
Every day, in communities across the country, park and

recreation professionals are making their communities better

places to live, learn, work and play through their role as

stewards of Community Wellness Hubs. To help park and

recreation professionals maximize this role, the National

Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) is releasing Community

Wellness Hubs – A Toolkit for Advancing Community Health and

Well-Being Through Parks and Recreation.

This toolkit contains evidence and practice-based strategies,

resources and case study examples to give park and recreation

professionals ideas and guidance to advance parks and

recreation as Community Wellness Hubs. It provides a process

guide to creating a Community Wellness Hub in alignment with
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seven dimensions of well-being. The toolkit is based on an

evaluation of 15 local park and recreation agencies that

planned, developed and created wellness hubs between 2020

and 2022. 

The resource comprises five primary sections with additional

resources embedded throughout:

1 | Community Wellness Hubs

How Parks and Recreation Advance Health and

Well-Being

What Is a Community Wellness Hub?

Parks and recreation are vital to community health and well-

being. Access to these spaces, programs and services remains

essential to community vitality and is a key factor in advancing

health equity, improving individual and community-level health

outcomes, and enhancing quality of life. Park and recreation

professionals, in partnership with community members, are

uniquely suited to serve as stewards of Community Wellness

Hubs. Community Wellness Hubs are trusted gathering places

that connect every member of the community to essential

programs, services and spaces that advance health equity,

improve health outcomes and enhance quality of life. Community

Wellness Hubs are essential to health and well-being — they

remove barriers and bridge gaps to help people access vital

health and social resources, ensuring that all people can thrive.

How Do Community Wellness Hubs Advance Health

and Well-Being?



Community Wellness Hubs build on the existing strengths,

assets and foundations of local park and recreation agencies,

working to address the root causes of health and social

inequities and promoting health across multiple levels of

intervention. They serve as essential infrastructure and provide

essential services that center people and their individual lived

experiences and unique needs. They leverage partnerships and

the resources, skills and knowledge of other sectors to integrate

programs and services that advance equity, resilience, and

health and well-being. 

Park and recreation professionals can transform a specific

physical space (community or recreation center, park, etc.) into a

Community Wellness Hub by providing an equitable and

inclusive set of programs and services in one central location.

They also can function as stewards of Community Wellness

Hubs at a larger, system-wide level, shifting their agency

mission, operations and practices to function in a more holistic,

intentional and interconnected way and delivering services out

in the community. This holistic lens is a critical piece of the

puzzle. 

To address today's public health

challenges — chronic disease, mental

health conditions, substance use

disorders, social isolation, food

insecurity, gun violence and more —

park and recreation professionals must

focus solutions on addressing the root

causes of health and social inequities

(the problem) to truly advance well-

being. 

While Community Wellness Hubs will

look different in every neighborhood, city and county, they are

united by their shared goals of advancing health equity,

improving health outcomes and enhancing quality of life for all

people.

Working one person, one family and one

community at a time.”  – Venita Owens,

President, Baylor Scott and White Health and

Wellness Center 

Children sit down to enjoy lunch during Camp

Superstars, a

program hosted by the DeKalb Department of

Recreation, Parks and Cultural Affairs in Decatur,

Georgia. Photo courtesy of Dawn Cribb.



Community Wellness Hubs align with NRPA's three pillars of Health and Wellness, Equity

and Conservation.

Health Equity at the Center

Health equity must be at the center of Community Wellness

Hubs — when health equity is achieved, all people can thrive.

Hubs must focus on addressing the root causes of health

inequities. That requires challenging and dismantling the unfair 

systems, which include power structures, policies, social

norms, relationships, environments (physical and social), and

resources, that have created barriers to health primarily for

Black, Indigenous, people of color, low-income communities, and

other historically disenfranchised communities. To address the

root causes of health and social inequities and ensure all people

can benefit from parks and recreation, professionals must focus

on enacting systems change approaches. Systems change

approaches address power structures, policies, social norms,

relationships, environments (physical and social), and resources. 

This also requires solutions that are informed and co-designed

by community members and groups that are most impacted by

these health and social inequities. Section 4 of this toolkit

provides more guidance and examples of how park and

recreation agencies can take actions grounded in systems-

change approaches.

Learn more and take action to advance health equity through 

NRPA's Elevating Health Equity Through Parks and Recreation:

A Framework for Action. 

2 | Create a Hub

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/equity/elevating-health-equity-through-parks-and-recreation-a-framework-for-action/


How to Approach Creating a Community Wellness

Hub

When creating a Community Wellness Hub, there are four

primary phases to work through. In addition to each phase, there

are key considerations that should be present throughout the

development process. Before you begin working through the

components, here are some key questions you’ll want to

consider

Are there existing organizations, coalitions or partners that

are already supporting community health efforts? If so, do

you have a connection or relationship with them? Should you

become an active participant and contributor to existing

efforts? Are there any gaps in these relationships, especially

pertaining to those most impacted by health inequities in the

community? 

Are there clear, unmet needs that have been identified by

the community? What have you heard from the community in

terms of issues and challenges that affect health and well-

being? What information, data sources, assessments, voices

and perspectives are informing this?

Who is leading conversations about the needs and

priorities of underrepresented and historically

disenfranchised groups in the community? What is your

relationship with those leading the conversations? How can

you build trust with those groups and genuinely partner with

them or support their efforts authentically?

Answering these questions up front will help determine next

steps and strategies related to creating a hub, and what your

agency’s role should be in advancing solutions to health and

social inequities within your community. 

Section 2a: Four Primary Development Phases 

The development of a Community Wellness Hub should be built

in phases, with each phase building on the previous one. An

overview is provided for each of the core phases below. NRPA

plans to provide additional training and resources on the steps

outlined in this process in the future. It is essential to engage



community members, especially historically disenfranchised and

underrepresented populations, during each phase. Park and

recreation staff of all levels as well as cross-sector, cross-

disciplinary and community-based partners and decision-

makers also should be involved in each phase. Remember, an

“upstream” approach requires surrounding the problem (the root

cause) with all the stakeholders who are impacted by it and

have a role to play in creating a solution.

Phase 1: Develop Partnerships and Collect

Information

Start by building, strengthening and/or joining an existing

partnership or a coalition to support the hub in the short and

long term. Engaging with community members, partners and

organizations to understand current needs, assets and

resources, and gathering information and data from a variety of

diverse sources are a key part of this phase. Community health

needs assessments and community asset mapping are activities

to conduct during this phase to collect information about the

needs and opportunities that exist across the community from

diverse voices. Identify like-minded organizations with resources

and assets that can support the hub’s vision and goals.



Park and recreation agencies share materials that represent health and well-being at a 2019

NRPA training. NRPA photo.

Community needs assessments [20] can be used as an

exploratory method to identify opportunities and gaps to design

a new initiative, or they can be used to confirm ideas and

assumptions about community needs and interests. The needs-

based approach helps to identify areas of concern for the target

population, including gaps in services and barriers to accessing

services, and will inform the vision and objectives.

Another tool to inform program design is community asset

mapping [61]. Asset mapping is an interactive group activity

that involves identifying and categorizing resources in the

community and among stakeholders, or, in some cases, mapping

them geographically. This activity uses a strengths-based

approach that focuses on highlighting people, organizations and

spaces that currently exist in the community and contribute to

community well-being. 

https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/evaluation-resource-hub/community-needs-assessments/
https://ncapps.acl.gov/docs/AssetMappingToolkit_200827_linked.pdf


Click on the image to make it larger.

Phase 2: Engage Core Stakeholder Group

Once you’ve started convening partners around the hub’s

development and analyzing data from the needs assessment

and asset mapping, begin to determine key strategies and

activities of your hub. It’s critical to ensure that you’re gathering

information from all potential stakeholders and beneficiaries. To

develop overall vision, goals and an action plan, you’ll want to

create a core stakeholder or advisory group. 



