
ARTICLE

Towards social sustainability in urban communities:
exploring how community parks influence
residents’ social interaction during the COVID-19
pandemic
Chunyan Yang 1,2✉, Song Shi2, Goran Runeson2 & Duanfang Lu3

The COVID-19 outbreak and associated lockdowns have heightened the challenges of social

isolation in urban communities. Social interaction is recognized as a key factor in promoting

people’s health, wellbeing, and social sustainability within urban communities. Public open

spaces serve as a vital link between communities’ environment and individuals’ wellbeing.

However, there has been limited research exploring how community parks impact residents’

social interaction in urban communities during the pandemic, particularly a lack of in-depth

qualitative research in this area. To address this gap, this research investigated the impact of

community parks on social interaction in master-planned communities in Sydney, using a

qualitative case study method. A total of sixteen residents living in two selected communities

—Breakfast Point and Liberty Grove—were interviewed during the COVID-19 pandemic in

2022. It was found that three themes and seven underlying subthemes of park-use factors

influence residents’ social interactions: (1) quality of park spaces (rest spaces, BBQ/picnic

recreation spaces, children’s playgrounds, sport facilities, and nature amenities), (2) pedes-

trian integration of parks (interconnected park network and well-dispersed small parks), and

(3) pedestrian connectivity with surroundings. The findings provide theoretical, empirical, and

practical implications for promoting social wellbeing and community sustainability in the

post-COVID era.
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Introduction

F irst identified in December 2019, the COVID-19 outbreak
rapidly escalated into a global pandemic. Governments
around the world implemented lockdowns, travel restric-

tions, and social distancing measures. While these measures
helped contain the spread of the virus, they caused significant
social disruptions and increased mental health issues due to social
isolation. As studies have shown, during the COVID-19 lock-
downs, park visits increased in many places, particularly for
community parks (Geng et al. 2021; Li et al. 2023; Park et al.
2022). The importance of community parks has been amplified
due to residents’ increased demand for nearby parks (Geng et al.
2021; Honey-Rosés et al. 2021; Li et al. 2023). This has led us to
rethink the importance of community parks for people’s well-
being and for social cohesion in communities during the pan-
demic (Farkas et al. 2023; Lopez et al. 2021; Xian et al. 2024).
However, there is a lack of studies have examined on how
community parks impact on people’s social wellbeing, especially
during times of the health crisis (Honey-Rosés et al. 2021; Reyes-
Riveros et al. 2021).

Since the COVID-19 outbreak, there have been increasing
concerns about rising social isolation in many countries. In Aus-
tralia, the issue of social isolation was exacerbated by the pan-
demic (Biddle et al. 2020). Social interaction is recognized as a
crucial factor contributing to residents’ health and wellbeing, and
social sustainability in urban communities (Ebrahim, 2015;
Warner and Andrews, 2019). Previous research defined commu-
nity sustainability as encompassing three dimensions: environ-
mental, social and economic (Ahvenniemi et al. 2017; Pira, 2021;
Somanath et al. 2021). Social sustainability is essential for pro-
moting social cohesion and the viability of communities (Wang
and Ke, 2024). With the urban population continuously increasing
worldwide, there is an urgent need to deepen our understanding of
all aspects of social sustainability within urban communities in the
post-COVID era (Geng et al. 2021; Somanath et al. 2021).

Prior research has acknowledged the pivotal role of public open
spaces in promoting social sustainability by fostering diverse
social activities among residents in communities (Centers and
Gómez, 2019). These social activities are instrumental in culti-
vating sense of community and in reducing residents’ mental
health issues (Francis et al. 2014; Kaźmierczak, 2013). However,
the question of ‘how public open places impact on social inter-
action and wellbeing’ is still unclear in the existing literature,
particularly in the context of master-planned communities
(MPCs) in Australia. MPC can be defined as ‘large scale, inte-
grated housing developments produced by single development
entities that include the provision of physical and social infra-
structure’ (Francis et al. 2014, p. 186). As a sustainable residential
development form in Australia (Smith, 2020), MPC aims at

building a sense of community for residents by providing physical
and social infrastructure.

There are several significant knowledge gaps that need to be
addressed in the related areas. Firstly, there are limited studies
that focus on understanding the complex human–environment
relationships within urban communities in the literature. It is
necessary to increase our knowledge on what specific features of
neighbourhood green open spaces are important for residents’
social interaction (Schmidt et al. 2019). Secondly, studies
regarding the impact of community parks on people’s social
wellbeing during the health crisis are limited. The COVID-19
pandemic has heightened the importance of green infrastructure
on people’s health and wellbeing, but research in this area
remains largely unexplored. Thirdly, we know very little about the
daily lives and social activities of residents in MPCs in Australia.
Lastly, there is a crucial need for more qualitative studies to
uncover sociocultural knowledge in the field of social wellbeing
and community sustainability research (NatureSustainability,
2020). Recent studies argue that qualitative field work is urgently
needed to investigate the effects of the pandemic on social
interactions and wellbeing (Honey-Rosés et al. 2021). However,
because collecting data on park use through traditional methods
was difficult during the COVID-19 period, there is very limited
qualitative evidence collected during the pandemic in the field (Li
et al. 2023).

This study aims to address these research gaps by exploring the
impact of community parks on residents’ social interaction and
wellbeing in MPCs in Sydney. In line with the research aim, this
paper proposes the research question (RQ): ‘How do community
parks influence residents’ social interactions in master-planned
communities in Sydney?’, and a conceptual framework to address
the research question (see Fig. 1).

