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A Social Ecological Analysis
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Outdoor adult playgrounds (OAPs) have in some cases been in
socioeconomically underserved neighbourhoods to improve community
members’ access to physical activity infrastructure. Older adults have been
identified as one population group who could particularly benefit from OAP
equipment. The purpose of this study was to explore and identify the social
ecological factors that influenced older adults’ uptake of an OAP installed in a
neighbourhood of low-socioeconomic status. We employed the social
ecological model (SEM) using a case study design and argue that the OAP’s
location may help to lower inequalities in access to physical activity
infrastructure. We end this paper with a discussion into all-ages and age-friendly
policy as they relate to OAPs and suggest novel ways of activating municipal
parks for seniors.
Keywords: qualitative case studies, built environment, physical activity, older
adults

Introduction
Older adults represent one of the fastest growing demographics in Canada (Statistics
Canada, 2017a). With 23% of the population set to be 65 and over by the year 2031 (Statistics
Canada, 2017a), unique challenges and opportunities exist for Canadian policymakers at all
levels of government. Frequently noted challenges associated with older adults’ health include
rising healthcare costs, low physical activity participation, and the high prevalence of chronic
health conditions (Canadian Medical Association, 2016; Federation of Canadian
Municipalities, 2013; Government of Canada, 2014; Jackson et al., 2017). Implementing
preventative health measures, such as improving physical activity participation, is a strategy
adopted by Canadian governments to counter these challenges to older adults’ health
(Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 2013; Government of Ontario, 2017). Canada’s low
rate of physical activity participation across all populations (Statistics Canada, 2019) reflects a
need for change in current physical activity practices. Across all adult age groups in Canada,
including older adults, less than 2 in 10 participate in the recommended 150 minutes per week
of moderate-vigorous physical activity (Statistics Canada, 2019). Within this population, lowincome older adults, who are a growing subset of the older adult population (National Seniors
Council, 2017), are less likely than higher-income older adults to participate in adequate levels
of physical activity (Dogra et al., 2015).
Cost considerations related to physical activity programming and infrastructure (Toto
et al., 2012), physical and mental health status (Dogra et al., 2015), and limited access to safe
and appropriate spaces for physical activity (Loukaitou-Sideris et al., 2016) are all examples
of barriers to low-income older adults’ participation in physical activity. Neighbourhood
factors such as poverty, social deprivation, and feelings of vulnerability to crime can negatively
influence older adults’ wellbeing (Scharf et al., 2003), and limit their use of outdoor public
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spaces (Scharf et al., 2001). At the same time, positive neighbourhood factors such as strong
social cohesion can mediate the negative effects associated with low-income status on older
adults’ wellbeing (Cramm et al., 2012). Therefore, when an outdoor physical activity initiative
is introduced to an otherwise underserved neighbourhood and is partly designed for older adult
use, contextual neighbourhood factors that are beyond the control of the individual have the
potential to both negatively and positively influence the initiative’s uptake (Levinger et al.,
2018).
Outdoor adults’ playgrounds are physical activity initiatives of both the past and the
present. Popular in the 1970’s, OAPs have enjoyed a resurgence in North America and globally
in recent years (Levinger et al., 2018; Madren, 2013; Yarmohammadi et al., 2019). In Canada,
hundreds of municipalities have invested in these kinds of infrastructures under various names
like outdoor gyms, outdoor fitness equipment, family fitness zones, and outdoor adult
playgrounds (e.g., McGinn, 2011). Despite differences in terminology, the initiatives have the
shared goal of improving community access to free physical activity and play infrastructure.
Characteristics such as durability, all-weather function, and stationary design are common
across OAPs, while the specific design features and scope of each infrastructure reflects the
needs of the community combined with the availability of equipment from any one
manufacturer. Many communities have invested in play-based equipment designs with the
understanding that there is added value in participating in outdoor play-based physical activity,
(e.g., Ping-Pong; Larkin, 2012). In some cases, communities have invested in OAPs for the
purpose of improving physical activity infrastructure access to specific populations: for
example, older adults (Larkin, 2012) and low-income users (Madren, 2013).
In the study presented in this paper, we employed the social ecological model (SEM;
McLeroy et al., 1988) to identify factors influencing older adults’ uptake of an OAP located in
a lower-income neighbourhood, and supported by a local community organization, Strong
Neighbourhood (pseudonym). In 2016, 26.3% of the neighbourhood’s population where the
OAP is located had an income below Statistics Canada’s after-tax low-income measure
(Statistics Canada, 2017b): a value that nearly doubles the City of Wymont’s (pseudonym)
overall prevalence (13.8%). The Strong Neighbourhood organization plays an important role
in providing social programming to residents, particularly to youth in the area. One of the city’s
reasons for installing the OAP in the neighbourhood was the presence of a community
association that would help monitor and support its use.
Previous research has yet to examine the role of community and organizations as they
relate to barriers and facilitators of physical activity participation among older adults generally
(Yarmohammadi et al., 2019), and in relation to OAP uptake specifically. This represents a
notable gap in the literature, as community-related factors play an essential role in supporting
physical activity initiatives (Sallis et al., 2006). Sallis and colleagues (2006) identified three
ecological characteristics of physical activity interventions that are crucial to their success. The
first characteristic, creating a space for safe and accessible physical activity, has been briefly
examined in previous literature concerning OAPs through quantitative observational methods
or semi-structured interviews (e.g., Chow, 2013; Cohen et al., 2012; Copeland et al., 2017).
The other two characteristics, the presence of programs highlighting the intervention, and the
use of community organizations “to change social norms and culture” (Sallis et al., 2006, p.
299), have yet to be examined in the OAP literature. Thus, we provide a novel contribution to
the budding literature examining OAPs (e.g., Copeland et al., 2017; Sibson et al., 2018; Stride
et al., 2017) by exploring through a SEM lens, community organizations’ roles in supporting
older adults’ use of a new OAP.
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Methods
Using a case study design and the SEM, we explored “a contemporary phenomenon
(the “case”)” – older adults’ engagement with an OAP – “in depth and within its real-world
context” (Yin, 2014, p. 16). In line with case study inquiry, multiple data collection methods
were used to obtain a thorough understanding of the case, including participant observations
of OAP users, semi-structured interviews with one older adult user of the OAP and eight
community stakeholders, and document review. Community stakeholders were identified
through information publicly available on their respective organizations’ websites and included
based on their involvement with physical activity, older adults, and programing in the city.
Multiple data collection methods aligned with using the SEM, which is a framework for
understanding multi-level influences (e.g., individual, environmental, community) on health
behaviours (McLeroy et al., 1988). The SEM is flexible and has been effective in studying
various health behaviours (Rowe et al., 2013), including physical activity and sport (Rowe et
al., 2013), family planning (Schölmerich & Kawachi, 2016), sedentary behaviours (Perchoux,
2016), and tobacco use (Dawson et al., 2012).
Following ethical approval through the authors’ institutional Research Ethics Board,
the first author spent approximately 48 hours at the OAP site over a 6-month period conducting
participant observations. We used the System for Observing Play and Recreation in
Communities (SOPARC: Cohen et al., 2012) participant observation schedule to measure OAP
use for two weeks in the summer, one week in the fall, and one week in the winter. The
SOPARC schedule, which seeks to provide an accurate measurement of typical park use over
a one-week period, requires observations two days throughout the week and on both days of
the weekend with an hour observation time slot for the morning, afternoon, and evening of
each day (Cohen et al., 2012). The age and gender of all park users were estimated and noted
by the first author, and written field notes were captured using a reflective journal following
each hour of observation. Participant observations served the dual purpose of recruiting older
adult users for interviews; however, only two older adult users were observed using the
equipment, and only one older adult user agreed to participate in a semi-structured interview.
Policies and reports were identified through a search of the municipality’s online
document database. Policies are an integral piece of public health, as they can both restrict and
facilitate community access to programs and healthy environments (McLeroy et al., 1988). A
review of City of Wymont documents thus helps explore the influence of community policies
on OAP uptake. We included documents in our analysis if they discussed OAPs specifically or
municipal older adult physical activity strategies generally.
Data Analysis
To draw out themes from the varied data sources (i.e., participant observations, semistructured interviews, municipal policies), we followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step
guide to thematic analysis. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is a
flexible qualitative strategy that can be employed within multiple qualitative approaches. An
in-depth and comprehensive analysis “involves a constant moving back and forward between
the entire data set, the coded extracts of data that you are analysing, and the analysis of the data
that you are producing” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 86). We used this analysis to generate codes
from the data sources and identify themes, then structured and analyzed the themes using our
theoretical model (i.e., SEM). The SEM served as a useful framework for sorting themes based
on their level of influence (e.g., individual, environment, policy, etc.). Through this analysis,
several themes are presented that coalesce from the content of the data (Creswell, 2013).

