showed that social integration influenced rates of suicide (Ferlander, 2007).  More 

recently, the lack of a strong social network has been found to place older adults at risk for 

poor health (Rojek, 2005).  All types of social capital have the potential to positively 

influence health.  While people’s health and happiness appear to benefit most from having ties 

with people who care about them and for them, knowing many people casually also appears to 

be of benefit (Rojek, 2005).   

Two additional theories have been applied to examining the social context of leisure in later 

life: Socio-emotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 1991), and continuity theory (Atchley, 

1971).  Socio-emotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 1991) describes the forces that shape 

social network size and composition, and how these change throughout life.  This theory 

suggests that social interaction is shaped by perceived time left, so that older adults focus on 

more meaningful relationships over less important ones.  The selection of friends among older 

adults appears to be qualitatively different than it is at other times in life.  Burnett-Wolle and 

Godbey (2005) suggest that older adults tend to eliminate unimportant relationships while 

retaining ones with close friends and family. 

Continuity theory (Atchley, 1989) provides a valuable perspective for understanding the vital 

role of social networks in contributing to a sense of continuity.  Long term friendships and 

social networks can provide a sense of continuity among older adults which can be supportive 

and helpful during age-related changes and difficult life transitions.  Finchum and Weber 

(2000) suggest that having long term friends provides “a sense of history and emphasizes 

continuity of relationships that in turn contributes to self-identity and self-worth” (p. 160).  A 

shared knowledge of places, people and history provides a sense of growing old together “in 

both time and place” (Rosel, 2003, p. 89).  In a neighbourhood context, long term social 

networks can provide emotional and instrumental support and increase the opportunities for 

older adults to age in place.  The physical characteristics of neighbourhoods and cities can 

have a significant influence on the social experiences of older adults. 
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Urban design features and the social culture of urban environments can contribute to 

loneliness and social isolation among older adults (Jackson, 2003; Routasalo & Pitkala, 

2003).  Conversely, neighbourhood and community features can positively influence 

opportunities for, and the nature of, social interaction.  Urban parks and green spaces have 

been found to facilitate social interaction and nurture relationships while buffering the social 

isolation experienced by some older adults (Dunnett et al., 2002; Hutchison, 1994).  The 

availability of nature and access to park-like settings has been found to promote social contact 

and increase opportunities for social interaction.  While the nature rich quality of a setting has 

been found to positively influence social interaction, the existing social environment of urban 

parks influences whether people will use a park.  Some research indicates that people often 

decide whether to use a park on the basis of who else goes there, for example, friends, 

families, children or people they fear, rather than landscape feature or leisure opportunities 

(Cooper Marcus & Francis, 1998).   

Meaningful leisure, particularly when it occurs in a nature rich setting and is at least 

moderately active, can enhance physical, mental and social well-being of older women. The 

opportunity to benefit from leisure, however, is tied to the leisure patterns and constraints 

experienced by older women. 

 

2.3.2 Leisure Patterns and Constraints 

 

There is a great diversity in the leisure patterns of older adults.  Leisure patterns in later life 

are primarily characterized either by continuity of activity, or by selective or compensatory 

activities due to health or financial limitations or loss of leisure companions, or by new leisure 

endeavours (Harahousou, 2006).  Three key trends have been identified in the leisure patterns 

of older adults: Participation tends to decline with age; there is a greater likelihood that older 

adults will choose to pursue familiar, rather than new activities; and leisure has become an 

increasingly important element of older people’s lives (Harahousou, 2006).   

While there is a dramatic increase in non allocated time for many older adults, there is a 

decline in leisure activities over the life cycle which has been attributed to several factors 

(Iso-Ahola et al., 1994; Nimrod & Kleiber, 2007; Rojek, 2006).   The primary causes include 

lower income and loss of work-related leisure networks, while other significant factors 

include deteriorating health and increasing frailty (Rojek, 2006).  As well as a decline in 

leisure activity over the life span, research also suggests that the tendency to seek novelty 
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through new leisure activities declines with age, while the tendency to maintain familiar 

leisure activities increases with age (Iso-Ahola et al., 1994).  There is also an increase in the 

qualitative importance of leisure in the lives of older adults.  While leisure activity tends to 

decline throughout the life cycle, in recent times leisure participation among older adults has 

increased in most developed countries (Harahousou, 2006).  This increase in leisure is 

attributed to more available time, better medical care, nutrition, and a focus on physical 

activity and fitness (Harahousou, 2006).  While there tends to be a transition toward less 

physically demanding activities, and outdoor to indoor activities in later life, active leisure has 

increased as the importance of exercise to health and well-being has become well known 

(Harahousou, 2006; Nimrod, 2007).  Trends in participation in active leisure in New Zealand 

between 1997 and 2001 show a significant increase in physical activity among adults 55 years 

and over, with the greatest change occurring among women (Active NZ Survey, 2007/2008).  

The proportion of older women who are active has risen from 67% to 75% during this period, 

while the proportion of men who are active has increased from 72% to 74%.  The greatest 

change in physical activity levels has occurred among 65 to 74 year olds, with the proportion 

that is active increasing from 70% to 83% in 2001.  Consistent with these trends, Rojek 

(2005) suggests that, due to increasing longevity and improvements in health among older 

adults, a new picture of leisure among older adults is emerging.   

The characteristics of the current generation of older women have an important influence on 

leisure patterns and meanings.  Harahousou (2006) provides an overview of the characteristics 

of the current generation of older women in western countries and suggests that they have 

been socialized to emphasize the importance of the family and their obligation to nurture and 

be responsible for the well-being of others.  Many older women of the current generation are 

economically dependent on their husbands, and are less likely to have a tertiary education or 

to have been employed.  They have experienced a lack of power in both the public and private 

sphere, and have a perception of leisure in which leisure and work often coexist.  The current 

generation of older women has a sense of being ‘undeserving’ of leisure time and attribute 

little value to leisure generally.  In cross cultural studies of the leisure activities of older 

women, home and family oriented activities are most common.   

A leisure constraint has been defined broadly as a factor which limits or inhibits leisure 

participation and affects both preferences and participation (Jackson & Scott, 1999; Raymore, 

1995) and more specifically as “any factor which precludes or limits an individual’s 

frequency, intensity, duration, or quality of participation in recreation activities” (Henderson 

et al., 1989; p. 117).  Unlike barriers which are viewed as absolute in their effect on 
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participation in leisure activities, constraints can be modified and negotiated (Henderson et 

al., 1989). For example, older adults may negotiate constraints by employing selection, 

compensation and optimization strategies (Harahousou, 2006). For older adults who have 

experienced losses and changes in many areas of their life including loss of employment, 

health deterioration, decreased income, driving limitations and widowhood, the effect of 

constraints can be more pronounced (Rojek, 2005).   

There is considerable research concerned with constraints to leisure in later years (McGuire & 

Norman, 2005).  Leisure constraints research aims to address the question of why some 

people “do not participate in leisure in general or in particular activities for which they might 

have the desire?” (Jackson & Scott, 1999, p. 300).  Jackson and Scott (1999) identify three 

functions of leisure constraints research.  The first function involves expanding our 

knowledge of the complex ways leisure in constrained.  Second, leisure constraints research 

has the potential to “shed new light on aspects of leisure, such as participation, motivations 

and satisfaction, that were previously thought to have been fairly well-understood” (p. 300).  

The final function of leisure constraints research involves the opportunity for 

multidisciplinary communication and connections associated with the concept of constraints.  

Constraints that affect older adults’ leisure include individual factors, which involve both 

intrapersonal and interpersonal conditions, and societal/structural factors (Crawford & 

Godbey, 1987; Crawford, Jackson & Godbey, 1991; Harahousou, 2006; Jackson, 2005).  

While Crawford and Godbey (1987) posited three models to describe these three distinct types 

of constraints, Crawford, Jackson & Godbey (1991) suggested a single hierarchical model that 

incorporated intrapersonal, interpersonal and structural constraints.  Intrapersonal or 

antecedent constraints include psychological states and attributes; declining energy and 

health, perceived lack of skills, stress, depression and anxiety. Interpersonal or social 

constraints are the result of interpersonal interaction and may include, for example, fear of 

victimization, ageist stereotypes and sociocultural norms that discourage participation in 

certain activities, loss of freedom due to caregiving and lack of independence.   

Conditions of the physical environment, such as lack of accessibility, are known as structural 

or environmental constraints.  Structural constraints are broadly defined by Jackson (2005) as 

those that “intervene between preferences and participation” (p. 3).  While accessibility is a 

central constraining factor for older adults, leisure activities can also be constrained by lack of 

information, programmes and facilities (Rojek, 2005).  It appears, however, that most 

constraints occur on several levels and are the result of numerous influences.  For example, 
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while fear is often considered an intrapersonal constraint, the social and the physical 

environment interact to contribute to concerns about safety.   

Women’s fear of violence and crime affects their lifestyle and routines and the way they 

experience urban areas (Bell, 1998).  Concerns about safety have two dimensions: One is 

perceptual, and one is reality, and these may or may not be related (Henderson, 2006).  

Women’s fear in urban parks has been found to be related to local folklore or ‘frozen 

evaluations’, in which perceptions about places remain frozen in time after a frightening or 

dramatic event (Krenichyn, 2004).  While fear may be based on myths about safety, it affects 

women’s experience of safety and influences their behaviours (Bell, 1998).  Older women in 

particular are more likely to modify their behaviour to avoid the risk of crime; for example, 

they may go out less, return home earlier, or go out at night only with an escort (Bell, 1998).  

Fear plays a central role in the way women use public spaces, whether they visit certain places 

at all, and if so, when and where.   

Women of all ages experience concerns about safety in park environments (Kong et al., 1997; 

Krenichyn, 2004).  Their fears are based primarily on concerns about crime (Henderson, 

2006).  This influences the way women use parks and the nature of their experiences.  In a 

study of women’s use of a large urban park in New York City, Krenichyn (2004) found that 

fear was more of a constraint than a barrier.  Fear did not prevent use, but affected the quality 

of use.  Women constructed elaborate patterns and rules for their park behaviour.  Other 

research also suggests that the enjoyment of nature in a park context is continually tinged with 

feelings of fear among women of all ages (Hutchison, 1994; Kong et al., 1997).  As Hamilton-

Smith and Mercer (1991) state, “the structural disadvantages which impact upon women and 

aged people are strongly reinforced and compounded by fear” (p. 47).  Concerns about safety 

in parks and forested areas in Singapore were both real and imagined in a study by Kong et al. 

(1997) in which the most common fears identified were: Personal crimes and particularly 

sexual violence; property crimes, such as purse snatching; aspects of nature, including 

wildlife and especially snakes; dark and unlit areas; and, a fear of the unknown related to 

getting lost and being disoriented.  Women preferred well-planned parks with a layout design 

that contributed to an ease in orientation.  Environmental features and design can have a 

significant impact on feelings of fear among women (Bell, 1998).  Concerns about safety 

among older women in urban parks can be minimized by thoughtful attention to design 

features.  Research into the safety concerns of older women in urban parks can provide further 

guidance and direction to park designers, planners and managers.   
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Older adults experiencing declines in health and functioning face further constraints to active 

leisure opportunities, particularly in outdoor settings.  Older adults are far more likely to 

experience constraints related to environmental accessibility than other populations (Dupuis 

& Alzheimer, 2008).  As a result, functional decline and health impairments can contribute to 

diminished opportunities for healthy activity which then lead to further declines.  Other 

constraints that inhibit older adults from participating in outdoor physical activity have been 

identified by Morris (2003).  A sense of physical and social vulnerability which prevent 

embarking on an outdoor activity alone is a key constraint.  As well, ageist attitudes can 

discourage older adults from pursuing active outdoor leisure.  This social constraint can 

interfere with using and deriving benefits from outdoor activities particularly for women.    

While a decline in physical activity with age has been identified, it is far more pronounced for 

women than men in outdoor activities (Morris, 2003).   

The leisure experiences of older women can be influenced by both ageism and sexism.  

Ageism, combined with sexist attitudes, can have “double-barreled effects for older women” 

(Teo, 1997, p. 652).  Older women are particularly vulnerable to experiencing numerous 

leisure constraints.  Social and cultural roles and norms influence park use among older 

women (Hutchison, 1994).  Social roles, including opportunities for, and sense of entitlement 

to, leisure and the narrow, stereotypical limits of what is acceptable or appropriate behaviour 

have affected women’s leisure experiences (Hutchison, 1994; Henderson et al., 1989).  More 

positive images of ageing, however, appear to have started to replace negative ones.  Older 

women are now being portrayed and defined as more physically active in their later years than 

were their mothers or grandmothers (Harahousou, 2006).  

While the leisure constraints experienced by previous cohorts of older women have improved 

somewhat, little is known about the constraints and inequalities of marginalized older women, 

for example, those from various ethnic groups and cultures, those living in poverty, those 

living with illness or disability, those living in long term care settings, and those in 

developing countries.  While leisure is important to ageing well, older adults, and especially 

women, “face many more constraints to engaging in meaningful activities in later life” 

(Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008, p. 99).   

As the later years are often perceived and characterised as a period of loss and decline, it 

would be expected that considerable attention would be focused on constraints, particularly in 

areas such as social participation, physical activity and activities of daily living (McGuire & 

Norman, 2005).  Constraints to leisure, however, may also facilitate other leisure behaviours.  

While most previous research emphasizes the losses associated with constraints, McGuire and 
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Norman (2005) argue that some leisure constraints may, in fact, contribute to enhanced leisure 

experiences in later life and suggest that “perhaps it is time to examine what is gained” (p. 

99).   

This review has summarized the benefits, patterns and constraints associated with leisure, 

with an emphasis on the distinct experience of older women.  The next section provides an 

overview of several theories of aging that provide diverse perspectives on leisure and ageing. 

 

2.3.3 Theoretical perspectives on leisure and ageing 

 

Research on ageing and leisure is not a new field.  Much of this research has focused on the 

role of active leisure and physical activity in preventing disease and promoting health, and 

enhancing the quality of life of older adults (Harahousou, 2006).  Several theories have 

attempted to explain the process of leisure involvement and successful ageing.  Early theories 

which have been applied to understanding leisure in later life include activity theory, 

disengagement theory and continuity theory. 

Activity theory argues that a high level of involvement in activities contributes to well-being 

in later life (Burgess, 1960; Havighurst, 1963).  According to activity theory, older adults 

maintain a continuity of roles and activities, and add and discover new ones through a process 

that supports successful ageing.  As age-related changes result in loss of roles and activities, 

including those related to work and caregiving, activity theory proposes that there is a need 

for compensatory increases in other activities to preserve well-being.  Activity theory 

proposes that maintaining a high level of activity is essential to well-being.   

In contrast to activity theory, disengagement theory argues that as one ages there is a tendency 

to withdraw from society as part of a normal and healthy process of ageing (Cumming & 

Henry, 1961).  According to proponents of disengagement theory, older adults experience a 

mutual withdrawal from society, where they become less active in society, and society in turn 

focuses less upon them (Parker, 1995).   While disengagement theory was developed as a 

theory of successful ageing believed to contribute to well-being in later life, it has received 

little support from gerontologists and leisure researchers because it is viewed as inherently 

negative (Nimrod, 2007).  Disengagement theory and activity theory present contrasting 

prescriptions for successful ageing.   
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Activity and disengagement theories reflect ageing stereotypes.  The ‘heroic model’ describes 

active and successful ageing in terms of being fit, healthy, happy and busy, while the deficit 

model characterizes ageing as a period of loss, decline and social withdrawal (Godfrey, 

Townsend & Denby, 2004).  In reality, older adults experience themselves and their life as a 

continuation of physical, social and psychological changes (Godfrey, Townsend & Denby, 

2004).  The process of adapting to ageing incorporates both continuity and change.  

Continuity theory (Atchley, 1989) is regarded as an attempt to reconcile the contrasting views 

of ageing proposed in disengagement theory and activity theory.  Continuity theory proposes 

a definition of normal ageing and distinguishes it from pathological ageing.  Continuity theory 

contends that older adults are predisposed and motivated toward both internal and external 

continuity as a strategy for adapting to the challenges and changes associated with ageing 

(Atchley, 1989). Internal continuity is described as predictability within oneself, while 

external continuity describes predictability and consistency in the social and physical 

environment.   When faced with the challenges associated with ageing, older adults will 

attempt to preserve continuity.   

Atchley (1993) suggests that individuals have a “strong motivation toward internal 

continuity” (p. 8).  Internal continuity is concerned primarily with the development and 

preservation of our personal constructs about “who we are, what we are capable of, and what 

is satisfying to us” (Atchley, 1993, p. 15).  Internal continuity influences two aspects of well-

being in old age: A sense of self, which is concerned with “what we think about ourselves”, 

and a sense of identity, related to “those aspects of the self that people regard as constant” 

(Nimrod, 2007, p. 2).  The predictability afforded by internal continuity can increase our 

sense of security, particularly if elements of self identity become vulnerable in response to 

age-related changes. 

External continuity involves “being and doing in familiar environments, pursuing familiar 

interests, practicing familiar skills, and interacting with familiar people” (Atchley, 1993, p. 

13). Environments that provide a sense of continuity among older adults include landscapes, 

public places, homes, neighbourhoods and communities, and long-established friendships, 

neighbours, and family members (Cook et al., 2007).  Maintaining “external” continuity may 

be particularly important for ageing adults, as reflected in the concept of ‘ageing in place’.  

According to continuity theory, maintaining continuity into later life supports well-being 

among older adults.  While leisure and ageing research have drawn widely on these theories, 

Gibson (2006) suggests that there has been an overreliance on ‘borrowed’ theories from other 
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disciplines and that there is a need to move beyond activity theory, disengagement theory, and 

continuity theory.   

Harahousou (2006) suggests that while disengagement, activity and continuity theories 

provide some worthwhile insights, theories that incorporate life span or life course 

perspectives provide a valuable contribution.  According to the lifespan perspective, the 

interaction of early life experiences, individual decisions and opportunities, environmental 

factors and historical events determine later life outcomes (Janke et al, 2006; Kronenfeld, 

2006).  The life course developmental perspective advanced by Levinson (1978) proposes a 

developmental sequence based on the four ‘seasons’ of life: Childhood and adolescence, early 

adulthood, middle adulthood and later adulthood.   Rapoport and Rapoport (1975) 

conceptualize and describe the stages of leisure within the context of the family life cycle.  

Leisure behaviour across the life cycle can be understood from a life course perspective as the 

effect of changes from one life stage to another.  Differences in leisure behaviour in later life 

cannot be explained by age alone.  They are the result of variation in the lives of older adults, 

including changes in work, family structure and health.   Rojek (2005) agrees that a life 

course analysis offers a “strong, qualifiable set of propositions about the relationship between 

age, choice and leisure practice” (p. 130).   

Within the field of lifespan developmental psychology, the Selective Optimization with 

Compensation model was developed to explain how older adults manage developmental 

changes and losses.  This model suggests that it is healthy and adaptive to respond to age 

related changes by abandoning less meaningful activities, focusing on those that are of higher 

priority, and compensating for limitations in whatever way necessary to allow for 

involvement in the remaining possible alternatives (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Baltes & 

Carstensen, 1996).  Godfrey et al. (2004) provide an example of the three processes involved 

in this model: Selection, compensation and optimization.  Ageing gardeners may maintain 

their interest and involvement in gardening by reducing the size of the flower beds and 

concentrating on low maintenance plants (selection), while building raised beds for easier 

access (compensation), and emphasizing aesthetic colour schemes within a smaller garden 

(optimisation).  Age-related changes are managed by investing “more personal resources into 

maintenance and repair rather than growth” (Findlay & McLaughlin, 2005).  While these 

strategies may be applied at any age, they gain increasing importance for older adults.  Baltes 

and Baltes (1990) argue that as losses begin to outweigh gains, “applying the strategies of 

selection, optimization, and compensation can contribute to successful ageing” (p. 27).  While 
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there is a “large and rigorous body of literature” related to SOC, this theory has rarely been 

applied to leisure research (Burnett-Wolle & Godbey, 2005).     

Feminist theory provides a further perspective for exploring the leisure experiences of older 

women.  Feminist theory has emphasized structural disadvantages, reflecting broad social and 

economic structures, and unequal opportunities for leisure among women (Henderson & 

Shaw, 2006).  The women’s movement of the 1960’s challenged established views of the 

meaning and experience of women’s leisure. The view of leisure as freely chosen activities or 

experiences and the traditional work/non-work dichotomy has been expanded by feminists to 

reflect leisure as personal space where women can “explore their own desires and pleasures 

and perform acts which allow them to become women in their own right, to constitute diverse 

subjectivities and femininities which go beyond what women have been told they should be” 

(Wearing, 1998, p. 149).  Henderson et al. (1989) agree that the meaning of leisure for women 

is characterized by qualities of freedom and choice which can have positive consequences in 

women’s lives. 

At the core of leisure are the elements of freedom and choice, and thus, 
empowerment.  Leisure has the potential to facilitate self development, liberation and 
behavior change in many aspects of women’s lives (Henderson et al., 1989, p. 16).   

While age and gender are identified as influences on leisure there is limited leisure research 

concerned with older women.  In a review of the literature on women’s leisure between 1996 

and 2000, only 5% of the articles were concerned with the leisure of older women 

(McCormack et al., 2008).  Age, however, does appear to have an influence on the distinct 

leisure experience of older women.  While limited in scope, there is research evidence that the 

leisure experiences and meanings of older women are different from those of younger women 

(Gibson, Ashton-Shaeffer, Green & Autry, 2003 – 2004).   

The available research concerned with the leisure of older women has provided some 

understanding of the experiences and meanings of leisure in later life.  Leisure appears to 

have an important influence on well-being and quality of life among older women if the 

leisure activity is perceived as meaningful.   In a study of retired professional women, 

Chamberlain (1990) found that retirement was characterized by a search for meaningful 

activities.  Howe (1988) also found that leisure needed to be meaningful in order to contribute 

to the quality of life of older women.  In a study of older Australian women, Anderton, et al 

(1995), found that leisure was related to a feeling of overall well-being.  This study found that 

self care was an important dimension of leisure as the older women took time for themselves 

and participated in activities they enjoyed despite limitations associated with ill health.    
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More recently, in a study of the meaning and experience of leisure among retirement aged 

women, Gibson, et al (2003-2004) found that the definition of leisure among older women 

included four key attributes.  The central defining characteristic of leisure in this study was 

found to be freedom of choice.  An important feature of leisure among these women was “the 

ability to choose what they wanted to do” (p. 221). A second attribute involves the 

constraining and enabling factors that influence leisure, including time, health, finances and 

companions.  The women in this study also defined leisure by a sense of entitlement to choose 

leisure that was either social or individual.  The final characteristic of leisure suggests that 

leisure can be meaningful without being productive.  Leisure was described as meaningful if it 

was pleasurable.   “Meaningfulness for these women meant that leisure was fun, ‘pure 

pleasure’, or enjoyable.  Overwhelmingly, it meant that they could choose what to do, 

whether leisure was “social or individualized” (Gibson, et al, 2003-2004, p. 223).  In contrast 

to the findings of leisure research on younger women and previous generations of older 

women, the findings of this research suggest that older women are resisting the guilt imposed 

on them by society and experience a strong sense of entitlement and freedom of choice related 

to their leisure meaning and experiences (Gibson, 2003-2004).  McCormack et al (2008) agree 

that the meaning of leisure to older women, as in other life phases, develops from an 

interaction of a number of dimensions, rather than being defined as an activity or period of 

time.  The leisure experiences, including the patterns, constraints and meaning of leisure for 

older women, have distinctive characteristics and features.   

 

2.3.4 Summary 

 

The literature on leisure in later life indicates that participation in leisure can contribute to 

healthy ageing by enhancing physical, mental and social well-being among older adults.  The 

environmental context of leisure has a wide ranging influence on leisure experiences, benefits 

and constraints.  Theories concerned with leisure in later life have evolved over time as our 

understanding of older adults has grown and as the experience of ageing has changed.    
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2.4 Chapter Summary  

 

This review of literature has explored the research, theories and policy associated with the 

human relationship with nature, the environmental context of ageing, and leisure in later life, 

with a focus on the experiences of women in later life.  These diverse perspectives contribute 

to a broad understanding of the experiences of older women in urban parks.  This review also 

has implications for the methodological orientation and approach applied to this research, 

which will be outlined in the following chapter.  Chapter Three provides a summary of the 

study context, the methodological considerations that guided the development of the research 

approach and the research methods.  This chapter is organized into five sections.  The first 

section describes the study context, comprising the city and the region surrounding the parks.  

