Engagement in, potential for, and barriers to stewardship among New York City park users
Lindsay K.
1USDA

1
Campbell ,

Erika S.

1
Svendsen ,

Michelle L.

1
Johnson ,

Novem

2
Auyeung

Forest Service Northern Research Station 2NYC Urban Field Station / City of New York Department of Parks and Recreation

Introduction & Background
Urban natural resource managers are increasingly interested in cultivating
public engagement in caring, maintaining, and advocating for parks and natural
areas. While large scale, destination parks such as Central Park, Prospect
Park, and the High Line often have a well-organized cadre of volunteer
stewards organized through park conservancies and coalitions, the majority of
urban parks lack the formal organizational structure or dedicated parks
organizers to transform the neighborhood park user into an active and long-term
steward. Stewardship is recognized as a means both to enhance ecosystem
health as well as to strengthen civic engagement and community cohesion.
However, little is known about the vast majority of park users and their potential
to become civic stewards.
This poster draws upon data from the Social Assessment of Parkland that was
created by the U.S. Forest Service in partnership with the NYC Department of
Parks and Recreation and the Natural Areas Conservancy. The study was
developed as a mixed methods assessment utilizing direct observations of
human activities, photographic documentation of signs of human use, and
interviews with park users.
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Research Questions
• How widespread is participation in local environmental stewardship among
park users?
• What are the barriers to and potential opportunities for engagement in
stewardship?

Methods
• Study area: 39 parks totaling 9,503 acres across NYC’s five boroughs
• Anonymous interviews with every 3rd park user (n=1,692), 76.5% response
rate.
• Interview questions included: “Are you involved in any groups that help take
care of the environment?”
• Respondent demographics: Gender: 965 male (57%), 705 female (41.7%),
and 22 unrecorded (1.3%). Age: 1,385 adults (81.9%), 280 seniors (16.5%),
and 27 unrecorded (1.6%).
• Interviews coded for themes and clusters using dual coders.

Engagement in Stewardship
Overall, 692 respondents
(15.3%) said that they
participate in a local
stewardship group.
This result was relatively
consistent across both years:
• 2013, 92 (14.9%)
participated in stewardship,
• 2014, 172 (16%)
participated in stewardship.
Participation in local
environmental stewardship
groups was analyzed by park
and displayed spatially on a
citywide map (Figure 1).
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Figure 2. Primary interview themes

Other forms of engagement
• Work: examples include a gardener, working for the Department of
Environmental Protection, or working for the parks department.
• Self-led stewardship: outside of the context of a group (e.g. cleaning up
trash and litter in parks on their own, gardening at home).
• Other forms of civic engagement: that are not specifically environmental,
such as participating in church groups, youth and senior groups, or service
activities.
• Pro-environmental: behaviors (recycling, composting) or attitudes (an
environmental ethic).
Potential stewards
• Prior engagement in stewardship at a different point in their life course (e.g.
when they were younger, before they had kids).
• Self-critique: embarrassed, apologetic, or felt that they should be engaging
in stewardship.
• Potential: ranges from indifference, to being open to participating in
stewardship, to saying they would like to be involved, to naming a specific
group or site with which they would like to engage.
• Lack of awareness: lack opportunity, or lack of knowledge of how to
engage in stewardship.
• Attitudes: ranged from “not interested” to saying that stewardship was not a
priority, to preferring not to interact with groups.
• No reason: was the second most common theme overall; (14.3%) could not
or would not identify reasons why they were not engaging in stewardship
Barriers to stewardship
• Barriers: include age, health/illness, geography, mobility, language, and lack
of money.
• Lack of time: related to work, school, and childcare was the most commonly
identified barrier to stewardship (14.8%).

Figure 3c. Stewardship: “no, but…” responses

In addition to asking respondents whether they engaged in stewardship, they
were also asked reasons why they did not engage. Respondents provided a
range of responses from temporal, physical, and material barriers, to interest in
and potential for stewardship, to other forms of civic engagement and
environmental action in which they participate. These responses were recorded
as:
• yes—with names and types of groups identified;
• no—with barriers and reasons for not engaging identified; and
• no, but—with other forms of engagement identified.
In order to visualize the content of these responses, word clouds are displayed
above (Figures 3a,b,c).

Discussion
This study helps advance understanding about levels of engagement in,
potential for, and barriers to stewardship among park users in a global city.
It is crucial that land managers and decision-makers work to systematically
understand human behavior, attitudes, and preferences in conjunction with park
management. Management schemes that consider only biophysical domains
and ecological priorities will simply not be sustainable. In addition, there will be
a missed opportunity to cultivate the type of civic stewardship that can extend
beyond the park maintenance worker and the park budget.
Understanding current and potential engagement in stewardship can help to
inform conservation prioritization, park management, and public programming.
Knowing more about the park users who might potentially become stewards
through shifts in their life course, exposure to information, or removal of barriers
can help managers to cultivate and strengthen stewardship.
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