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study to
investigate the relationship between community parks and social
interaction in MPCs in Sydney based on qualitative evidence
collected during the COVID-19 period. This research provides an
important opportunity and evidence to advance the under-
standing of the complex human–environment relationships and
social interaction within MPCs. The data reflects the character-
istics of residents’ social activities and park-use behavioural pat-
terns in MPCs during the pandemic. It makes unique
contributions to literature by adding specific evidence collected
amidst the pandemic. The subsequent sections will delve into
various aspects of the study. Firstly, relevant theories and existing
literature will be examined. Secondly, an overview of the data and
methodology will be presented. Thirdly, the data analysis
and results will be outlined and interpreted. Lastly, the findings
and implications will be discussed.

Physical Environmental 

Factors

Social 

wellbeing

Factors that Affect 
Park Use

Social Interaction 
(SI)

Demographic Factors   

Individual Factors 

Social Factors

Health Factors (e.g., COVID)  

social engagement

social influence

social support

Weak-ties SI

Strong-ties SI

Quality of park spaces

Pedestrian integration

Parks’ connectivity

which provides 

opportunities for ... Absent SI

Fig. 1 Theoretical framework—translating model from park use into social interaction. Source: Authors.
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Literature review
Theories. Social interaction refers to ‘a process of reciprocal sti-
mulation and interactivity between at least two people’ (Moulay
et al. 2017, p. 59). There are several sets of theories that underpin
the investigation of neighbourhood social interaction, including
micro- and macro-sociology (Moulay et al. 2017; Oldenburg,
1989). This research primarily relies on social ties theory
(Granovetter, 1973) and social network theory (Abass et al. 2020;
Berkman et al. 2000) to address the research aim.

Social ties theory. This study is based on Granovetter’s (1973)
theory of ‘the strength of weak ties’. Granovetter (1973) defined
that ‘the strength of a tie is a combination of the amount of time,
the emotional intensity, the intimacy, and the reciprocal services
which characterise the tie’ (p.1361). In Granovetter’s (1973)
theory, social life can be classified into strong, weak, and absent
ties. In the neighbourhood context, weak ties are defined as the
general, superficial interactions that occur between neighbours
who know others but not too well in neighbourhoods (Henning
and Lieberg, 1996; Kim, 2017). Strong ties refer to a reliable social
network based on thick trust (e.g., family members, kin, friends)
that has been developed over time and gains from frequent and
substantial support (Kim, 2017; Putnam, 2001). Absent ties refer
to ‘the most superficial contacts, meaning for example nodding
relationships between people living in the same neighbourhood’
(Alidoust et al. 2018, p. 135). Granovetter (1973) argued that
weak ties are likely to be more important than strong ties in social
networks.

Following Granovetter’s (1973) social tie theory, past studies
found that weak ties are often more plentiful and valuable in
neighbourhoods for residents’ social wellbeing (Henning and
Lieberg, 1996; Kim, 2017; Weijs-Perrée et al. 2015). For example,
Henning and Lieberg (1996) found that the number of weak ties
interactions were higher than strong tie interactions within
neighbourhoods in a study in Sweden. Kim (2017) revealed that
weak ties had a more significant impact on residents’ wellbeing.
In contrast, some scholars assert that the majority of social
support comes from strong social ties (Benitez-Avila et al. 2023;
Kim, 2017). Moreover, absent ties consist of non-verbal general
social interaction (e.g., visual contact), which refers to being
‘engaged in social interaction that did not involve verbalised
conversations’ (Hickman, 2013, p. 228), such as seeing other
people, watching children playing, watching sport or activities.
Some scholars suggested that non-verbal absent ties social
interaction, like simply seeing other people, can also benefit
people’s wellbeing (Gardner, 2011; Hickman, 2013). For example,
Gardner (2011) found that some residents enjoyed just seeing
others while in outside open spaces, particularly in situations
where people felt socially isolated. For example, during the
COVID-19 period, people might benefit from simply seeing other
people (Lopez et al. 2021). These social ties affect a flow of
resources to residents’ social networks within neighbourhood.
However, the different types of residents’ social activities in
various neighbourhood circumstances remain less understood in
the literature. Few studies investigate social ties in the Australian
MPC context.

Social network theory. The concept of social networks was ori-
ginally developed to understand social ties across groups like
kinship and residential groups (Barnes, 1954; Bott, 1971). Social
network is defined as ‘the web of social relationships that sur-
round an individual and the characteristics of those ties’
(Berkman et al. 2000, p. 847). Berkman et al. (2000) introduced a
theoretical framework for understanding how social interactions
impact an individual’s health. This model shows that social

networks are shaped by social structural conditions at the macro
level, while influencing health and wellbeing through several
pathways at the micro-psychosocial level: social support, social
influence, social engagement and attachment, and access to
resources (Berkman et al. 2000). Overall, social network theory
has a valuable lens through which to comprehend relationships
among people in social structures like communities (Abass et al.
2020). We argue that one limitation of this model is its neglect to
consider the influence of physical factors on social ties within the
specific place-based context. This study will enhance this model
by adding ‘place’ as a significant dimension of the social network
system and utilizing it for analysis.

Association between community parks and social interaction.
Based on the socio-ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1992),
previous studies have identified three main categories of factors
impacting neighbourhood social interaction: personal factors
(e.g., age, sex, education and length of residence); social factors
(e.g., health and safety); and physical characteristics of the built
environment (Alidoust et al. 2019; Francis et al. 2012; Lauwers
et al. 2021). Among them, several built environment factors have
been identified associated with residents’ social interaction in
neighbourhoods, such as the provision of public open space
(Francis et al. 2012; Talen, 2000); the quality of public space
(Chitrakar, 2016); land use and density (Rogers and
Sukolratanametee, 2009); pedestrian access (Lund, 2002); and
neighbourhood connectivity (Abass et al. 2020). Specifically,
previous studies have found that the provision of public and open
space (e.g., playgrounds and parks) brings residents together and
provide opportunities for a variety of social activities (Cao et al.
2018; Francis et al. 2012). New urbanism presents a theoretical
connection between the public spaces and social interaction
(Hooper et al. 2020; Talen, 2000). For example, Talen (2000)
presented a model illustrating the translating relationship from
public open space into social interaction, which delineates the
process through which public open space leads to the formation
of social interaction, mediated by factors related to the use of
public spaces.