The second section provides a summary of the park environments, and a brief description of 

the history and cultural heritage of the parks.  The third section, methodology, involves an 

overview of the research approach utilized in this study, while the fourth section, method, 

provides a summary of the way these methods were applied to this research.  The final section 

discusses the cross-national aspects of this research.   
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    Chapter 3 

Context and Methods 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This research explores the value and meaning of nature rich urban parks to older women.  

With a background in gerontological social work, my interest in this area has developed from 

a sense of the importance of supporting healthy ageing and exploring approaches to enhancing 

health that supplement, or provide an alternative to, medically oriented interventions.  

According to the literature, nature rich settings may provide a largely untapped resource for 

supporting and enhancing health.  Nature rich urban parks are accessible and readily available 

settings that can provide opportunities for optimizing health in later life.  For the purposes of 

this research, health will be broadly defined according to the World Health Organization 

(1948) definition as a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely 

the absence of disease or infirmity.  Consistent with this definition, healthy ageing will be 

defined as an individual’s current and self reported state of physical, mental and social well-

being. 

The influence of nature rich settings on the well-being of older women is a research area that 

has received little attention. The methods applied to this research have been guided by the 

research objectives and by the theoretical and methodological considerations deemed most 

relevant, while recognizing the relatively unexplored nature of this research area.  An interest 

in achieving compatibility between the research objectives and the preferences and 

characteristics of older women was also incorporated into the process of method selection and 

design.  In developing the approach to this research, and as an element of achieving ethically 

sound research, the possible impact of participation in this research was reviewed and 

consideration was given to enhancing the potential for involvement to benefit the older 

women who participated in this study.   

The urban parks that comprise the study sites for this research are Hagley Park in 

Christchurch, New Zealand and Boulevard Lake in Thunder Bay, Canada. The following 

section provides a descriptive summary of the park settings and the surrounding areas.   
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3.2 Study Context 

 

Christchurch is situated on the east coast of the South Island of New Zealand and is the 

largest city in the South Island with a population of approximately 350,000.  The value and 

significance of urban parks and gardens to the culture and reputation of Christchurch is 

apparent in promotional material concerned with visiting and living in Christchurch 

(Christchurchnz.com; Christchurch.org.nz; Christchurch.nz.com).  Christchurch is frequently 

referred to as the ‘Garden City’ and has been acknowledged internationally for its gardens and 

parks.  In 1996, Christchurch was recognized as the Outstanding Garden City among 620 

international entries, and in 1997 it was judged Overall Winner in the Nations in Bloom 

International Competition to become “Garden City of the World” (Christchurch.org.nz).  A 

review of Christchurch websites suggests that parks and gardens are a central defining feature 

of the city.   

Thunder Bay, Ontario, Canada is located on the North Shore of Lake Superior.  With a 

population of 110,000, Thunder Bay is the largest city on Lake Superior and the regional 

centre of Northern Ontario.  The wilderness and natural environment are highly valued and 

promoted as defining features of the area.  The city is described to visitors as “a four season 

outdoor paradise; a city rich in wide-open green spaces, parks and wilderness; a spectacular 

nature environment; clean air, clean lakes, beautiful forest ecosystems and wildlife” 

(Thunderbay.ca; visitthunderbay.ca).  In 2000, Thunder Bay was designated as the Forest 

Capital of Canada.  The culture of Thunder Bay is characterized by the value placed on forest 

and wilderness, both in the surrounding region and in the parks and green spaces within the 

city.   

Figure 3-1 provides a comparison of the annual mean daily maximum temperatures in 

Christchurch and Thunder Bay.  The climate of Thunder Bay, while undoubtedly harsh during 

the winter, is valued by many for the distinct seasons and the diversity of activities associated 

with the seasonal variation in environmental conditions.  In contrast, the climate in 

Christchurch is more temperate, with moderate temperatures and precipitation, and plentiful 

sunshine.  This contributes to ideal conditions for gardens and the year round use of parks. 
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Figure 3-1: Daily maximum temperatures in Thunder Bay and Christchurch 

 

The mean daily maximum temperatures in Christchurch range by 12 degrees Celsius 

throughout the year from 11 degrees in July to 23 degrees in January, whereas in Thunder Bay 

there is a 35 degree range in the mean daily maximum temperature from -10 degrees in 

January to 25 degrees in July.   In Thunder Bay, extreme temperatures can range from -40 

degrees in January and February to 35 degrees in July and August.  While the temperature 

range in Christchurch and Thunder Bay varies considerably, the mean average sunshine is 

similar, with 2,100 hours in Christchurch, and 2,167 hours in Thunder Bay.  The daylight 

hours in Thunder Bay and Christchurch are also fairly similar.  In Thunder Bay daylight hours 

vary from 8 hours during mid winter to 16 hours in mid summer, whereas the daylight hours 

in Christchurch range from 9 hours in mid winter to 15 hours in mid summer.  Average 

precipitation in Christchurch is 648 mm, while the average rainfall in Thunder Bay is 527 

mm, and the average snowfall is 213 mm. The majority of snow falls between November and 

April.   

 

3.3 Park settings 

 

The two parks included in this study are large, centrally located, nature rich urban parks that 

are important and valued features of Thunder Bay and Christchurch.  The rationale to include 

these two parks is partially a result of geographic convenience.  An interest in this research 

area developed during frequent walks at Boulevard Lake Park, near my home in Thunder Bay, 
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Ontario.  Upon arriving in New Zealand to study, the opportunity arose to gain a broader 

sense of the park use experiences of older women by including both a ‘wilderness’ type urban 

park and a highly managed, internationally acclaimed urban park and botanic garden.  This 

interest was advanced further through exposure to research and theories associated with 

nature contact, and the policies and programmes concerned with age friendly cities.  

 

3.3.1 Hagley Park 

 

Hagley Park has been at the heart of Christchurch since the 1850s and is today by far 
our most significant central city park. It is renowned for its extensive area of 165 
hectares (407 acres), its wide-open spaces and mature woodlands. Hagley Park is 
also a major sporting and cultural focal point. It offers a diverse range of 
entertainment and recreational opportunities in close proximity to the city centre 
(Christchurch City Council website). 

 

 

Figure 3-2:  Hagley Park, Christchurch, New Zealand 

 

Hagley Park is a 161 hectare park that incorporates the Botanic Gardens, sports and recreation 

facilities, and cultural activities.  The central area of Hagley Park includes the Botanic 

Gardens, while the surrounding park comprises a diversity of environments including 

recreational and sport areas comprising tennis courts, a golf course, running and walking 
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trails, fitness courses, and sporting fields.  Water features include Victoria Lake, which is a 

small lake to the north of the Botanic Gardens, and the Avon River which winds through the 

park around the periphery of the Botanic Gardens.  Hagley Park hosts numerous cultural and 

musical events and festivals, some of which attract up to seventy thousand people.  There is a 

5 km walking trail around the perimeter of the park.  Other walking trails traverse the park 

through wooded areas, gardens, open grassy areas, and along the Avon River.  Most trails 

have smooth, flat gravel surfaces, are generally level and have benches at regular intervals.  A 

section of trail in the Botanic Gardens is paved to enhance accessibility.  Other features of the 

park include a playground, restaurant and information centre.  The park is well equipped with 

amenities including drinking fountains and toilet facilities.  The Hagley Park/Botanic Gardens 

Master Plan 2007 is an extensive, 170 page document outlining all aspects of the planning and 

development of the park and gardens, including the current use of the park, the vision, 

management objectives, and future directions.  This document reflects the extensive resources 

associated with the management of Hagley Park and the Botanic Gardens.   

Hagley Park Botanic Gardens is located within Hagley Park.  Most of the Botanic Garden 

area of Hagley Park is located within the loop of the Avon River.  The Botanic Gardens 

comprise large trees, many over 120 years old, with sweeping lawns and numerous exotic and 

native plants, outside and in conservatories.  The Botanic Gardens are described as “an oasis 

in the city of Christchurch – 21 hectares of beautiful horticultural displays, several 

conservatories, garden art and walking tracks” (Christchurch City Council, no date).   

The development and history of Hagley Park reflects the colonising process of the 

Christchurch area beginning in the mid 1800’s.  Hagley Park, named after the country seat of 

Lord Lyttelton, Chairman of the Canterbury Association, was set aside as a reserve forming 

the western boundary of Christchurch before it was inhabited.  The pre-colonial landscape 

was seen by the European immigrants as a ‘wasteland’ (Amodeo, 2001).  The native plants 

such as ferns, tussocks, cabbage and flax, were removed and replaced by ‘English’ and other 

introduced plants such as beech, elm, chestnut, oak and fruit trees.  Two acres of the park 

were set aside for native New Zealand plants ‘to form a living museum of botanic material” 

(National Library of New Zealand).  During the 1870’s, the tree nursery in the Botanic 

Gardens began producing thousands of European plants to be distributed throughout 

Canterbury.  Between 1870 and 1872, the Botanic Gardens produced 763,000 European trees 

which were planted in the Canterbury area (Archives New Zealand: Hagley Park).  

Gardens in New Zealand were seen as a venue for importing British traditions and cultural 

values.  The development of Hagley Park and the Botanic Gardens reflects the cultural 



 73

significance of gardens as an element of English culture.  As part of the colonizing process, 

gardens in New Zealand contributed to cultural continuity (Archives New Zealand: Hagley 

Park).  Part of the English culture which was imported to New Zealand was the idea of 

gardens as a form of art and a “key site for the reproduction of British traditions” (Morris, 

2006, p. 58).  At the 1906-07 International Exhibition at Hagley Park, Sir John Gorst stated 

that “I feel that I have been in England all the time” (Morris, 2006).  Other features of the 

park also reflect the interest in importing European cultural values, including the building of 

Christ’s College on park land, the Rolleston statue built in 1905, and the brass plate and stone 

pillar at ‘Pilgrim’s Corner’ erected in 1908 by the Old Colonists Association (National library 

of New Zealand).  A current website provides a description of Christchurch as 

“Internationally famed ‘The Garden City’, Christchurch’s well-established expansive parks 

and public gardens owe much to the planning and foresight of the city’s founding fathers” 

(Christchurch.org.nz).  The meaning and significance of Hagley Park is influenced by the 

cultural connection to European values and heritage. 

 

3.3.2 Boulevard Lake Park 

 

Six hundred and fifty acres of parkland surround Boulevard Lake, from scenic bluffs 
to the dam on the lower Current River.  The Black Bay Bridge, a reinforced concrete 
span bridge built in 1911, was the first of its type in North America.  Boulevard Lake 
features the most popular outdoor swimming area and beach in the city.  The 
recreation trail system circles Boulevard Lake and is extremely popular for all ages 
(City of Thunder Bay website).   

Boulevard Lake Park is a 650 acre/263 hectare urban park located in Thunder Bay, Ontario, 

Canada.  The central feature of this park is a lake which is surrounded by open and wooded 

green space.  Boulevard Lake Park is a venue for recreational, sports, and cultural activities 

and events.  During the summer the lake provides opportunities for recreational activities 

including swimming, canoeing, kayaking, wind surfing, sailing and boating.  The Thunder 

Bay Kayak and Canoe Club facility is located at Boulevard Lake Park where competitive 

teams train and lessons are provided for the public.  The Dragon Boat Festival is a well 

attended event hosted at Boulevard Lake each summer as a fundraising event for community 

organizations.   
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Figure 3-3:  Boulevard Lake Park, Thunder Bay, Canada 

 

A 5.5 km. paved walking trail circles the lake.  This trail is a well used venue for walking, 

jogging, roller blading and cycling.  This park trail is cleared of snow during the winter 

months.  Seating is available at several locations near the trail and along the edge of the lake.  

There are also numerous recreational trails of various lengths throughout the adjacent forested 

area of the park.  Other features of the park include tennis courts, a children’s playground, and 

a seasonal restaurant.  The availability of park amenities is vulnerable to the effect of the 

harsh winter climate.  While toilet facilities are available during the warmer months, and 

bottled water can be purchased from vending machines in the park, these amenities are not 

available during the winter.   

Boulevard Lake Park is situated in the north east of Thunder Bay.  The lake was created in 

1901 following the construction of the Current River dam, and the park was established in 

1903.  The area around the lake was gradually transformed to include open green space, 

ornamental trees, a sandy beach, playground, tennis courts, paved walking track, and 

restaurant and picnic area, although most of the park land has been left undeveloped and 

forested, with bare earth walking trails through the woods.  A bluff marks the northern edge 

of the park which overlooks Boulevard Lake Park and, in the distance, Lake Superior.  The 

Current River dam comprises the southern edge of the park and provides a bridge over the 

river which allows the walking path to circumnavigate the lake.  A view of Lake Superior and 

the numerous grain elevators in the Thunder Bay harbour can be seen from the dam.   
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The development of the park reflects the value of the Northern Ontario wilderness and 

undeveloped landscapes.  As a reflection of these values, Boulevard Lake Park is appreciated 

for its ‘natural’ qualities, and the opportunity it provides for immersion in a setting rich in 

‘wilderness’.  As part of a millennium project Thunder Bay was designated as the Forest 

Capital of Canada and an area of the park, referred to as Birch Point, was selected as the site 

for a sculpture representing the forest heritage of the area, and a display comprising each of 

the provincial trees of Canada.  Further north along the lake a planting of native trees was 

conducted in 2008.  Several hundred trees were planted with 1 metre spacing which will 

create a dense forested area once mature.  The cultural values of the area are reflected in the 

park through the preservation or redevelopment of ‘natural’ and wilderness park areas.   

 

3.4 Methodology 

 

Understanding the experience of older women in urban parks requires an approach which 

allows for exploration of feelings and attitudes.  Phenomenological research describes aspects 

of human experiences and focuses on the subjective meaning of those experiences from the 

point of view of the participants (Gubrium & Sankar, 1994).  Social survey research based on 

questionnaires is “widely acknowledged to be an inadequate mechanism for revealing 

emotions and values” (Burgess, Harrison & Limb, 1988, p. 456).  Observational methods 

reveal little about how people are feeling or what they are thinking (Burgess, Harrison & 

Limb, 1988). When conducting research on women and leisure “the nature and quality of 

experiences remains best captured with qualitative data” (Henderson & Hickerson, 2007, p. 

603).   Qualitative methods can provide rich descriptions and a depth of understanding into 

the experiences of those who are rarely heard (Hamilton-Smith & Mercer, 1991; Sofear, 1999; 

Wang & Burris, 1997).   

Visual methods including photovoice, photo novella and photo elicitation are increasingly 

used in social and health research (Firth & Harcourt, 2007).  Photographic research methods 

have their origins in community and documentary photography (Wang & Burris, 1997).   

Photovoice methodology, advanced by Caroline Wang (1997), is a “participatory research 

method that uses a grassroots approach and photography to bring about social action” 

(Goodhart et al., 2006, p. 53).  The goal of the photovoice approach is to create change 

through analyzing the needs and assets of a community through photography and promoting a 

locally identified solution.  The photovoice project outcomes are designed to reach 
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programme and policy makers, frequently through the public display of photos and written 

descriptions generated by photovoice participants and aimed at creating community change.  

The photo novella approach, while applying a similar methodology, places less emphasis on a 

social action outcome and more on creating a descriptive story aimed at increasing awareness 

and understanding of the experience of particular individuals or groups (Bijoux & Myers, 

2006).  Similarly, photo elicitation uses photographs, taken by the researcher or the research 

participants, as a guide during interviews to elicit accounts of personal meanings and 

experiences (Firth & Harcourt, 2007).  Where participants take their own photographs as the 

basis for interviews, this is sometimes referred to as auto-driven photo elicitation (Firth & 

Harcourt, 2007).   

Participatory photographic research allows the often unheard voice of older women to be 

heard (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001).  Photographic research provides older women and 

other marginalized groups a voice to express their experiences, and a means for sharing their 

expertise and knowledge (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001; Foster-Fishman et al., 2005).  The 

research participants raise issues and provide their perspective as collaborators in the research 

process (Hurworth et al., 2005).  Bijoux & Myers (2006) agree that self directed photography 

minimizes the researcher’s voice and allows “research participants the opportunity to 

construct accounts of their lives in their own terms” (p. 50).  In addition, researchers can use 

the photographs “as a tool to expand on questions and, simultaneously, participants can use 

the photographs to provide a unique way to communicate dimensions of their lives” (Nowell, 

Berkowitz, Deacon & Foster-Fishman, 2006, p. 31).  This approach is designed to tap into life 

experiences, and their “core meanings and significances” as defined by the research 

participants themselves (Nowell, Berkowitz, Deacon & Foster-Fishman, 2006, p. 31).  The 

combination of visual, written and verbal language produces rich and detailed insights and 

information (Hurworth et al, 2005).  Photographic research is an effective approach to gaining 

a “greater understanding of the meaning residents ascribe to the salient characteristics of their 

neighbourhoods and communities” (Nowell et al., 2006, p. 29).   

The narrative aspect of photo elicitation involves telling stories using photographic images 

and captions or descriptions produced by the participants.  This process can provide valuable 

insights into the meaning and importance of experiences and environments (Foster-Fishman 

et al., 2005).  The benefits of using photographs as the basis of interviews include facilitating 

reflection, sharing and dialogue, aiding memory and recall, and enhancing communication 

between the researcher and the participants (Nowell, et al., 2006).  Photo elicitation provides 

an approach for gathering information on the experiences, thoughts and feelings of older 
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women.  Both the visual and oral data contribute to gaining insight into the urban park use 

and experiences of older women.  A triangulation of methods, including the photographic 

images, captions and interview transcripts, is intended to create “a methodological strategy 

that adds rigour, breadth, complexity, richness, depth and creativity to the research” (Nowell, 

et al, 2006, p. 48).   

Ethical issues of photographic research are concerned primarily with capturing a person’s 

image on film and include four central concerns: Protecting privacy, not intruding into 

personal space, not placing someone in a false light, and not using a person’s likeness for 

commercial gain (Goodhart et al., 2006).  Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001) have identified 

best practices for photographic ethics for a variety of research scenarios.  The recommended 

ethical practices that have been applied to this research include:  

 Training and orientation on the use of cameras and ethics of photography; 

 Providing and reviewing a consent form which participants will use to obtain the 

signatures of the subjects they photograph; 

 Providing written material that participants can give to subjects or interested community 

members describing the purpose of the project, who is participating, how the 

photographs will be used, and whom to contact for more information. 

Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001) advise that consents be obtained from participants when 

photographing subjects in public.  Consent is necessary when photographing an individual as 

the subject of an image.  Photos of children require the consent of a parent or guardian.  

Consents are not considered necessary to photograph a large group of people or in the case of 

an individual inadvertently being included in a photo.  For example, photographing a building 

in which people are passing does not require consent.  In this study, the participants were 

advised to include only photographs of others who are not easily identifiable.  Photographs 

representing the social context of the parks include photos of others from a distance or from 

an angle which would make identifying the person difficult.  While there was some concern 

that the restrictions placed on the content of photographs would hinder the inclusion of the 

social aspect of park use, this did not occur.  The participants included photographs that 

represented the social context of park use in a variety of creative ways, and included 

photographs of others that were unidentifiable. This research project was reviewed by the 

Human Ethics Committee at Lincoln University prior to commencing and was granted Ethics 

Approval.   
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3.5 Methods 

 

The methods applied to this research are based on a participatory, self-directed photographic 

approach.  Photographic research contributes to the development of a ‘picture story’ in which 

participants develop a narrative of their experiences from self generated photos (Bijoux & 

Myers, 2006).  In this research, the participants took photographs to reflect the value and 

meaning of their use of nature rich urban parks.  The photographs were supplemented with 

written captions and descriptions.  The photographic images and captions provided the basis 

for individual interviews with the participants.  Following is a summary of the methods 

applied to this research. 

The sampling strategy in this research was purposive and strategic.  The participants comprise 

older women over 60 years of age affiliated with walking groups that utilize the urban parks 

included in this research.  A ‘gatekeeper’ for each walking group was identified and provided 

with a letter for potential respondents describing the purpose of the study, the research 

approach, the expectations and role of participants, and contact information for any enquiries.  

In Christchurch, the contact person for five urban walking groups was contacted and a 

presentation about the study was arranged with the walking groups.  While several walking 

groups had a clearly defined ‘leader’ or contact person who provided a gatekeeper role, other 

groups appeared to function more informally and all members communicated individually 

with the researcher.  In Thunder Bay, approximately of half the participants were recruited 

through a senior centre walking group.  The remaining participants were recruited using a 

snowball strategy where existing participants referred others they knew to be regular park 

visitors.  The variation in sampling strategies at the two study sites was a result of the limited 

number of formal walking groups at the Canadian site. 

Twenty two women between the ages of sixty one and eighty two years participated in this 

study.  Twelve participants are from New Zealand, while the remaining ten are Canadian.  

This sample of women represents a diverse and heterogeneous group.  While health issues and 

mobility limitations are experienced by many of the participants, they primarily comprise the 

‘well elderly’, retaining a high level of independence with activities of daily living and good 

overall health.  Many of the participants had maintained a physically active lifestyle 

throughout their lives, and believed this had contributed to their good health in later life.  All 

of the participants live in community based dwellings, in their own homes, apartments, or 

seniors oriented housing in different neighbourhoods throughout the cities in which they live.  

The participants comprise widows, married, divorced and single women.  Transportation 
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options also vary among this group.   While many continue to drive, others rely on friends or 

public transportation.   

Previous photographic research indicates that thematic saturation can be achieved with less 

than twenty participants.  For example, in a Canadian study using participatory photographic 

research with elderly women, Leclerc, Well, Craig and Wilson (2002) achieved thematic 

saturation with a sample of fourteen. Other photographic research projects have had 

successful results with similarly sized samples: Foster-Fishman, Nowell, Deacon, Nievar and 

McCann (2005) included sixteen participants; Hurworth, Clark, Martin and Thomsen (2005) 

included fourteen participants; and Radley and Taylor (2002) included nine participants.  

Nineteen women who were diagnosed with breast cancer participated in a photo elicitation 

research project (Firth & Harcourt, 2007).    

Data was collected in New Zealand and Canada during the northern and southern hemisphere 

spring and summer months, between November 2007 and February 2008 in New Zealand, 

and between May 2008 and August 2008 in Canada.  The data collection commenced by 

meeting with small groups of older women who are members of urban walking groups and 

who had expressed an interest in participating in this research during the recruitment process 

(discussed below).  This initial meeting involved a presentation by the researcher to describe 

the research and respond to questions and concerns from those potentially interested in 

participating.  The participants were then provided with a written description of the project 

and the requirements of participation.  Ethical issues related to their participation in the study, 

and to the photography in particular, were discussed and consent forms were distributed for 

review to be returned at the following meeting.   

Signed consent forms were collected from interested participants during the second meeting 

with each group.  Disposable cameras and instructions on their use were provided.  

Participants photographed images that reflected the value and meaning of the urban parks and 

their park experiences.  While this photo elicitation research approach benefits from flexibility 

in the choice of images produced by the participants, broad prompts were given that relate to 

the research objectives.  For example, participants were encouraged to photograph aspects of 

the park that reflect or represent meaningful or significant elements of their park experiences.  

Several of the participants asked for direction about the specific content of their photographs, 

and were reassured that it was their own individual experience that was of interest, so there 

were no ‘correct answers’.  Some participants were also concerned about their ability as 

photographers and were reassured that the quality of the photographs was less important than 

the meaning and ‘story’ represented by them.   
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The disposable cameras were collected when the participant had completed taking their 

photographs, and the photographs were developed and returned to the participants.  The 

participants reviewed their photographs and selected several that best represented their park 

experiences.  The number of photographs included in photographic research varies.  The 

participants in this research were provided with a general guideline of 8 -12 images per 

participant to allow representation of a broad range of experiences, locations and features.  