2350

The Qualitative Report 2021

Findings
In total, eight community stakeholders were interviewed, along with one older adult
user (Dave1). Community stakeholders included one park planner with the municipal
government (Werner), two stakeholders with the municipal government involved in older
adults’ physical activity (Lisa and Susan), two stakeholders from a community organization
involved with community physical activity initiatives (Megan and Debra), one executive with
the community association Strong Neighbourhood (Linda), one city stakeholder who is also
involved with the community’s Age-Friendly organization (Rebecca), and one community
stakeholder involved with supporting older adults’ physical activity (Nancy). The scarcity in
older adult interviewees was the result of a dearth in observed older adult OAP users.
The varied data collection methods and sources produced a wide range of themes
related to older adults and the OAP. We structured our results following the SEM, beginning
with individual demographics observed at the OAP and ending with policy factors associated
with OAP uptake. First, from a demographic point of view, we briefly report on OAP use
throughout the four weeks of participant observations. Due to the dearth in older adult
interviewees, we could not fully describe individual factors associated with older adult OAP
uptake. Then, we describe factors influencing older adults’ uptake of the OAP at the social
environment and interpersonal level, the built and outdoor environment level, the
organizational and community level, and finally uptake factors that could be influenced by
policies.
Individual Observed Use
Table 1 displays the number of users observed at the OAP over four separate weeks of
observations.
Table 1
Observed Outdoor Adult Playground Users

Summer Week
A
Summer Week
B
Fall Week C
Winter Week D

Weekday 1
Users

Weekday 2
Users

Saturday
Users

Sunday
Users

14

2

4

10

Total
Observed
Users
30

9

17

1

0

27

0
0

0
1

3
0

2
0
Total
Observed
Users
Total Older
Adult Users

5
1
63

2

The interview participants who wished to remain anonymous have been assigned the pseudonyms “Megan,”
“Debra,” and “Susan.” All other participants wished to keep their identities known.
1
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The first author estimated users’ age into three groups (see Table 2), as well as estimated users’
gender. Demographically, only two older adults were observed using the equipment during
participant observations. Both were males, and only one had arrived at the OAP with the
intention of working out; the other male came with his grandchildren and was demonstrating
how the equipment functioned. The first older adult, who was also the lone older adult
interviewee, confirmed the absence of an older demographic:
There’s usually somebody else over there using the equipment when I go over
there but they’re usually, you know, in their 20s, 30s - younger. Which is great,
but I haven't seen anybody – I’m 62, so I haven't seen anybody my age over
there yet. (Dave)
Other observed users generally appeared to be males under the age of 55. Only 12 of
the 63 (19%) observed users appeared to be female (Table 2). Other significant groups of users
were teens and children. They were not the target population but often used the equipment for
its intended purpose. The youth – or adults – who did not use the equipment for its intended
purpose, but merely played on the equipment, were nevertheless included in the number of
observed users. As previously noted, OAPs can be more than a place for exercise, and users
who did not participate with the equipment as it was designed may have still accrued benefits
related to physical activity or socialization. Thirty-nine of the 63 (61.9%) total participants
appeared to be under the age of 18.
Table 2
Observed Outdoor Adult Playground User Demographics