Three main category factors of community parks have been
identified associated with people’s social activities in neighbour-
hoods in literature: the quality of park space, pedestrian
integration and pedestrain connectivity (Centers and Gómez,
2019; Francis et al. 2012) (see Table 1). (1) several crucial aspects
of the quality of park space have been identified associated with
people’s social wellbeing, including recreation space, children’s
playgrounds, rest space, shade facilities, sports facilities and
nature amenities (Francis et al. 2012; Zhu and Fu, 2017). UN-
Habitat has developed a framework including five dimensions to
assess the quality of public open space at the neighbourhood level,
based on residents’ needs and social wellbeing: accessibility,
amenities, green environment, comfort and safety, use and user
(UN-Habitat, 2020). Among them, the objective factors of park
quality include accessibility (e.g., inclusive facilities for pedes-
trians and bikes, etc.), amenities (e.g., quality of seating,
recreational structures like playground, etc.), green environment
dimensions (e.g., ratio of green coverage, biodiversity like trees,
flowers, etc.) (UN-Habitat, 2020). Similarly, an Australian
planning model, ‘Classification Framework for Public Open
Space’ claimes that three functional park spaces can benefit
people’s social wellbeing: Nature, Recreation, and Sport spaces
(Rutherford et al. 2013). (2) pedestrian integration factors have
been identified as influencers of social contact, incorporating
parks’ accessibility, distribution, and parks network within
neighbourhoods (Centers and Gómez, 2019; Lund, 2002).
Quantity of parks, park size, park distance, and walking trails
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are identifies associated with parks accessibility and related social
wellbeing (Alidoust et al. 2019; Lopez et al. 2021). (3) Parks
connectivity, particularly parks’ pedestrian connectivity with
surrounding areas, is associated with social interactions in
neighbourhoods (Abass et al. 2020; Reyes-Riveros et al. 2021).
Parks connectivity is recognised as a key factor to address the
issue of socio-spatial segregation in urban communities, espe-
cially for MPCs in Australia (Alidoust et al. 2018; Kenna et al.
2017).

However, there remains a lack of empirical studies examining
the relationship between public open spaces and social interac-
tions within urban communities, particularly in the context of
MPCs in Australia (Farahani and Lozanovska, 2014).

COVID-19 impacts on park use and related social interaction.
Many studies found that people visited parks more frequently
during the pandemic in many countries globally (Geng et al.
2021; Li et al. 2023; Park et al. 2022), However, the levels of park
visitation varied across countries and specific period during the
COVID-19 period (Geng et al. 2021). In countries with fewer
COVID-19 cases and less restrictions, such as Canada and
Denmark, park visitation consistently increased (Geng et al.
2021). A few studies reported contradicting results of a decrease
in park visits at some specific times during the pandemic (Lopez
et al. 2021; Park et al. 2022).

Although park visitation levels differed between countries
during the pandemic, there are several important common
themes emerged from the recent studies globally: Firstly, urban
parks have become more important for people’s physical and
mental health than before the outbreak of the pandemic (Farkas
et al. 2023; Geng et al. 2021; Honey-Rosés et al. 2021; Lopez et al.
2021). People’s demand for parks and a healthy living environ-
ment has increased, due to the impacts of workplace closures and
social distancing restrictions during the pandemic (Farkas et al.
2023; Geng et al. 2021). Secondly, compared to the urban parks,
community parks at the neighbourhood level have become more
important during pandemic (Han et al. 2022; Honey-Rosés et al.
2021; Li et al. 2023). This is because people’s options for outdoor
activities are limited and tend to focus more on surround
accessible areas like neighbourhoods or local communities (Han
et al. 2022). Thirdly, the need for outdoor social activity has
significantly increased, and people’s social behaviour in public has
changed (Han et al. 2022; Honey-Rosés et al. 2021). For example,
amid the pandemic, residents have devised various ways to
maintain social contact and alleviate isolation, such as conversing
from balconies or driveways (Honey-Rosés et al. 2021). Fourthly,
more studies are beginning to focus on how the quality of parks

may impact people’s social wellbeing (Han et al. 2022). Some
studies found the various factors influence park use and social
interaction, like park size, park distribution, infrastructure, and
accessibility (Li et al. 2023; Reyes-Riveros et al. 2021; Yang et al.
2023). Fifthly, the pandemic has prompted academia to pay more
attention to the issue of neighbourhood connectivity in open or
gated communities (He et al. 2023). Lastly, the COVID-19
pandemic has intensified inequalities in accessing and using
public spaces (Honey-Rosés et al. 2021; Yu et al. 2023; Zhao and
Gao, 2023). Parks are particularly important to match the needs
of the community across different populations, especially for
elderly, children and youth, and women (Lopez et al. 2021; Park
et al. 2022). For example, Honey-Rosés et al. (2021) pointed out
that parks are important for elderly living alone, as they provide
opportunities for social interactions that help reduce isolation and
loneliness during the pandemic. However, to date, research on the
impact of the pandemic on park use and related social behaviours
in communities is very limited and just begun.