The number of photos selected tended to fall within the upper range, many with 12 or more 

photos.  The participants were invited to include a written description of the experiences, 

meanings and feelings that correspond with the images.  Many of the women prepared short 

summaries of the meaning of their urban park experiences, and most included brief 

descriptions of each image and its significance to them. 

Individual interviews were then arranged with each participant at the location of their choice.  

Many participants were interviewed in their homes, and several of the Hagley Park 

participants were interviewed in an office in the Botanic Gardens.  The interview commenced 

with a brief discussion of park use patterns, including duration and frequency of use, park 

activities and previous park use.  The interview then proceeded by reviewing each photo and 

written description and discussing the meanings of the image.  Interviews were recorded and 

later transcribed.   

A considerable difference in the length of interviews in New Zealand compared with Canada 

was noted.  While variation among participants occurred in each country, the interviews in 

Canada tended to be considerably longer.  While it is only possible to speculate on the reason 

for this difference, it may be associated with a cultural characteristic.  Although there does not 

appear to be research indicating cultural differences in ‘talkativeness’ in Canada and New 

Zealand, the value of talkativeness has been found to vary among different cultures (Rogoff, 

2003).  On the other hand, this may be attributable to a greater sense of familiarity with the 

interviewer.  As a Canadian, the participants may have been influenced by either a sense of 

cultural familiarity in Canada, or cultural difference in New Zealand.  As well, my longevity 

as a resident in Thunder Bay, and my public service background, resulted in several of the 

participants having a familiarity with myself or my family.   

Qualitative thematic analysis, following a process of inductive analysis and constant 

comparison, aims to identify and describe an individual’s perceptions, experiences and values 

(Gubrium & Sankar, 1994).   The data analysis applied to this research entails a multi stage 

process.  The first stage of analysis involved the selection of images by the participants that 

best represented the meaning and significance of the parks.  The second stage involved the 
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written and verbal descriptions of the photographs produced by the participants.  This stage 

reflects an analytical process applied to photographic research, referred to by Wang and 

Burris (1997) as ‘contextualizing’.  The context and meaning of the photographs is provided 

by the participants through their written descriptions and during the interviews.  The 

participants are actively involved in the early analytical stages of the research process.   

The final stage of analysis involved exploring and identifying patterns, themes and 

relationships within the data.  Data analysis during this stage commenced by reviewing the 

photographs, the written descriptions of the photographs, and the interview transcripts.  A 

process of inductive analysis was applied to identify the experience of individual participants, 

including previous and current park use patterns, central values of park use, and significant 

park features and qualities.  This inductive analysis proceeded to a cross case analysis to 

explore and identify common themes among the participants.  Creating categories follows 

from a two part process. First, categories and themes are created by grouping similar data that 

fit together and regularly recur.  Second, differences between themes and categories are 

identified.  Categories were then refined based on an evaluation of internal and external 

homogeneity.  Internal homogeneity was achieved when the data was deemed to fit into the 

categories and themes in a meaningful way.  External homogeneity was achieved when the 

differences between categories were clear.  This inductive approach to data analysis is not a 

rigid linear process, but a circular, ongoing process in which the data is reviewed while 

themes and categories are created, revised, refined and confirmed. 

A site survey was also conducted to gain a familiarity with the park environments prior to the 

interviews with the participants.  There are numerous approaches to conducting 

environmental surveys that can be applied to urban parks, and also several tools developed 

specifically for research on urban parks.  Two approaches were utilized to familiarize myself 

with the study sites in this research.  Turner’s (1996) system of classifying park areas by 

colour provides an approach for documenting the environmental character and ambiance of 

different parks and park areas.  Bedimo-Rung, Gustat and Tompkins (2006) developed a 

direct observation instrument for measuring the physical, social and policy environments of 

parks.  This framework incorporates park features, conditions, accessibility, aesthetics, safety 

and park policy within the context of particular geographic areas of the parks, including 

activity areas, supporting areas, such as facilities and equipment, the surrounding 

neighbourhood and the overall park.  Aspects of these approaches were incorporated into the 

park review conducted for this research to develop a general descriptive overview of the 
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parks, which was deemed adequate to achieve the aims of this research.  The methods applied 

to this research include a cross national component, summarized in the following section. 

 

3.6 Cross-national research  

 

Cross-national research in the social sciences provides an international perspective by 

contrasting two or more countries.  The four types of cross-national research described by 

Kohn (1996) include: The nation as the object of study, the nation as the unit of analysis, and 

transnational research, in which nations are studied as parts of a larger international system.  

The fourth type of cross national research, applied to this study, involves the nation as the 

context of study. In this research, a cross national research orientation provides a framework 

for gaining a broader perspective of the range of park experiences in two diverse settings and 

testing the generality of findings beyond the context of a single country, rather than 

contrasting the two countries. 

Cross-national research includes both micro and macro level comparisons (Harris, 2007).  

Macro level comparisons examine whole systems over a range of countries and across time, 

whereas micro level comparisons contrast particular aspects of a system, usually between 

nations with similar political, social and cultural structures.  This descriptive study entails a 

micro level comparison of the experiences of older women in two different urban parks within 

two culturally similar countries.   

Cross-national research using qualitative methods can create methodological challenges and 

considerable expense (Harris, 2007).  Consistency in the research methodology is often 

difficult to achieve in cross national research.  As the sole investigator in this research, a high 

level of consistency was achieved in the collection and analysis of data from both study sites.  

Cross-national research can provide insights for researchers and enhance understanding of the 

variation in different national settings and the impact of this on policies and programmes.  

Cross-national research in social sciences enables countries to contrast their experiences and 

make changes and improvements, as needed, based on the experiences of other countries.  In 

this research, the micro level park comparisons provide an opportunity to contrast the 

experiences of the participants in the two park settings, drawing on the similarities and 

differences in the two parks emerging from the data. 
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The park comparisons relevant to this research are outlined in Table 3.1 and include three key 

environmental domains: The park features; the cultural context of park use; and 

environmental factors.  The first comparative domain involves the park features, comprised of 

the physical and social attributes.  The physical attributes of interest include the nature rich 

qualities of the parks, the built environment and features, the manageability of the settings for 

older women, environmental stability and continuity, and the influence of the location on the 

accessibility of the parks.  The primary social attributes include the social inclusiveness of the 

parks represented by the multicultural and intergenerational character of the parks, the 

prevalence of park use generally, and the influence of the location on the park as a gathering 

place within the city.  The second comparative domain involves the cultural context of park 

use.  Cultural differences may influence the norms and values associated with park activities 

and behaviours, and the value and meaning of the parks.  The influence of contrasting 

environmental conditions, and particularly the climate, is the third domain. The diverse 

environmental conditions of the parks effect park use and experiences.   

Table 3-1 Environmental domains: Park features, cultural influences and environmental 
context.  

Domain  Elements  Specific aspects of each element 

   

Park features Physical attributes Built/design elements 

    Nature rich restorative qualities 

    Manageability 

    Environmental stability/continuity 

    Location (as an accessible urban setting) 

  Social attributes Inclusiveness: Multicultural and intergenerational 

    Park use (by others) 

    Location (as a gathering place) 

     

Cultural influences Cultural and social 

attributes 

Cultural norms (re acceptable/legitimized behaviours) 

    Cultural values (values, meanings, cultural 

continuity) 

     

Environmental context Climate Seasonal temperatures 

    Precipitation 

    Daylight hours 
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These domains provide a framework for exploring and discussing the variation in the study 

sites in this research.  Comparisons between the two parks are discussed within the relevant 

sections of the following chapter.   
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    Chapter 4 

Findings 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The findings of this research are presented in five sections, reflecting the core themes that 

emerged during the collection and analysis of the research data.  Each theme describes a 

distinct, although interrelated, park value, and the influence of the park features and 

characteristics associated with that theme.  Figure 4.1 illustrates the interrelated themes found 

in this research that reflect the value of the parks to the participants.  These include contact 

with nature, social participation, meaningful leisure, connecting with the past, and the park as 

a manageable setting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-1:  Themes reflecting the value and meaning of nature rich parks to women in later 
life 

 

The first theme describes the value of the parks as nature rich settings.  The two central 

aspects of this theme include the natural features of the parks that are portrayed as most 
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valuable to the participants, and the influence of these natural features on the experiences of 

the participants.    The meaning of the parks as social venues is the second theme reflecting 

the value of the parks as places for nurturing relationships and for experiencing a sense of 

belonging and community.  The features and characteristics of the parks that influence the 

social context of park use are described.  The third theme involves a description of the parks 

as venues for pursuing meaningful leisure aimed at enhancing overall health and well-being.  

The fourth theme provides an overview of the parks as enduring settings that provide a 

connection with the past.  This theme is associated with the parks as settings that enable 

place-based reminiscence and contribute to a sense of continuity.  The final theme which 

emerged in this research involves the park as a manageable setting for older women.  Three 

central aspects of manageability were portrayed by the participants as having an important 

influence on park experiences.    

 

4.2 Theme 1: A nature rich place 

 

The parks in this study provide an easily accessible venue for contact with nature within an 

urban environment.  The opportunity for contact with nature is a motivating factor in the 

frequent and ongoing use of the parks and a defining aspect of park use among the 

participants in this research.  This overview of the parks as nature rich places is presented in 

two sections.  The first section describes the natural features of the parks portrayed as most 

valued by the participants.  The second section explores the meaning and experiences 

associated with contact with nature in these park settings.   

 

4.2.1 Valued natural features 

 

While the overall park settings are valued by the participants, several features of the parks 

were highlighted by the participants as the most valued and meaningful natural elements.  The 

following section describes the environmental features of the parks portrayed as central to the 

park experiences of the participants.  These features were frequently portrayed in the 

participant photographs and comprised a central focus of the interviews. 
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4.2.1.1 Water: “The soul of the park” 

 

The water features of the parks are a significant element of both parks, including Boulevard 

Lake, Current River, and Lake Superior at Boulevard Lake Park, and the Avon River and 

Victoria Lake in Hagley Park.  Water is a valued environmental feature in both parks and has 

a significant influence on meaning and experiences afforded by park use.  At Boulevard Lake, 

water features are the central and valued element of the landscape and a defining feature of 

the park.  In referring to her photo of Boulevard Lake (Figure 4.2) one participant described 

the lake as the “soul of the park” (Susan, Boulevard Lake). The value of viewing and being 

near water described in this research is well documented in the literature (Kaplan & Kaplan, 

1989).   

 

Figure 4-2:  Boulevard Lake  

 

Water features at Boulevard Lake include Current River, which flows through the park and 

widens to form Boulevard Lake at the centre of the park, and Lake Superior, which can be 

viewed in the distance from several areas of the park.  The participants described the sense of 

being surrounded by water when at this park.  In Hagley Park, the Avon River winds through 

the park.  The river is described as positively influencing the environmental quality of the 

park, and contributing to the aesthetic appeal of the setting.  Victoria Lake, a small lake north 

of the Botanic Gardens is another water feature of Hagley Park.  While several people 
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referred to picnics at the edge of the lake, very few participants mentioned or included photos 

of Victoria Lake.   

 

4.2.1.2 Trees and woods: “The trees are what I come away thinking about” 

 

Trees and wooded areas are also highly valued features of the parks.  As this participant 

states, the large, old trees in particular have a significant impact on park experience: “I think 

on the whole the big trees are what I come away thinking about” (Elisabeth, Hagley Park).  

The preferred attributes associated with trees and forest varies somewhat between the two 

study sites.  In Hagley Park, many of the participants preferred the manicured area of the park 

comprised of smooth ground texture and large, widely spaced trees.  The trees in this area are 

particularly impressive as a focal point of the Botanic Gardens.  Fewer Hagley Park 

participants identified a preference for the native bush area of the park which they described 

as more “natural”.  Some of the participants rarely, or never, visit this wooded area of the 

park. 

At Boulevard Lake the participants have a preference for both the cultivated areas of the park, 

and the more ‘natural’ forested areas.  Previous research indicates that both undeveloped 

densely forested sites, and well maintained parks with abundant trees and water are 

considered highly scenic (Rohde & Kendle, 1994).  Several of the Boulevard Lake 

participants described their appreciation for the ‘wilderness’ areas of the park, in which there 

is little human influence and the environment is not highly cultivated or manicured.  Many of 

these women, however, are concerned about walking in these areas.  The limited visual access 

has a significant influence on feelings of safety among the participants.  While the forested 

areas of Boulevard Lake are described as highly valued and essential to the ambience and 

aesthetic quality of the park, a sense of security and comfort in these areas, and therefore 

enjoyment, is conditional upon the presence of companions for safety.  In addition to the 

forested areas, the Boulevard Lake participants also described their appreciation for the 

groomed areas of the park, and particularly the visual access allowing for scenic views related 

to the ‘openness’ of the setting, and feelings of safety.   

While groomed and orderly nature rich environments are preferred by many, wild and 

unmanaged natural environments are preferred by others (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).  The 

preference for ‘naturalness’ varies among the participants in this research. This finding is 

consistent with previous research in which individual preference for various degrees of 
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‘naturalness’ has been found to differ based on history, culture and personality type (Mausner, 

1996; Rohde & Kendle, 1994). 

 

4.2.1.3 Wildlife: “To see wildlife there is really neat” 

 

Park wildlife, and particularly bird life, is a valued and meaningful aspect of the natural 

quality of the parks.  The significance of birds appears to be twofold.  The women expressed 

an inherent delight in watching and hearing birds and having them present in the environment.  

Birds also appear to provide an important tangible link to the seasonal cycles, providing a 

sense of familiarity and continuity.  Previous research has found that considerable value is 

placed on connecting with animals, including wildlife and birds (Clayton, 2003; Conradson, 

2005b).  The participants in this study described the significance of the presence of birds to 

their engagement with, and enjoyment of, the parks.  In Hagley Park, several of the 

participants described their delight at seeing nesting cormorants.  

 

You could actually see them feeding the young ones, going away and feeding them, 
while you were sitting there (Reima, Hagley Park). 

 

While considered somewhat ordinary, the presence and activities of common birds including 

ducks and geese is an important and valued element of the park environment.   

 

The day I saw these ducklings, the mum was here and there were eight of them, and 
they were just flopping around and then it started to rain, and as we got nearer, she 
just put her wings out and they came toward here and bit by bit they all got 
underneath her.  I have never seen anything like that in my life! (Pat, Hagley Park) 

To see wildlife there is really neat, so that’s why I took the picture of the ducks going 
in the water.  That’s the mother and her three babies.  This was early spring (Carol, 
Boulevard Lake). 

 

These comments illustrate the important and positive influence of contact with ‘nearby 

nature’.   Based on previous research indicating the positive effect of exposure to nature, 

Mausner (1996) suggests that the importance of nearby nature, which can be experienced on a 

regular basis, should neither be “overlooked or underestimated” (p. 345).   At Boulevard 
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Lake, the migratory patterns of birds provide an opportunity to experience the changing of the 

seasons.   

 

So I like that kind of seasonality of it, it signals that there’s a shift coming.  It’s like 
when you see the geese flying overhead and they’re heading south, you know that 
winter is coming.  It’s a place to notice those things, to notice that.  They are kind of 
signals that the shift is coming, something in the season is changing, the geese 
overhead, or the heron is back on the pond. It’s a message sent to us by nature, I like 
that the birds are coming and going (Jean, Boulevard Lake). 

 

Describing a photo of a heron entitled “seasonal visitors”, this Boulevard Lake participant 

comments on the meaning of seasonal changes which are indicated by various migratory 

birds. 

 

4.2.1.4 Flowers and other plants: “It brightens up a dull day” 

 

The flowers and other plants are a valued element of the parks.  At Hagley Park, the extensive 

plantings in the Botanic Gardens are a central defining feature of the park.  The flower 

gardens at the Botanic Gardens have significant aesthetic appeal to the participants, and are a 

central motivating factor to visiting the park.  Viewing flowers is valued, in part, for their 

positive influence on well-being and enhanced mood. 

 

 To go to the azalea beds is so uplifting.  I love the colours of the old fashioned 
azaleas, orange and yellow (Marie B., Hagley Park) 

It gives me great pleasure to see the colourful borders, it brightens up a dull day 
(Photo caption, Pat L., Hagley Park). 

 

Flowers appear to influence mood and well-being in two main ways. The beauty and fragrant 

quality of the flower gardens is described as mood enhancing. As well, the cultural meaning 

of flowers is recognized by the participants as an aspect of their appreciation of flowers and 

the emotional responses they elicit.  Flowers have the potential to represent and symbolize 

love and caring, an association likely to contribute to feelings of well-being. 
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Amazing actually the effect the flowers can have on you.  When people are sick in 
hospital, or if they’re dying, people will bring them flowers.  There must be something 
in the healing or the calming experience of having flowers.  That starts so early, 
doesn’t it, when little kids go out and pick dandelions for their mums (Elisabeth, 
Hagley Park) 

 

Although several participants at Boulevard Lake briefly mentioned the wildflowers, this 

aspect of the environment was not portrayed as a significant feature of the park.  The 

wildflowers are not prominent as they are in flower for only a short time during the summer 

and are often obscured by the tall grass that surrounds them.  This section has described the 

value of several significant natural features.  The following section provides an overview of 

the meaning and influence of these features to the participants. 

 

4.2.2 The meaning of the natural park features 

 

The natural features of the parks contribute to experiences that are meaningful to the 

participants.  Four central aspects of park experience found to be associated with the nature 

rich quality of the settings are described in the following section. 

 

4.2.2.1 Relaxing and peaceful: “As if I’m at peace with everything” 

 

Park use is characterized by a sense of relaxation and peacefulness associated with the nature 

rich qualities of the parks.  References to relaxation and peacefulness occur frequently in the 

photographs and narratives of the participants.  Relaxation appears to be associated with a 

variety of park experiences and environmental features.  The overall settings of the parks are 

perceived as relaxing and peaceful, as reflected in this description of Hagley Park: “It has 

such a lovely peaceful feeling about it” (Wyn, Hagley Park).   As well, particular elements of 

the setting also appear to support opportunities for experiencing relaxation.  In Hagley Park, 

relaxation is often associated with sitting in a quiet location with a view of a natural feature 

described as peaceful or beautiful.   

 

It’s just lovely to sit in a quiet place and watch the river and the birds.  I find it so 
relaxing (Pat, Hagley Park). 
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At both parks, water features appear to be the central landscape feature associated with 

peacefulness and relaxation.  At Boulevard Lake, many of the participants provided evocative 

and descriptive accounts of the sense of peacefulness created by being near the lake.   

 

This is a beautiful spot along the river that flows into Boulevard Lake.  Just to sit on 
the shore and listen to the water rushing by can help to put your heart at peace, and 
give you a feeling of well-being (Heather, Boulevard Lake). 

 

So this is the perfect evening. We get to the lake and it’s just like a mirror and 
everything is reflected in it and the sunlight is lovely.  And the peaceful paddle, we 
see these people coming by in the canoe.  It’s the water, it’s peaceful (Sally, 
Boulevard Lake). 

 

This participant highlights the influence of walking near water on her well-being and contrasts 

this with walking in an urban neighbourhood. 

 

I find being by water creates a peace in me, a deeper level of relaxation than if I were 
just to go walking through the houses, the back lanes, which is also very pretty, at 
lilac time or something, a nice walk, but I like it because I’m surrounded by water the 
whole way (Lynda, Boulevard Lake). 

 

The Avon River in Hagley Park, while not as spatially dominant as the water features at 

Boulevard Lake, has an important influence on creating a relaxing ambience that contributes 

to an enhanced sense of well-being.   

 

 I think it’s just relaxing, wandering around, the water is there, you can watch the 
punts.  It just feels good to go there.  If you’re feeling depressed, it’s good, it just sort 
of lifts you (Noeline, Hagley Park). 

 

It appears that the sense of relaxation afforded by the parks, and particularly being near and 

viewing water, contributes to a significant and overall sense of well-being among the 

participants.  Previous research has found that quiet and peaceful places have a positive 

influence on well-being (Van Herzele & Weidermann, 2002).  This research suggests that 
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water features in urban parks can provide opportunities for optimizing well-being among 

older women by creating a sense of relaxation and peacefulness.   

 

4.2.2.2 Interesting and engaging: “I’m always observing what nature is 
displaying” 

 

The nature rich urban parks in this research are abundantly interesting and engaging to the 

participants.  The photographs and narratives reflect a keen interest in a wide range of features 

in the parks.  An interest in the parks is also evident in the knowledge and awareness of 

various park features. The participants portray a considerable knowledge of both the broad 

and overarching aspects of the environment, including the weather and seasonal changes, and 

the more specific elements of the setting, for example, particular plants, trees and wildlife.   

These Boulevard Lake participants describe the attention they place on observing diverse and 

eclectic elements of the natural environment.   

 

Well I observe a lot.  I’m a person that, I’m observing all the time… when I’m 
walking I’m looking at a lot of things, like the flowers, there’s certain birds, cloud 
formations, the colour of the lake.  I’m noticing all those things because that’s where, 
that’s how I am.  I’m connecting very much with the physical world.  I’m always 
observing what nature is displaying (Susan, Boulevard Lake). 

 

Mostly when I’m at the park I’m looking at the wild growth, the wilderness, how the 
buds are turning, how the water is running, whether it’s low or high (Marianne, 
Boulevard Lake). 

 

The features of the setting that are of interest to these participants reflect the environmental 

quality referred to as ‘soft fascination” in restorative environment theory (Kaplan & Kaplan, 

1989).  ‘Fascinating’ aspects of the environment, often abundant in natural settings, are 

interesting and engaging, without requiring directed attention.  The comments of the 

participants illustrate that viewing and being near water is not only relaxing and peaceful, but 

also interesting and engaging. Water can have an exhilarating quality that is fascinating to 

view and be near.  Rohde & Kendle (1994) suggest that the capacity of nature to “evoke 

exhilaration or delight” is an intrinsic quality (p. 80).   In referring to her photograph of 

Current River at Boulevard Lake (Figure 4.3), one participant describes the exciting effect of 

a rushing river.  
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Walking over the dam it is exciting during springtime to see the high volume of water 
rushing out of the lake, down into Lake Superior. We cross over the dam to be 
fascinated by the rushing water.  I look at this water and it sort of draws me in.  I just 
love rushing water, the motion (photo caption, Marianne, Boulevard Lake). 

 

Figure 4-3:  Moving water at Current River, Boulevard Lake 

 

Water also creates interest by its constantly changing quality and its relationship with other 

elements of the environment.  The lake is described by this participant as a ‘barometer’ of the 

overall environmental conditions.   

 

This is the spot, if the lake is rough I always notice it here, maybe the wind or the 
water, it can get very rough here.  I’m seeing this lake in so many different ways, I’ve 
seen it as calm as glass, with colour with the trees reflected in it, I’ve seen it choppy 
and super windy.  This is the place I just kind of notice what the day is like and how 
different it is.  It’s a barometer, light is reflected from the sky to the water so the lake 
will be a different colour depending on the sky (Jean, Boulevard Lake).  

 

An interest and engagement with the environment is reflected in the ‘outward looking’ focus 

associated with park use.  Particular characteristics of the parks, including the water features, 

appear to heighten an interest in the setting.  The variety of park features and the extent of the 

park setting further contribute to creating and maintaining a high level of interest. These 

Hagley Park participants describe the absorbing effect of the diverse environmental elements, 

and the interest created by the diversity and variety of park features, represented in Figure 4.4.   
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I think in the park around every corner there’s something else, and something else to 
really engage your senses, and to leave a lasting impression.  In the park you’ve got 
everything, you’ve got the trees, you’ve got the borders, you’ve got the flowers, 
you’ve got the children, you’ve got the ducks, everything (Elisabeth, Hagley Park) 

 

 

Figure 4-4:  Extent, Hagley Park 

 

It’s as if you’re going to a different area or different places, you could be in the 
forest, and you could be in the hills.  Once you walk over this  bridge you come to a 
whole mass of flowers, over the little stream, it’s like being in a woods, you know, just 
walking along (Margaret, Hagley Park). 