Age
18 and younger
19-54
55 and older
Total

Males
31
18
2
51

Females
8
4
0
12

Total
39
22
2
63

Social Environment/Interpersonal Factors
Unintended parks use, such as vandalism, was perceived as a barrier to use among both
observed park users and community stakeholders. Linda described how people outside of her
neighbourhood:
were shocked – I know folks who aren’t from the neighbourhood, there was a
lot of discussion of how things would be wrecked […] It’s difficult for folks to
take on, but they don’t live and enjoy our neighbourhood the way we do.
Linda’s comments echoed comments heard in the field from community members such
as, “A new gym! I hope the kids don’t wreck it” (field notes). Another community stakeholder
similarly pointed out, “anywhere you put stuff in, it [park infrastructure] gets vandalized”
(Nancy). The sole older adult interviewee also described this perception as a barrier to use.
While a few minor incidents of vandalism were observed by the first author over the period of
the research project, these were not significant and were quickly fixed by municipal staff.
As a counter to the sometimes-negative perception of implementing an OAP’s in this
neighbourhood noted by some community stakeholders and park users, many interactions
observed between OAP users appeared to be positive and also appeared to build social
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connection. Observed interactions included knowledge sharing between users on exercise
prescription and OAP equipment “best practices.” On multiple occasions the first author was
asked how certain pieces of equipment functioned, how the equipment can be modified to suit
individual needs, and to demonstrate the proper way to use the equipment. These observed
positive social interactions were not aligned with the negative perceptions held by some
observed community members.
Built and Outdoor Environment Factors
Factors identified via interviews and observation at the built and outdoor environment
level included weather and equipment design.
Outdoor Weather
The OAP received observably greater use over the summer weeks (July) than in either
the fall (September) or winter weeks (November/December). There was also a noted drop-off
in users from the first weekend of observations in the summer to the second weekend. The
second weekend had a heat warning in effect with temperatures over 30 degrees Celsius. On
Sunday, when the temperature felt like 35 degrees Celsius with humidity, field notes recorded
stated, “While the OAP is shaded, it is still extremely hot out. I wouldn’t use the equipment in
this heat.” Weather was not the sole indicator of OAP use; however, as the afternoon and
evening temperatures in the fall week of observations all rose to the mid-high teens, this did
not result in more observed users. Similarly, the temperatures throughout the observed days in
late November/early December never fell below -3 degrees Celsius. On the first observed
winter weekday, during which no users were observed, recorded field notes stated, “Really a
beautiful day to be using the equipment,” as it was 6 degrees Celsius and sunny. One factor
that potentially reduced the number of users during the two summer observation weeks was
construction at the OAP. There were multiple instances over the summer where the OAP would
rotate being open for use then closed for a period for construction, including for installing a
rubber surface at the OAP.
Equipment Design
The OAP equipment and surrounding park area were designed by the manufacturers
and park planners to be durable and functional across all seasons and over a period of many
years. One trade-off of this durability is a lack of adjustability. At the OAP under study, none
of the equipment was adjustable to the size or strength of the user. This created both confusion
and frustration for users, which was captured through this field observation note: “His friend
asked if the chest press and lat [back] pull down were ‘fixed yet.’ He then went on and tried it.
It was still loose (as it is supposed to be), so he figured it was still broken.” The observed user
thought that the machines’ relative lack of resistance meant the machines were broken;
however, they were functioning as designed. A similar reaction was noted a week later: “The
two men complained about the chest press and [back] pull. Wished you could increase
resistance. Said it must be for only beginners. Also didn’t like the bike – no resistance… ‘only
the pull-up and push-ups stations are good.’” These users recognized that the machines were
functioning properly, yet their designed “all-ages” function did not meet their needs.
The one-size-fits-all approach to the OAP equipment had observed limitations. Each
piece of equipment had short instructional plaques showing how to use the equipment and
which muscles the equipment would activate during proper use. However, confusion was noted
among many new users who were unsure how to use the “wheelchair accessible” side of the