Sustainable communities: master-planned communities in
Australia. MPC is a dominant form for sustainable residential
development in Australian cities, which aims to create a sense of
community and a resort lifestyle via the provision of physical and
social infrastructure (Cheshire, 2019; Goodman et al. 2010;
Rosenblatt et al. 2009). MPCs have several common character-
istics: ‘a consistent design and aesthetic, and some level of private
infrastructure that may include social infrastructure, community
facilities and residential amenities’ (Thompson, 2013, p. 86).
Existing literature analysing MPCs mainly focus on three
dimensions: governance mechanisms; housing market; and nat-
ure of community (Alidoust and Bosman, 2017). Social sustain-
ability has been an essential and consistent theme on MPC
research in literature (Rosenblatt et al. 2009). However, a sig-
nificant gap exists in understanding how the neighbourhood
green features affect residents’ social interaction and health out-
comes, especially in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Previous studies have recognised the complexity and diversity
of the MPC phenomenon in Australian cities (Dowling and
McGuirk, 2005). MPCs can be categorised on the enclosure of
built form (e.g., open, symbolically enclosed, and gated); density
form; and the type of location (e.g., outer- and inner-urban MPC)
(Dowling et al. 2010; McGuirk and Dowling, 2011). It is notable
that the empirical research is limited across different types of
MPC in Australia (Maller et al. 2016). The majority of MPC
studies have focused on the outer-suburban greenfield type MPCs
in literature, while few have examined inner urban MPCs
(Thompson, 2013). This study focuses on inner urban MPCs.

Table 1 Categories of parks characteristics associated with social wellbeing.

Dimension Indicator Item References

Quality of park spaces Recreation space Playgrounds, rest space, shade, quality of
seating

(Francis et al. 2012; Reyes-Riveros et al. 2021;
UN-Habitat, 2020; Zhu and Fu, 2017)

Sport space Sports facilities
Nature space Ratio of green coverage, tree cover, form of

trees/flowers, water feature
Parks’ pedestrian
integration

Parks’ accessibility Number of parks, the ratio of parks, park
size

(Alidoust et al. 2019; Farkas et al. 2023;
Reyes-Riveros et al. 2021)

Park distribution Clear center park, well-dispersed,
small and frequent parks

(Honey-Rosés et al. 2021; Talen, 2000)

Connected parks network
within community

Walking-connected; parks’ network (Farkas et al. 2023; Lopez et al. 2021)

Walking trails Quality of paths (Park et al. 2022; UN-Habitat, 2020)
Parks’ connectivity Connectivity with surroundings Being open; Connectivity for gated

communities
(Abass et al. 2020; Lopez et al. 2021; Reyes-
Riveros et al. 2021)
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Theoretical and conceptual framework. Integrating Grano-
vetter’s (1973) social tie theory, Berkman’s et al. (2000) social
network system theoretical model, and Talen’s (2000) new
urbanism model, this study develops a new conceptual framework
to investigate how park use factors influence social interactions
among residents in MPCs (Fig. 1).

Methods
Cases study areas. This study employs a qualitative case study
method to address the research questions. Two MPC cases were
selected based on their similarities, such as similar locations,
large-scale (over 500 properties) (Kenna et al. 2017) and high-
quality parks. The two cases were selected from different built
forms: one is open, and another one is symbolically enclosed or
gated. The inclusion of these distinct built forms allows for an
exploration of the impact of neighbourhood connectivity and
built forms on residents’ social activities. As a result, two cases
were selected in the inner west of Sydney: Breakfast Point (BP)
and Liberty Grove (LG) (Fig. 2). Both are located at the local
government area of the City of Canada Bay and were built
completed around the year 2000 (Figs. 3 and 4). The two cases
differ in their built forms: BP is an open MPC, while LG is a
symbolically enclosed MPC. The comparison and characteristics
of community features of two cases are summarised in Table 2.

Participants. The qualitative interview data of this study was
collected in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2022. Due to
the impact of the health crisis, interviews were conducted via
Zoom. Salmons’s (2016) ‘E-Interview Research Framework’ was
used as a tool to design the qualitative research and the online
interview data collection.

This study selected adult participants from different socio-
demographic groups in BP and LG via purposive sampling and
snowball sampling. The participants were selected to represent all
socio-demographic factors related to social interaction within
MPCs, including age, gender, marital status, work status,
education, dwelling type, family composition and length of

residency (Francis et al. 2012; French et al. 2014; Hooper et al.
2020). The participant selection inclusion criteria were sum-
marised in Table 3. After each interview, a participant was asked
to nominate people who are living in BP or LG and have the key
characteristics for an interview by snowball sampling.

The authors accessed the potential participants through two
ways: (1) closed social media groups, and (2) a related survey.
Firstly, participants were accessed through closed social media
groups. The interview invitation letters (including the Qualtrics link
and QR code) were posted to the closed neighbourhood Facebook
groups. If the residents were willing to do the interview, they could
click the Qualtrics link or scan the QR code to read the information
sheet and e-sign the consent form. The potential participants who
were identified as having the key characteristics were then contacted
by email or Facebook messenger by authors. Second, before this
interview study, a related survey was conducted in BP and LG in
2021 (approved by the University of Technology Sydney’s Human
Research Ethics Committees (UTS HREC REF No. ETH20–5480)).
In the survey questionnaire, there was a question that asked
participants whether they were willing to participate in this follow-
up interview study. The participants who were willing to participate
in the interview and identified as having the key characteristics were
then invited into the interview via email by authors. Interviews were
conducted via Zoom which were audio or Zoom recorded.