 

Similarly at Boulevard Lake, this participant describes the sense of interest and extent created 

by exploring the trails through a forested area of the park. 

 

So we started exploring that and discovered that whole area is lovely.  There are all 
these maze of paths and some of it’s meadows and some of it’s woods and you could 
just go around everything sort of, and go around in circles … it’s a really lovely area 
and there aren’t many people there (Sally Boulevard Lake). 

 

The interest and engagement described by these participants is a reflection of the concept of 

‘extent’ in restorative environment theory.  Restorative environment theories suggest that 
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settings in which there are opportunities for exploration with plenty to see, experience and 

think about are rich in ‘extent’ (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).  The scale and variety of areas 

within the parks provide opportunities for exploring which contributes to the sense of extent 

experienced by the participants.  While extent tends to be a characteristic associated with 

expansive natural settings, the urban parks in this research also appear to contribute to this 

experience.   

The rich sensory and embodied experiences afforded by the park environment further 

enhances interest and engagement with the parks.  The embodied and sensory experiences 

afforded by the park environment are generally appealing and pleasant.  This participant 

describes the sensory experience of the rose garden in the Botanic Gardens in Hagley Park. 

 

A rose garden engages all your senses, the sense of sight because they’re beautiful, 
the sense of smell, the sense of wonder (Elisabeth, Hagley Park). 

 

Describing a photograph of a cedar covered lakeshore, this participant states that “…of course 

if you happen to touch any of the cedar or break it, it smells really good.  And the smells, oh, 

in the spring, it’s worthwhile going out just for smelling it” (Marianne, Boulevard Lake).  

Previous research suggests that people seek out and enjoy direct, sensory experiences with 

nature (Cooper Marcus & Francis, 1998), and that sensory and embodied experiences are 

pathways to experiencing and gaining knowledge of places, as well as deepening our 

attachment to them (Bijoux & Myers, 2006; Edensor, 2000; Haworth, 1997; McNaughton & 

Urry, 2000b).  Examples of other elements of the park setting which are central to sensory 

experiences include the flower gardens, bird songs, seasonal changes and weather.  

Walking is identified as a way to engage with the setting through opportunities for rich 

embodied and sensory experiences.  Walking allows for close contact with the environment, 

which can be both pleasurable and, at times, challenging.  Lee & Ingold (2006) suggest that 

repeated walks produce a “thicker association” with a setting which in turn creates a 

distinctive and meaningful relationship with that setting (p. 77).  Environmental conditions 

can intensify the sensory and embodied experience of walking in the park.  In particular, the 

cold winter weather and storms experienced by the participants at Boulevard Lake are 

described as a challenging, although engaging aspect of their experience.  One participant 

provided a picture and story from the local newspaper of herself and a friend walking at 

Boulevard Lake during mid winter in -42 Celsius temperatures with winds of over 50 km. 
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/hour (The Chronicle Journal, Feb. 11, 2008).  Inclement weather has been described as 

exciting and daring in previous research on women’s use of urban parks (Krenichyn, 2004).  

Many participants described the importance of maintaining contact with the park regardless of 

the weather.  In both Hagley Park and Boulevard Lake, the participants are engaged by the 

variety of sensory and embodied experiences afforded by being outside and in nature in all 

weather and seasons.   

While a small number of the Boulevard Lake participants pursue a variety of physical 

activities, including jogging, bicycling and kayaking, walking is the primary activity pursued 

by all participants at both Boulevard Lake and Hagley Park.  The preference for ‘green 

exercise’ influences the choice of the park as the primary destination for walking.  The 

participants also engage in less active pursuits, including picnicking, bird watching and 

observing various elements of the setting, including other park visitors.   

The participants maintain ongoing and regular use of the parks.  In both parks, approximately 

one third of the participants visit the park one to two times each week, another one third visit 

three to four times each week, while the remaining one third are the most frequent visitors, 

using the park five to seven times each week.  The majority of participants in this study visit 

the park throughout the year.  While winter weather is likely a deterrent to some park users, 

particularly at Boulevard Lake, the participants in this study tend to be continuous visitors 

using the park in all seasons.  Many of the participants have also used the park throughout 

their lives, or for an extended period of time, which has created a greater sense of familiarity 

and knowledge of the park.  Many of the New Zealand participants, in particular, have a life 

long affiliation with Hagley Park.  In Canada, fewer participants have a childhood connection 

with Boulevard Lake, but have been visiting the park for many decades as adults.  Several of 

the Boulevard Lake participants did not live in Thunder Bay as children, but arrived as adults.   

The changes resulting from seasonal patterns, daily cycles and weather contribute to an 

interest in the environment.  These cyclical patterns create a heightened sense of interest in 

the environment through their influence on a range of environmental features.  At Boulevard 

Lake Park, the lake reflects environmental patterns and changes, as illustrated in this 

comment. “Sometimes it can be so blue, other times, on dark days, it’s black almost” (Carol).  

The photo caption of another participant is entitled “It’s always different: Lake as barometer” 

(Jean, Boulevard Lake).  Variation in environmental features that follow predictable seasonal 

patterns, including the life cycle of plants and the migratory patterns and seasonal variation in 

the lives of birds and other wildlife, create a sense of both interest and continuity.  Referring 
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to a photo of geese, entitled ‘Seasonal visitors’, this Boulevard Lake participant describes the 

pleasure of noticing the seasonal changes. 

 

 I look for those things that show the season is changing, it’s a season change that 
you can see  by the animals and by the colours changing and all that sort of thing  
(Jean, Boulevard Lake). 

 

MacNaghten & Urry (2000b) suggest that elements of nature and particularly trees can 

provide “live, sensuous indicators of the changing seasons, offering an intimate connection 

with seasonal cycles and deeper senses of time, through growth and regeneration, changing 

colours, natural variety, smell…” (p. 179).  Seasonal variation is also reflected in the displays 

in the Conservatory in Hagley Park.  A Hagley Park participant describes her enjoyment at 

seeing the “glass house exhibitions change with the seasons” (Wyn).  The displays support a 

sense of continuity by following a consistent and predictable pattern.   

 

4.2.2.3 Aesthetic: “I thought that was so beautiful” 

 

The nature rich features of the parks are valued for their beauty.  The photographs and 

narratives of the participants portray the parks as highly aesthetic settings that are appreciated 

for the pleasure and enjoyment they provide.  The aesthetic value of the parks is associated 

with both the overall setting, and with specific and particular features.  In both parks, trees are 

identified as a central feature contributing to the aesthetic quality of the setting (Figure 4.5 

and Figure 4.6).   

 

I come in the winter because I love to see the trees with no foliage on them.  I love the 
tracery.  It’s really beautiful.  It’s like you’re looking at the soul of the tree (Marie B., 
Hagley Park). 

I love tree trunks!  The colours, I thought that was so beautiful, the colours and the 
textures.  I have always loved them (Marie, Hagley Park). 



 99

 

Figure 4-5:  Trees along the walking path, Hagley Park 

 

 

Figure 4-6:  Trees by the lake, Boulevard Lake 
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The Botanic Gardens are a central feature of the beauty of Hagley Park.  This participant 

comments on a photograph of the rose garden in the Botanic Gardens. 

 

How could anything be so beautiful… perfection, really (Elisabeth, Hagley Park). 

 

Several participants commented on the positive influence of the aesthetic quality of the park 

on their overall mood.  Previous research indicates that the beauty of natural settings can have 

a powerful influence on feelings of well-being (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).   

 

4.2.2.4 Contemplative: “You can be lost in your own thoughts” 

 

The participants value the parks as settings that provide opportunities for contemplation and 

freedom of thought.  Portrayed as a breathing space both physically and mentally, the parks 

allow for freedom of thought characterized by reflection and introspection, the opportunity for 

considering problems, and spiritual contemplation.  A Hagley Park participant states that 

“what is really nice about the Gardens, you can just come and sit, sit and think.  Nobody 

disturbs you” (Peg).   This ‘inward looking’ focus characterized by introspection and 

reflection is not only acceptable, but also legitimized in the parks.  Nature rich urban parks 

have been described as venues for “regaining an interior world” (Ward Thompson, 2002).  In 

this research the parks provide a venue to ‘think’. 

The following photo (Figure 4.7) represents the view from a place in Hagley Park described 

as “a good place to sit and reflect” (Peg).  The freedom of thought portrayed by the women in 

this research reflects the concept of “mental space” (Wearing, 1998).  The parks are portrayed 

as venues that enable reflection and introspection associated with their tranquil and nature rich 

qualities.  These findings are supported in restorative environment theory, which suggests that 

nature rich settings are ideal for achieving a mental state that is characterized by “cognitive 

quiet” (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989, p. 196) and is favourable to reflection (Kaplan & Kaplan, 

1989; Korpela et al., 2001; Milligan et al., 2004; Ulrich, 1983). 
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Figure 4-7:  “A good place to sit and reflect” (Peg, Hagley Park). 

 

The quiet of the setting appears to create an inner quiet that allows for a sense of 

thoughtfulness without unwelcomed distractions.  The opportunity for reflection is valued by 

this participant. 

 

 It’s a chance to think about where you’ve been or think about what has gone on in 
your life …It gives me a chance to think about the things that are on my mind  (Jean, 
Boulevard Lake). 

 

This participant agrees that the park is “a place where you can be quiet, even when there are 

people around, you can be quiet and peaceful on your own, and more introspective” 

(Elisabeth, Hagley Park).  Clayton (2003) found that natural environments allow people the 

“time and space to think about their own values, goals, and priorities” (p. 49).  As an element 

of reflection and contemplation, the parks in this research also provide a venue for directly 

attending to problems and concerns.  

Several participants access the park as part of an intentional strategy aimed at considering and 

resolving problems.  This participant describes the park as a preferred setting to access when 

problems arise.   
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You can walk by yourself and be lost in your own thoughts.  You can sort things out.  
When you have any problems you can just walk around the park and just kind of 
mentally solve them (Carol, Boulevard Lake).   

 

The park has a positive influence on thinking through problems and concerns, and reducing 

stress.  Immersion in, or even viewing, nature rich settings has been found to reduce stress 

(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Ke-Tsung, 2003; Korpela et al., 2001; Ulrich, 1983).  The nature 

rich quality of the parks is described by the participants as having a positive effect on stress 

reduction.  This participant describes the powerful influence of walking in a nature rich 

setting on a reduction in stress, which contributed to an overall improvement to her well-

being. 

 

A few years ago when I was very stressed about things, I used to start at the 
beginning of the walk thinking oh, I’m really stressed out, I better go to the doctor 
and get myself something, and by the time I finished at the other end I thought, no, I 
don’t need to.  Just from the bush and trees and peace and quiet.  Even though I was 
just on my own, it was just so nice. It totally changed me, as if I’m at peace with 
everything (Sue, Hagley Park). 

 

During this time of stress, park use replaced the need for health care and, potentially, medical 

treatment for this participant.  This experience of feeling a sense of positive transformation as 

a result of park use, and particularly contact with nature, is reflected in the photographs and 

narratives of many of the participants.  This participant reflects on the multiple and 

interrelated influences on her sense of enhanced well-being. 

 

When I get there I feel sometimes troubled or burdened … then there’s a point when I 
realize that I’m unburdened, just through moving my body and having a chance to 
think and be outside (Jean, Boulevard Lake).   

 

The parks are valued for providing a venue that allows for freedom of thought associated with 

opportunities to ‘think’, and to address problems and concerns.  These findings are consistent 

with previous research on the positive influence of contact with nature on well-being (Maller 

et al., 2002; Payne et al., 2005).  A further element of the positive influence of the parks is 

associated with the potential for spiritual experience among some of the participants.  
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Some of the participants in this research engage in spiritual contemplation, as defined and 

described in the literature on spiritual experiences in natural environments (Fredrickson & 

Anderson, 1999; Kellert, 1993; Schmidt & Little, 2005; Williams & Harvey, 2001).  The 

spiritual experiences associated with park use in this research can be characterized in two 

ways.  The first relates to the influence of the park setting, and particularly the symbolic 

meaning of nature, in creating the foundation for spiritual experience.  A sense of awe and 

feelings of love for the park described by the participants comprise the second aspect of 

spiritual experience.   

For some participants, elements of nature are integral to their sense of spiritual engagement.  

The enduring quality of nature appears to provide a pathway to spiritual contemplation.  In 

Hagley Park, the large, old trees, in particular, represent a sense of continuity and 

permanence.   Contact with nature provides the opportunity for reflecting on the permanence 

of life.  Symbols reflecting the permanence of life provide reassurance and comfort to this 

participant as she considers her own mortality.   

 

 I like this feeling of the continuance of life and I think this is typified in these lovely 
old trees … There’s a sense of everything continuing, that your life isn’t the only 
thing, it’s just a little bit of it and these other things go on.  You’re just part of nature, 
like everything else you come and go, but the trees, eventually of course it will go but 
it will be a long, long time.  These old trees like this one have been here for hundreds 
of years, before I even existed and they will continue long after I cease to exist … It’s 
a source of strength, I think (Elisabeth, Hagley Park).   

 

The enduring, nature rich qualities of the parks contribute to a spiritual sense of the 

continuance of life.  Cooper Marcus (1992) suggests that this sense of continuity becomes 

especially critical in later life.  Jorgensen & Anthopoulou (2007) agree that reflecting on 

nature can play an important role in the lives of some older adults when preparing for their 

own death.   The symbolism associated with elements of the natural world has been described 

as providing a pathway to spiritual experience (Kellert, 1993).  For other participants, spiritual 

experience related to park use is reflected in a sense of awe and wonder, and expressions of 

love for the park.   

The participants in this study express both a love for the park, and a sense of awe for 

particular elements of the setting.  A reverence for nature has been described as an element of 

spiritual experience (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Kellert, 1993; Williams & Harvey, 
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2001).  A central theme of the photographs, particularly in Hagley Park, involves 

representations of the sense of wonder the participants experience while in the park.   

 

You can’t help but be awed by that.  The intricacy of it.  How it can grow with that 
perfect design.  Impressive.  The sense of perfection in all these.  Every time you look 
at it you think it’s amazing.  How could anything be so beautiful (Elisabeth, Hagley 
Park). 

 

At Boulevard Lake many of the participants experience the lake and the scenic views around 

the lake with a sense of awe.  The features of the setting provide a pathway to spiritual 

contemplation characterized by a sense of wonder and awe. 

 

4.2.3 Comparisons and summary 

 

Contact with nature is a valued and meaningful aspect of park use. The parks in this research 

are valued by the participants for their nature rich qualities.  The natural elements of the 

environment that are most valued include water features, trees and woods, wildlife and 

flowers and other plants.  The participants associate these natural features with particular park 

experiences.  The nature rich qualities of the parks contribute to experiences that are described 

as relaxing and peaceful, interesting and engaging, aesthetic and contemplative.   

The overall appearance and ambience of the two parks, and the particular features associated 

with them, are considerably different.  While the natural elements that are valued and 

contribute to a meaningful park experience vary between the two study sites, the experiences 

afforded by the natural features are strikingly similar.  It appears that diverse natural features 

can have a similar influence and outcome.  A sense of relaxation, an interest in the setting, 

and an aesthetic or contemplative experience can develop from contact with a wide range of 

natural features commonly found in diverse urban park settings.  While the particular natural 

features of the parks differ, the size and extent of the parks are similar.  The opportunity for 

exploring diverse park areas and for experiencing a sense of immersion in the setting is 

attributed to both the size, and the range and diversity of park areas and environments.  

Contact with nature is a significant reason for visiting urban parks, and a valued and 

meaningful aspect of park use that provides opportunities for optimizing well-being among 

the women in this research.  The following section describes the findings of this research that 
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highlight the value of urban parks as social venues that have a positive influence on social 

interaction and participation. 

 

4.3 Theme 2: A social place: Engaging with others 

 

The parks as venues for social interaction comprise the second theme of this research.  Social 

interaction is a meaningful aspect of urban park use, influenced, in part, by the nature rich 

qualities of the parks.  In this research, social engagement and activity appears to fall within 

two broad categories.  First, the parks are portrayed as venues that provide opportunities for 

sustaining and nurturing existing relationships, and particularly friendships with other 

similarly aged women.  The parks are also portrayed as social environments that create a 

sense of community and belonging.  This second aspect of social engagement involves 

opportunities for spontaneous interaction with other park visitors, and the welcomed presence 

of others without any intention to meet or interact.   

 

4.3.1 Relationships are nurtured 

 

Maintaining and nurturing relationships is an integral aspect of the meaning and significance 

of park use among the women in this research.  

 

4.3.1.1 Companionship: “The main thing is the friendship”  

 

For some of the participants, park-based friendships developed from involvement in a 

walking group, with walking partners frequently described as having become valuable and 

intimate friends.  Social contact with friends has been found to have a significant positive 

influence on well-being among older women (Skolnik, 1997).  The friendship networks 

associated with park use in this study share similar demographics related to both age and 

gender.  This social network characteristic is a reflection of bonding social capital (Ferlander, 

2007) in which the demographic characteristics comprise a homogenous group.  As this 

participant states, the value of the park is enhanced by “the companionship of people my own 

age doing the same thing together” (Patricia, Hagley Park).  Park companions in this study are 
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not only people of the same age, but are also predominantly women.  Park use appears to 

support and nurture these meaningful friendships.  The participants in this study value the 

opportunity for a socially enriching experience.   

 

4.3.1.2 The sociability of walking: “You’re talking when you’re walking” 

 

‘Walking and talking’ in the park are portrayed as complementary and mutually enhancing 

activities.  While the health enhancing aspect of park use is important, the opportunity for 

social interaction as an accompaniment to physical activity is preferred by many of the 

women in this study.  Lee & Ingold (2006) found that walking is an “excellent way of being 

with other people, a very rich way of socializing, to the extent that there seems to be 

something distinctive about the sociability of walking together” (p. 79). The comment of this 

participant reflects the combined importance of ‘walking and talking’.  

 

When I wasn’t walking for about 18 months because I was having problems with my 
back and what have you, I missed the social side of it.  The walking I can put up with 
not doing if I really have to but the social side of it was harder, in fact.  Not being in 
contact with people and having a chat.  Sometimes I’d come in just for morning tea 
but it wasn’t quite the same because you’re talking when you’re walking.  So it’s a 
social group as well as a walking group (Sue, Hagley Park). 

 

Walking in a nature rich environment is portrayed as complementary to social interaction and 

allows the participants to pursue several interests at once.  Previous research has found that 

women value the opportunity to actualize several interests while using urban parks 

(Krenichyn, 2004).  This participant, the sole guardian of a grandchild, describes her 

preference for socializing while walking as the best way to meet her needs. 

 

This is a big social thing for me and something I try to keep in my life and keep 
consistent for my own health.  I hardly ever invite anybody over for tea… I prefer it to 
be a walk for that hour (Lynda). 

 

Friendships among women have been found to flourish through opportunities to ‘talk and 

share’ (McCormack et al., 2008).  The combined activities of ‘walking and talking’ are 

meaningful aspects of park use and an important pathway for nurturing relationships.   
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4.3.1.3 Caring: “We sort of look after each other” 

 

The provision of emotional support is identified as an important contributor to the 

development of friendships among women (McCormack et al, 2008) and a core aspect, along 

with instrumental support, of bonding social capital (Ferlander, 2007).  Many participants in 

this research describe the exchange of emotional support as an aspect of ‘walking and talking’ 

in the park.  This bonding social capital has been found to deepen friendships and enhance 

well-being among women (Ferlander, 2007; McCormack et al., 2008).  The exchange of 

emotional support is an aspect of park related friendships for the participants in this study and 

an expression of an ‘ethic of care’ (Gilligan, 1982) in which care is given and received and 

relationships are sustained.  This Hagley Park participant describes the importance of her 

walking group in supporting each other through the changes and losses associated with aging. 

 

We all have something.  We don’t talk about it too much but we all sympathize with 
each other (Margaret, Hagley Park). 

 

For some participants, care extends beyond the park setting and park related activities.  

Members of one walking group provide substantial emotional and instrumental support to 

each other.   

 

We sort of look after each other, like a big family.  If one is sick, like one of us in the 
hospital at the moment, we go up to see her and things like that, and get well cards.  
If it’s a decade birthday, like when I had my 60th, they make a cake.  It’s like a big 
family (Sue, Hagley Park). 

 

The similarity in age and gender provides the participants in this study with the opportunity to 

empathize and support each other in their common experiences as ageing women.  

Instrumental support includes assistance with transportation and help during illnesses and in 

other times of need.   

The park based social networks described by the participants in this study are also 

characterized by the long duration of many of the friendships.  Continuity theory suggests that 

external continuity is supported not only by familiar places, but also familiar people (Atchley, 
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1993).  The familiarity provided by the social networks and long established friendships 

associated with park use provide a sense of continuity and consistency for the participants in 

this study.  

 

4.3.2 A community setting 

 

The nature rich urban parks in this study are portrayed as social settings within the city.  The 

opportunity to engage socially with other park visitors is a meaningful aspect of park use 

among the women in this study and has been found to be an important characteristic of public 

places and urban parks (Day, 2000; Krenichyn, 2004).  The participants in this research value 

the diverse social opportunities provided by the parks. 

 

4.3.2.1 The presence of others: “For people on their own, they never feel 
alone” 

 

Both parks are described as communities which foster a sense of belonging.  The presence of 

other park visitors is described as a positive attribute by most participants.  Other visitors are 

seen to contribute to a sense of community and belonging and serve as a potential buffer to 

social isolation. 

 

We always made for this place and sat.  You could see a lot of joggers running past at 
lunch times and so you felt as though you were part of the community…  For people 
on their own, they never feel alone because there’s always somebody strolling past or 
something (Margaret, Hagley Park). 

 

It appears that a sense of community and belonging develops through the presence of others 

with no requirement for direct interaction.  Referred to as ‘covert socializing’, people 

watching has been identified previously as an important aspect of park use, particularly for 

older adults (Cooper Marcus & Francis, 1998).   

Park events are an example of formal and structured social activities that create a sense of 

community without any requirement for direct interaction with other park visitors.  Both 

Hagley Park and Boulevard Lake host numerous cultural and sports events that contribute to 
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the social environment of the park.  In particular, the Hagley Park participants described their 

enjoyment of the social ambience created by various concerts and events.  The presence of 

others contributes to a sense of community.  The opportunity for interacting with other park 

visitors contributes further to a sense of social engagement.   

 

4.3.2.2 Social connections: “We talk to everybody on the trail”  

 

The parks in this study are described as venues that foster social encounters with a diverse 

range of park visitors. Urban parks have been described as places for “the meeting of 

strangers” (Ward Thompson, 2002).  It has been argued that public parks are one of the few 

places that allow for the possibility for strangers to interact, regardless of background, 

financial status, ethnicity, age, etc. (Ward Thompson, 2002).  The ‘friendly’ social culture of 

the park is distinct from other places in the city, according to the participants in this research. 

 

You find people in the park always say ‘good morning’.  On the streets people don’t, 
but just about every person you pass, a jogger or whatever, everyone says “good 
morning’ (Patricia, Hagley Park). 

 

While social interaction may be limited to brief encounters with other park visitors, its 

importance in creating a sense of belonging is emphasized by many participants. 

 

I live in a pensioner’s complex...  it’s really lovely to come here and be part of this 
park.  You always feel that you belong (Wyn, Hagley Park).  

You feel like you belong here, it’s a very friendly place, I think... I just like it; it’s a 
very friendly place.  You’re part of it (Sue, Hagley Park). 

 

The participants describe the ease with which they connect with other park visitors.  For many 

participants, dogs comprise an aspect of the social environment of the park and provide a 

pathway for engaging socially with other visitors.  Previous research has shown that walking 

with a dog encourages conversations between people, thereby contributing to the creation of 

social capital and sense of community (Cutt, Giles-Corti, Knuiman, & Burke, 2007).   
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 I really enjoy meeting all the dogs out for their walks with their owners (Heather, 
Boulevard Lake) 

 I would meet other people through their dogs (Patricia, Hagley Park). 

 

While opportunities for interacting with park visitors occurs at both parks, Boulevard Lake 

participants more consistently encounter regular park visitors.  Those who regularly and 

consistently visit the park are referred to as ‘Boulevard walkers’, suggesting a sense of 

community.  

