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Abstract

:

Urban green spaces can facilitate positive social interactions in numerous ways. These interactions may lead to the development of social cohesion among city dwellers. This article provides a viewpoint on the potential role that the presence of green space and volunteering can play in the construct of social cohesion. Specifically, the article focuses on one aspect of social cohesion, volunteerism, as a way to illustrate the immense potential of social cohesion to link health with place and the planet.
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1. Introduction


Social cohesion is often described as the social connections, trust, and/or overall solidarity among residents [1]. A recent literature review identified factors such as social relations and communal activities as essential aspects of social cohesion [2]; however, the definition of social cohesion can vary. By providing places where people can potentially bond with others and engage in a range of social and communal activities, urban parks and green spaces can facilitate civic activities [3,4,5]. Scholars describe how social cohesion is within the social determinants of health and linked to positive health outcomes such as increased physical activity, lower levels of stress, and improved subjective well-being [6,7]. Although social cohesion is a major pathway influencing the relationship between green space and health [7], it also represents an area in need of additional research [6,7], especially in cities [8]. However, measuring social cohesion has been challenging.



Volunteer activity is linked with reciprocity and trust and considered one of the most common indicators of social cohesion [9,10]. Volunteerism involves activities where people freely give to individuals or a cause in ways that are beneficial to societies overall [11]. Volunteering is considered a pro-social behavior that links people to the production and exchange of goods and services; it can further build on a moral effort to benefit a cause to which the participant is affiliated [12]. Being involved in volunteer efforts may improve one’s perception of themselves and their surroundings, as well as provide access to beneficial resources and contacts [13]. Volunteering may also relate to social ties, which are a key predictor of place attachment [14] and collective action.



Different types of volunteering may relate to the presence of parks and other recreational spaces. Environmental agencies have long relied on volunteers to support their management activities [15,16], and many agencies are developing new approaches to engage both volunteers and partner organizations [17]. In many cases, these efforts can motivate an inspired workforce of stewards dedicated to restoring and maintaining parks, thereby enhancing community resilience [18]. In addition to nature-based settings like parks, volunteering is also common in other recreational contexts, such as sports settings (baseball and soccer fields, basketball courts). For many, sports volunteering provides a mechanism for building social networks, social cohesion, and social capital [19,20]. In one case, Kay and Bradbury investigated the role of volunteering in sports-related activities in the development of social capital among youth, finding that respondents reported greater social connectedness and other benefits as a result of their participation in sports volunteering [21].



Insights on the benefits of volunteering across the parks and recreation sector can contribute to our understanding of the broader link between green space and social cohesion. Specifically, proportions of volunteering can be used as an indicator for social cohesion [9,10] and trust. The recognition that organized sport activities are key drivers of park use [22,23] suggests amenities such as sports fields and recreational centers may also influence civic engagement [24]. A similar pathway can be hypothesized between volunteering in green spaces and broader forms of civic engagement.



While the motivations to volunteer can vary [12], scholars suggest that these motivations can often be grouped into one of four categories: egoism, increasing one’s own welfare; altruism, increasing the welfare of others; collectivism, increasing the welfare of a group one belongs to; and principlism, upholding personal values [25]. Regardless of motivations, volunteer activities represent a promising avenue to facilitate social interactions [26] and measure social cohesion [9]. Importantly, volunteering builds a sense of place attachment with the settings in which people volunteer [13]. Some research has found that more green spaces are correlated with greater social bonds between volunteers and their neighborhood organizations [27], which could be explained by the strong place attachment that greener neighborhoods elicit.



Scholars generally analyze social interactions at the neighborhood scale [28], but the examination of how green space influences volunteering and social cohesion should also be performed a macro-level (e.g., city/metropolitan scale) scale. As more outside entities (e.g., private foundations) are funding park and recreational facilities, cities are often competing with each other for these and other sources [29]. Cities also represent an important and understudied scale of analysis for studies on the provision of parks and recreation and on the social environment [8,30]. Such insights can bridge the knowledge gap between urban green spaces and social interactions [8,31]. Examination of this topic is particularly timely, given declines in urban social relations, gaps in the academic literature, and interest in social interactions from practitioners [8,32,33]. We hope to reimagine ways that urban green spaces (e.g., parks and gardens) and recreational spaces can partner to bring about the best in people and the places they value.




2. Conclusions


Social cohesion is a key construct that links urban green spaces and health. As previous authors describe how volunteer activity is considered an indicator of social cohesion, it represents a potential pathway in the relationship between green space and health that should be explored. By studying the social pathways that urban green spaces connect people with place and service to others, we are better positioned to understand its multifaceted link to human health.
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