According to Hagaman and Wutich (2017), most themes are
usually identified with ten in-depth interviews and the saturation
of categories usually takes place around 15–20 interviews or
more. As a result, this study’s qualitative data saturation occurred
after analysing 16 interviews. Out of the total 16 participants, with
8 participants living in BP and 8 in LG, the majority fell within
the age range of 20–59, while 3 participants were over the age of
60 (Fig. 5). Education levels varied: 7 participants held bachelor’s
degrees, 3 had master’s degrees, 2 possessed diplomas, 2 attained
high school degrees and 1 held a doctor degree. The participants’
work status varied, including 7 working full-time, 5 part-time, 1
as a housewife, 1 self-employed, and 1 retired. Regarding the
length of residency, 7 participants had resided in BP/LG for 5–10

(a)

(b)

(c)

Breakfast Point

Liberty Grove

Sydney

Fig. 2 Map of the study area. a Sydney, b Breakfast Point, c Liberty Grove.
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years, while 4 participants had been residents for over 10 years.
These diverse demographic characteristics contribute to a varied
and representative sample for the conducted interviews. To
ensure participant anonymity, proper names and other identify-
ing details have been replaced with numerical codes (P01–P16).

Interview questions. Interview questions are developed based on
the related theories and the conceptual framework of this study,

including four sections: community park use, social interaction,
neighbourhood connectivity, and participant background infor-
mation (see Table 4). (1) The section-1 questions were intended
to understand the characteristics of residents’ activities, behaviour
patterns, needs of park use. (2) The section-2 questions aimed to
understand the characteristics of residents’ social ties and it’s
relationship with community park factors in MPCs. (3) The
section-3 questions aimed to understand the parks’ socio-spatial

Fig. 3 Scenes of housing and community parks in Breakfast Point. Source: Photographs taken by authors, 2022.

Fig. 4 Scenes of housing and community parks in Liberty Grove. Source: Photographs taken by authors, 2022.

Table 2 Summary of community features of the two cases.

Dimensions Case 1—Breakfast Point Case 2—Liberty Grove

Year of completion The year 2000 The year 1999
Location City of Canada Bay,

Inner west of Sydney
City of Canada Bay,
Inner west of Sydney

Population 4678 (ABS-a, 2021) 2021(ABS-b, 2021)
Scale Large scale MPC:

2476 dwellings (ABS-a, 2021)
Large scale MPC:
796 dwellings (ABS-b, 2021)

Dwelling structure Houses (94)
Semi-detached/Townhouse (87)
Apartment (1955)
(ABS-a, 2021)

House (67)
Semi-detached/Townhouse (212)
Apartment (452)
(ABS-b, 2021)

Built form Open Symbolically gated
Public space Connected network of parks Integrated network of parks Integrated network of parks

Connecting with surrounding areas Pedestrians connected with surrounding neighbourhoods and
parks

Relatively enclosed

Source: Breakfast Point and Liberty Grove websites; Census data (ABS-a, 2021; ABS-b, 2021).
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connectivity with surrounding areas ‘outside’ the MPCs, and to
explore the characteristics of residents’ activities, and social
interaction connecting in surrounding areas. The question in this
section was designed specifically to explore the socio-spatial
segregation issue in the MPC context. (4) The section-4 questions
gathered general information on participants, including age,
gender, marital status, work status, education, house type, and
length of residency. These questions helped the authors to justify
if the interview participants were selected appropriately matching
the selection criteria and also helped analyse the descriptive
characteristics of the participants. In summary, six semi-
structured theme-related questions were developed for inter-
views. According to participants’ responses, some probing ques-
tions were asked to explicitly explore participants’ perceptions of
the research issues.

Interview procedure. The online interviews were conducted by
the first author, following several steps: (1) The author checked
the Qualtrics platform to ensure the participant signed the con-
sent form before the Zoom meeting. (2) To protect participants’
privacy during Zoom interviews, the author used the Zoom
waiting room to prevent uninvited persons from joining. (3)
When the Zoom started, the researcher suggested participants use
a virtual background to protect their confidentiality and privacy.
The author reminded the participants that they could shut down
their camera during the interview. (4) With the participants’
permission, interviews were Zoom- or audio- recorded. (5) When
the interview started, after the ‘ice-breaker’ questions, participants
were required to answer a series of questions following the
interview protocol (see Table 4). Participants were encouraged to
discuss relevant issues. The sequence and contents of questions
might change in response to the logical flow of participants’
responses. As a result, the length of this section varied from
approximately 20–70min, mainly depending on respondents’
experience in the topic area and their communication styles. (6)
The audio recordings were later transcribed for recurring themes.

Thematic analysis. All recorded interview data were then tran-
scribed verbatim. Interview transcripts were analysed using
NVivo 12 software by thematic analysis method (Braun and
Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis is ideally suited to investigate the
subjective perceptions and experiences of participants (Swierad
and Huang, 2018). The interview data were analysed in the fol-
lowing steps in thematic analysis: (1) Clean the raw data, (2)
Transcribe interviews, (3) Read through the transcript data to
gain an overall understanding (pre-coding), (4) Generate initial
codes, (5) Cluster initial codes, (6) Group codes into themes
(Identify themes), (7) Investigate how the themes relate to each
other, (8) Finalize the themes, and (9) Interpret the meaning of
the themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). In step 4 and 5, data were
categorised based on the feature of the data. Then initial codes
were generated in an iterative process of inductive coding. The
process of coding is one of the most important steps of thematic
analysis. The codes were then organised in themes and sub-
themes. In addition, a code frame was developed to identify
important themes (Fig. 6).

Findings
The interviews yielded three key themes: (1) the quality of park
space, (2) parks’ pedestrian integration, and (3) parks’ con-
nectivity. The key findings, which illustrate the psychological
mechanisms linking park use into social interaction, including
strong, weak, and absent social ties (Fig. 6).

Quality of park spaces. Interviews found five subthemes of
quality of park spaces associated with social interaction, including
rest spaces, BBQ/picnic recreation spaces, children’s playgrounds,
sport facilities, and nature amenities. Among them, the rest
spaces in parks are the most common subtheme that emerged in
the interviews.

Rest spaces in parks. The interview data showed that rest spaces in
parks was the most commonly cited reason for visiting parks and

Table 3 The inclusion criteria for interview participants.