People gather for a community engagement event in a local park. Photo courtesy of City of

Bristol Parks, Recreation, Youth and Community Services.

Stakeholder engagement will require dedicated time and energy

spent on building trust and strengthening relationships.

Engaging stakeholders is a necessary element of program

design because their perspectives drive components of the

program’s design, operations and outcomes. Examples of

stakeholders include community members, agency staff of all

levels, partners — such as health departments, local

government, universities, nonprofits and community-based

organizations, and many others. It is critical to ensure that

stakeholders include a diverse set of perspectives and

experiences, including historically disenfranchised populations

and those most impacted by health inequities. Stakeholders

should be engaged early in the process to increase acceptance

and participation in the program and to provide valuable

feedback in the planning process. 

This phase also requires broader community engagement

regarding how the hub can meet the community’s needs, as well

as continued identification of assets and resources that

potentially could align with the hub’s key strategies.

If we don’t listen to our community, we are

going to miss the mark. It should be a two-

way relationship between the community

and the hub.” – Paula McDevitt, Director,

Bloomington (Indiana) Parks and Recreation



Phase 3: Identify Vision and Objectives

During the next phase, the core stakeholder group will help

guide collective decisions as you identify your hub’s vision,

mission, overarching goals, and specific short-, medium- and

long-term objectives. In this phase, you’ll work through the

following:

Define the vision and mission of your hub

Identify overarching hub goals (ideally, three to five goals)

Break down overarching goals into short-, medium- and

long-term objectives

Define the need. What is the reason behind your hub and

what will it address?

What do you expect the effects of the hub to be? What

will its impact be on the community?

What will you work to accomplish in the short, medium

and long term to achieve your overarching goals?

Use the common acronym SMART to describe your

objectives. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

(CDC) describes SMART objective characteristics as: 

Specific: Concrete, detailed and well-defined, so that you

know where you

are going and what to expect when you arrive.

Measurable: Numbers and quantities provide means of

measurement and

comparison.     



Identify resources

Achievable: Feasible and easy to put into action.

Realistic: Considers constraints such as resources,

personnel, cost and time frame.

Time-Bound: A time frame helps to set boundaries around

the objective.

Sample SMART objective: Our Community Wellness Hub

will increase access to healthy food and nutrition

education, with a focus on reaching food insecure

community members. By September 30, 2022, [Park and

Recreation Agency] will establish a formal partnership

with a Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

enrollment services provider to offer enrollment support at

[park and recreation site location] twice a week. We also

will offer a healthy cooking program for families, reaching

25 families within six months of offering the program.

What resources are needed to reach these objectives?

Phase 4: Define Key Strategies and Develop an

Action, Implementation, and Evaluation Plan 

This is the action-oriented phase where you begin implementing

the hub’s plans around key strategies and activities to achieve

your short-, medium- and long-term objectives. You will want to

work with your core stakeholder or advisory group, as well as

your broader group of partners to gather input on the best

strategies or solutions for the development of an action and

implementation plan. You will want to review the Dimensions of



Well-Being and Hub Strategies sections in this resource and

ensure equity is centered as you develop the action plan. It is

important to outline how your hub’s overall goals and short-,

medium- and long-term objectives align with your action plan.

Create an action plan that includes the following:

List the objective.

Name each of the key activities required to meet the

objective.

Identify the person responsible for leading each step.

Indicate the timeline for beginning and completing each step.

Identify the resources required for each step.

Name any expected challenges you may need to navigate.

Define the target outcome.

Identify how and when you will measure and report on

progress toward the target outcome.

Once your action plan is written, make sure to disseminate it

widely in your

community to partners and stakeholders.

Our goal has and continues to be poised to

be used as a resource and a holistic safety

net for our community.” – Erica Benoit,

Community Engagement Coordinator, City of

Bristol (Connecticut) Parks, Recreation, Youth

and Community Services

Section 2b: Key Considerations Throughout the

Development of a Community Wellness Hub

There are also key considerations you’ll need to keep top of mind

throughout the development of a Community Wellness Hub. As

the process guide demonstrates, these factors should be present

and addressed in every phase of planning:



Centering and Advancing Equity 

Throughout the planning and

implementation of a hub, it’s essential to

keep equity at the forefront of all

decisions, processes, engagement and

communication strategies, and policies

that you may develop. This should

include sharing leadership and decision-

making authority with community

members and groups most impacted by

racial and health inequities. When the

needs of those most impacted by

inequity are addressed in both process

and product, you are more likely to achieve your goals of

advancing community health and well-being for all.

To ensure community voices are

represented in the design, planning and

implementation of the hub, be mindful of

representation and address power

dynamics. Inviting community members

to be a part of the conversation will

require intentionality and planning. For

example, if community members are

providing feedback or advising the hub, budget for funding to

provide stipends or gift cards for their time. When building an

inclusive coalition, consider recruiting a small group versus just

one person. Think of whom you are not currently engaged with,

then invite those community members to join the conversation.

Avoid tokenism (an inauthentic effort to engage

underrepresented groups for the appearance of diversity) and

Meals are served to community members during the

coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. Photo provided by

Asheville (North Carolina) Parks and Recreation.

Click on the image to make it larger.



focus on building strong, trusting relationships with the

community. 

When bringing together multiple

partners and community members, pay

close attention to power dynamics. Co-

create agreements (e.g., a charter) and

be very clear about how decision-

making will happen as a group (power

sharing), making every effort to center

the voices of those most impacted by

inequities. Find ways to support power

building of local grassroots organizations and neutralize power

between partners that have funding and resources, and those

that do not. Ensure that the policies and practices you have in

place sustain a culture of power sharing.

Dive deeper with these equity and community organizing

resources:

Elevating Health Equity Through Parks and Recreation: A

Framework for Action [1]

Equity Language Guide [2]

Equity in Parks and Recreation: A Historical Perspective [3]

It’s All About the Base: A Guide to Building a Grassroots

Organizing Program [4]

Racial Equity Toolkit, An Opportunity to Operationalize Equity

[5]

HealthEquityGuide.org: A Human Impact Partners Project [6]  

Race Forward, What Is Racial Equity? [7]

NPRA's Equity in Practice Resource Library [62]

Rec-equity: we’ve reallocated our resources

and staff to parts of our community that

need it most. This includes going to housing

units to offer programs, so that community

members don’t always have to come to us.”

– Crystal Ross, District Manager, City of

Dallas

Building and Maintaining Partnerships

Click on the image to make it larger.

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/equity/elevating-health-equity-through-parks-and-recreation-a-framework-for-action/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/equity/equity-language-guide/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/5727e40084614c559bf0440dc5a21f7f
https://www.communitycatalyst.org/resources/tools/grassroots/introduction
https://www.racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/GARE-Racial_Equity_Toolkit.pdf
https://healthequityguide.org/
https://www.raceforward.org/about/what-is-racial-equity-key-concepts
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/equity-in-practice-resource-library/


Community Wellness Hubs rely on continuous participation from

partners. In this model, parks and recreation largely serves as a

convener of health partners with the goal of connecting

community members to a diverse set of health and wellness

offerings. Community Wellness Hubs do not need to be the

direct provider of all health and wellness services. Given the

many directions a hub can take, considering the different types

of partners and organizations that will be necessary or the key

for achieving overall goals is important. 

Cross sector partnership building and coalition building can be

challenging, yet very rewarding. Thinking about the different

assets your community or partner organizations have also is

important. Identifying new partners, reaching out and beginning

to build a relationship all take time, especially where there may

be distrust. Make sure that time and money are both budgeted

for in the beginning and throughout. It also is vital to ensure

partnerships are equitable, meaning that work is shared with

everyone involved and partners are compensated and

acknowledged for their role. “This will move at the speed of

trust” is a good reminder to spend energy and capacity on

connections and relationships. "Think outside the box” when it

comes to uncovering new partners and organizations that could

be essential for the hub.