Kevin J. Gardam, Helle Møller, and Erin S. Pearson

2353

stationary resistance machines. The plaques, for some users, “didn’t really give me what I
needed. I needed something more” (Nancy).
Organizational and Community Factors
Factors identified at the organizational and community levels were interrelated and
often overlapped; however, for ease of overview, they are separated by sub-factors. These
factors included, organizational support, park programming/activating, and funding.
Organizational Support
Multiple community stakeholders interviewed cited monitoring of park use by city
and/or community organizations as difficult to both quantify and justify. In terms of
quantifying equipment uptake, a strain on organizational resources hindered the logistical
capability of both Strong Neighbourhood and the municipal government. When asked during
the interview what the role Strong Neighbourhood was expected to have when the equipment
was installed, Linda replied, “Just the connection to the neighbourhood. Letting people know
what was going on, that there was equipment coming. It would be watched. It would be
monitored.” While Strong Neighbourhood’s presence at the park was, in part, intended to serve
as a community champion of the OAP, no additional resources were provided to the
organization for support or monitoring purposes. Thus, Linda viewed supporting the OAP as
just “another thing that I do,” and monitoring as “challenging” to figure out. A representative
from the municipal government stated that, except for outdoor hockey rinks, park infrastructure
is monitored or measured “mostly anecdotally” (Werner). Werner described the challenges this
could entail: “If I hear lots of either favourable or unfavourable comments, one-way or the
other, that’s sometimes the barometer [of success]. It’s not the greatest one.” On the other hand,
this stakeholder also challenged the purpose of a formal evaluation process:
[T]o say that, OK, we have an average X number of users on a facility per day,
what would be deemed a success and what would be deemed not a success? I
don’t know if anyone could give you an absolute number. If we’ve helped five
people a day, is that enough justification to do another one [OAP]? Maybe not,
maybe so. (Werner)
Another community stakeholder pointed to the difficulties in gauging the success of the
equipment:
We hear in the community, I can only tell you what I hear, is that people use it,
and they like it. So, I have to assume that it’s being well used and people like it
and so therefore it’s a good thing. (Rebecca)
This stakeholder went on to describe how the success of OAPs in other communities supports
the development of OAPs in Wymont: “[W]hen I see successes in other communities, then I
have to assume that the [Wymont] one park is a success. Why wouldn’t it be?” (Rebecca)
Park Programming/Activating
Beyond monitoring, organizational responsibility for park programming was at times
unclear. Werner described park infrastructure as “soft service” that is “not necessarily
programmed rigorously.” Megan stated that putting on programming such as exercise classes
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is “not really [our organization’s] role.” Instead, Megan’s health organization partners with
community organizations interested in coordinating recreation or physical activity
programming. On Strong Neighbourhood’s part, Linda stated that:
We need more instructors to come out and just be with the folks. Slowly
gathering people together so they know, “[W]hat do you do with this thing?”
We’ll try and show them where the stickers are, and there’s illustrations, but
people don’t always see that.
Linda identified that volunteer support was needed for this. Similarly, Werner identified Strong
Neighbourhood as perhaps the best-suited stakeholder to support the OAP through instruction:
[T]hey [Strong Neighbourhood] directly engage members of the community,
and if they had members of the community providing that service and
instruction, I think there may be a lot more buy-in from the users, rather than
some person that’s from across town standing there.
Organizational Funding
A stakeholder in the municipal government responsible for community older adult
physical activity programming (Susan) cited a heavy reliance on volunteers for free programs
such as outdoor walking groups. Part of this reliance on volunteers for older adult community
programming stems from municipal budgetary cuts. A stakeholder from an older adults’
recreation centre (Lisa) described budget cutbacks to seniors’ programming and a heavy
reliance on volunteers at a time where demand for programming was at an all-time high.
An analysis of city documents revealed several municipal service action items,
including considerations for investing in additional OAPs (City of Wymont, 2015). One
community stakeholder (Rebecca) pointed out that the city has only recently started to invest
in park infrastructure designed specifically for seniors, but that there is a recognized need for
further funding in senior-specific programming and infrastructure. Both Werner and Rebecca
pointed to funding challenges related to future investments, whether it was through a stagnation
of departmental budgets, or a reduction in the municipal tax base. The newly created Recreation
& Facilities Master Plan (City of Wymont, 2015) did point to public-private partnerships as a
growing method of funding new capital projects.
Policy Factors
Two policy factors were identified through the analysis of municipal documents and
via observation and interviews: conflation of policy directives and filling a void in older adult
services.
Conflation of Policy Directives
There was, at times, a disconnect between what was stated in policy and what occurred