 

We see almost the same people every day… if we don’t see someone for a couple of 
days we wonder what happened, you know, we worry about these people… We see 
these people and we say ‘hi’ and we exchange… we kibitz back and forth.  We talk to 
everybody on the trail.  You see the same people all the time.  It would be a pretty 
lonely place if we never had these people to talk to (Carol, Boulevard Lake). 

 

The community of “Boulevard walkers’ is characterized by familiarity and regular social 

interaction in the park.  The sense of community is also reflected at Boulevard Lake by the 

shared efforts at enhancing the park setting.  For example, every winter the Boulevard walkers 

create a park Christmas tree, as described by this participant. 

 

This is our Christmas tree.  It’s not a Christmas tree now because it’s summer but 
every winter when the snow comes everybody who walks Boulevard decorates this 
tree.  They bring ornaments from home. A lady who lives nearby, she’s the one who 
started it.  She would decorate the tree and have a sign saying ‘please decorate’.  So 
everybody who walks around Boulevard brings their ornaments (Carol, Boulevard 
Lake). 

 

The experience described by this participant reflects an ethic of care which is expressed 

through both the giving and receiving of care, and the expression of care toward a place to 

generate a sense of community (Day, 2000; Gilligan, 1982).  An ethic of care has been found 

to increase women’s enjoyment and attachment with places (Day, 2000).   

The social connections describes as creating a park ‘community’ characterize bridging social 

capital, which comprises a demographically heterogeneous social network, and connects 

people across social groups (Ferlander, 2007).  Whereas the demographic composition of the 

walking groups and associated friendship networks is largely homogenous comprising women 

of a similar age, the broader social culture of the park is diverse and inclusive.  The World 
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Health Organization Age-friendly Cities Guide (2007) states that inclusive intergenerational 

and multicultural social experiences are valued by older adults and make an important 

contribution to the age-friendly quality of cities.    

 

4.3.2.3 Diversity: “People of all ages and nationalities enjoy the park” 

 

The social diversity of the parks is reflected in the wide age range of park visitors and the 

multicultural ambience of Hagley Park, in particular.  Opportunities for intergenerational 

social interaction are valued by the participants in both parks, as reflected in the comments 

and photographs depicting this theme (Figure 4.8).  The presence of children enhances the 

value and meaning of the parks.  The intergenerational character of the parks is highly 

regarded by the participants as a reflection of the appreciation and use of the park by a broad 

spectrum of visitors. 

 

Figure 4-8:  Intergenerational social culture, Hagley Park 

 

As you can see there are three generations there I think, so it always has been a 
family place and of course there are places for children to play.  It’s a nice thing for 
grandparents to go with three generations, or four generations if they’ve got them 
(Reima, Hagley Park) 
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The presence of children has a positive influence on the social environment in the park and 

appears to support a sense of well-being among the women in this study. 

 

Being older now I like to see it being well used.  I like to see the playground filled.  I 
love the collective voices of children, even the yelling, the screaming (Lynda, 
Boulevard Lake). 

The other thing that really gives me a lot of pleasure is the children.  It really gives 
you a sense of joy to see children playing in the park, all the wonderful things they 
can do and experience, you can live through their experience a bit, makes you feel 
young again (Elisabeth H, Hagley Park.) 

I just love to see everybody else walking along there, and the kids to and from 
school… they get there on skateboards, and bicycles and they pull their trolleys – 
they’re part of the scene (Marianne, Boulevard Lake). 

 

The intergenerational character of the parks is valued in various ways by the participants.  For 

some, children serve as a reminder of their own children or grandchildren, providing a sense 

of continuity and an opportunity to reminisce and reflect.  For those without children in their 

lives, the park provides a venue for enjoying the company of children.   

 

I like watching the little children because I haven’t got any grandchildren so I get my 
enjoyment from other people’s grandchildren (Marie, Hagley Park). 

In the summer I like to sit outside in the children’s play area.  I have no 
grandchildren so it’s a pleasure to watch the happy children in the pools and on the 
play equipment (Margaret, Hagley Park). 

 

While the presence of children is portrayed as having a positive influence on the social 

environment of the park, direct contact with children was found to be limited.  While the park 

is an intergenerational setting, there is limited direct social connection between children and 

older women outside family groups in this study.  A small number of participants engaged 

with young children, as reflected in the following comment, although most had little direct 

contact.   

 

I know all the children in strollers by name… I know the babies and for some reason I 
remember all the babies’ names.  Sometimes I can’t remember the mothers’ names 
but they’ve told me their babies’ names and I’ll remember them (Lynda, Boulevard 
Lake) 
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The intergenerational character is significant to the participants in both parks.  The 

multicultural character of Hagley Park, in large part provided by tourists, is a valued element 

of the social culture of that park.   

 

You see so many people from different countries, friendly people, you know, and you 
talk to them (Pat, Hagley Park). 

People come to watch and look at the azaleas, and of course they start to talk to you 
so you get to talk to people from different nationalities and enjoy the park.  
Sometimes you’ll be standing admiring a plant and somebody will come along and 
admire it too and you’ll get talking about things.  Especially if you hear an accent, 
they’ll say where are you from or you’ll ask where they’re from (Margaret, Hagley 
Park). 

 

Boulevard Lake is not a tourist destination, and while the city has a multicultural character, 

the park itself is not portrayed by the participants as a multicultural environment. 

 

4.3.3 Influence of the setting 

 

The findings of this research suggest that nature rich urban parks can enhance the quality of 

social interaction.  The nature rich character of the parks appears to positively influence the 

occurrence and quality of social interaction between companions and park visitors.  The 

nature rich quality of the parks is described as enhancing the overall ‘friendliness’ of the 

setting.  This is associated with both the aesthetic and peaceful characteristics, and the 

reputation of the parks in this research as friendly places.  The positive influence of nature 

rich environments on social activity has received some interest and support (Dunnett et al., 

2002; Milligan, 2004; Sullivan, Kuo & Depooter, 2004).  Rohde & Kendle (1994) found that 

“nature can apparently provide a setting for the establishment and maintenance of both close 

social ties and relations with the wider community” (p. 140).  Nature rich urban landscapes 

have also been found to be important to older adults because they offer “an arena for social 

interaction, reinforcement, and bonding” (Rohde & Kendle, 1994, p. 141).  Unlike some other 

urban environments, social contact between strangers is acceptable and customary at both 

parks. 

While the social culture of the parks in this research is influenced by the nature rich quality, 

the social character and friendliness is also associated with the central urban location. As 
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centrally located urban venues, the parks are accessible meeting places.  The parks provide a 

sense of community and social integration that help to bridge the social barriers that may exist 

for older women in other urban locations.  Parks are accessed in this research as places to 

meet friends and companions, and also attract visitors who create the park ‘community’.  In 

Hagley Park in particular, this includes a rich multicultural and intergenerational presence.  

Throughout history, city spaces have served as meeting places for exchanging social 

information, marketplaces for exchanging goods and services, and connecting spaces for 

access in and around the city (Gehl, 2007).  “Meeting other people has been the most 

important function and attraction of the city, and city space has had a central role as meeting 

place” (Gehl, 2007, p. 8).  The parks in this research are perceived as city spaces which 

provide opportunities for social connection, and nature rich places which positively influence 

the occurrence and quality of social interaction. 

The social culture of the parks is further influenced by their use as leisure venues.  In this 

research, relationships are nurtured and sustained as an outcome of the use of the park as a 

leisure venue, and particularly regular and frequent use of the park for ‘walking and talking’ 

with friends.  Leisure has been found to contribute to social interaction, companionship and 

friendship (Coleman & Iso-Ahola, 1993).  Social interaction with other park visitors appears 

to be acceptable when associated with leisure activities.   

 

4.3.4 Comparisons and summary 

 

The findings of this research underscore the value of urban parks as social venues for older 

women.  The parks provide a setting to nurture relationships with friends and experience a 

sense of social integration and belonging.  Parks and gardens have been found to be a 

significant venue for social encounters (Burgess et al., 1988).  The social experience of the 

women in this research varies somewhat between the two parks.   

The social meaning of the parks to the women in this research reflects the value of social 

capital (Putnam, 1993) and the expression of an ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982).  Both bridging 

and bonding social capital are apparent in the social interaction among the research 

participants.  Bonding social capital is reflected in the friendships that are sustained and 

nurtured through park use, largely while ‘walking and talking’.  The social aspect of park use 

related to nurturing and sustaining existing relationships is similar in both parks.  Park based 

friendships among the research participants comprise demographically similar social networks 
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related to both age and gender and are characterized by the exchange of emotional and 

instrumental support.  The value of park-based friendships is enhanced by the quality and 

longevity of many of these relationships.  This provides a sense of continuity associated with 

the familiarity and stability of an enduring social network.   

Bridging social capital occurs through the interaction among park visitors who comprise the 

wider park ‘community’.  Whereas Hagley Park provides a venue for numerous activities and 

events which bring together large groups of people, Boulevard Lake Park attracts a smaller 

but more consistent group of park visitors, referred to as ‘Boulevard walkers’. The social 

context of Hagley Park is influenced by a large and diverse population of international 

visitors, contributing to the multicultural character of the park.  Boulevard Lake is 

characterized by more regular visitors from within the city, so tends to be more culturally 

homogeneous.  The social culture of the parks is contrasted with other urban environments 

that are portrayed as less friendly, such as the city centre. 

The ‘ethic of care’ (Gilligan, 1982) is an aspect of both bonding and bridging social networks 

in the parks.  The ethic of care is apparent in the interaction among friends and the larger park 

community, characterized by an awareness of, and concern for, other park visitors and for the 

park setting.  The expression of an ethic of care is largely similar in the two parks, particularly 

among friends and companions, although there does appear to be a more pronounced ethic of 

care within bridging social networks at Boulevard Lake because of the consistency of a 

regular group of park visitors. 

While contact with others is a meaningful aspect of park use, the presence of others, with no 

need or intention to interact, is also valued.  The presence of others contributes to a sense of 

safety and provides opportunities for ‘covert socializing’ by, for example, people watching or 

attending a large park event.  This aspect of social contact occurs more often at Hagley Park 

because of the greater occurrence of organized events and opportunities for ‘people 

watching’.  

When meaningful social relationships occur and are maintained in specific settings, those 

settings have been found to gain meaning (Kyle, Mowen & Tarrant, 2004).  The social 

integration and community afforded by park use reflects the concept of ‘social insideness’, 

which describes patterns of social relationships that contribute to a sense of belonging 

(Rowles, 1983).  In this research, the multiple and diverse social experiences, including both 

friendships and engagement with the wider park community, contribute to social insideness, 

which strengthens the attachment participants feel toward the parks and contributes to their 
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value.  The social context of park use is influenced by the nature rich quality of the parks, 

their urban location, and the character of the parks as leisure venues.  

 

4.4 Theme 3: A leisure place: Supporting health and well-being 

 

As leisure venues, the parks in this study provide opportunities for optimizing health and 

well-being among older women.  In this research, health and well-being are supported through 

experiencing a sense of freedom, opportunities for self determination, and the pursuit of 

physical activity in a nature rich setting.  Freedom, choice and healthy activity have been 

found to be meaningful aspects of leisure for both younger women (Krenichyn, 2004; 

Wearing, 1998; Henderson et al., 1989) and older women (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008; 

Gibson et al., 2003-2004).   

 

4.4.1 Choices: “I’m doing exactly what I want to when I want to” 

 

For many of the participants, determining the nature of park use is a valued opportunity that 

contributes to a sense of autonomy and self determination. 

 

It’s just for me now.  It would have been somewhere to take the kids or a family thing 
and now when I go it’s just for me and I’m doing exactly what I want to when I want 
to.  I think that’s really nice (Sally, Boulevard Lake). 

 

It appears that opportunities for self determination are particularly valued when contrasted 

with the numerous constraints imposed by family, domestic and work responsibilities most of 

the women in this study have experienced throughout their lives.  Some of the participants 

have gained considerable autonomy in later life.  For others, park use is a valued opportunity 

for self determination in a life otherwise constrained by caregiving and other responsibilities.  

Regardless of life circumstances, park use provides an opportunity to experience self 

determination and personal choice associated with both the nature of activities and the social 

context of park use.   
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The park is a venue which allows for the opportunity to choose one’s companions, or to have 

solitary time on one’s own.  Many of the participants in this study regularly visit the park with 

a consistent group of friends, which for some comprise their walking group.  At other times 

the women choose to have solitary time at the park, or to include a variety of companions.  

Choosing whether to engage with other park visitors is a further reflection of the park as a 

leisure venue that enables choice and autonomy. This participant describes the choices she 

makes regarding the nature of her social experience. 

 

I guess if I’m feeling pretty good and happy I’m glad to see other people and I always 
say hello, but if I’m just more interested in having my walk and being in nature and 
being by the water, than I am interested in connecting with other people, I sometimes 
don’t make eye contact with them when I walk by because I don’t want to interact.  
Sometimes I just keep walking (Jean, Boulevard Lake). 

 

For this participant, park use involves the freedom to choose social interaction or solitude.  

Choosing leisure which is “social or individualized” has been found to be an important 

attribute of leisure for older women (Gibson et al., 2003-2004, p. 223).   

 

4.4.2 Freedom: “It’s just a sort of lovely time-out period” 

 

Park use is also valued for the sense of freedom from obligations and sources of stress.  The 

sense of freedom afforded by the park is protrayed as a respite from responsibilities and 

concerns.  In this research, freedom from obligations is achieved through a temporal freedom, 

which is characterized by having ‘time away’, and spatial freedom, associated with a sense of 

physically ‘being away’.  In ageing research, time has been identified as an important 

enabling and constraining factor which influences the sense of freedom associated with 

leisure (Anderton et al., 1995; Gibson et al., 2003-2004).  A sense of freedom is afforded by 

‘taking time’ for oneself and experiencing a sense of ‘being away’.  While on some occasions 

park use provides an opportunity to attend, intentionally and actively, to problems and 

concerns, at other times it is an opportunity for a reprieve from problems and concerns.  For 

this participant, the park represents freedom from daily concerns. 

 

You let the day’s worries and schedule kind of go (Lynda, Boulevard Lake).  
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There is a clear difference in the value of, and desire for, freedom based on individual 

circumstances.  Not surprisingly, those with caregiving responsibilities and busier lifestyles 

are particularly emphatic about the importance of the park as a venue for experiencing a sense 

of freedom from responsibilities and concerns.  For Patricia, a busy, ‘younger-older’ woman, 

Hagley Park provides an opportunity for respite from other responsibilities. 

 

It’s just a sort of lovely time-out period, when I don’t feel I should be doing anything 
else except just sort of enjoying the wind in the trees and the ducks on the river and I 
feel no pressure to sort of hurry and get on with something else (Patricia, Hagley 
Park). 

 

Another participant, the sole guardian of an eight year old grandson, describes the importance 

of the park as a venue for experiencing a sense of freedom from responsibilities and an 

opportunity for participating in healthy activity.  These comments also illustrate the potential 

impact of technology as a potential barrier to “being away”.   

 

My retirement is very different than most people, raising a child on my own…  Now of 
course we have cell phones with us and they could ring but basically it’s, you feel like 
it’s your hour to relax, plus you’re getting a walk and at this age in particular that’s 
good for our bodies.  We need to be doing this, so it’s good (Lynda, Boulevard Lake).  

 

While the need for freedom from caregiving and other responsibilities varies among the 

participants, it is generally a valuable element of park use.  The sense of freedom and choice 

associated with park use provides the participants in this research with the opportunity to 

pursue health promoting activities.   

 

4.4.3 Health: “It makes you healthier”  

 

Physical activity aimed at becoming and remaining healthy is a prominent leisure choice 

made by the women in this research.  Healthy activity, and particularly physical activity in the 

outdoors, is perceived as an ideal way to maintain and improve health and well-being.  

Physically active lifestyles have been found to have a profound influence on the physical 



 119

health and well-being of older adults (Dupuis & Alzheimer, 2008).  Physical activity as a 

leisure choice for developing and maintaining health has emerged as a central theme of 

research on leisure and women (Henderson & Hickerson, 2007).  This Boulevard Lake 

participant describes the importance of walking for maintaining both physical and mental 

health.   

 

Physically, the walking strengthens you, it makes you healthier.  Your breathing is 
good; you’re breathing that fresh air… Physically, it helps your body.  I really think 
that mentally, I think it stimulates your brain.  You feel good walking around the lake 
(Carol). 

 

Physical activity as a leisure choice supports physical health.  The participants in this study 

describe walking as an ideal health promoting activity. The walking path used by many of the 

women in Hagley Park and Boulevard Lake is a similar distance of 5 and 5.5 km. 

respectively.   Walking is portrayed as an activity that can be vigorous and challenging or 

relaxing and easy based on the needs of the individual at the time.  As age related changes 

influence physical abilities, walking allows for continuity of activity while being responsive 

to limitations.  The older women in this study are able to continue walking in the park while 

compensating and adapting to age-related changes by modifying the speed, distance and 

terrain of their walk, an example of Selective Optimization with Compensation (Baltes & 

Baltes, 1990). 

While the health enhancing aspects of walking are noted by most of the participants in this 

study, the setting for the walk is described as a vital contributor to the health promoting aspect 

of park use.  The setting has been found to have an important influence on a walking 

experience (Edensor, 2000).  The health promoting influence of physical activity is enhanced 

by the nature rich park settings in this research.  Several participants stated that while walking 

closer to home is more convenient and involves ‘exercise’, the health enhancing benefits of 

walking in the park provides greater benefit.  The combined benefits of physical activity in a 

nature rich setting has been referred to as ‘green exercise’ (Pretty et al., 2005).  Physical 

activity in a nature rich setting has been found to have a positive influence on reducing stress 

and improving physical and mental well-being (Pretty et al., 2003).  The participants in this 

research portray the value of physical activity in a nature rich setting on their physical and 

mental well-being.   
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4.4.4 Influence of the setting 

 

The nature rich urban parks in this research provide a venue for leisure through opportunities 

for experiencing a sense of freedom and choice, and as a setting for healthy activity.  The 

influence of the parks on the occurrence and quality of leisure is associated with the nature 

rich characteristics and the design elements.   

 

4.4.4.1 Being away: “You feel as if you’re going into a different place” 

 

The parks enable the feeling of ‘being away’, which provides the participants with a sense of 

freedom from many of their sources of stress and obligation.  This is described as ‘being 

away’ in restorative environment theory, which is characterized by the feeling of being 

immersed in an environment that is different from the usual and is often associated with 

nature rich settings (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).  In Hagley Park, a small walking bridge over 

the Avon River from the car park is a frequently used entrance to the park (Figure 4.9).  This 

bridge provides a physical and symbolic separation from the city.  A Hagley Park participant 

states that crossing the bridge creates the sense that “you’re going into a different place” 

(Margaret, Hagley Park).  The bridge provides a physical boundary and ‘introduction’ to the 

park; in addition, the river flowing under the bridge represents the entrance to the park. 

 

Figure 4-9:  An introduction to the park, Hagley Park 
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This picture is of the river running through the park.  Arriving on that bridge from the 
busyness of the city is very calming and I like the feeling of the water just flowing 
through taking you away from all the noise of the city.  It is very calming and it’s a 
way of leading you into the park (Elisabeth, Hagley Park). 

If you walk from the car park into the gardens so you have to go across the bridge, I 
think it’s a lovely introduction to the park (Wyn, Hagley Park). 

 

At Boulevard Lake, while the sense of ‘being away’ is described by the participants, there 

does not appear to be a specific environmental feature contributing to this experience.  The 

feeling of being away occurs at various times and locations for the Boulevard Lake 

participants.  For some, there is a sense of being away immediately upon arrival at the park, 

while for others, this sense develops through immersion in the setting.   

 

4.4.4.2 Promoting health: “You’re breathing that fresh air” 

 

The parks are perceived as ‘healthy environments’ because of their nature rich qualities, and 

because they facilitate healthy activity.  The park environments, and particularly Hagley Park, 

are portrayed as healthier than the surrounding urban environment.  This is associated 

primarily with air quality and noise. The nature rich quality of the parks is also credited with 

positively influencing the occurrence of, and benefit from, physical activity. The aesthetic 

appeal of the parks provides an incentive for engaging in physical activity, and for enhancing 

the activity.  The participants in this research are motivated to visit the park as a venue for 

walking and believe the benefits of walking are enhanced by the nature rich and healthy 

qualities of the parks.   

As urban parks, the settings in this research have an influence on healthy activity associated 

with both natural characteristics and elements of park design and amenities.  The parks are 

described as manageable and accessible environments that enable older women to participate 

in walking and other healthy activity.  The parks are designed to facilitate physical activity, 

and particularly walking, for all ages and abilities.   

 

 



 122

4.4.5 Comparisons and summary 

 

The parks in this research are valued as meaningful leisure venues.  In contrast to research on 

the experience of younger women’s use of urban parks (Krenichyn, 2004), this research 

suggests that older women feel a sense of entitlement to leisure.  Younger women have 

identified the primacy of caring for others as a determinant of their use and perceptions of 

urban parks and often experience conflict and guilt in response to attempts to meet their own 

needs (Krenichyn, 2004).  In contrast, the experience of the older women in this research 

suggests that park use is perceived as an opportunity to care for themselves.  The sense of 

entitlement to leisure is relevant to the concept of an ‘ethic of care’ (Gilligan, 1982).  While 

the ethic of care continues to be extended to others, the participants describe a shift from a 

lifelong focus on the needs of others to a greater emphasis on their own needs.    

The participants at both sites value the parks as leisure venues that allow for self-

determination and choice concerned with ‘what they do and with whom’.  The ‘expanded’ 

concept of women’s leisure described by Wearing (1998) involves control over the people, 

objects, activities and thoughts that one chooses to include in leisure experiences. While the 

park is an important venue for reflection and introspection, most of the participants also value 

opportunities for social interaction.   

The participants in this research chose activities and behaviours that will contribute to their 

health and well-being. Park-based leisure activity is aimed at maintaining and improving 

health.  Walking, in particular, is the preferred park activity.  Restful leisure, as a balance to 

physical activity, is more common at Hagley Park while at Boulevard Lake most of the 

participants engage primarily in physical activity.  Boulevard Lake is a park for being active, 

due in part, to the colder climate.   

The social and physical context of the parks supports meaningful leisure for the participants in 

this research. While there is variation in the settings, both physically and from a social and 

cultural perspective, the meaning of the parks as leisure venues is similar.  The nature rich 

qualities and the design features of the parks contribute to a sense of spatial freedom, where 

they can ‘escape’ from worries and stress.  The parks are also appealing and manageable 

settings that encourage and enable healthy activity.  Also of value to the participants in this 

research is the enduring quality of the parks.  The following section describes the meaning of 

the parks as venues that enable a connection with the past.   
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4.5 Theme 4: An enduring place: Connecting with the past 

  

Park use is experienced as both a visit to the park, and a visit with the past for many of the 

women in this research.  A central theme of this research concerns the value of the parks as 

enduring settings that enable a connection with the past.  The photographs and narratives are 

largely concerned with park memories and associations, and reflect the importance of 

sustaining a connection with the past through reminiscence.   Both the characteristics of the 

participants and the physical attributes of the parks contribute to the value and meaning of the 

parks as enduring settings.   

 

4.5.1 Reminiscing, older women and parks: “The Gardens are a lot about my 
memories” 

 

The meaning of the parks is closely linked with memories and reminiscing.  The parks are 

portrayed by the participants as valuable venues for recalling and reflecting on their personal 

histories through their park memories.   Reminiscing is described as a significant and 

meaningful aspect of park use.  The participants in this research describe reminiscing as a 

review of past events and as a pathway to maintaining a sense of continuity and reflecting on 

changes that have occurred.  There are two central perspectives in the literature concerning 

the role of reminiscence as either simply recollection or as ‘soul searching’ aimed at finding 

meaning (Cappeliez et al., 2005; Howell, 1983).  The participants in this research appear to 

reminisce as both a strategy for finding meaning, and as a simple review of life experiences. 

The characteristics of the participants have a significant influence on the emergence of this 

park value.  The participants portray the prevalence of memories as a central element of 

visiting the park.   