Partnering is key because we can’t do it

alone.” – Phil Ginsburg, General Manager, San

Francisco Recreation and Park Department

Dive deeper with these partnership, coalition, and network

building resources:

Developing Effective Coalitions: An Eight-Step Guide [8]

Collective Impact Resources [9]

The Need for Cross-Sector Collaboration (Becker and Smith)

[10]

Readiness Matrix for Cross-Sector Collaboration [11]

Partnership Building Resources [12]

https://www.preventioninstitute.org/sites/default/files/uploads/8steps_040511_WEB.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/collectiveimpact
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_need_for_cross_sector_collaboration
http://www.phf.org/resourcestools/Documents/Readiness_Matrix_Tool.pdf
https://www.nrpa.org/globalassets/research/partnership-building-resources-2021.pdf


Click on the image to make it larger.

Advocating

It’s important that elected officials, external stakeholders and the

public recognize the essential nature of parks and recreation and

your Community Wellness Hub. Sometimes, advocacy work can

be daunting, but it all starts with telling your story. As you

maintain connections with partners, organizations and members

of your community, keeping key decision-makers and

policymakers informed is crucial. Providing updates and

information to decision-makers and policymakers about the hub,

especially the overall vision, goals and objectives, will be critical

to its success. Oftentimes, these individuals are in charge of

budgets or may have the opportunity to address important

community wellness strategies via policy. Consider having a

decision-maker or policymaker directly engaged in hub planning

or implementation efforts and be mindful of power dynamics

that may be present through their participation.

We did a lot of ‘political-will building’ by

bringing council and park board members to

meetings, events and conversations with the

community.” – Daryl Quarles, Senior Program

Division Service Area Manager, Dallas Parks

and Recreation Department



Dive deeper with these advocacy resources:

• Local Government Officials’ Perceptions of Parks and

Recreation [13]

• Engagement With Parks Report [14]

• Parks and Recreation Is Essential [15]

• Parks and Health: Making the Case [16] and COVID-19 and

Parks and Recreation: Making the Case for the Future [17]

• NRPA’s research reports [18]

Providing Continuous Communications

Maintaining continuous communication with everyone involved

in the hub, as well as the community, is essential. This includes

regularly communicating with the intended audience and

broader community. Communications should be transparent

throughout the process and can focus on hub progress updates,

programs or initiatives being offered or how evaluation findings

are being utilized for continuous, quality improvement of the hub.

If possible, consider mechanisms and strategies for bidirectional

communication. This means creating spaces and opportunities

for your partners, organizations and members of the community

to provide feedback or advice about the hub’s progress and

development. 

Evaluating

When planning a hub, it is best to consider evaluation strategies

up front, and set SMART (specific, measurable, attainable,

realistic, time bound) goals. Any assessments or data collection

strategies happening in the planning phase of a hub also may

serve as baseline or preassessment data. Additionally,

considering a combination of process, development and

outcome evaluation metrics is important. Having measurable,

focused and understandable metrics that are related to your

hub’s efforts will be critical for understanding if you are making

progress toward longer-term goals and outcomes, and where

refocusing is necessary to achieve goals. 

Make sure to regularly communicate

these metrics to hub partners and the

community. Keep in mind that evaluation

should be a continuous process rather

than a linear effort. Consider setting a

schedule of regular evaluation

checkpoints, and revisit goals often.Click on the image to make it larger.

https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/research-papers/local-government-officials-perceptions-of-parks-and-recreation/
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/research-papers/Engagement/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/building-a-movement/parks-and-recreation-is-essential/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/health-wellness/ParksandHealth/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/health-wellness/coronavirus-disease-2019/
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/research-papers/


Dive deeper with NRPA’s Health Impact Evaluation Framework

and Community Needs Assessment [20] tools.

Identifying Funding

Securing funding for staffing and needed resources to support

the implementation of hub strategies is critical to success.

Diversifying your funding can help ensure long-term

sustainability. This might mean your funding comes from

municipal funds, grants, private donations or private-sector

partners, foundations, or from other innovative strategies (e.g.,

tax levy or community-schools funding). When thinking about

funding, it’s important to tell the story of your work. Tailoring

your message based on your audience is a strong way to garner

support and help leverage existing funds by clearly

communicating the work you are currently doing through your

hub.

Dive deeper with NRPA’s Guide to Fundraising [21] and 

Financing Health and Wellness Programs [22] resources.

3 | Dimensions of Well-Being

A Holistic Approach Across Seven Interconnected

Domains

NRPA defines “health and wellness” as the optimal state of

physical, mental and social well-being for individuals and

communities. Contrary to historical definitions and perceptions

of health, health and wellness encompass more than simply

being free of disease [24]. Wellness is grounded in equitable

access to resources and social supports, and involves the

dynamic pursuit of activities, choices and lifestyles that lead to a

state of true health. 

Community Wellness Hubs should be designed to advance

health and wellness across seven interdependent and 

interconnected dimensions of well-being — cultural, economic, 

emotional, environmental, intellectual, physical and social. Park

https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/evaluation-resource-hub/community-needs-assessments/
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/best-practice-resources/park-and-recreation-professionals-guide-to-fundraising/
https://www.nrpa.org/contentassets/95e642e9c6504cda80ff72cc7c7cbef5/financing-health-and-wellness-programs-toolkit.pdf
https://www.who.int/about/governance/constitution


and recreation professionals can implement a variety of policy,

environmental and behavior change strategies in alignment with

each of these dimensions to function as a Community Wellness

Hub.

A more detailed description of each of the seven dimensions of

well-being is provided below. Use the arrows to navigate

through the slide deck.









4 | Hub Strategies

Systems Change Strategies and Approaches to

Advance Community Wellness Hubs



Across each of the seven dimensions, park and recreation

professionals can implement systems change strategies and

other innovative approaches to advance community health and

well-being. Policy, environmental and behavior change

strategies are some of the key systems change strategies park

and recreation professionals can utilize to advance health equity

and improve health outcomes. 

Policy change strategies include instituting new rules,

regulations or resolutions at an organizational level (system-

wide, site-wide, program-wide, etc.). 

Environmental change strategies include changes made to the

physical environment and resources and services available

within the environment. 

Behavior change strategies focus on changing attitudes, self-

efficacy or confidence, relationships and norms. To be most

effective, all strategies and approaches should be ongoing,

instituted community-wide, and focus on long-term impact and

sustainability. 

Let's take mental health for example:



Policy: Enacting an agency-wide policy ensuring mental

health programs are provided equitably. This policy ensures

that programs are available, affordable, accessible, and

culturally specific for all community members, and prioritized

and funded in under-resourced communities. 

Environmental: Ensuring access to green space for all

community members within a 10-minute walk of home to

promote the mental health benefits of the outdoors and

offering structured programming that is proven to improve

mental health (e.g., Tai Chi, meditation, yoga, mindfulness).

Behavior: Sponsoring a community-wide Mental Health

Awareness Day or Month that educates and encourages

people to practice mindfulness and spend time in nature to

support their mental health.

Within each of the dimensions below, we outline several policy,

environmental and behavior change strategies that park and

recreation professionals can implement to advance Community

Wellness Hubs. 

Review each dimension for ideas and examples, and explore

resources included in each section for more detailed guidance,

best practices, case studies and actionable ways to implement

the strategies. Keep in mind that while you may see a particular

strategy or approach listed in one dimension, these strategies

and approaches are all interconnected and interdependent.

Remember that all strategies need to be grounded in equity and

co-created with community to ensure they meet their wants and

needs. 

A Note About Systems Change

No matter what a Community Wellness Hub focuses on, systems

change approaches and systems thinking are critical to

advancing long-term and impactful change. Local park and

recreation professionals interface with many different external

systems within a community, including: school, early childcare

and education, healthcare, food and transportation systems.