“on the ground” at the OAP. In the municipal documents reviewed, the City of Wymont
considered investing in OAPs as a potential tool to support community age friendliness. In the
City Services Action Plan (2015), the City cites the OAP as a pilot project for future
investments into OAPs “designed to help older adults stay mobile, healthy, and physically
active in their communities” (p. 26). This document description of future OAP investment does
not reflect municipal practices “on the ground,” where all-ages design is valued. There was
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also an identified push towards “all-ages” policy compared to seniors-focussed policy. For
example, the City Services Action Plan (2015) identified the need to emphasize “parks and
outdoor spaces designed for all ages, including older adults” (p. 8). Werner emphasized a focus
on all-ages park infrastructure, except for certain youth-focussed infrastructure. The
stakeholder involved in Age Friendly Wymont also pointed out that while the “original intent
of it [the OAP] was for seniors,” (Rebecca) the infrastructure is built for all-ages.
Filling a Void in Older Adult Services
Beyond the geographical area immediately surrounding the OAP, there was also an
acknowledgement that the OAP attempts to fill a void in services for the older adult population
in the city as a whole. For example, the older adult interviewee pointed to the tendency for
outdoor spaces in the city to be largely youth-focussed: “in [the city] I don't know of any other
place where adult, quality exercise equipment is really there. Jungle gyms, sort of, but nothing
for the grown-ups” (Dave). As one community stakeholder pointed out, outdoor play structures
for children “are all over” (Nancy), while play infrastructure for seniors is comparatively nonexistent. Linda acknowledged, “we take for granted that there is equipment for children, babies,
and youth. I think we haven’t done the same for older adults.” A City stakeholder interviewee
also emphasized the greater need for seniors’ recreation:
But with the fact that our population is ageing, we know that we have to provide
different forms of recreation for seniors. That’s a given. That has to happen. We
have to look at different programming. So, to me, somewhere along the line we
have to start putting more money into that sector of the population, and that is
in [exercise] equipment. (Rebecca)
Werner described how the Parks department is trying to accommodate older adults’ need for
services by modifying existing park infrastructure, such as painting pickle ball lines on tennis
courts. Broadening an infrastructure focus to include older adults’ needs also presents a
financial challenge for the Department:
We don’t have a dedicated line item in the budget every year for outdoor fitness
equipment. We have it for playground equipment, but it is all getting more and
more expensive, and our budget hasn’t increased in 15 years probably. (Werner)
Discussion
We used the SEM to frame our findings because we recognized that there are varying
levels of influence potentially affecting older adults’ participation with an OAP. While the
noted lack of older adult users and interview participants reduced our ability to explore
perceptions on the equipment and the barriers and facilitators to engaging with it, we
nevertheless gained a rich understanding of the OAP through the other levels of the SEM. For
instance, the interaction between individuals of all ages and the social and built environments
can have a significant impact on the uptake of equipment use. Difficulties understanding the
instructional plaques negatively impacted those who perhaps had not used exercise equipment
previously. Individual and neighbourhood socioeconomic status combined with the location of
the OAP produced a situation where inequities in access to physical activity infrastructure may
have been reduced; this partly supports previous research by Taylor and colleagues (2007),
who identified improving access to free gyms (although not necessarily outdoor gyms) as one
of many methods of reducing disparities in physical activity for low-income urban woman.
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Thus, it is not an indication of failure that a particular population group, in this case seniors,
did not use the OAP.
All-Ages or Age-Friendly?
There was an acknowledgement among some stakeholders that additional efforts were
needed to specifically support older adults’ physical activity. As Megan noted, there are
programs promoting physical activity to children specifically and some that target the general
population (i.e., “all-ages”), yet little physical activity programming focus exclusively on older
adults. A conflation of all-ages policy with seniors-focussed policy is a failure to recognize that
seniors may require specific programming or supports that are not provided through an all-ages
design. Larkin (2012) explored the benefits of OAPs and noted, “Arguably the biggest area of
discussion—and different points of view—surrounds the question of whether to create a
playground for older adults or an intergenerational playground” (p. 28). Intergenerational
parks, Larkin (2012) argues, can tend to support younger generations’ physical activity over
older generations. As interviewee Dave pointed out, many parks have “Jungle gyms, sort of,
but nothing for the grown-ups.” Considering that seniors aged 65 and older now outnumber
children aged 0-14 in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2020), a broadening of focus is needed in the
areas of seniors’ recreation.
Future Considerations for Policymakers and Planners
A broadening of focus in seniors’ recreation does not necessarily assume substantial