 

There is a sense of nostalgia, because everything you see you can relate back to 
experiences you had when you were younger, so it reminds you of when you were 
younger (Elisabeth, Hagley Park). 

 

Age does affect some things, the way that I think about it, and of course, remembering 
earlier activities that we used to do (Marianne, Boulevard Lake).  
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Age is described by the participants as having a significant influence on the occurrence and 

pervasiveness of memories and reminiscing as an element of park experience.  The age of the 

participants influences the tendency to reminisce.  The prevalence and importance of 

reminiscing has been found to increase with age and provides an important sense of continuity 

for older adults (Cappeliez et al., 2005).  Age is also a factor in the long affiliation many of 

the participants have with the parks. The parks are familiar settings that provide a link to the 

past and enable a sense of continuity.  Memories and reminiscences include a considerable 

focus on social experiences and relationships, as described in the following section. 

 

4.5.2 The social context of reminiscence: “Often I’ll conjure up people who 
aren’t walking with us anymore” 

 

The park-based memories of many of the participants in this study involve meaningful and 

significant relationships. The social context of park use contributes to memories which are 

largely associated with friends and family.  As social settings that have been shared with 

others throughout the lifetime of many of the participants, there is an abundance of 

meaningful memories.  Park use often occurred in the context of caring for children and being 

with friends and family, contributing to the development of valued memories.   

While many of these memories involve those still living, reminiscence in later life 

increasingly involves departed friends and family members.  Reminiscing has been found to 

provide a pathway for maintaining memories of departed others (Rosel, 2003).  For many of 

the older women, the park is imbued with the memories of family members and friends who 

have died.  Reminiscing has been found to involve “uniting the dead with the living, the past 

with the present …” (Tornstam, 1999, p. 159).  These participants describe the importance of 

the park setting as a venue for remembering friends and family.  

 

Some of the women who walked around there with us are no longer with us.  Deb was 
one and she passed away at 57, and Millie passed away from breast cancer, and 
Nellie…   So there’s all those memories.  Often I’ll conjure up people who aren’t 
walking with us anymore (Lynda, Boulevard Lake). 

My mother and father, they lived in Cashmere, they used to walk here and sit in the 
rose garden and enjoy the sun...  We always mention them when we come here – Mum 
and Pop used to love this (Wyn, Hagley Park). 
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Valued memories also include those of relationships which have changed over time.  

Reminiscing about family members and friends is a central way for the older women in this 

research to remember and maintain a connection with significant roles and relationships from 

various stages of their lives.  For many of the participants, memories involving their children 

comprise a prominent theme which contributes to a sense of connection with their past 

identity as mothers.  The park as an intergenerational venue contributes to the prominence of 

memories associated with children and family.   

Reminiscing can have a strong emotional association, particularly when concerned with 

changes and losses associated with relationships.  Reminiscing involves experiencing the 

feelings associated with the memories (Bott et al., 2003; Cooper Marcus, 1992; Jones, 2005).  

The memories described by the participants comprise powerful emotional associations.   

 

I can remember other things back from then, the loneliness of doing my homework 
there and being on my own.  I was alone in Thunder Bay.   I remember that, I 
remember coming to the beach with my kids, these different feelings from these 
different stages of my life.  So maybe there’s a holistic thing to this coming together 
of emotions and different stages (Lynda, Boulevard Lake). 

 

While the content and focus of memories is largely social, reminiscing is often individual.  In 

this research, reminiscing is primarily an individual experience, not necessarily involving 

what Parker (1995) refers to as a social or narrative function.  The women appear to engage 

primarily in intrapersonal/silent reminiscence.  Comments from participants largely indicate 

that while in the park they are ‘thinking about’ their memories more than sharing them.  

Those who describe interpersonal/oral reminiscing tend to do so in the company of a friend or 

family member with shared memories.  In Hagley Park, two sisters reminisce about their 

family memories.   A participant at Boulevard Lake maintains a long history of park use with 

a friend, which enables common memories.  While participating in this research, the women 

enjoyed and valued the opportunity to share their memories.  The participants value the parks 

as ‘places’ rich in memories. 
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4.5.3 Influence of the setting 

 

The urban parks in this research play an important role in connecting with the past as ‘places’ 

that trigger memories and support reminiscence.  For many participants, the park is a setting 

seeded with memories from a lifetime of experiences. 

 

4.5.3.1 The influence of a ‘sense of place’: “It conjures up a lot of memories” 

 

Place research emphasizes the importance of personal memories and meaning in place 

experience (Bondi et al., 2005; Rubenstein & Parmalee, 1992).  Similar comments from these 

Boulevard Lake and Hagley Park participants illustrate the importance of memories to the 

meaning of the parks. 

 

The trigger of the memories I think is really important, just the familiar and so much 
of my life I can relate to that locale from before I was even married and had my kids.  
When I walk around here it conjures up a lot of memories (Lynda, Boulevard Lake). 

The Gardens are a lot about my memories and my history as far as I can see.  I can 
recall things when I walk through (Reima, Hagley Park). 

 

These comments reflect the important role of the park setting in triggering memories and 

facilitating reminiscence.  Places have been found to provide concrete, tangible and sensory 

cues to memories (Chaudhury, 1999).  Reminiscing that occurs in places that trigger 

memories is referred to as ‘place-based reminiscing’ (Chaudhury, 1999).  “Place-based’ 

reminiscing involves direct contact with the setting within which the memory occurred.   The 

park settings in this research were found to enable place-based reminiscing in two central 

ways: By triggering memories of park related experiences and memories of experiences 

associated with other settings.  The parks are venues for park-based memories, as a reflection 

of place referent continuity in which features and elements of a setting serve as reminders of 

one’s past (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996).  The rock garden in Hagley Park Botanic Gardens 

prompts a vivid memory for one participant of her children playing.  This creates a tangible 

link to a meaningful and now remote period in her life. 
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There is magic for children climbing up and down the rocks.  You can see them 
stumbling up and down and hiding behind things and calling to each other 
(Margaret, Hagley Park). 

 

These memories are associated with experiences that occurred in the park.  Memories of 

experiences in other places can also be triggered by particular park features, as a reflection of 

place congruent continuity (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996).  A sense of continuity and a 

connection with the past is enhanced by aspects of the park environment that trigger 

memories of other meaningful settings and events.  These photo captions illustrate the 

influence of specific park features on memories of other settings.   

 

So English – the blue bells remind me of England (Photo caption, Sue, Hagley Park).  

This plot of tulips takes me back to Holland.  My relatives come from an area of 
Holland where the bulbs are grown.  I think of them whenever I see the tulips (Photo 
caption, Wyn, Hagley Park). 

 

The following comments from two participants originally from England further illustrate the 

significant effect of the park settings on recalling memories associated with other places. 

 

This is a beautiful grassy lane and I guess it reminds me of England, just the 
countryside in England.  It’s just a sort of feeling probably; foot paths.  It would be a 
childhood memory because we always went for walks and went on holiday in places 
that weren’t sort of big resorts, more lovely spots with lots of coast line or cliff walks 
or dune (Sally, Boulevard Lake). 

The roses remind me so much of England and my youth.  It’s nostalgic.  It’s not a sad 
nostalgia, just remembering what it was like, the smell of the roses, and the flowers…   
I can still remember the smell of the roses and how pretty that looked when they were 
in flower (Elisabeth, Hagley Park). 

 

The opportunity to recall meaningful memories and to engage in place-based reminiscence is 

further influenced by the stability of the park settings.   
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4.5.3.2 The influence of stability: “The temple of my familiar” 

 

The park settings in this research are valued for their timeless and enduring qualities.  The 

parks are relatively consistent and stable environments which have remained largely 

unchanged for the duration of use by most participants.  The enduring quality of the parks, 

reflected in the comment of one participant referring to Boulevard Lake as “the temple of my 

familiar” (Lynda), creates a sense of continuity among many of the participants.  The 

continuity afforded by the park influences the occurrence of reminiscing and the opportunity 

for experiencing a sense of connection with the past.  The potential for retrieving memories is 

enhanced by the enduring quality of the setting.   

The value of external continuity appears to be associated, in part, with ageing and a desire for 

familiarity and continuity.  Many of the older women in this research have experienced 

significant age related changes.  They have become widows, experienced ageing bodies, lost 

friends and family members, moved away from their homes and neighbourhoods, and 

witnessed the emergence of many new technologies.  The parks create a sense of familiarity 

and continuity which contributes to the opportunity for maintaining an important connection 

with the past.  

While there is a tendency to prefer environmental familiarity, variation and novelty in the 

environment is also valued.  The women in this research respond positively to changes when 

they are seen as improvements to the parks.  Changes perceived as detrimental or unnecessary 

detract from the sense of continuity.  At Boulevard Lake, the planting of several hundred 

saplings in one area of the park was noted as a positive development by many participants.  

While a planting of this scale will create a noticeable change to the park, the change will 

occur slowly and indicates a caring toward the park setting.  One participant commented that 

this tree planting reflects how “we can put something back into the park” (Jean).  On the other 

hand, several participants expressed their concern about two large trees near the walking path 

which have been recently removed.  The impact of the removal of these trees is described as a 

significant change to the appearance and ambience of that area.  This Boulevard Lake 

participant expressed her distress that “there were two huge, beautiful trees right at the 

causeway and they have been cut down and it changed the feeling and the light and 

everything around that area” (Sally).   In Hagley Park, the participants value the ongoing 

efforts to maintain and improve The Botanic Gardens.   
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4.5.3.3 The influence of nature: “It’s probably the smell I remember as much 
as anything else” 

 

The nature rich qualities of the parks also trigger memories and support reminiscence.  Nature 

rich settings can trigger memories and create opportunities for reminiscence because of their 

timeless and unchanging quality.  The sensory aspects of nature remain largely the same 

regardless of the passing of time or the changes associated with ageing.  The smell of flowers, 

plants and earth, the ‘feeling’ of a grassy lane, the falling of leaves in the autumn, or the 

pleasure of seeing a sunset over a lake are consistent and enduring experiences portrayed by 

the participants in this research.  This participants remembers the smell of roses from a 

childhood garden while visiting the Botanic Gardens in Hagley Park. 

 

It’s probably the smell of the roses I remember as much as anything else (Elisabeth, 
Hagley Park). 

 

Elements of nature provide a sensory and embodied pathway to the personal histories of the 

women in this research.  The value of the parks as enduring places that enable a connection 

with the past and a sense of continuity is further experienced through the cultural heritage of 

the parks, described in the following section. 

 

4.5.3.4 The influence of cultural heritage  

 

The cultural heritage of the parks is meaningful and valuable to the women in this research for 

providing a further pathway to connecting with the past.  At Hagley Park, in particular, the 

history of the origin and development of the park is meaningful.  This is also true of 

Boulevard Lake, but to a lesser extent.  The participants at Hagley Park experience a sense of 

connection with the original park developers through elements of the park.   

 

We were saying if our forefathers could come back and see the trees they had planted 
so many hundred years ago.  Maybe they come floating around at night to have a 
look (Sue, Hagley Park). 

I think about the people who came, the first settlers who came and planted all of these 
things, what insight.  And if they could just come back and see it now, how wonderful 
it would be (Pat, Hagley Park). 
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In Hagley Park, the trees and other plantings provide a connection with the heritage and 

history of the park.  Built aspects of the setting are another source of historical connection.  

For example, the Peacock Fountain is an historic structure that is an important aspect of the 

heritage of Hagley Park.  At Boulevard Lake, an historic bridge provides a connection to the 

heritage and original development of the park (Figure 4.10). 

 

Figure 4-10:  Historic bridge, Boulevard Lake 

 

I took this picture of this bridge because this is a historic bridge.  This was built in 
1912.  Photo caption: The Black Bay Bridge, the largest single span reinforced 
concrete bridge built in the world in 1912.  It was designated as a heritage property 
in 1989 (Carol, Boulevard Lake). 

 

The history of the parks provides another opportunity for experiencing a sense of connection 

with the past associated with the cultural heritage of the participants.   

 

4.5.4 Comparisons and summary 

 

The significance and value of the parks as enduring places is an unexpected, yet central 

theme, to have emerged in this research. The parks are valued for the connection they provide 

with the past and the opportunity for reminiscing.  The prominence of memories and 
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reminiscing is significant at both parks.  The characteristics of the participants influence the 

perceived value of the parks as enduring settings.  These include the influence of gender and 

generational effects on the considerable and long-term park use, the meaningful memories and 

associations which have developed, and the increased propensity for reminiscing among older 

adults.  The memories portrayed as most meaningful focus on significant relationships and 

social experiences.  The parks become increasingly valued as ‘places’ that provide a 

connection with the past and enable reminiscence.  The parks in this research enable a sense 

of connection with the past because of their environmental stability and the potential for 

elements of nature to trigger memories and enable reminiscence.  The cultural heritage of the 

parks also provides a pathway for experiencing a sense of cultural history and continuity.   

While the physical settings vary somewhat, the value of the parks as enduring venues is 

experienced similarly at both locations.  Hagley Park and Boulevard Lake have remained 

largely unchanged during the period of use of most of the participants.  Previous research has 

found that older adults tend to prefer environmental stability and continuity in urban parks 

(Turner, 1996).  The consistency in the design and maintenance of the parks enables a 

connection with the past.  The changes that have occurred have been gradual and have not 

substantially altered the continuity of the park.  The stability of the setting, and the nature rich 

features of the parks, provide external continuity which contributes to a connection with the 

past.  The cultural heritage of the parks contributes to achieving a sense of continuity.   

This research highlights the value of nature rich environments that enable a connection with 

the past and support a sense of external continuity.  This appears to be particularly significant 

to older women who may have a long term affiliation with urban parks and may be 

experiencing considerable changes and losses later in life.  The value of enduring venues, 

such as the parks in this research, reflects the theories and policies concerned with ‘ageing in 

place’.  The ability to age in place is also affected by the manageability of the setting.  The 

next section describes those aspects of the parks that have an important influence on the 

manageability of the setting for the participants in this research. 
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4.6 Theme 5: A manageable place 

 

The manageability of the park environments has an important influence on their value and 

meaning to the women in this research.  Three core determinants of environmental 

manageability were identified that most directly influence park experience.   

 

4.6.1 Environmental manageability 

 

Environmental manageability is an important enabling and constraining factor which 

influences the value and meaning of the parks to the women in this research. Characteristics 

of the parks that were found to have a major effect on environmental manageability include 

the ‘walkability’ of the park, the park amenities and safety.   

 

4.6.1.1 Walkability: “I like it because it’s flat” 

 

The features and quality of the walking environment have a significant influence on the 

manageability of the parks by the older women in this research.  Boulevard Lake and Hagley 

Park are considered highly walkable by the participants, which is a central factor in their 

continued use of the park.  The physical setting of Hagley Park, and particularly the flat, 

smooth surfaces of the walking paths and the readily available and well-placed benches, 

accommodates limitations related to changes in health and mobility.   

 

Possibly it (the park) appeals more because it’s flat, which I have trouble with my 
knees so I can’t go up hills and things, not easily anyway.  I like it because it’s flat 
(Sue, Hagley Park). 

 

Several of the Hagley Park participants commented that the walkers in Hagley Park are 

referred to as ‘flatties’, in contrast to the ‘hill walkers’ and the ‘middle walkers’ who use more 

challenging trails around the Canterbury area.  Many of the participants were previously 

involved in hill or middle walking, but as a result of changes to mobility or health, or a desire 

for less demanding physical activity, they now limit their walking to flat areas.  In contrast, 
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previous research has found that topographic contours in urban parks are preferred by younger 

women because it affords more varied and intense activity (Krenichyn, 2004). 

At Boulevard Lake, the topography of the trails is mixed, comprised of both flat areas with 

paved walking surfaces, and more hilly and rough terrain.  Some of the participants limit their 

walking to the flat areas of the park exclusively.  This participant comments on her desire to 

continue using the park within her capabilities following a change to her mobility. 

 

I continue to walk there instead of walking somewhere different because I wanted to 
still have that connection to this place.  So even though I couldn’t do the same things 
I could still be in the same place.  So if I just want a flat walk I know exactly where to 
start and where to finish (Jean, Boulevard Lake).   

 

Several participants have adapted to changes in mobility by modifying their use of the park.  

Many of the New Zealand participants have adapted to changes in mobility by walking 

exclusively in Hagley Park and abandoning their walking activities in more hilly terrain in the 

surrounding areas.  In the following comment, this participant describes how she has adapted 

to physical limitations while ensuring she continues to be involved in the meaningful 

activities related to walking, being in the park, and maintaining social connections. 

 

I’ve done all the walks in the South Island with my original tramping group but I’ve 
gotten too old for that now and I’ve got arthritis in my hips now.  So this is better 
than nothing.  I still like to get out and walk, and it’s easier for me to walk on the flat 
and we don’t walk quite as long as we used to.  We used to go for four or five hours. 
We still bring our lunch on our walking trips and we’ve formed a lot of friendships 
(Reima, Hagley Park). 

 

In addition to a manageable topography, the opportunity for various lengths of walks within 

the park enhances the walkability of the setting.  The participants in both parks describe their 

ability to easily modify their walking routes to suit their particular needs at the time.  This 

allows for the opportunity to use the park even when only limited use is possible due to an 

injury or illness.   

 

Sometimes we go right around the outside of both parks, otherwise I walk with 
another women that has hurt her knee and she can’t walk so far so we go around 
Victoria Lake and through the gardens (Noeline, Hagley Park) 
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As walking is the primary activity of most of the participants, the quality and features of the 

paths in the park are an important factor in the manageability of the setting.  In both parks, the 

availability of well-placed benches accommodates limitations related to changes in health and 

mobility.  The prevalence of seating enhances the manageability of the setting by ensuring 

that there are opportunities to rest when needed.   

 

It’s more people friendly, more paths, more seats, lots more seats.  I love the seats 
along the paths and sit and people watch for a while (Margaret, Hagley Park). 

There are so many lovely seats around and places to sit (Wyn, Hagley Park). 

My partner and I really enjoyed sitting on one of the park benches and watching the 
sunset (Heather, Boulevard Lake). 

 

The parks in this research are more accommodating to the needs of diverse park walkers than 

many ‘natural’, unmanaged settings. For older women, the availability of benches, paths with 

smooth surfaces, manageable topography, and variable distances is important.  These findings 

support Lawton & Nahemow’s (1973) Environmental Press Paradigm and Baltes & Baltes 

(1990) Selective Optimization with Compensation theories that provide perspectives on the 

relationship between the demands of the environment and the ability of older adults to cope 

with those demands in response to age related changes.  The parks provide flexibility in the 

distance, physical demands, and conditions of a walk.  This allows the participants to continue 

walking in the park amid changes to health and mobility.  The availability and quality of 

amenities in the park also influences the manageability of the setting. 

 

4.6.1.2 Park amenities: “It still seems unwelcoming” 

 

Park amenities have the potential to constrain or enable the ability of older women to manage 

the setting.  The availability of amenities, including drinking fountains, washroom facilities 

and benches, influences park accessibility and the comfort of the participants.  In Hagley 

Park, the participants are satisfied with the quality and availability of all amenities, whereas at 

Boulevard Lake, the park amenities are somewhat lacking.   

The toilet facilities at Boulevard Lake, particularly during the colder months, are inadequate 

and there is a lack of drinking water, both a result of the cold climate.  While in the summer 
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months public toilets are available at Boulevard Lake, during the cold winter months these 

unheated facilities remain closed.  One participant commented that in the winter “we don’t 

drink before our walk, or a lot of times we have gone into the bush” (Carol, Boulevard Lake).  

Another participant described the seasonal accessibility of the park for some due to the lack of 

toilet facilities during the winter. 

 

This is a deterrent for people who can’t make it all the way around the lake without 
going to the washroom.  So it seems, I understand they are worried about the pipes 
freezing but it still seems unwelcoming.  I don’t know if there are some other 
provisions that could be made.  I know people who don’t walk there because they 
can’t make it around without going to the bathroom (Jean, Boulevard Lake).   

 

The inadequacy of washroom facilities in this park has a negative influence on the 

manageability of the setting.  The provisions to cope with the lack of toilets in the winter, 

including dehydration or using the woods, influence the comfort and enjoyment of the setting 

among the participants.  The Age Friendly Cities Guide recommends that enabling outdoor 

environments include amenities such as toilet facilities and drinking fountains (World Health 

Organization, 2007).  That the participants in this research continue using the park in the 

winter months without adequate facilities reflects the value and importance of the park.     

 

4.6.1.3 Safety: “I’m always aware of it” 

 

Perceptions of safety further influence the manageability of the setting.  Safety is an aspect of 

manageability influencing park experience among the participants in this research. Concerns 

about safety have not deterred the women in this study from using these urban parks, but 

nevertheless, park use is bound by a number of parameters to enhance the sense of safety.  

Safety has been identified as an important environmental characteristic of parks and a concern 

associated with urban park use among older women (Bedimo-Rung, Gustat & Tompkins, 

2006; Krenichyn, 2004; Fleury & Lee, 2006; Frumkin, 2003).  In a study of women’s use of 

an urban park, Krenichyn (2004) found that women constructed elaborate patterns and rules 

of behaviour to address their concerns about safety.  Whereas concerns about personal safety 

appear greater among the Boulevard Lake participants, the participants from both parks 

adhere to behaviours aimed at decreasing risk to their personal safety. These conditions 

involve when, where and with whom they visit the park.   
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The literature provides contrasting views on the qualities of urban parks that have the greatest 

influence on safety and perceptions of safety.  These include social qualities (Burgess, 1998; 

Krenichyn, 2004; Pain, 2000) and physical qualities (Kaplan, Kaplan & Ryan, 1998).  In this 

research, the combined influence of both social and physical qualities is relevant.  Particular 

areas of the park, primarily the forested areas at Boulevard Lake, and to a lesser degree the 

wooded areas in Hagley Park, are considered somewhat threatening by many of the 

participants and are often avoided.  Those who continue to access these areas express concern 

about their safety.  One Boulevard Lake participant commented that when she is walking in 

the wooded area of the park she would “always be anxious and sort of looking over my 

shoulder” (Jean).  These findings are well supported in the literature which suggests that 

densely wooded areas in urban parks with limited visual and locomotor access are perceived 

as somewhat risky for women (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).  Physical qualities, particularly 

wooded areas with limited visual and locomotor access contribute to a sense of perceived risk 

(Figure 4.11).   

 

Figure 4-11:  Dense forest and shadows along the walking path, Boulevard Lake  

 

The presence of others in areas considered risky, however, moderates concerns about safety.  

A sense of security is achieved through companionship and the presence of other park 

visitors. The desire for companions at the park is related to both an interest in social 

interaction, and a sense of ‘safety in numbers’.  Previous research suggests that the social 

qualities of a place are more important than the physical ones in explaining why fear is felt 
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more strongly in some places than others (Burgess, 1998; Krenichyn, 2004; Pain, 2000).  

Only one participant from Boulevard Lake regularly uses the park on her own and, while the 

social aspect of park use is central to the inclusion of companions, the role of other people as 

a safety net cannot be discounted.   Most participants described the presence of others as the 

central moderating factor related to their feelings of safety in the park.  This includes both the 

presence of walking companions and other park visitors.  The sense of security provided by 

the presence of others enhances the manageability of the setting related to perceived safety.   

Safety concerns include both a perceptual dimension and a realistic awareness, which may or 

may not be related (Henderson, 2006).  Participants from both parks are able to relay a story 

of an attack.  The details and dates of these stories, however, are often vague and may have 

occurred more than twenty years previously. The concept of ‘frozen evaluation’ is relevant, in 

which stereotypes about places remain frozen in time after a frightening event (Krenichyn, 

2004).  Participants from both parks are aware of an event that has created a long-standing 

perception of an area in the park.  The source of fear experienced by some park visitors is 

described in these comments. 

 

We have got members of our walking group who are afraid here in case, I suppose 
they have listened to tales about something happening to somebody, and even if we 
leave them for a little while they are a little bit panicky if they haven’t met up with us.  
I think it’s mostly they have heard about joggers in the park, when something 
happened to somebody, but I think this is quite a few years ago (Margaret, Hagley 
Park). 