Local park and recreation agencies also have their own internal

systems, including policies, procedures, infrastructure, resources,

relationships, environments and social norms. This results in

many different change agents that a hub has the opportunity to

interact with and adapt to enhanced offerings and supports.

Systems-thinking presents opportunities to tackle complex

problems, which often require working across external systems,

thinking upstream to address the root cause of the problem, and

engaging with many different partners.



Opportunities for Parks and Recreation to Advance

Cultural Well-Being 

The heart of a community lies in its

culture. Parks and recreation are

essential to supporting and promoting

cultural well-being. They serve as

gathering places where people from

different cultures and backgrounds can

come together to engage and connect,

and professionals are active leaders

dedicated to building a sense of belonging, promoting inclusion,

and helping community members embrace and celebrate

difference. Park and recreation professionals advance cultural

well-being by ensuring that programs and offerings are

culturally relevant, codesigned by community members and

promote multiculturalism. They strive to reflect the diversity and

unique traditions and histories of community; providing

opportunities to experience and learn from others; offering

performing and visual arts programs; and training staff to

understand diverse perspectives and strengthen cultural

humility.

Assessing existing policies and practices

at systems-wide and programmatic

levels to ensure cultural relevancy and

humility, as well as equitable recognition

of non-dominant cultures and groups

(e.g., acknowledging holidays and

traditions in communications) are

examples of strategies that can promote

cultural wellness. Agencies also could

adopt policies regarding staff training to

ensure all staff members who will be

interacting with community members are provided with

sufficient training related to core competencies and skills that

promote diversity, equity and inclusion. 

Click on the image to make it larger.

Children from Minnie and Lovie Ward Recreation

Center in San Francisco sit in front of a summer art

installation. Photo courtesy of San Francisco Parks and

Recreation. 





Resources to Explore Further:

Elevating Health Equity Through Parks and Recreation: A

Framework for Action [1]

Equity Language Guide [2]

Equity in Parks and Recreation: A Historical Perspective [3]

Community Engagement Resource Guide [27] 

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/equity/elevating-health-equity-through-parks-and-recreation-a-framework-for-action/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/equity/equity-language-guide/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/5727e40084614c559bf0440dc5a21f7f
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/best-practice-resources/community-engagement-resource-guide/


Parks for Inclusion Resources [28] and Guidelines for

Developing an Inclusion Policy [29]

NRPA's Equity in Practice Resource Library [62] and

Certificate Program [63]

Opportunities for Parks and Recreation to Advance

Economic Well-Being

Park and recreation agencies are essential to supporting and

promoting economic health and well-being. In addition to the

community-wide economic benefits generated by parks and

recreation, the profession also promotes access to direct

economic opportunity and financial security for individuals and

families. Youth programs foster economic opportunity by

supporting academic attainment, reducing absenteeism and

encouraging youth to make positive and healthy choices. Park

and recreation agencies are one of the largest providers of

summer youth employment, and they provide workforce

development opportunities and vocational training to young and

future professionals, preparing them for 21st century jobs. They

also connect community members to needed social resources,

including housing, other workforce opportunities, healthcare,

meals and supplemental benefit programs.

Park and recreation agencies can assess

existing practices and policies to ensure

that equity is centered within their

economic initiatives. For example,

workforce development programs

should be designed to prioritize youth

who are economically disadvantaged

and face additional barriers to

employment, while removing barriers to

ensure they can participate (paying

people fairly, providing transportation,

etc.). Agencies also can adopt policies or

develop formal partnership models to co-locate social services in

park and recreation sites or develop referral pathways to

connect community members to economic and social resources.

Additionally, as a large employer, park and recreation agencies

should assess their hiring practices, career growth opportunities,

pay scales, wages and workplace cultures, making changes as

needed to ensure all people are treated fairly and equitably and

have access to the same opportunities in the workplace.

Community members enjoy a Family Meals Night in

their local park hosted by West Allis-West Milwaukee

Recreation and Community Services. Photo credit:

Amanda Schwichtenberg.

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/parks-for-inclusion/parks-for-inclusion-resources/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/parks-for-inclusion/policy-guide/
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/equity-in-practice-resource-library/
https://learning.nrpa.org/equity-in-practice-certificate-program






Resources to Explore Further:

SNAP/WIC Resources [35]

Workforce Development Resource Guide and Workbook [36]

The Economic Impact of Parks [37]

Out-of-School Time Report [38]

Opportunities for Parks and Recreation to Advance

Emotional Well-Being

Park and recreation agencies support and promote emotional

health and well-being. Park and recreation professionals

support community members who are experiencing or impacted

by rising rates of mental health conditions, substance use

disorder, homelessness or other adversities. Agencies are

establishing new practices, programs and services to better

support and protect emotional health and connect people to

needed mental and behavioral health services. Efforts include

training staff on trauma-informed principles [39], adverse

childhood experiences (ACEs) [40] and mental health first aid;

strengthening partnerships with schools and mental health

providers to connect youth to positive experiences in the

community; partnering with care networks and coalitions to

support people experiencing homelessness, substance use

disorders or mental illness; and addressing the pervasive stigma

around mental health conditions and substance use disorders.

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/commit-to-health/foods-of-the-month/
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/best-practice-resources/workforce-development-resources/
https://www.nrpa.org/siteassets/research/economic-impact-study-summary-2020.pdf
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/research-papers/out-of-school-time-survey-results/
https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/infographics/6_principles_trauma_info.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html


To support emotional well-being,

agency-wide and programmatic policies

should be reviewed with a trauma-

informed lens and should acknowledge

mental health and substance use

disorders as conditions influenced by

numerous factors — including biological,

genetic, economic and social factors —

not solely by choices. Policies also can

outline required staff training to build

the knowledge, skills and competency of

park and recreation professionals to

best support all community members, or be used to

decriminalize behaviors (e.g., encampments in public parks) or

change law enforcement practices in parks (e.g., responding to a

mental health crisis).

Community members participate in a yoga class held

by El Paso Parks and Recreation.

Photo courtesy of El Paso Parks and Recreation, El

Paso, TX.







Resources to Explore Further:

Mental Health and Substance Use Disorder Language Guide

[41]

Parks and Recreation: Addressing Substance Use and Mental

Health Disorder [42]

Trauma-Informed Care [43] and Adverse Childhood

Experiences [44] Learning Opportunities

Opportunities for Parks and Recreation to Advance

Environmental Well-Being

Parks and recreation are vital to a thriving natural world,

mitigating against the impacts of climate change, and creating

an environment that promotes health and well-being. This is

especially true for Black, Indigenous and people of color and

low-income communities that have experienced the long-term

environmental inequities caused by redlining, disinvestment and

unfair power dynamics. Park and recreation professionals

combat the causes and impacts of climate change by promoting

healthy and resilient environments and encouraging behaviors

that foster a love and appreciation for the outdoors. They plan,

manage and maintain 11 million acres of public parks and green

spaces across the country, providing critical infrastructure in

communities that improves air and water quality and can

withstand the impacts of stormwater and storm surge. They

https://www.nrpa.org/globalassets/research/mental-health-and-substance-use-disorder-language-guide-december-2021.pdf
https://www.nrpa.org/globalassets/research/mental-health-and-substance-use-disorder-language-guide-december-2021.pdf
https://apps.nrpa.org/Store/detail.aspx?id=DIW00217
https://apps.nrpa.org/Store/detail.aspx?id=DIW00218


protect our natural habitats and support healthy ecosystems.

They connect people to the outdoors, providing interactive and

educational opportunities that support environmental

stewardship now and in the future. 

System-wide policies can be

implemented to support environmental

justice and access to the outdoors. That

may include ensuring that the design

and implementation of new park and

recreation facilities incorporate green

infrastructure and sustainability

measures; adopting a policy that

greener park development is prioritized

in under-resourced communities; or

ensuring that equitable programs are

available in the community that focus on environmental

education, green jobs and workforce development opportunities.