changes to park budgets. Specific to OAPs, Cohen and colleagues (2012) calculated the cost
effectiveness of an OAP relative to increases in observed users’ physical activity and identified
encouraging but not significant results. Similarly, Madren (2013) highlighted the various
sources of funding communities pursued in the United States to purchase OAP equipment, and
highlighted a park planner’s belief that OAP equipment is one of the most cost-effective park
infrastructure investments. If cost remains a barrier for future investment into OAP equipment,
the City of Wymont could look to other potential funding sources, whether through other levels
of governments (e.g., Government of Ontario, 2018), or through corporate and private
sponsorship. Indeed, stakeholders in this study did identify cost as a barrier to new park
infrastructure for any age group, and thus novel ways of activating municipal parks for seniors
is needed. One idea offered by a community stakeholder was to hire an “older adult specialist
to work in the summer to activate parks and do things, training, with the outdoor gym” (Nancy).
For the OAP, there was a potential knowledge gap for users who were unsure how some of the
equipment functioned. Existing research has identified the use of trainers or exercise programs
to support OAP participation (Chow et al., 2017; Copeland et al., 2017; Madren, 2013; Stride
et al., 2017). Copeland and colleagues (2017) suggested that OAPs in small urban centres may
require additional programmatic and marketing efforts (e.g., enhanced signage) in order to be
successful. While younger age groups successfully used the OAP under study without such
efforts, enhanced program and marketing could have benefited the older adult population and
subsequently helped meet the municipality’s desired outcomes – namely, older adult
participation (City of Wymont, 2015).
In the future, stakeholders tasked with developing and implementing an OAP would
benefit from a strategic use of the SEM. Utilizing the SEM could help identify (with the goal
of bringing together) stakeholders and users, define the roles necessary for supporting the OAP,
and hopefully target strategies to increase the number of older adult users at an OAP. Through
our use of the SEM, we were able to identify potential factors beyond simply the design of the
equipment that may help (e.g., location) or hinder (e.g., negative social perception) OAP
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uptake. Examining the varying factors that could influence an older adult’s decision to use an
OAP in any given neighbourhood or setting, would provide a better understanding of the
supports needed for potential older adult users.
To best support older OAP users and improve uptake, better alignment is needed
between municipal policies and interests, and the needs of neighbourhoods and potential users
in those neighbourhoods. A misalignment of the needs of older adults, the related lack of
available supports to older adults, and interplaying contextual factors all combined to result in
few older adults being observed using the equipment.
References
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research
in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Canadian Medical Association. (2016). The state of seniors health care in Canada.
https://www.cma.ca/state-seniors-health-care-canada
Chow, H.-w. (2013). Outdoor fitness equipment in parks: A qualitative study from older adults’
perceptions. BMC Public Health, 13, 1216. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-131216
Chow, H., Mowen, J. A, & Wu, G. (2017). Who is using outdoor fitness equipment and how?
The case of Xihu Park. International Journal of Environment Research and Public
Health, 14(448), 1-12. doi:10.3390/ijerph14040448
City of Wymont. (2015). Age friendly city services action plan. Retrieved from [Withheld to
protect confidentiality]
Cohen, D. A., Marsh, T., Williamson, S., Golinelli, D., & McKenzie, T. L. (2012). Impact and
cost-effectiveness of family fitness zones: A natural experiment in urban public parks.
Health & Place, 18(1), 39-45. doi:10.1016/j.healthplace.2011.09.008
Copeland, J., Currie, C., Walker, A., Mason, E., Willoughby, T., & Amson, A. (2017). Fitness
equipment in public parks: Frequency of use and community perceptions in a small
urban centre. Journal of Physical Activity & Health, 14(5), 344-352. doi:
10.1123/jpah.2016-0277
Cramm, J. M., van Dijk, H. M., & Nieboer, A. P. (2013). The importance of neighborhood
social cohesion and social capital for the well being of older adults in the
community. The Gerontologist, 53(1), 142-152. doi:10.1093/geront/gns052
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five
approaches (3rd ed.). Sage.
Dawson, A. P., Cargo, M., Steward, H., Chong, A., & Daniel, M. (2012). Aboriginal health
workers experience multilevel barriers to quitting smoking: A qualitative study.
International Journal for Equity in Health, 11(27), 1-11.
Dogra, S., Al-Sahab, B., Manson, J., & Tamim, H. (2015). Aging expectations are associated
with physical activity and health among older adults of low socioeconomic
status. Journal of Aging & Physical Activity, 23(2), 180-186. doi:10.1123/japa.20120337
Federation of Canadian Municipalities. (2013). Canada’s aging population: The municipal
role
in
Canada’s
demographic
shift.
http://www.fcm.ca/Documents/reports/FCM/canadas_aging_population_the_municip
al_role_in_Canadas_demographic_shift_en.pdf
Government of Canada. (2014). Action for seniors. https://www.canada.ca/en/employmentsocial-development/programs/seniors-action-report.html
Government of Ontario. (2017). Aging with confidence: Ontario’s action plan for seniors.
https://files.ontario.ca/ontarios_seniors_strategy_2017.pdf