 

None of the participants disclosed any park incidents that involved them personally or directly 

threatened their safety.   This Boulevard Lake participant emphasized the importance of 

distinguishing between realistic concerns and anecdotal or inaccurate information related to 

safety.   

 

I feel that the trouble is if you pay attention to everything in the media, like it’s one 
person gets attacked and hundreds of people walk there and don’t get attacked and 
that’s the bit you don’t know (Sally).   

 

While the reality of threats to safety appears to be limited in these parks, the sense of 

vulnerability is apparent.  This Boulevard Lake participant commented on her increasing 

sense of vulnerability as an older woman. 
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You are more vulnerable, we have to be realistic.  The moment that you look 
vulnerable, someone is going to see you as vulnerable (Susan, Boulevard Lake).   

 

While the participants in this study are prepared to use the park conditionally to achieve a 

sense of safety, they are not prepared to discontinue using the park because of possible threats 

or risks to their personal safety.  This Boulevard Lake participant suggested that she didn’t 

feel it was right to “stay in and let people take over nice areas” (Sally).  Another participant 

stated that, as a woman, she is accustomed to being attentive to her personal safety and the 

need to maintain awareness of potential risks in the environment, but is determined to 

continue using the park.   

 

I know I’m walking in the woods and I’m alone and as a woman … I’m not going to 
let that fear or that intimidation or threat of being attacked stop me.  I feel that I have 
a right to be there.  So, I guess I almost use my anger at how unsafe women can be in 
different places to keep me going there, but I’m always aware of it (Jean, Boulevard 
Lake).   

 

Safety concerns in the park do exist among this population of older women, although these 

concerns may be similar to safety concerns experienced by women in other venues, and are 

managed by implementing precautions to increase feelings of security.   Previous research 

concerned with urban park use among women indicates that fear is more of a constraint than a 

barrier; it is unlikely to prevent use but may affect the quality of use (Krenichyn, 2004).  The 

participants are determined to continue using the park in spite of the perceived potential for 

threats to their personal safety and feelings of increased vulnerability related to the combined 

effect of gender and age.  In particular, perceptions of safety appear to be influenced by 

companions and the presence of other park visitors, although the features and characteristics 

of the setting also have an important influence. 

 

4.6.2 Comparisons and summary 

 

Environmental manageability and ‘age friendliness’ has an important influence on the value 

of the parks.  The ability to access and appreciate the parks is determined by the 

manageability of the park environment.  Central aspects of manageability include the 
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walkability of the parks, the park amenities, and safety.  Both parks are highly walkable by 

providing paths with smooth surfaces, minimal topography and various distances.  Adequate 

seating also enhances the walkability of the parks for older women.  These features help to 

accommodate age-related changes to health and mobility.  The parks differ somewhat in their 

sense of manageability related to park amenities and perceptions of safety.   

The availability of park amenities at Boulevard Lake, and particularly the lack of adequate 

year round washroom facilities and drinking water, is a consequence of the climatic 

conditions of the region; although building modifications could accommodate winter use.  

While these limitations in park facilities create some difficulties, they do not appear to 

interfere with the ability of the participants to appreciate the park.  The lack of facilities, 

however, may be a deterrent to park use for others. 

While concerns about safety are evident among the participants at both parks, the women at 

Boulevard Lake portray safety concerns as a more central issue in their park use.  This 

appears to be caused primarily by the park design, in which the main walking path crosses 

through a wooded area with little or no visual or locomotor access and has a reputation for 

being a site of previous attacks on women.  At Hagley Park the physical design and the social 

environment appear to minimize, but not completely eliminate, concerns about safety.  To 

increase feelings of safety, park use patterns and behaviours are bounded by numerous 

parameters.  Physical and social attributes of the parks contribute to the perceived sense of 

safety, particularly visual access and the presence of companions and other park visitors.  

What remains unknown is the influence of fear among those older women for whom safety is 

a barrier to use.   

 

4.7 Chapter summary  

 

This chapter has provided an overview of the five core themes found in this research.  These 

themes reflect the value and meaning of the parks to the women in this research, and the 

influential park characteristics and features.  Hagley Park and Boulevard Lake are nature rich 

urban parks that have diverse and multiple values and meanings.  Gobster (2001) states that 

“urban parks mean many things to many people” (p. 35).  In this research, nature rich urban 

parks mean many things to older women.   
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4.7.1 Nature rich urban parks mean many things to older women 

 

The relationships between elements of park experience are interrelated and multidirectional.  

The multiple meanings of the parks are not isolated or compartmentalized; the mutual 

influence and interaction between them is significant.  Each theme described in the findings of 

this research is one aspect of a holistic experience, closely tied to the other themes.  The 

participants portray their park experiences from this holistic perspective, represented in Figure 

4.12 by the outer circle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-12:  The holistic relationships among park experiences  

 

The themes described in this research reflect the shared, common experiences of the 

participants, however, the relative value and importance of particular meanings associated 

with the parks vary, both individually over time and between the participants.  The values and 

meanings associated with the parks develop from a lifetime of experiences, memories, 

associations and preferences.  Perceptions and meanings are influenced by individual 

experiences in childhood and throughout life.  The significance of particular park values or 

meanings continues to be responsive to emerging changes and influences in later life.   For 

some participants, the relative importance of the park as a setting for physical activity has 

diminished, while the value of the park as a venue for social contact, contemplation or contact 

with nature has increased.  For others, the value of the park as a venue that supports physical 

activity has remained consistent, or has become increasingly important.  This research reveals 
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the heterogeneity of older adults’ subjective and lived experiences and provides support for 

the importance of representing the experiences of older adults as diverse and varied.   

While the relative value and meaning of particular elements of park experience is distinctive 

to each participant, there are commonalities linked to age and gender that resonate among the 

women in this research. The values and meanings of nature rich urban parks described in this 

research are from the perspective of older women.  The participants recognize that they 

perceive and experience the parks through their lens as older women, and share some 

common experiences with other older women.  Two themes identified in this research appear 

to be particularly relevant to the experience of older women.  Perhaps most notably is the 

unexpected finding concerned with the value of the parks as enduring settings that provide a 

connection with the past and an opportunity for place-based reminiscing.  The parks appear to 

gain meaning with age as venues for achieving an important and significant sense of 

continuity.  The manageability of the environment is a second aspect of park experience that 

is central to the experience of the older women in this research.  The manageability of the 

setting, and particularly the walkability, provides an incentive for using the parks as 

accessible venues that support health through opportunities for physical activity.  Safety is a 

further aspect of environmental manageability that influences park use among the women in 

this research.  While the environmental manageability of the parks is significant to the 

experience of older women, this aspects of park use is also relevant to other populations not 

included in this study.  While this research suggests that the parks have multiple meanings for 

older women, the nature rich quality of the parks is a common thread.   

 

4.7.2 The nature rich quality of the parks is a common thread 

 

In this research, contact with nature has a cross cutting influence on all elements of park 

experience and is a defining feature of park use.  Contact with nature is often cited as the 

primary reason for park use, particularly among women (Curson & Kitts, 2000), and older 

adults (Cooper Marcus & Francis, 1998).  The early pleasure garden parks developed during 

the last half of the 19th century were designed to provide a welcoming environment for the 

elderly and to foster health and well-being through opportunities for contact with nature 

(Crantz, 2000).  Hagley Park, in particular, reflects the design elements of the early pleasure 

garden parks, although both parks provide ample opportunities for contact with nature.   
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This research provides further support to the existing literature on the positive influence of 

contact with nature on health and well-being.  The participants portray their park experiences 

as providing opportunities for optimizing their mental, physical, social, and, for some, 

spiritual health and well-being.  The nature rich quality of the environment provides an 

incentive for visiting the parks, and pursuing activities and behaviours that optimize health 

and well-being.  While the nature rich quality of the parks is central to the values and 

meanings of park experience among the women in this research, other environmental 

attributes also have a significant influence. 

 

4.7.3 The urban park characteristics have an important influence 

 

While contact with nature is a central aspect of the value and meaning of the parks in this 

research, the park settings are highly developed cultural landscapes.  The participants 

recognize that the ‘nature’ with which they are engaging is limited in its ‘naturalness’, as 

defined by the degree of human influence (Clayton & Opotow, 2003).  Human influence is 

reflected in both changes to the physical environment, and the effect of culture on the 

perceptions and meanings of the parks.  Urban parks have been described as “culturally 

transformed ideals of nature” that incorporate both culture and nature (Pawson & Swaffield, 

1998, p. 259).  The urban parks in this research are a blending of culture and nature.   

Eighteenth century English gardens prompted the development of ‘garden cities’, aimed at 

incorporating nature into urban areas (Franklin, 2002; Solnit, 2000).  This is particularly 

significant in Christchurch, known as ‘The Garden City’.  In Thunder Bay, several 

participants described a preference for a more ‘natural’ rather than developed landscape, 

which reflects the cultural value of ‘wilderness’ environments in northern Ontario.  The 

perceptions and values of the parks in this research are influenced by history and culture.  The 

value and meaning of the parks is also determined by their highly managed and developed 

characteristics.    

The participants engage with nature and have the experiences described in this research in an 

urban park, and not a ‘natural’ or wilderness setting.  Parks can provide older women with an 

ideal venue for contact with nature.  The location and design features enhance external and 

internal accessibility.  The women in this research easily access these centrally located parks 

from their homes throughout the city.  The parks remain internally accessible and manageable 

amid changes to health and mobility.  The opportunity for contact with nature is enabled by 
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the design and maintenance of the parks, including manageable walking paths, amenities, and 

attention to safety and comfort.  It is somewhat paradoxical that, among this group of older 

women, contact with nature is more easily achieved in urban areas than in more ‘natural’ 

wilderness environments.   

The perceived aesthetic value of ‘nature’ is also enhanced by these highly developed and 

managed parks.  The ‘beauty’ of the park is a result of the extensive resources aimed at 

creating an aesthetic environment.  Appleton (1975) refers to this as an “aesthetically 

contrived landscape” which has been “altered or devised for the principal purpose of giving 

aesthetic pleasure” (p. 192).  This participant describes her perception of the beauty of the 

park in contrast to a wilderness environment.   

 

Walking in a forest there are beautiful things but very often it’s the same beautiful 
things, whereas in the park you’ve got everything, you’ve got the trees, you’ve got the 
border, you’ve got the flowers (Elisabeth, Hagley Park). 

 

Studies on environmental preference indicate that settings that are viewed most favourably are 

natural settings with a clear human influence (Kaplan, Kaplan & Ryan, 1998).  Some of the 

participants portray the aesthetic value of the parks as superior to more ‘natural’ settings.  The 

perceived beauty of the setting, determined to some extent by culture, is largely a product of 

the substantial planning, management and ongoing maintenance of the parks.  In addition, 

these urban park qualities have an important influence on the social environment of the parks. 

The centrally located urban parks in this research are accessible and convenient meeting and 

gathering places.  The parks provide the opportunity to engage with others through a shared 

interest in, and appreciation of, nature.  The cultural perception of the parks as friendly social 

environments reinforces their use as venues for social contact and interaction. The social 

environment also positively influences safety, and perceptions of safety, important enabling 

and constraining factors associated with park use among older women.  The social culture of 

the parks is a consequence of both the nature rich qualities and the urban park characteristics. 
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    Chapter 5 

Discussion and Implications 

 

This research provides insight into the influence of nature rich urban parks on healthy ageing 

among women in later life.  In this chapter I will discuss the implications of this research for 

policy, theory and future research.   

 

5.1 Implications for theory: Toward a model of green ageing  

 

While this and other multidisciplinary research suggests that nature rich settings provide 

opportunities for optimizing health in later life, there does not appear to be relevant integrated 

theory.  The following section describes the basis of a conceptual framework intended to 

promote further discussion and research in this area.  The conceptual framework is described 

as ‘green ageing’ in this dissertation.  This framework has emerged from the findings of this 

study and has been further informed by existing theory and research.  ‘Green ageing’ is 

defined as the influence of nature rich settings on opportunities for optimising physical, social 

and mental health in later life.  Following is a discussion of the theoretical framework being 

proposed to describe and explain green ageing.   

A conceptual framework of green ageing is represented in Figure 5.1.  The theoretical 

foundation provides the basis, and informs the development of the model.  The circle at the 

bottom represents theories that are relevant to a framework of green ageing.  The relevance 

and application of theory will be further described in the following section.  The three primary 

factors that influence the use of, and experiences in, nature rich settings include the features 

and qualities of the physical setting, the social environment, and individual demographic 

profiles and characteristics.  These three factors are interrelated and mutually influencing.  

The characteristics of, and relationship between, the attributes of the physical setting, the 

social environment and individual characteristics influence opportunities for optimising 

physical, social and mental health in later life.  
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Figure 5-1:  Toward a model of green ageing:  Older adults in nature rich settings 
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This generic model of green ageing is applied to the findings of this research in Figure 5.2 to 

represent the experience of older women in nature rich urban parks.  The central features of 

the model include the theoretical foundation, which generates an understanding of the 

influencing factors and the opportunities for optimising health.  Following is a discussion of 

the theoretical foundation of the model of green ageing applied to the experience of older 

women in nature rich urban parks. 

 

5.1.1 Theoretical contributions to conceptualizing ‘green ageing’ 

 

Theoretical or conceptual frameworks concerned with the influence of nature rich settings on 

opportunities for optimising physical, mental and social health in later life have not been well 

developed.  In an effort to begin to develop the basis of a model of green ageing, theoretical 

constructs from diverse disciplines and perspectives have been incorporated into this 

interdisciplinary framework.  Several theories central to the findings of this research 

contribute to an emerging conceptual framework of green ageing.    

The theoretical component of this framework comprises three levels of theory.  These levels 

are conceptualized as macro, meso and micro theories, reflecting the increasing levels of 

specificity.  The macro level theories comprise the broad, overarching theories that describe 

and explain person environment interaction.  The meso level comprises mid level theories that 

provide insight into a particular focus of person environment interaction: the human 

relationship with nature.  Micro level theories contribute to our understanding of the human 

relationship with nature in later life.  In this research, micro level theories have a particular 

relevance to settings that have become personally meaningful because of, for example, long 

term or frequent use in which a sense of ‘place’ and familiarity with the setting has developed.   
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Figure 5-2:  Applying a model of green ageing: Older women in nature rich urban parks 
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5.1.1.1 Macro level theories: Person-environment interaction 

“It’s relaxing and it’s a lovely place to be and it’s just 
really good to see everybody enjoying themselves” (Marie). 

 

The macro level theories relevant to the concept of green ageing include:  

 The social ecological perspective, which emphasizes person-environment 

interrelationships;  

 Place theory, which provides a perspective on the development and meaning of a sense 

of place, and  

 Rowles (1983) theory of ‘insideness’, which provides a perspective on person 

environment interaction in later life.   

The social ecological perspective describes a framework for identifying interrelationships in 

person environment interaction.  The relationships among environmental, social and 

individual factors are central to a social ecological perspective.  Person environment theories 

on ageing, which are the foundation of environmental gerontology, are based on ecological 

models that describe the interrelationships between organisms and their environments (Wahl 

& Weisman, 2003).  In this research, the relationships between the participants and the social 

and physical environment of the parks are reflected in the findings.  With a focus on the 

interrelationships between people and environments, the social ecological perspective 

provides a valuable contribution to a green ageing framework.  

Place theory provides a further contribution to the conceptual development of a model of 

green ageing.  In this research, place theory contributes to our conceptual understanding of the 

influence of the parks on opportunities for enhancing physical, social and mental health 

among the participants.  The concepts associated with a sense of place described in the 

literature, including place attachment, identity and dependence, are portrayed by the 

participants in this research as central elements of their park experience.   

The findings of this research suggest that older women experience a meaningful sense of 

place associated with nature rich urban settings.  Place attachment is expressed as a feeling of 

love for the parks, which is an incentive for park use.  Place-based memories and associations 

are a central element in the development of place attachment among the women in this 

research.  Place identity is apparent primarily in the portrayal of the parks as venues that 
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support a sense of continuity, which has been found to contribute to the maintenance of 

identity in later life.  The final aspect of sense of place, place dependence, develops from the 

ability of the parks to enable desired activities better than other places.  The environmental 

manageability of the parks, and particularly the walkability, contribute to place dependence 

and influence opportunities for health enhancing activity.  Place theory recognizes that a bond 

to a setting develops from the interaction of feelings (place attachment), thoughts (place 

identity) and behaviours (place dependence) associated with a particular setting.  This 

research suggests that place theory contributes to furthering our conceptual understanding of 

the influence of nature rich urban parks on opportunities for optimising the health of older 

women.    

As an extension of place theory, Rowles (1983) theory of ‘insideness’ provides a further 

perspective for conceptualizing green ageing.  This macro level theory of person environment 

interaction concerns the experiences of adults in later life and suggests that attachment to 

places among older adults is associated with a sense of physical, social and autobiographical 

‘insideness’, as described in Chapter 2.  The concept of physical insideness is reflected in the 

participant’s knowledge and familiarity of the physical features of the parks.  For example, in 

this research, a familiarity with the parks provided a sense of continuity, and also facilitated 

physical activity, and particularly walking, by providing a ‘known’ environment.  Social 

insideness describes a sense of belonging where older adults feel integrated into the social 

fabric of a community.  Social contact and a sense of the park community are central aspects 

of park experience in this research.  Autobiographical insideness comprises the personal 

historical aspects of places, which has an important influence on the development of their 

meaning.  The prominence of memories and reminiscing is a reflection of autobiographical 

insideness associated with park use in this research.  Rowles (1983) suggests that 

reminiscence as an aspect of autobiographical insideness is a distinctive characteristic of 

growing older.   

The concept of ‘insideness’ provides insight into the meaning of person environment 

interaction in later life, and to the conceptual development of green ageing.  This theory 

provides insight into the relationship between environmental ‘insideness’ and opportunities 

for optimising health among older adults.   
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5.1.1.2 Meso level theories: The human relationship with nature 

 “The little animals, I find I can just watch them and it seems to take your troubles 
away” (Heather). 

 

Meso level theories describe and explain person environment relationships within the context 

of the human relationship with nature.  These theories have been conceptualized from 

biological, cultural and individual perspectives. 

While a discussion of our biophilic tendencies is well beyond the scope of this research, the 

biophilia hypothesis and related theoretical perspectives provide a valuable contribution to 

conceptualizing green ageing.  As discussed in Chapter 2, a desire for contact with nature and 

a preference for nature rich landscapes has been described according to various theoretical 

perspectives.  Theories that highlight the biological and evolutionary influences on the human 

relationship with nature include, most notably, the biophilia hypothesis (Wilson, 1984).  Other 

theories and perspectives that emphasize the biological and evolutionary origins of landscape 

experience and preferences are described in Chapter 2 and include the savanna hypothesis, 

habitat theory and prospect-refuge theory.  Although somewhat controversial, these theories 

do not need to be fully accepted to provide a valuable and insightful contribution to exploring 

green ageing. These theories contribute an interesting perspective to our understanding of 

human and nature relationships.   

Restorative environment theories are a central theoretical perspective applied to research on 

the human relationship with nature.  The nature rich parks in this research are typical of 

restorative settings.  Referring to the characteristics of restorative environments identified by 

Kaplan, et al (1998), the parks in this research enable a sense of fascination, ‘being away’, 

extent and compatibility.  As described in Chapter 2, restorative environment theories suggest 

that nature rich settings can enhance health and well-being by reducing stress, providing the 

opportunity for contemplation and reflection, and restoring directed attention (Kaplan & 

Kaplan, 1989; Ulrich, 1983).  The findings of this research suggest that restorative 

environment theories provide a valuable contribution to a conceptual framework of ‘green 

ageing’ by describing and explaining the influence of nature rich settings on opportunities for 

mental restoration and stress reduction. 

Theories concerned with the cultural and individual influences on the human relationship with 

nature provide a further contribution to the findings of this research and the development of a 

conceptual framework of green ageing.  A social constructionist perspective, which 
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emphasizes social and cultural influences, provides insight into the development of 

perceptions, values and meanings of nature.  The cross-national approach applied to this 

research provides support for the influence of culture on the perceptions and experiences of 

older women in nature rich settings.   

This research also suggests that individual characteristics influence the human relationship 

with nature.  A lifespan perspective, which emphasizes the influence of life experiences and 

environmental and historic factors in shaping the experience of ageing (Baltes, 1983), 

contributes to a conceptual framework concerned with the influence of nature rich settings on 

opportunities for enhancing health in later life.  Individual characteristics influence the value 

and meaning of the parks to the older women in this research, particularly associated with age, 

gender, personality, generational and cohort factors, and childhood and early life experiences.  

These factors, in turn, influence opportunities for optimising health and well-being. 

 

5.1.1.3 Micro level theories: Nature rich settings in later life 

“I like this feeling of the continuance of life” (Elisabeth). 
 

Micro level theories applied to a conceptual framework of green ageing provide further 

insight into the influence of nature rich settings to later life health and well-being.  These 

theories provide a relevant theoretical basis for the themes identified in this research and 

include continuity theory, theories aimed at describing and explaining social networks and 

interaction, and theories concerned with environmental manageability in later life.   

Continuity theory (Atchley, 1971, 1989) provides a further perspective to a green ageing 

conceptual framework by advancing our understanding of the influence of nature rich settings 

on later life health and well-being.  In this research, continuity theory is reflected in the 

significance of the parks as enduring settings that support ageing in place, contribute to a 

sense of connection with the past, and provide a venue that supports opportunities for 

reminiscing.  Continuity theory provides the foundation for policies and programmes that 

support ageing in place, known to contribute to well-being in later life.   In particular, the 

parks in this research were found to provide a sense of physical, social and cultural continuity 

that can buffer the potentially harmful effects of age-related changes and losses, described as 

a key element of successful, adaptive ageing in continuity theory. 

Reminiscence theory (Erickson, 1963; Butler, 1963) provides further insight into the value of 

continuity in later life.  In this research, the parks are portrayed as venues that support and 
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enable place-based reminiscence.  These findings add to our theoretical understanding of the 

relationship between environmental continuity and opportunities for place based 

reminiscence, and particularly the importance of enduring, nature rich urban parks in 

providing older women with a tangible connection to their pasts.  The sense of continuity and 

opportunities for reminiscing are attributed to both the nature rich qualities of the settings and 

other environmental elements, as described in Chapter 4.  Continuity and reminiscence theory 

contribute a valuable perspective to understanding green ageing. 

This research contributes to our theoretical understanding of urban parks as social venues and 

highlights the influence of nature rich settings on opportunities for optimising social well-

being.  The social elements of park use in this research are relevant to two primary theoretical 

perspectives that aim to describe social networks.  Theories of social capital (Putnam, 2000) 

and the ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982) are reflected in the nature of social interaction and the 

development of social networks among the participants in this research.  These theories 

provide valuable perspectives of the social interaction and networks portrayed in this research.  

As gender may have an influence on the quality and nature of social experiences, alternate 

theories concerned with social networks and interactions may have relevance for other 

populations. 

The manageability of the environment, particularly associated with opportunities for physical 

activity, relates to theories concerned with the ability of older adults to cope with the demands 

of the environment, particularly as changes to health and  mobility occur.  An understanding 

of the influence of the manageability of urban parks in later life can be extended by 

considering two theoretical perspectives, described previously in Chapter 2.  Lawton and 

Nahemow’s (1973) Environmental Press Paradigm provides an approach to understanding the 

relationship between the demands of the environment, referred to as ‘press’, and older adults 

ability to cope with these demands, known as ‘competence’.  The manageability or ‘press’ of 

the parks contributes to a sense of self efficacy or competence among the women in this 

research.  A second theoretical perspective is Baltes & Baltes (1990) Selective Optimization 

with Compensation, which suggests that older adults manage changes by abandoning less 

important activities and focusing on more meaningful activities while compensating for 

limitations.  This allows for continued involvement in significant activities.  These theories 

extend our understanding of the ability of older adults to manage within nature rich urban 

parks, and engage in meaningful and health enhancing activities in later life.  While there does 

not appear to be a theory of environmental manageability specific to nature rich 

environments, the theories identified above contribute to our understanding of how use of 
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these settings may be continued into later life, thereby influencing opportunities for 

optimising health.  The micro, meso and macro theories described here provide the foundation 

of a green ageing framework and inform, along with the findings of this research, the 

development of this framework.  The following section describes the factors which were 

found to influence opportunities for optimizing health in this research. 