A ranger leads a tour of Sweetwater Wetlands

Park located in the City of Gainesville, Florida.

Photo credit: Angie Gould.







Resources to Explore Further:

Greener Parks for Health [45]

Parks for Pollinators BioBlitz [46]   

Climate.Park.Change [47]

Green Stormwater Infrastructure Certificate [48]

NRPA’s Climate Statement [49]

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/conservation/climate-resilient-parks/parks-green-infrastructure-health/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/conservation/parks4pollinators/
https://climateparkchange.net/#/
https://learning.nrpa.org/products/green-stormwater-infrastructure-gsi-certificate-program
https://www.nrpa.org/about-national-recreation-and-park-association/press-room/climate-statement-for-the-national-recreation-and-park-association/


Opportunities for Parks and Recreation to Advance

Intellectual Well-Being

Park and recreation programs support and promote intellectual

health and well-being. Park and recreation agencies are one of

the largest providers of youth, family and older adult community-

based programming. This vital programming engages people in

new experiences that foster opportunities to learn and build new

skills and enrich the mind. These programs provide academic,

educational and vocational support, leadership development

and youth activism opportunities, mentoring, healthy lifestyle

education and more, in a safe environment. Park and recreation

professionals also provide opportunities for older adults to

support and enhance their intellectual well-being, including

hosting events and festivals for older adults, field trips, tours,

offering adult learning courses, and promoting other activities

that support and maintain cognitive function.

Policies can be implemented to ensure all people have equitable

access to high-quality programs and services that support

intellectual well-being (e.g., cost/transportation barriers to

participation are removed), and that all people feel welcome,

included and fully able to participate and benefit from

programming. For example, agencies can adopt a policy that

ensures new out-of-school time programming is prioritized in

neighborhoods where programs do not currently exist, and

agencies can adopt new practices of offering programs in hybrid

or virtual settings to eliminate transportation barriers.







Resources to Explore Further:

Healthy Aging in Parks Survey [50]

Foods of the Month Nutrition Education Curriculum [51] 

Community and Home Gardening Curriculum [52]

Guidelines for Excellence, Early Childhood Environmental

Education Programs [53]

Children and Nature Network Resource Hub [54]

Out-of-School Time Report [38]

Opportunities for Parks and Recreation to Advance

Physical Well-Being

Park and recreation professionals

provide and manage the essential

infrastructure — spaces, facilities and

other built environment features — that

create opportunities for people to

engage in behaviors and activities that

improve and maintain physical health.

This work includes providing accessible

and inclusive spaces for everyone, and

providing spaces for people to access

healthy, fresh and affordable foods. Park

and recreation professionals also

provide high-quality programming that

Richland County Recreation Commission (Columbia,

South

Carolina) hosted its “Veteran’s Family and Friends Fun

Day” where Richland County Sheriff’s Department

employees joined in hula-hooping fun with community

members. Photo courtesy of Leslie Wilson.

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/healthy-aging-in-parks/healthy-aging-in-parks-about/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/commit-to-health/foods-of-the-month/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/commit-to-health/community-home-gardening/
https://cdn.naaee.org/sites/default/files/final_ecee_guidelines_from_chromographics_lo_res.pdf
https://www.childrenandnature.org/resource-hub/resources/
https://www.nrpa.org/publications-research/research-papers/out-of-school-time-survey-results/


supports physical health and the ability to develop healthy

habits. Spaces and programming can be leveraged to support

physical health in other ways — connecting people to healthcare

or social services, providing health education about the

importance of rest and self-care, establishing cooling centers

and shelters during times of extreme heat and emergencies, or

offering programing targeted at improving community safety

and preventing violence.

Park and recreation agencies also have an opportunity to

influence physical health through policy changes to ensure

environments and programs support health equity and the

healthiest outcomes possible for all people. While system-wide

policies are best practice, agencies also can adopt policies for

individual departments, spaces, facilities or programs. 







Resources to Explore Futher:

Foods of the Month Nutrition Education Curriculum [51]

Farmers Markets and Parks [55]

Youth Sports Resources [56]

Healthy Aging in Parks Resources [57] 

Partnerships With Healthcare Providers [58]

Opportunities for Parks and Recreation to Advance

Social Well-Being

Park and recreation spaces and programs are essential to

supporting and promoting social health and wellness. Parks and

recreation provide spaces where people come together to build

relationships and trust, connect with one another, and contribute

to the larger community. These spaces provide opportunities for

informal and organic social experiences, as well as programming

intentionally focused on reducing social isolation and loneliness,

building connections and positive relationships, and

strengthening social skills. 

In response to the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, park and

recreation professionals brought forward innovative and

promising models focused on addressing social well-being,

including conducting well-being checks with community

members, bringing programs out into the community to offer fun,

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/commit-to-health/foods-of-the-month/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/commit-to-health/commit-to-health-farmers-markets/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/park-access/access-to-youth-sports/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/healthy-aging-in-parks/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/healthy-aging-in-parks/community-integrated-health-strategies/


safe and physically distant

programming, and offering virtual and

remote programming. 

Policy changes also can be used to

influence social health. For example,

even if a program’s main goal is to help

participants better manage pain

associated with a chronic disease,

programs can devote time to fostering

positive social interactions and building

relationships among participants. Establishing a practice of

opening a classroom 20 minutes before a class can create space

for people to connect. Given the impact of COVID-19 on the

social health and well-being of youth, agencies also could adopt

a policy of integrating a SEL curriculum into existing out-of-

school time programs, ensuring that youth attending the

program are getting 30 minutes of intentional SEL each week. 

Children learn how to play flag football at

Meadowbrook Park in Columbia, Maryland. 

Photo credit: Cara Marshall.





Resources to Explore Further:

Elevating Health Equity Through Parks and Recreation: A

Framework for Action [1]

Equity Language Guide [2]

Equity in Parks and Recreation: A Historical Perspective [3]

Remote Physical Activity Programs for Older Adults: A Guide

to Planning and Implementation [59]

Youth Mentoring Framework [60]

https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/equity/elevating-health-equity-through-parks-and-recreation-a-framework-for-action/
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/Three-Pillars/equity/equity-language-guide/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/5727e40084614c559bf0440dc5a21f7f
https://www.nrpa.org/our-work/partnerships/initiatives/mentoring-in-parks-and-rec/nrpas-youth-mentoring-framework/


5 | Case Studies

Community Wellness Hubs in Action

This section of the toolkit features real-world examples of

Community Wellness Hubs. Explore each case study to discover

how park and recreation agencies and their community partners

are implementing systems change approaches to increase

access to high-quality programs, services and spaces across the

seven dimensions of well-being.

City of Altus Parks and Recreation Department,

Oklahoma

The City of Altus Parks and Recreation Department, has grown

its programming options from primarily youth-focused to serve

all age groups. This effort has led to connections with public

health, schools, libraries and the business community by

marketing the changes as promoting health, tourism and

economic development.

Quality of life is very important in Altus, but how to determine

“quality of life” was decided by the community. Families walking

safely on sidewalks and trails with their kids was key to the

https://www.altusok.gov/165/Parks-Recreation


community members of Altus, so the park and recreation

department focused on initiatives to expand park use, including

a “story walk” developed in partnership with the local library

and with funding from multiple community organizations. A 

story walk allows park users to walk along a trail with pedestals

at various locations along the path and read part of a story at

each pedestal with interactive activities in between.

The community was involved in the story-walk process from the

start and took the initiative to make things happen. Local

students at a technical school created the pedestals and a local

auto dealership painted the pedestals for long-lasting wear. The

park department bought the materials for installation and

installed the finished pedestals, and the library selected the

books. Once the story walk was completed, parks and recreation

promoted the trail in both English and Spanish messaging to the

community through a grand opening event, as well as at various

times during the year like spring break.