2358

The Qualitative Report 2021

Government of Ontario. (2018). 2017-18 Ontario sport and recreation communities program
fund
(OSRCF).
http://www.grants.gov.on.ca/prodconsum/groups/grants_web_contents/documents/gra
nts_web_contents/prdr017914.pdf
Jackson, T., Clemens, J., & Palacios, M. (2017). Canada’s aging population and implications
for
government
finances.
Fraser
Institute.
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/canadas-aging-population-andimplications-for-government-finances.pdf
Larkin, M. (2012). Why older-adult playgrounds present a world of possibilities. Journal of
Active Aging, 11(3), 22-30.
Levinger, P., Sales, M., Polman, R., Haines, T., Dow, B., Biddle, S. J. H., Duque, G., & Hill,
K. D. (2018). Outdoor physical activity for older people-the senior exercise park:
Current research, challenges and future directions. Health Promotion Journal of
Australia, 29(3), 353-359. doi: 10.1002/hpja.60.
Loukaitou-Sideris, A., Levy-Storms, L., Chen, L., & Brozen, M. (2016). Parks for an aging
population: Needs and preferences of low-income seniors in Los Angeles. Journal of
the
American
Planning
Association, 82(3),
236-251.
doi:10.1080/01944363.2016.1163238
Madren, C. (2013). Hit the gym: A new era of fitness trails and outdoor gyms helps
communities stay healthy. Parks and Recreation, 48(5), 40-45.
McGinn, D. (2011, May 29). Coming to a park near you: Elliptical trainers and quad machines.
The Globe and Mail. http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and- 124
fitness/fitness/coming-to-a-park-near-you-elliptical-trainers-andquadmachines/article581518/
McLeroy, K. R., Bibeau, D., Steckler, A., & Glanz, K. (1988). An ecological perspective on
health promotion programs. Health Education Quarterly, 15(4), 351-377.
National Seniors Council. (2017). Who’s at risk and what can be done about it? A review of
the literature on the social isolation of different groups of seniors. The Government of
Canada.
https://www.canada.ca/en/national-seniors-council/programs/publicationsreports/2017/review-social-isolation-seniors.html
Perchoux, C., Mensah, K., Lakerveld, J., Bernaards, C., Chastin, S., Simon, C., & Nazare, J.
(2016). A systematic review of correlates of sedentary behaviour in adults aged 18–65
years: A socio-ecological approach. BMC Public Health, 16(1), 163.
doi:10.1186/s12889-016-2841-3
Rowe, K., Shilbury, D., Ferkins, L., & Hinckson, E. (2013). Sport development and physical
activity promotion: An integrated model to enhance collaboration and understanding.
Sport
Management
Review,
16(3),
364-377.
doi:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2012.12.003
Sallis, J .F., Cervero, R. B., Ascher, W., Henderson, K. A., Kraft, M. K., & Kerr, J. (2006). An
ecological approach to creating active living communities. Annual Review Public
Health, 27, 297-322. doi: 10.1146/annurev.publhealth.27.021405.102100
Scharf, T., Phillipson, C., Kingston, P., & Smith, A. E. (2001). Social exclusion and older
people: Exploring the connections. Education and Ageing, 16(3), 303-320.
Scharf, T., Phillipson, C., & Smith, A. (2003). Older people's perceptions of the
neighbourhood: Evidence from socially deprived urban areas. Sociological Research
Online, 8(4), 1-12. doi: https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.867
Schölmerich, V. L. N., & Kawachi, I. (2016). Translating the social-ecological perspective into
multilevel interventions for family planning. Health Education & Behavior, 43(3), 246255. doi:10.1177/1090198116629442
Sibson, R., Scherrer, P., & Ryan, M. M. (2018). ‘I think it adds value, but I don’t use it’: Use,