 

5.1.2 Influencing factors 

“I haven’t really tried to understand it before, the complexity of why I may be so 

drawn to this park” (Lynda). 

 

Opportunities for optimising health are influenced by environmental and individual factors in 

this model of green ageing.  The relative importance and effect of particular influencing 

factors varies, reflecting the heterogeneity of older adults and later life experiences.  

Environmental influences can be broadly described as comprising ‘the place’ and ‘the 

people’.  Several aspects of the physical setting influence opportunities for optimising health. 

A central influence is the nature rich quality of the parks, which is closely associated with the 

aesthetic value and the restorative features.  The enduring elements of the parks, 

encompassing both natural and built features, are portrayed as having an influence on well-

being associated with a sense of continuity.  The meaning of the parks, and particular aspects 

of the parks, was also portrayed in this research as having an important influence on 

opportunities for enhancing health.  Meaning develops from both personal and cultural 

sources associated with the natural and built elements of the parks.  The final aspect of the 

physical setting portrayed as having a central influence on opportunities for optimising health 

is the manageability of the environment, and particularly the walkability of the park, park 

amenities, and the sense of safety.   

The social environment has a further influence on opportunities for optimizing health among 

older women in nature rich urban parks.  As described in Chapter 4, social contact and a sense 

of community and belonging is a vital aspect of park use.  The social capital afforded by the 

‘friendly’ quality of the parks, and the ethic of care that typifies some park relationships, has 

an important influence on opportunities for optimizing health.  The social environment was 

also portrayed by the participants in this research as providing opportunities for solitary time, 

while benefitting from the sense of safety and reassurance associated with the presence of 

others.   
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While not an objective of this study, this research suggests that individual characteristics are a 

further area influencing opportunities for optimising health in nature rich settings.  The 

individual characteristics that appear most influential include, for example, demographic 

characteristics, health status and mobility, and personal history, particularly in relation to 

childhood exposure to nature rich settings and related memories and associations from 

adulthood.  Both past and present experiences and circumstances appear to influence the 

experience of nature, including where the person has been, what they have been doing, their 

current challenges and rewards, and their overall expectations and experiences with the 

setting. The findings of this research suggest that individual characteristics have an important 

influence on experiences in nature rich settings.  The application of a model of green ageing 

to the experience of older women in urban parks suggests that these environmental, social and 

individual factors have a significant influence on opportunities for optimising health in later 

life. 

5.1.3 Opportunities for optimising health 

“It’s where I really like to be so I feel really great when I’m at the park” (Sally).   

 

Multiple, diverse and interrelated factors influence the opportunity for the older women in this 

research to achieve optimal physical, social and mental health.  Following is a discussion of 

several of the key opportunities found to optimise health among the women in this research. 

As described previously in Chapter 4, several central themes were identified that describe the 

opportunities for enhanced health associated with urban park use in this research.  As an 

overarching theme, contact with nature provides the opportunity for optimising health in 

many varied ways, including opportunities for restoration, relaxation and contemplation, and 

healthy activity.  The social contact and sense of belonging experienced by the participants in 

this research contributes to a further opportunity for enhanced health and well-being 

associated with park use.  Green ageing in this research is also supported by opportunities for 

physical activity and meaningful leisure, characterized by a sense of freedom and choice.  A 

sense of ‘ageing in place’, portrayed as an element of park use in this research, has been found 

to contribute to health and well-being in later life.  While ‘ageing in place’ is often associated 

with residential and neighbourhood environments, this research suggests that nature rich 

settings can provide the continuity and familiarity associated with ageing in place and 

contribute to opportunities for healthy ageing.  As an aspect of ‘ageing in place’, opportunities 

for place-based reminiscence are a valued element of park use among the older women in this 

research, and as discussed in Chapter 2, reminiscence has been found in other research to 
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contribute to well-being in later life.  Self efficacy provides the final example of the 

contribution of nature rich parks to opportunities for optimising health, and is associated with 

environmental manageability among the women in this research.  

The final component of a green ageing model is represented in Figure 5.2 by three 

overlapping circles, depicting the interrelated and holistic nature of social, physical and 

mental health.  This overview of a model of green ageing applied to the experience of older 

women in nature rich urban parks is intended to serve as a catalyst for further discussion and 

research.  The following section summarizes the limitations and implications of this research. 

 

5.2 Implications for policy 

 

The findings of this research suggest that nature rich settings can influence opportunities for 

optimising health in later life.  As an aim of social and health policy is to promote 

opportunities for optimal health and well-being in later life, then the promotion of the use of 

nature rich urban parks by older women is compatible with that policy focus.  This research 

underscores the value of policy that promotes the benefits of nature rich urban park use 

among women in later life.  Within the context of global and national health and ageing 

policies in New Zealand and Canada, there would appear to be support, in principle, for the 

development of policy aimed at promoting age-friendly urban parks and nature rich settings 

for older adults.  The principles of the Healthy Communities and Age-friendly Cities 

initiatives provide further support for the development of policies and programmes in this 

area.  A social ecological perspective provides a useful framework for policy development by 

highlighting the relationship between policies, individuals and environments.   

A selection of policies relevant to this research is presented in Table 5.1. Examples of the 

behavioural and environmental aspects of policies that relate to this research have been 

identified.  Three key behavioural aspects of current policies are relevant to this research.  

First, policies aimed at advancing health and well-being emphasize the importance of healthy 

behaviours and lifestyles, and promote, as a key priority, an increase in physical activity.  An 

emphasis on older adults, and particularly older women, as a target population is noted in 

several of these policies.  Grant (2008), however, notes that the prominence of physical 

activity in the healthy ageing agenda continues to be lacking.  A second priority area focuses 

on social connectedness and participation, and a reduction in social isolation and loneliness 

among older adults.  A third policy focus relevant to this research concerns ageing in place 
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within the community.  Ageing in place is supported through the availability of manageable 

environments and social networks, and the opportunity for pursuing activities and behaviours 

that contribute to healthy ageing.  Policies that apply a population health approach to 

improving health and well-being promote physical activity and social participation, and 

support ageing in place among older adults.  The value of contact with nature as an approach 

to supporting health and well-being is absent from most policies concerned with healthy 

ageing.   

Several policies referred to in Table 5.1 advocate for the creation and promotion of 

environments that support health and well-being.  Health and ageing policies recognize the 

influence of environmental characteristics in encouraging healthy behaviours and facilitating 

social participation and ageing in place.  The healthy community’s movement, founded in 

Canada in 1984, and implemented in New Zealand in 1988, promotes health enhancing urban 

environments.  The attributes of healthy communities are determined by the individual 

participating communities.   

The Age-friendly Cities initiative, developed and implemented by the World Health 

Organization (2007), emphasizes the importance of urban environments to the health and 

well-being of older adults and identifies urban green space as a central characteristic of age-

friendly cities.  The findings of this research suggest that nature rich urban parks contribute to 

the ‘age-friendliness’ of cities in multiple ways.  They provide a venue for contact with 

nature, physical activity and social integration, all important elements of Age-friendly cities.  

National and municipal park policies recognize the value of urban parks to health promotion 

among older adults and advocate for parks to be acknowledged as venues that support health 

and well-being. These policies recognize that parks can provide contact with nature, 

encourage physical activity and social connection, and reduce stress and depression.   

It would appear that the principles and priority directions articulated in many of these policies 

provide support, in principle, for the inclusion of age-friendly, nature rich urban parks in 

policies aimed at enhancing the health and well-being of older women, although this is not 

explicit.  Policies that promote the use of urban parks in later life are consistent with an 

upstream health promotion approach.  Policies that address the environmental characteristics 

of urban parks to meet the needs of older women provide a further avenue for supporting 

opportunities for optimizing health in later life.  
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Table 5-1 Behavioural and environmental focus of policy.  

Policy document Priority area: Behaviour Priority area: Environment 

United Nations Programme on 

Ageing (2002).  Madrid international 

plan of action on ageing. 

Advancing health and well-being into 

old age by promoting healthy and 

active lifestyles. 

Ensuring enabling and supportive 

environments that promote healthy 

lifestyles and ageing in place in the 

community. 

World Health Organization (2002).  

Active ageing: A policy framework. 

Physical activity and social connection 

are determinants of active ageing. 

Provide accessible, pleasant and 

affordable places to be active. 

World Health Organization (2007). 

Global age-friendly cities: A guide. 

Supporting well being and ageing in 

place through physical activity and 

social participation. 

Importance of pleasant, accessible, 

safe and manageable green spaces 

Health Canada (2005). The integrated 

pan-Canadian healthy living strategy. 

Improve physical activity. Promote safe and healthy 

environments that support 

opportunities for physical activity. 

New Zealand Ministry of Health 

(2000).  The New Zealand health 

strategy. 

Increase the level of physical activity. Create healthy communities: Support 

policies that promote healthy ageing. 

New Zealand Ministry of Health 

(2002).  Health of older people 

strategy. 

Promote health and well-being in older 

age including increasing physical 

activity, reducing depression, social 

isolation and loneliness, and supporting 

ageing in place. 

Implement age-friendly changes to 

the environment. 

New Zealand Ministry of Social 

Policy (2001).  The New Zealand 

positive ageing strategy. 

Promote holistic based wellness and 

healthy lifestyles; develop policies and 

services that support ageing in place. 

 

Health Canada (1998).  Principles of 

the national framework on ageing. 

Promotes the well being of seniors.  

Ontario Ministry of Health Promotion 

(2005).  Active 2010.  Ontario’s Sport 

and Physical Activity Strategy. 

To enhance opportunities for Ontarians 

to participate in sport and daily 

physical activity (target population 

includes women and older adults). 

Fostering active communities and 

enabling environments: Promote 

policies supporting environments that 

offer opportunities for safe and 

affordable participation. 

World Health Organization (2000).  

Regional guidelines for developing a 

healthy cities project. 

Health is dependent on living 

conditions and lifestyles. 

A community process to achieve 

better physical and social 

environments. 

Canadian Parks and Recreation 

Association (1997).  The Benefits 

Catalogue. 

Use of open space to meet physical, 

psychological and behavioural needs. 

Develop and promote access to 

recreational open space for the benefit 

of senior citizens. 

NZRA Constitution (2006) New 

Zealand Recreation Association 

 Advocate for parks as a source of 

preventive healthcare, supporting 

health and well being and creating 

social connectedness. 

The value of urban design (2005).  

New Zealand Ministry of the 

Environment. 

Enhanced health and well being; 

increased physical activity, social 

connections. 

Urban design can promote social 

connectedness and encourage greater 

physical activity. 
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As an aspect of health promotion, policies that reflect the value of urban parks can support 

opportunities for health and well-being.  While healthy communities and urban park policies 

recognize the value of urban park use in preventative health care, the comments of the 

participants in this research suggest that urban park use may extend beyond prevention to 

include a therapeutic or curative function to some physical and mental health conditions.  

Policies could be initiated to encourage urban park use as a strategy in prevention, treatment 

and rehabilitation. 

While nature rich urban park use has not been integrated into health and healthy ageing 

policy, several emerging programmes indicate progress in this direction.  The Green 

Prescription Programme in New Zealand and the Active 2010 initiative in Canada are 

programmes aimed at increasing physical activity.  Prescribed activities may occur in outdoor, 

nature rich settings, although not necessarily.  The green exercise concept promotes the value 

of physical activity in nature rich settings.  More recently, the concept of blue gyms has been 

advanced, whereby the health benefits of spending time in coastal environments is promoted 

(Dupledge & Bird, 2009).  The blue gym initiative has emerged from research that shows that 

the nearer people live to coastal areas, the more active they tend to be (Dupledge & Bird, 

2009).  While both green exercise and blue gym programmes are becoming increasingly 

accepted as an aspect of healthy living, they have not yet been integrated into broader health 

or healthy ageing policies and programmes.   

In the United Kingdom there appears to be a growing interest in the value of natural settings 

for human health and well-being. Of relevance to this research is the ‘Natural England’ 

initiative, which was developed in response to the earlier success of the Health Walk and 

Green Gym programmes.  The key health projects of Natural England aim at promoting 

physical activity in natural environments.  The Physical Activity Care Pathways programme 

is an innovative initiative that involves incorporating physical activity in nature rich settings 

into patient care plans.  In this project, the natural environment is incorporated as part of the 

treatment of patients in primary care settings.  The health policy of Natural England also 

recognizes the value of natural settings to the well-being of older adults and states that 

“healthy ageing is enhanced by close and frequent contact with the natural environment 

leading to greater independence and dignity” (Natural England Policy Position Statement: 

Health and Wellbeing, 2008).  Both urban and rural green spaces are recognized for their 

value and influence on health and well-being. 

Policies aimed at encouraging use of nature rich urban parks among older women, and 

policies that address the social and physical environmental characteristics of parks, will help 
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to ensure that urban parks are appealing and manageable to older women.  There is a growing 

body of literature describing the park design features that address the needs of adults in later 

life.  This research highlights the value of parks that are rich in nature, aesthetic and well 

maintained, physically manageable and accessible, and relatively stable and enduring.  Social 

connection and participation is a decidedly meaningful and significant element of park use 

among older women.  The social value of the walking groups in this research was portrayed 

by many of the participants.  Policies and programmes aimed at creating a positive and safe 

social environment in parks and facilitating social connections are important in meeting the 

needs, and enhancing the benefits of, park use among older women.   

This research provides support for the value of policies and programmes that promote the use 

of nature rich urban parks among older women.  Due to the multiple and diverse aspects of 

urban park use, a multisectoral approach to policy development and implementation is 

desirable.  A multisectoral orientation includes participation by local, regional and federal 

governmental and non-governmental organizations, as well as a diverse range of interest areas 

including, for example, global and national health promotion and healthy ageing policies, 

healthy ageing and long term care, healthy and active communities, age-friendly cities, and 

parks and recreation policies.   

 

5.3 Research limitations and implications  

 

The aim of this research is to explore the value and meaning of nature rich urban parks to 

older women.  Consistent with this aim, this research was guided by three research objectives, 

summarized in the introduction to this dissertation.  The first objective of this research is to 

describe the qualities of the social and physical environment of the parks, including the park 

characteristics and design features, and the social composition and culture of the parks.  This 

information was gathered primarily from the research participants.  In addition, I became 

familiar with the park settings to assist in the development of a descriptive overview of the 

parks and to prepare for the participant interviews.  The findings of this research provide 

insight into the environmental characteristics and features of nature rich urban parks that are 

significant to the experience of older women.  

The second objective involves identifying the way that older women use nature rich urban 

parks by exploring park use patterns and behaviours.  The participant interviews commenced 

with a discussion of current and previous park use patterns and activities.  These themes were 
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then elaborated on throughout the interviews and while reviewing the written captions and 

photographs.  An unexpected and relatively unexplored aspect of this research suggests that 

the memories and personal meanings associated with the parks have a considerable influence 

on park experiences and opportunities for enhancing well-being.  This is an area worthy of 

future research.  It may be particularly interesting to explore whether specific aspects of 

nature rich settings are more often associated with memories and meaning, and the influence 

of these memories and meanings on park use experiences and opportunities for optimizing 

health and well-being in later life. 

The final research objective involves identifying the influence of park use on the lives of older 

women.  The primary focus of the data collected from the participants, including the 

photographs, written captions and interviews, support this objective.  This objective is 

consistent with the exploratory and qualitative orientation of this research and reflects an 

interest in the perspective of the participants.  The open ended nature of this objective reflects 

an interest in neither leading nor limiting the responses of the participants and allows for 

exploration into an area in which little research has previously been conducted. 

 

5.3.1 Research design: Reflections and limitations 

 

The research design applied to this study is summarized in Chapter 3.  The study sample in 

this research comprises women between 60 and 83 years of age.  The generalizability of this 

research is limited by the relatively small sample size (N = 22).  Representativeness may be 

limited by the health and functional status portrayed by this sample of older women.  The 

health status of the participants suggests that this sample is more representative of what is 

commonly referred to as the ‘well elderly’, characterized by good mental and physical health 

and functional independence.  As well, this sample of older women appear to have strong 

social ties and networks, associated to some extent with their use of the parks and their 

affiliation with walking groups.   

Diverse perspectives on urban park use would provide further insight into this research area.  

The experience of the ‘frail’ elderly, including those with impairments to health and mobility, 

and those for whom accessibility is limited for other reasons, would provide a valuable 

perspective.  Research that examines the enabling and constraining factors associated with 

park use among diverse groups of older women would provide a valuable contribution to this 
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research area.  Future research should include older women who experience challenges that 

limit or constrain their ability to use and benefit from nature rich urban settings. 

It would be of further value to expand this area of study to include the perspective of other 

populations.   As with older women, research concerned with the value and meaning of nature 

rich urban settings to older men appears to be lacking.  The influence of nature rich settings 

on the health and well-being of younger adults and children is a further area of valuable 

research, particularly in light of the increasing trend toward sedentary, ‘indoor’ lifestyles and 

the consequences of this to health and well-being.   

The use of photographs provided a number of benefits to this research.  The participants 

maintained control over the images they produced and how their photographs were 

represented in the interviews.  This inductive approach allowed the content and meaning of 

the images and the focus of the interview to be determined by the participants.  The 

participants arrived at the interview having had an opportunity to reflect on the meaning and 

importance of their park experiences while producing, reviewing and selecting the 

photographs, and developing written summaries.  Many women stated that this process 

allowed for a clarity and understanding of the meaning of their park experiences to emerge 

prior to the interview.  During the interview, the photographs and written descriptions served 

as a memory aid by providing a visual reminder and a guide.  The interviews followed a 

process in which each photograph was reviewed using the interview guide.  The participants 

were asked to describe each photograph and were then prompted to discuss the meaning of the 

photograph and what the photo reflects about the park and their experiences there.   

The interviews conducted in conjunction with the photographs provided a rich portrayal of a 

wide range of meanings and experiences.  Reviewing the images provided the opportunity to 

explore further the themes and subjects that were represented by the photographs.  In future 

research, a second interview or focus group with the participants would provide the 

opportunity to further explore and expand on the themes and subjects that emerged in the 

initial interviews and check for the accuracy of the findings.  For participants who felt 

somewhat apprehensive about being involved in a research project, using this photographic 

approach seemed to enable a relaxed and comfortable interview process and environment.  A 

narrative guided by the images and written captions emerged that represented the park 

experiences of each participant.  This method was not only an effective data collection 

method for this research, but was also described by most participants as being enjoyable, 

enlightening and personally meaningful.   
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While the participants in this research expressed considerable enthusiasm about their 

involvement, the method was a deterrent to participation by some.  Several potential 

participants declined involvement because of the considerable investment of time and effort 

that was required.  Others felt unable to effectively portray their experience through this 

photographic method.  This was related to both a concern about using a camera competently, 

and also representing their experiences in this visual format.  It is important to recognize that 

this type of research may be appealing to a select group of potential participants. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, a cross-national research method was applied to this research.  The 

purpose of this cross-national approach involves extending the findings of this research to two 

diverse study sites.  The urban parks in this research reflect the culture that guided their 

development and continues to influence the park environment and its use.  This diversity 

provides a greater breadth of understanding to the findings of this study.   

 

5.4 Chapter summary 

 

This chapter has described the implications of this dissertation for policy, theory and research.  

The findings of this research provide support for the development of policy aimed at 

promoting the use of nature rich urban parks.  Currently, there are few examples of policy that 

explicitly support this direction; however, several programmes aimed at utilizing nature rich 

settings as an approach for supporting health and well-being have recently been implemented.  

These programmes, originating primarily and Britain and Australia, provide an example of 

models that may be of value in New Zealand and Canada.   

The green ageing framework proposed in this chapter is intended to contribute to a conceptual 

understanding of the influence of nature rich settings on opportunities for optimizing health in 

later life.  As little previous research has been conducted on the relationship between nature 

rich settings and healthy ageing, this framework provides a starting point from which further 

discussion and research can occur.  This chapter also highlights opportunities for expanding 

on this research by exploring the relationships among diverse nature rich settings and 

populations, and by applying various methods and research approaches.   

While it comes as no surprise that urban parks are places that are valued and meaningful to 

the older women who use them, it is clear from this research that the value of these settings as 

places that engender wide ranging and diverse benefits has not been fully understood.  More 
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importantly, this research has contributed to our knowledge of the importance of contact with 

nature in later life, and has given support to further examining the influence of nature rich 

settings as resources for enhancing healthy ageing and creating age-friendly cities.   
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Appendix A 

Information Letter 

 
Dear Madam, 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in a study on the ways in which older women use Hagley Park 
and the experiences associated with this use.   
 
Your participation in this project will involve: 

 taking photos of park activities and experiences that are important and meaningful to you; 
 reviewing and selecting 7 - 12 photos that best represent your park experiences; 
 speaking with me about the photos you have selected.   

 
I will provide you with a disposable camera and will have the photos developed for you when you are 
ready.  I am available to accompany you while you are taking photos in the park.  When you have 
selected the photos you would like to share with me,  it would be helpful to write a description or 
caption that describes the importance of the photo.  When we meet you can describe your selected 
photos to me and answer some questions about your park activities and experiences.  This interview 
will last between 30 and 60 minutes, although you may end the interview at any time. The interview 
will be conducted at a time and place that is convenient for you.  The interview will be tape recorded 
and the results will be published, however, you are assured of complete confidentiality. 
 
To ensure anonymity and confidentiality the following steps will be taken.  All names will be replaced 
with pseudonyms in all presentations of the research findings.  Consent forms and interview 
transcripts will be stored in a secure location in accordance with Lincoln University policies and 
procedures. 
 
You may at any time withdraw from the study if you feel it is not what you expected, or for any other 
reason.  
 
Thank you once again for your participation in this study.  The results of this research will help to 
provide important information on the role of urban parks in the lives and well being of older women.  
If you would like a copy of the research results, they will be made available to you by contacting me at 
the numbers listed below. 
 
This project has been reviewed and approved by Lincoln University Human Ethics Committee.  If you 
have any further questions about this study please feel free to contact me on ******** or by email to 
*************or my supervisor, Dr. Grant Cushman, on *******.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Heather Hopkins,  
PhD student, Lincoln University 
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     Appendix B 

Letter of introduction 

My name is Heather Hopkins and I am a PhD student at Lincoln University.  I am looking for 
volunteers to participate in a study on the activities and experiences of women over 60  years who use 
urban parks. 
 
 
I am interested in speaking with women over 60 years of age who visit Hagley Park and enjoy taking 
pictures.  This project will involve taking photos in Hagley Park Botanic Gardens that represent the 
activities and experiences you have in the park and then speaking to me about your photos and your 
experiences. 
 
I will provide you with a disposable camera and will have the photos developed for you when you are 
ready.  My interview with you will be at a time and location that is convenient for you. 
 
If you are interested and would like more information, I will be discussing this project and answering 
questions at the following time and place: 
 
Location: ______________________________________________________ 
 
Date and time: ___________________________________________________ 
 
If you would like to speak with me directly, please contact me on *******. 
 
 
Look forward to seeing you there. 
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     Appendix C 

Interview guide 

Thank you very much for meeting with me to participate in this project on the urban park 

activities sand experiences of older women.  I will begin by asking you some questions about 

yourself and about your use of the park.  We will then look at the photos that you have 

selected and I will ask you some questions about them. 

 

Participant Profile 

Name 

Age 

Contact information 

 

Park use 

How often do you visit Hagley Park/Boulevard Lake 

When do you usually go to the park? 

How much time do you usually spend in the park during each visit? 

How do you get to the park? 

What do you do while visiting the park? 

 

Photograph review 

Would you describe this photo to me? 

What about this photo is most meaningful and important to you? 

Can you describe what we can’t see in this photo (prompt if necessary: sounds, smells, 
thoughts, feelings, memories, etc)? 

What does this photo say about the park and your experiences there? 

Anything else you would like to add about this photo? 
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