The parks department also leveraged its relationship with the

school district to promote the story walk and other park

opportunities through take-home fliers for kids and via school

announcements. Additionally, the park department and school

district have developed a shared-use agreement to make the

most of the recreational facilities in the city. The schools are one

way to get the message out about park and recreation

opportunities through fliers in backpacks and school

announcements.

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic also has increased

partnership opportunities with the health department by

opening the park and recreation community center for vaccine

clinics, utilizing libraries to get people online for vaccines, and

supporting the health agency with vaccine calls. In fact, people

travelled from other surrounding areas of City of Altus because

the local vaccine system was streamlined and working well.

Altus also has a community-based services group that meets on

a monthly basis. This group compiled a list of community

resources into a single, online document for social service

providers to use when conducting home visits and having

discussions about meeting community members’ needs.

https://www.kswo.com/2021/04/10/altus-unveils-new-story-walk-hightower-park/


Dallas Park and Recreation Department and

WellMed Charitable Foundation, Texas 

The Dallas Park and Recreation Department identified the need

to support older adults in their community. To meet this need,

park and recreation staff explored and established a relationship

with the WellMed Charitable Foundation and found a supportive

and active partner. 

The WellMed Charitable Foundation is the philanthropic partner

to WellMed Medical Management, a network of doctors,

specialists and professionals advancing a preventive healthcare

model for Medicare-eligible persons. This is WellMed’s first

relationship with a park and recreation department. The

foundation believes that more and more healthcare foundations

and organizations are interested in the social determinants of

health and this aligns with the work of a community wellness

hub. WellMed also is interested in investing in and showcasing

the value of older adults and the potential that they have to be

resources to the community.

The Dallas Park and Recreation Department and the WellMed

Charitable Foundation worked together to develop a 21st

Century Activity Center versus a traditional “senior center.” To

make the most of their shared resources, the partners presented

the need for the center and the vision for what could be

https://www.dallasparks.org/
https://www.wellmedcharitablefoundation.org/


accomplished to the city council. The park and recreation

department was not in a position to provide financial support to

build the center, but it could provide staff and programs, which

was a win for WellMed. Initially, there was doubt that parks and

recreation and WellMed could come together, and it has been

proven to be an amazingly successful collaboration. People

could see the connection and trust between park and recreation

and WellMed staff; that trust spread to others.

This public-private partnership was able to develop a 22,000-

square-foot facility in a predominantly African American/Black,

low- to mid-income area that previously had not been

adequately served. The facility provides meals with curbside

options, robust physical activity opportunities, routine health

screenings (blood pressure, blood glucose, vaccine distribution,

etc.), health education classes, and other health and social

opportunities led by WellMed and park and recreation staff, with

WellMed covering most of the cost of service for program

participants in the first years of service. Programming is

culturally appropriate for the neighborhood, with services

provided in both Spanish and English. The staff of the facility are

shared between both parks and recreation and WellMed and are

reflective of the community that utilizes the center. Staff rely on

each other and share the workload, resources and information

through their solid partnership. 

It’s one thing to say, ‘I need to eat better and

get physical activity’; it’s another thing to be

able to go next door to use a facility that

provides healthy meals and exercise

classes.” – Carol Zernial, executive director,

WellMed Charitable Foundation



City of Bloomington Parks and Recreation, Indiana

The Indiana University, School of Public Health’s Department of

Health and Wellness Design – Bloomington and the City of

Bloomington Parks and Recreation Department has a long-

standing formal relationship, which has been the key to

equitable, community-centered health and well-being efforts.

With the help of a full-time park and recreation department

employee serving as a health and wellness coordinator, time has

been spent ensuring all involved are formally trained on equity.

By leveraging their relationship with the university, the

department has access to a steady stream of student learners,

who benefit from real-world experiences via the park and

recreation department. The university also has a master’s in

public health program with an emphasis on recreation. With

these solid infrastructure components, the department and

university take time to regularly check in with their community

through a master plan survey every five years, as well as focus

groups with community members and a biennial survey that

covers topics around safety, transportation, parks, and access to

services and programming.

The partners also highlighted the need to regularly communicate

and meet with other local agencies and community-based

partners, seeing themselves as the natural conveners around the

topics of health and wellness within the community. Whether

that is fitness programming, employee wellness, strategic

https://publichealth.indiana.edu/research/departments/health-wellness-design/index.html
https://bloomington.in.gov/parks


partnerships with the local hospital or public health

organizations, identifying who has resources and how local

partners can work together to support the health and wellness

of its community members have been critical to their success. 

We see ourselves as the natural conveners.” 

– Paula McDevitt, director, Parks and

Recreation Department

San Francisco Recreation and Park Department,

California

San Francisco’s Community Wellness Hubs initiative was

created during the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic upon the

closure of the public school district to in-person learning in

March 2020. Realizing children had limited options to go during

the day, putting their academic and social-emotional well-being

at risk, the initiative rooted in partnership began. Across the city,

86 hubs — housed at park and recreation facilities, libraries and

nonprofit organizations — offered children a safe place to do

their distance learning schoolwork, have access to healthy

meals, play safely with their peers, and generally experience a

https://www.dcyf.org/chicasestudy


sense of belonging and community that schools and out-of-

school time programs normally provide.

The San Francisco Recreation and Park Department locations

provided community learning hubs for vulnerable children

impacted by school closures due to COVID-19. The hubs, which

were permissible under the city health order, provided a space

for kids to come and access technology needed for distance

learning schoolwork. 

For 16 months during the pandemic, the park department

converted 37 recreation centers to serve as learning hubs and

reassigned staff members to provide supervision to virtual

learners. In partnership with the San Francisco Department of

Children, Youth and Families, the park department, and the San

Francisco Public Library system, about 2,000 kids from across

the city (95 percent of them children of color) were provided with

healthy meals, interaction with caring adults and opportunities

for physical activity in addition to a learning space. During the

summer, camps were offered by the park department to the San

Francisco Unified School District, prioritizing kids who did not

have access to in-person school in 2020. The camps provided

sports for youth development, as well as wellness programming.

In addition to the special arrangements for COVID-19, the park

department continued to provide regular services, such as:

Partnerships with elementary schools (offering youth sports

programs, nature-based experiences and help with

homework)

Internships for high school students to work for the recreation

and park department

Programming for older adults, including a park prescription

program for guided walks and time in nature

An equity program focused on relationship building for kids of

all ages to come to places like Peace Parks and enjoy safe

spaces 

The coordination of those three organizations was essential in

providing both physical space and programming during the

pandemic. Engaging the community in the development of the

hub initiative was crucial in providing the services that were

needed. Community facilitated meetings engaged the public to

get their advice in designing a targeted initiative. Meeting

community members where they are was prioritized by

arranging meetings at times they identified as convenient.

Through these efforts, park and recreation professionals were

https://sfrecpark.org/
https://www.dcyf.org/


able to receive better input in the planning stage, as well as

through ongoing check-ins during the implementation stage,

allowing the hub team to provide the best delivery of services

As parks professionals, we need to highlight

the ‘why.’ This past year was a unique year,

due to COVID-19, in which people

understood that parks weren’t just

amenities, they were must-haves. It was a

moment where people really opened their

eyes. We need to tell our story and explain

why parks and recreation are so important."

– Phil Ginsburg, general manager at San

Francisco Recreation and Parks

City of Bristol Parks, Recreation, Youth and

Community Services, Connecticut

In the City of Bristol Parks, Recreation, Youth and Community

Services (BPRYCS) department, “wellness” is a word that is

inclusive of physical, mental and social health. The department

has a variety of holistic offerings, including recreation programs,

https://bristolct.myrec.com/info/default.aspx


no-cost counseling services, positive youth development, fair

housing/evictions support, and camps for the social development

of kids. Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, the department

found itself as the “go-to” department to help, providing food

distribution, vaccination sites and childcare services. 