Categories Inclusion criteria Participants were selected
from the group of:

References

Age ○ 20–39
○ 40–59
○ 60+

(ABS-a, 2021; ABS-b, 2021; Francis et al. 2012; Hooper et al. 2020; Weijs-
Perrée et al. 2015; Zhu and Fu, 2017)

Gender ○ Male
○ Female

Marital status ○ Married /de facto
○ Single resident

Education ○ High school graduate or below
○ Diploma, advanced diploma, certificate level
○ Bachelor’s degree
○ Master’s degree
○ Doctoral degree

Employment status ○ Full-time employment
○ Part-time employment
○ Self-employment
○ Away from work (housewife/retired etc)

Family composition ○ Family with children (under 15 years)
○ Family without children

Housing type ○ House; townhouse
○ Apartment

Length of residency ○ <1 year
○ 1–3 years
○ 3–5 years
○ 5–10 years
○ >10 years
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social connections for residents in MPCs. Many social interac-
tions among neighbours occur in rest spaces in parks, including
weak-ties and strong-ties social interactions, and group activities.
These findings indicated the importance of rest facilities in
community parks as facilitators of social interaction.

First, weak-ties social interaction (e.g., greeting, brief con-
versations) often happens in rest spaces in community parks.
More than half of the respondents mentioned that they used the
parks for sitting, along with casual social interaction activities,
such as greeting, short conversations, or observing children
playing. This type of interaction was highlighted as one of the
most prevalent park activities across interviews. For example,
some of the participants stated:

‘Sometimes I will just go to the park and sit for a few
minutes. (…) Some people sit and watch the parties there.’
(LG, age 60 s).

‘My favourite part about parks is just sitting there and
watching kids playing.’ (LG, age 60 s, P11).

Second, strong-ties social interaction also occurs in the rest
spaces. Some participants mentioned that they used rest facilities
for meeting friends, where they would sit and talk, gather with
friends, or hold gatherings. For example, when asked about
activities they enjoy doing with family or friends in the
community parks, as one participant responded:

‘We like to sit in the park and talk.’ (LG, age 40–59).

Third, community participation often takes place in rest spaces
as well. Some participants noted that they use the rest area for
some community social activities, such as group activities. As one
participant reported:

‘We use rest facilities for social interactions, mainly in park
pavilions. (…) If there is a group gathering, they would
choose a pavilion or similar places with shade and better-
quality rest facilities.’ (BP, age 40–59).

Both BP and LG residents mentioned that there is a need for
more seatings in the community parks, because seating facilities
are consistently needed for residents. As one BP participant and
one LG participant expressed:

‘One suggestion I have is to increase the number of benches
in this area. Because in Breakfast Point, we didn’t have
much seating around the walking paths. Therefore, adding
more benches would be helpful.’ (BP, age 60+).

In addition, it is notable that participants from both BP and LG
reported the lack of shade or shelter for seatings. Inadequate
shade might have a negative impact on park usage and on social
interaction. Quite a few participants from both MPCs suggested
more covered seating are needed in parks, as two participants
responded:
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Fig. 5 Summarised the demographic profile of the interview participants. Source: Authors.
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‘They should get more sheltered seating since some
summertimes are quite hot, and the sunlight is too strong.’
(BP, age 40–59).

‘There are a couple of uncovered rest areas. They can be
very hot during the summer.’ (LG, age 40–59).

Recreation (BBQ/picnic) spaces in parks. Interview data revealed
that social interactions often occur in BBQ and picnic spaces
within community parks, especially strong-ties social interactions
and community participation. Most participants agreed that they
often use BBQ and picnic facilities to meet friends or host family
gatherings. As exemplified by two participants:

‘We use parks for picnic and parties with friends or
families.’ (BP, age 20–39, P08).

‘(BBQ) would be one of the major attractions to me,
because I’ve got a very large family. Now my children are
grown-up who have children. I’ve got ten grandkids. When
they come to visit me, we use all the benefits out there in
the barbecue. We go (to the parks) and have the barbecue
and spend time there.’ (LG, age 60+, P11).

However, both BP and LG participants expressed the concern
of insufficient BBQ and picnic facilities in the parks, which are
highly needed for residents. For example, in LG, the limited
number of picnic tables led to them being occupied frequently.

Table 4 Interview protocol.

Dimensions Themes Questions

Section-1
Community park

Park-use behaviours Q1: What do you like to do in community parks?

Section-2
Social interaction

Quantity of social interaction Q2: How often do you usually have social interaction with neighbours in community
parks (before or during the COVID-19 period)?
Sub-questions:
- Are you satisfied with the frequency of your social interactions occur in community
parks?
- Why do you feel that way?

Quality of social interaction Social interaction types:
Q3: Could you please describe what types of social interaction that occur in community
parks you are involved with (before or during the COVID-19 period)?
Sub-questions:
- Are you satisfied with your social interactions occur in community parks?
- Why do you feel that way?
Interaction and social wellbeing:
Q4: Which type of social interactions in community parks give you a sense of social
support, or a sense of community?
Sub-question:
- Why do you feel that way?

Park-use and social
interaction

Q5: What features of community parks encourage you to get various types of social
interaction with others?
Sub-question:
- Why do you feel that way? / Could you please provide some examples?

Section-3
Neighbourhood connectivity

Surrounding park-use
behaviours

Q6: Please describe the public open spaces (like parks) in surrounding areas of BP/LG.
What do you like to do in the parks in the surrounding areas (if have)?
Sub-questions:
- Please describe what types of social interaction that occur in public open spaces in
surrounding areas.

Section-4
Geneal information

Participant background
information

Individual information, such as:
- Which housing type are you living in?
- How long have you lived in BP/LG?