Kevin J. Gardam, Helle Møller, and Erin S. Pearson

2359

perceptions and attitudes of outdoor exercise equipment in an urban public park. Annals
of Leisure Research, 21(1), 58-73. doi:10.1080/11745398.2017.1290535
Statistics Canada. (2017a). Age and sex, and type of dwelling data: Key results from the 2016
census. http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/170503/dq170503a-eng.pdf
Statistics Canada. (2017b). Census profile, 2016. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 98-316X2016001, Ottawa. Retrieved from [Withheld to protect confidentiality]
Statistics Canada. (2019). Tracking physical activity levels of Canadians, 2016 and 2017.
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190417/dq190417g-eng.htm
Statistics Canada. (2020). Canada's population estimates: Age and sex, July 1, 2020.
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/daily-quotidien/200929/dq200929beng.pdf?st=o9JlZuIe
Stride, V., Cranney, L., Scott, A., & Hua, M. (2017). Outdoor gyms and older adults acceptability, enablers and barriers: A survey of park users. Health Promotion Journal
of Australia, 28(3), 243-246. doi:10.1071/HE16075
Taylor, W. C., Sallis, J. F., Lees, E., Hepworth, J. T., Feliz, K., Volding, D. C., Cassels, A., &
Tobin, J. N. (2007). Changing social and built environments to promote physical
activity: 129 Recommendations from low income, urban women. Journal of Physical
Activity and Health, 43(4), 54-65.
Toto, P. E., Raina, K. D., Holm, M. B., Schlenk, E. A., Rubinstein, E. N., & Rogers, J. C.
(2012). Outcomes of a multicomponent physical activity program for sedentary,
community-dwelling older adults. Journal of Aging and Physical Activity, 20(3), 363378.
Yarmohammadi, S., Mozafar Saadati, H., Ghaffari, M., & Ramezankhani, A. (2019). A
systematic review of barriers and motivators to physical activity in elderly adults in Iran
and
worldwide. Epidemiology
and
Health, 41,
e2019049.
https://doi.org/10.4178/epih.e2019049
Yin, R. K. (2014). Case study research: Design and methods (5th ed.). Sage.
Author Note
Kevin J. Gardam, M.P.H., is a recent Master of Public Health graduate from Lakehead
University. His research interests have focussed in two areas: the role of the environment in
influencing older adults’ physical activity and Indigenous youth social development through
sport.
Dr. Helle Møller, Ph.D. (Corresponding author), is an Associate Professor in the
Department of Health Sciences at Lakehead University. Her research interests span the
determinants of health and social justice in northern, rural and remote areas with an emphasis
on the health and wellbeing of women and Indigenous peoples and older adults. Please direct
correspondence to hmoeller@lakeheadu.ca.
Dr. Erin S. Pearson, Ph.D., is an Assistant Professor in the School of Kinesiology at
Lakehead University. Her research interests include the psychology of health and physical
activity, community-based health promotion interventions, child and family health, and health
behaviour change strategies such as motivational interviewing and Co-Active life coaching.
Acknowledgements: This study was supported by a Canada Graduate Scholarships
(Master's Program) Grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of
Canada.
Copyright 2021: Kevin J. Gardam, Helle Møller, Erin S. Pearson, and Nova
Southeastern University.

2360

The Qualitative Report 2021

Article Citation
Gardam, K. J., Møller, H., & Pearson, E. S. (2021). Older adults and outdoor physical activity
equipment: A social ecological analysis. The Qualitative Report, 26(8), 2347-2360.
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2021.4287