One of the innovative strategies that BPRYCS has advanced in

its role as a Community Wellness Hub has been to sponsor

community conversations. In the wake of the murder of George

Floyd, the department partnered with the city’s Diversity Council,

Board of Education and Mayor’s Office to bring people together

for a conversation. They provided a space for the community to

learn what each city department was doing to address

inequities and to let community members know that they could

hold the city accountable for the progress of this work.  More

than 100 people participated, visiting the different departments

to ask questions and learn about how each department was

addressing key issues, like access for those with disabilities,

LGBTQ+ community needs, as well as addressing concerns

around community safety and police brutality. This opportunity

allowed community members to engage with local leaders and

understand the network of resources that are available to them. 

You don't need to have a physical space for

a wellness hub; it’s really using the

resources and relationships you have to

create the wellness hub even without a

physical location." 

– Sarah Larson, Bristol Parks, Recreation,

Youth and Community Services

A second conversation organized by the BPRYCS was held with

social services and health providers to discuss what they are

doing to address physical, mental and social health with an

equity lens, leading service providers to evaluate programs,

policies, pricing and interactions. Providers and community

members discussed addressing local needs and who to engage,

like building trust between pediatricians and Black communities

and other communities of color; the ways healthcare is being

actively approached with these communities; and how to ensure

community members feel comfortable accessing resources.



Since community needs are constantly changing, the goal

continues to be consistently making sure needs are being

addressed and met through ongoing engagement processes

with the community. Staff remarked on how rewarding it is to

make people feel appreciated and welcome in their own homes

and community. The BPRYCS staff also continue internal

conversations and ask questions of their own work on an

ongoing basis to ensure their continual support of the

community, including: 

In general, how can we make programs, services, facilities

and department information more accessible?

How can we further reach and facilitate services for

underserved populations?

What are the primary languages spoken in our community,

and do our marketing materials need to be translated?

Are the fonts and colors on our materials easy to read, or are

materials offered in other forms (audio, Braille, etc.) to meet

community needs? 

Are our resources easy to find, and what types of

communication methods do our community members prefer? 

Centering Community Through 'Bristol Cares'

Created in 2008 in response to the economic recession, the City

of Bristol, Connecticut, began a “Bristol Cares” meeting that

meets once a month (60 to 90 minutes). This meeting includes

about 75 social service  providers/agencies/people in the

community, including police and fire, housing, planning, health,

parks and recreation, mental health, substance use, jobs

taskforce, shelters, nonprofits and the community foundation.

There is a specific

topic each month, and it allows participants to share resources

and events. This network also builds relationships in the

community, allows for alignment/partnership opportunities,

raises funding, creates shared programming, determines what is

available and not available in the community, and provides

opportunities to react to community needs.



Dallas Parks and Recreation Department and

Baylor Scott & White Health, Texas

Dallas Park and Recreation Department and Baylor Scott &

White Health (BSW) have had a public-private partnership for

11 years. Their collaborative circle of care model provides care

for the community, specifically focusing on community members

who are currently uninsured or underinsured. Their work focuses

on wellness, nutrition, chronic disease education with an

emphasis on diabetes, hypertension and kidney disease — as

well as physical activity education offering fitness activities for

everyone from “sit and fit” to high-impact aerobics. A farm stand

and cooking demonstrations are available with the overarching

purpose of improving the health of the community.

https://www.dallasparks.org/
https://www.bswhealth.com/


 Baylor Scott & White Health was looking to address an

identified community need to specifically prevent and treat

chronic disease. They found that there were high levels of

emergency room visits and a high prevalence of diabetes,

among other chronic diseases, in critical-need ZIP codes in

Dallas. They conducted focus groups with community members

to see what could be done to address these concerns. Increasing

opportunities for health education, nutrition and physical activity

were identified as possible solutions.

The team at Baylor Scott & White Health knew a Dallas Park

and Recreation Department already existed in one of the

communities they were hoping to impact. The team developed a

relationship with the recreation center manager, ultimately

turning the recreation center into a shared-use facility. The goal

of health for the community became the center of their

collaborative work. The recreation center building was old and

outdated before the partnership began in 2010, and a vision for

updates to the building included a clinic with exam rooms,

fitness rooms and educational kitchen. BSW and the Dallas Park

and Recreation Department wanted to develop partnerships

with organizations that could help provide additional programs,

and enlisted partners that were in agreement to serve the

community and for the community to become well and become

whole. They wanted all the services offered together — food,

physical activity, healthcare, education — to be offered for free

or for minimal fees.

Through shared costs of services, efficiency with available

resources and collaborative grant writing, their vision became a

reality. Clinical care, physical activity, and education and

nutrition are all under the same roof at the wellness center with

referrals by center staff linking all three areas. They continue to

partner and build trust with the community, including ensuring

culturally relevant programming like cooking classes featuring

African American and Hispanic/Latin American recipes and

translating written materials into Spanish. Access to resources

also has been extended into the community through working

with partners to hold educational classes in churches, equipping

community members to become certified community health

workers and share their knowledge, and hiring people who are

representative of their neighborhood.

The development of the recreation center into a shared-use

facility is impactful, however, it still only is accessible to those

who live and/or can travel to the center itself. Partners decided to



package the idea, so it could be used on a smaller scale as a

plug-and-play model in a community that needs it. In

collaboration with the United Way, “Healthy City” work is being

done and placed in high-need areas even without a specifically

designated brick-and-mortar building. The concept focuses on

the social determinants of health and brings in partners who are

experts in their fields. Partnerships are critical, especially when

serving an underserved community.

City of Liberty Parks and Recreation Department,

Missouri

The City of Liberty Parks and Recreation Department (LPR) has

developed a suite of evidence-based program offerings to

support a healthier community. These efforts began in 2018

after receiving a grant from the National Recreation and Park

Association (NRPA), which offered instructor grants for

evidence-based programming targeted to older adults. The first

three programs were Walk with Ease, Fit and Strong!, and Active

Living Every Day. 

After some initial growing pains things were going well, but then

the COVID-19 pandemic led to shelter-in-place orders. To

continue providing wellness opportunities to the community, the

classes transitioned to a virtual format. LPR spent four months

adapting the evidence-based programs to a virtual offering via

https://www.libertymissouri.gov/57/Parks-Recreation


Zoom. In 2021, the virtual version of Active Living Every Day was

piloted as a part of the NRPA remote delivery pilot program.

Virtual programs not only met the need of continuing the

evidence-based program work during a health crisis, but also

identified a previously underserved community that was

homebound prior to the pandemic.

Making connections and building

relationships with other community health

organizations is important to support the

coordination of resources required, utilizing

a community wellness hub concept.” 

– Heather Borchardt, Health and Wellness

manager, Liberty Parks and Recreation

Further contributing to their success, LPR’s leadership has

prioritized dedicating staff time to focus on building key

connections and relationships within the community. These

connections supported promoting programs, developing a

participant referral system and offsetting overhead costs.

Seven clinics from the Liberty Hospital District referred patients

with chronic conditions to LPR’s evidence-based programs, and,

in return, LPR offered a significant enrollment fee discount to

those patients. The health impacts were seen immediately but

even with the discount, to have the biggest impact on the health

of the community, the programs needed to be offered for free.

LPR partnered with the Mid-America Regional Council (MARC),

which oversees the local Area Agency on Aging. With Centers

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) grant funds, MARC

reimbursed LPR for select evidence-based programs and to

purchase class materials. MARC also became another referral

partner, identifying people who could benefit from the LPR

programs as part of their managed care network. Since the

materials and staff time associated with offering evidence-

based programming can be cost prohibitive for some park and

recreation departments, identifying community partners with

“mutually aligned goals” that can help cover costs is key. 