Themes Initial coding framework

Quality of 

park space

Rest space

Children’s playground

BBQ/picnic

Nature space

Sport space

Parks’ 

pedestrian 

integration

Pedestrian network

Well-dispersed small parks

Parks’ 

connectivity

Pedestrian connectivity

with surroundings

Physical Environmental 

Factors

Social 

wellbeing

Factors that Affect 
Park Use

Social Interaction 
(SI)

Demographic Factors   

Individual Factors 

Social Factors

Health Factors (e.g., COVID)  

Weak-ties SI

Strong-ties SI

Absent-ties SI

Fig. 6 Coding framework of the thematic analysis findings. Source: Authors.
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Residents faced difficulty finding an available BBQ spot. As two
participants shared their perspectives:

‘There are not many BBQ facilities in Breakfast Point. I
think only one or two in the whole neighbourhood. If you
run a big group barbecue, you need to go to the parks in
surrounding area near BP.’ (BP, age 50–69).

‘It is really good, but I hope they could have more picnic
tables (…) Most of the time there are already people there
(at picnic areas). (…) So you need to go there really early to
get one, because there are only two or three (picnic tables).’
(LG, age 20–39).

Participants also raised concerns that the BBQ facilities in
parks might create noise disturbances to neighbouring residents
when being used for gatherings. Some respondents mentioned
that the proximity of the BBQ facility to apartment buildings
could lead to excessive noise and cause inconvenience for
neighbours.

Children’s playgrounds in parks. Participants reported that they
often interacted with neighbours when visiting children’s play-
grounds in community parks, especially for young families with
kids. Children’s playgrounds and play facilities were considered
attractive features that motivated residents with children to visit
parks and engage in social interactions. As one resident noted:

‘The community park is so important to us because my son
can interact with other people there. (…) for our growing
kids, they need the interaction; they need people; they need
friends. (…) My son plays every day in the parks.’ (LG, age
40–59).

Regarding weak ties social interaction, some respondents
mentioned that they often had short conversations with other
parents while their children were playing in the parks. This form
of socialising was particularly common among young residents.
For example, a young mother who visited the children’s
playground almost daily with her 3-month-old baby noted that
she enjoyed conversing with other parents when their babies were
playing there. She felt that this type of social interaction offered a
valuable source of social support for her, especially during the
pandemic period. Another participant shared a similar
experience:

‘If we know the children and parents or see them often, we
may start some short talks. It’s a good opportunity for the
neighbours in LG to have some social interactions.’ (LG,
age 40–59, P06).

Regarding strong ties social interaction, some mentioned that
their children have friends of the same age in the community.
They often arranged playdates with these friends, which was
much more fun than bringing their own children to the park
alone. Playing with their friends in the community has become
one of the main ways of socialising for these children. Some
community or group activities were held in the children’s play
areas in parks, such as parent group gatherings, and children’s
birthday parties. As one woman said:

‘We often have activities with children and other parents in
the community parks. (…) We choose the play facilities
with other parents together.’ (BP, age 40–59).

Sports facilities in parks. The findings highlighted the significance
of sports facilities in parks for promoting physical activities and
social interactions among neighbours, especially for strong ties
social interactions. There are two types of sports facilities in

MPCs: open for public use and exclusively for residents’ use.
Sports facilities available for public use in parks consist of foot-
ball, basketball, cricket pitches, bicycle paths and other facilities.
Some MPC sports facilities are exclusively accessible to resident’s
swipe cards to access and use, such as the swimming pool, tennis
court and gym. Overall, the facilities are maintained and gov-
erned by community strata. The sports facilities in parks provide
residents opportunities to engage in social activities with their
neighbours, including strong ties and weak ties social interactions.

In the context of strong ties social interaction, many
respondents expressed their desire to participate in sports
activities with friends and close neighbours in parks, such as
playing football or tennis. For example, a young resident
mentioned his weekly tennis games with neighbours, which
turned initially unfamiliar neighbours into friends. This interac-
tion played a crucial role in establishing a social network within
the community, as exemplified by the following statement:

‘I play tennis with a lot of older people within the
community every week. I think the space is pretty good.’
(BP, age 20–39).

In terms of community participation, respondents indicated
that there are various sports group activities organized by
residents within local parks, including yoga and tai chi groups.
Additionally, several respondents noted the frequent occurrence
of sports competitions held in parks. Furthermore, a number of
respondents reported instances of sports-related gatherings taking
place in parks, utilizing facilities such as the basketball court.
Participating in these community activities and using the park’s
sports facilities proved to be an effective way to get acquainted
with neighbours and engaging in social interactions within the
community. The sports-based social activities had a positive
impact on residents’ physical and mental wellbeing, particularly
on young people. As a teenager’s mother stated:

‘My son and friends around him made the best use of the
parks by having sports parties. We are several professional
sports persons to come with kids like soccer or stuff like
that.’ (LG, age 40–59).

In the context of weak and absent ties social interaction,
respondents reported having short conversations with others
when exercising or watching sports. This type of casual social
interaction often happens in sporting areas of the parks.
Furthermore, watching other people playing sports also generates
a sense of social engagement. As two older women reported:

‘There are some exercise groups in the parks. I observe
them from a distance. Sometimes I join them.’ (LG, age
60+).

‘I like just sitting there, watching sports activities in
community parks.’ (LG, age 60+).

However, some participants expressed concerns about the
inadequacy of sport facilities, especially for children and young
people. One resident argued:

‘I used to play with the sports facilities there. But I haven’t
been playing basketball because there are always people
there’. (LG, age 40–59).