To help coordinate all the offerings available in the area and

reduce overlap, the Northland Living Well Collaborative was

formed to support all of the organizations that offer evidence-



based programs. This collaborative has been able to gain

additional grant dollars to run even more programs.

West Allis-West Milwaukee Recreation and

Community Services Department, Wisconsin

The West Allis-West Milwaukee Recreation and Community

Services Department (RCS) operates under the local school

district and is governed by the local Board of Education. This is a

unique model in the state of Wisconsin and provides

advantages, such as different funding structures and greater

priority access to school district facilities and resources. This

makes it easier to advance key activities within their community

wellness hub because of the close link to school resources. Two

successes of the department in the creation of their wellness

hub are in the areas of mental health and nutrition.

Mental health and substance use support was not previously

connected to parks and recreation in West Allis-West

Milwaukee, but it was something the department recognized as

an area of need, in which they could develop and play a more

active role in the community. The department is a member of

Safe and Supported, the local heroin and opioid task force, and

formerly provided a training room for families to recognize signs

of drug use/abuse, which is now a mobile program. They partner

https://www.wawmrec.com/


with schools to provide a safe space for kids to attend out-of-

school time programs and provide the Botvin LifeSkills

(substance misuse and prevention program) for fourth and fifth

grade students. RCS provides a number of alcohol- and drug-

free community events and is an active member partner on the

community’s Mental Health and Substance Abuse Task Force.

Parks and recreation can’t do this on our

own —but we know people and

organizations who can help and we have

demonstrated how we can be of service

beyond traditional programming. It is a

relationship of ‘help me to help you.’ We can

be the resource to connect people we know

in terms of all the wellness dimensions.” 

– Shelly Strasser, Director of Recreation and

Community Services, West Allis-West

Milwaukee Recreation and Community

Services Department

Nutrition is another key component that fits as a park and

recreation wellness initiative. Specifically, the RCS provides: 

(1) Mini Marketers – An initiative that promotes farmers

markets to teach kids about farming and the value of locally

grown produce, the ways food gets to the market, and an

opportunity to empower kids to make good choices for

themselves by purchasing fresh produce at the market to take

home.

(2) Family Meals at the Park – A family meals program held

once a week in the park as a sit-down family meal event,

through the Federal nutrition programs (e.g., U.S. Department of

Agriculture Summer Food Service Program) and through

partnerships with the school district food service vendor,

Sodexo, and a local food bank, Hunger Task Force. Families were

able to enjoy a nutritious hot meal together and participate in

nutrition education activities together provided by a West Allis

Health Department dietician. This also included take home

activities and supplies for each family. 



(3) Online Ordering and Delivery Services – A program for

families utilizing the WIC Farmers Market vouchers. Market

vendors bundled and priced produce aligned with the value of

the WIC farmers market vouchers, then families utilizing

vouchers could use an online Google document to place orders

through the park and recreation department, with orders

curated and delivered to homes by department staff. This

provided greater access to fresh market produce and helped

alleviate the stigma of presenting the farmers market voucher

checks in person.

The recreation and community services department sees

themselves as the “air traffic controller” in the community based

on relationships with public health and other key agencies.

Being an entity and extension of the school district means the

department follows the school district vision. The district has

clearly stated equity measures referred to as “Equity Non-

Negotiables,” honoring and recognizing all the different

backgrounds that make up the community. Trusted

organizations and community members provide input to the

district, and in turn, the district can provide the information,

needed services and respond to community needs.

Ozark Department of Leisure Services, Alabama



The Ozark Department of Leisure Services serves a smaller city,

which allows it to have a close relationship with its residents.

Department staff want to understand each person’s needs and

not make assumptions about those needs without input from the

community. 

Before starting the process of engaging with the community,

staff visited the Sanchez Multi-Service Center in New Orleans,

Louisiana that was a model for a community wellness hub to get

ideas and see how they were operating. It inspired them to start

their own local initiative, become more visible in the community,

and build key partnerships and relationships. 

I have been met with open arms when

outreaching to partners in the community." -

Ayanna Williams, City of Ozark- Ozark

Department of Leisure Services

Ozark staff began conducting local outreach and research to

‘find the people who were doing the work,’ built relationships,

and better understand community challenges. Through this

outreach, local food access initiatives including gardens,

providing SNAP-Ed nutrition education classes, and supporting

community members with the Supplemental Nutrition

Assistance Program (SNAP) application process, came out as

areas of work to partner on. 

The Mary Hill Family Service Center is a community organization

that provides local family and youth services. A parks and

recreation staff member is on their advisory board and saw an

opportunity to partner with them. That partnership has been an

integral resource in bringing knowledge and key connections to

the table. They helped facilitate a discussion on how to better

coordinate and access the SNAP application process to help

people apply, and to bridge gaps and encourage the local

farmers market to accept SNAP benefits to expand affordable

access to healthy food options. 

In addition, the partners utilized resources and connections

through the local Cooperative Extension office and subject

matter experts in the community to help create classes and

gardening opportunities best aligned with the interests, goals

and work of the community. 

https://www.ozarkal.gov/leisure-services


Partners Supproting Community Wellness Hubs:

East Tennessee State University, Center for Rural

Health Research, Johnson City, Tennessee

As a university, East Tennessee State University (ETSU) has

become a cornerstone in terms of providing support to rural

communities regionally, statewide and across the nation.

Specifically, the university boasts a Center for Rural Health

Research that has a unique focus on both rural and public

health. Housed within the university’s College of Public Health,

the center works closely with regional partners through the

STRONG Accountable Care Community (STRONG ACC), which

serves 21 counties in northeast Tennessee and southwest

Virginia. STRONG stands for Striving Toward Resilience and

Opportunity for the Next Generation. 

The STRONG ACC engages hundreds of organizations from

multiple sectors around a common agenda to improve health

and wellness by promoting early childhood development,

educational success, workforce readiness and economic

prosperity. Successes have come from a strong focus on

relationship building. “Where we see success is relational,

especially in rural communities where everyone knows each

other,” says Michael Meit, director of research and programs at

the ETSU Center for Rural Health Research. The STRONG ACC

https://www.etsu.edu/ehome/
https://www.etsu.edu/cph/rural-health-research/


and ETSU have capitalized on this approach by ensuring there is

“an opportunity for everyone to be engaged.”

With the majority of rural communities facing health inequities,

the Center for Rural Health Research has encouraged the

communities it serves to first understand who they are trying to

engage and serve. This includes making sure that the end users

of wellness-related programs and strategies are involved from

the start. This has included acknowledging the need to build

trusting relationships, approaching each community with a

sense of humility and emphasizing that you are there to learn.

Focusing on rural communities also has included concentrating

on rural economies. “Rural people and communities have been

economically left behind,” says Meit. ETSU and regional

partners work hard to ensure rural communities are not left

behind. Rural jobs are critical and if they do not exist or are not

available, this, in turn, impacts educational attainment and other

social predictors of health. Thus, the university encourages the

communities it works with to see this “bigger picture” when also

thinking about the overall health and wellness of community

members. 

The work that ETSU’s Center for Rural Health Research does to

support communities in the region is focused on relationship

building and cross-sector partnership building. Much of this is

accomplished in partnership with STRONG ACC. Most of the

center’s work focuses on equity, which leads to the need to

recognize power dynamics. When empowering voices of

community members to get involved in community wellness

efforts, careful facilitation is needed, especially when there are

known “inequities of power at the table.” Community members

do not necessarily have “credentials” to be there. The center

emphasizes being mindful and inclusive of any dynamics

between people and organizations that currently hold power

and have resources and find ways to neutralize this when

bringing many different voices to the table. Creating forums like

community meetings, individual dialogues and regular

communication is critical. When building partnerships and

community-wide efforts, establish a positive narrative for the

conversations and meetings (e.g., Are you lifting up the assets or

focusing on deficits?). 
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