Some residents emphasised the need for sports facilities to cater
to the diverse age groups of children. For instance, one resident
mentioned that he had two children, a teenage girl and an 8-year-
old boy, each with different needs for sports facilities. He said:

‘If we can have some basketball courts, volleyball courts, or
other multi-function sporting courts, it would be much
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better for kids. (…) Breakfast Point doesn’t have too many
facilities for kids.’ (BP, age 40–59).

Nature amenities in parks. Nature amenities within community
parks help enhance the experience of visitors and provide
opportunities for various activities or social interactions. These
amenities can include walking trails, picnic areas, viewpoints,
bird-watching platforms, and other infrastructure designed to
promote engagement with the natural surroundings. This
research found that nature amenities not only encourage people
to appreciate, explore, and learn from the natural environment
around them, but also provide opportunities for residents to
interact with neighbours, including weak ties and strong ties
social interactions. In terms of weak ties social interaction, many
residents stated that they enjoy walking in nature and green
spaces, which provide additional opportunities for casual social
interaction while strolling. Some participants mentioned that they
not only appreciated the scenery, but also enjoyed encountering
park-goers and exchanging greetings with neighbours in parks.
These spontaneous social interactions gave them a sense of social
engagement and, in turn, benefited their health and wellbeing.

For strong ties social interaction, many respondents mentioned
that they enjoyed walking with close neighbours or friends along
green spaces or waterside parks, especially during the pandemic.
They expressed feelings of happiness and security when meeting
with friends in open green spaces. In addition, quite a few
community activities, such as yoga group activities, continued to
be held in green areas. As one participant stated:

‘While I walk with my son (in the parks), I think it is very
relaxing. I really like gathering with friends in the green
area as well.’ (LG, age 20–39).

It is noticed that some apartment residents emphasised the
vital role of nature facilities in their social life within the
neighbourhood. Parks and green spaces provide additional
opportunities for activities in apartment-living settings. As one
participant noted:

‘There’re a lot of good green spaces in Breakfast Point…it’s
so much green spaces and it’s so wide in Breakfast Point. I
guess people went around about feeling quite relaxed. (…)
Having those spaces helps for apartment living.’ (BP, age
20–39).

COVID-19 impacts on park use and related social interaction.
Most interviewees reported that during the pandemic, they still
used BBQs and picnic areas to maintain strong-ties social inter-
actions with close family and friends. As two participants shared
their experience:

‘It was good, even in the COVID lockdown time, you can
still go to the parks to have a BBQ with friends.’ (BP, age
40–59, P03).

‘During COVID, we just grab food from IGA [super-
market], and then sit down in a park, not so much a formal
picnic’. (BP, age 20–39, P08).

Moreover, some participants mentioned that group events or
parties were often held in picnic areas in parks as well, such as
block group gathering, and activities organised by immigrant
groups. During the pandemic, those areas provided outdoor
places for gatherings, benefiting residents’ mental health. One
participant in BP noted:

‘I think there are some really nice parks in Breakfast Point.
(…) They are good for picnics. It was good that during the

COVID lockdown, we have nearby places to visit. (…) We
meet with friends and have picnics there. (…) it was nice to
be able to catch up with friends [during the pandemic].’
(BP, age 40–59, P03).

Many respondents mentioned that they were more inclined to
turn to nature amenities for weak ties social interaction during
the pandemic. For those isolated due to the COVID-19
lockdowns, spending time in natural and green spaces became a
way of connecting with others. For example, one respondent
stated the nature facilities are important for her social needs
during the pandemic.

‘During COVID, it is helpful to go out into nature. It makes
me feel relaxed to see beautiful sceneries, to walk and chat
with neighbours in open green spaces that are helpful for
my physical and mental health. It is a good way to reduce
stress [during the lock down] instead of being confined to
the room.’ (BP, age 40–59, P07).

In particular, interviews highlighted the importance of nature
amenities for vulnerable people, such as the elderly, children,
pregnant women, or people recovering from COVID-19. For
example, a parent resident (BP, age 40 s) mentioned that during
the pandemic, children not being able to play with their peers
most of time which may causes significant psychological pressure.
Social interaction in the community is crucial for children’s social
and physical wellbeing, so they take their children to the park
every day in hopes of seeing other playmates there. As a young
mother stated:

‘We used to meet up with some of my daughter’s friends
and their parents. (…) During COVID, people were facing
mental health challenges. At times, we would go out for a
walk to see if my daughter’s friends were also out at the
same time. Due to the lockdown, they couldn’t be together
most of time. [These chance meetings] would really
brighten my daughter’s day.’ (BP, age 20–39, P08).

In another example, an elderly respondent elaborated on how
parks benefit her social wellbeing during the COVID-19 period:

‘I think community parks are helpful for social interaction
because they offer grassy areas where you can walk and
exercise your dog. (…) I find that parks are very nice places
for walking, which naturally encourages social interaction,
especially when you walk there once or twice a day.’ (BP,
age 70+, P04).

A pregnant woman had recently recovered from COVID-19,
who reported that she could not engage in many social
interactions during her isolation period. Visiting neighbourhood
natural and green spaces every day helped her to get some weak
or absent ties social interactions in communities. She shared her
experience:

‘When we got COVID, we had to isolate for two weeks
while I was pregnant. It was a really bad time for me. When
we were free, we walked around in these green areas and
parks. It’s a really good place to go during COVID. At least
we have some people that we could say hello to.’ (LG, age
20–39, P12).

Parks’ pedestrian integration. Interview data revealed the sig-
nificance of pedestrian integration in promoting park use and
social interactions. Park integration enables people to move
between parks, facilitating opportunities for social interactions.
Two specific subthemes were identified that can promote
pedestrian integration in parks: (1) interconnected park network,
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and (2) well-dispersed small parks. The integrated park network
provides connected places for residents to engage in various
activities, such as strolling, walking dogs or riding bicycles.

Interviews showed that a clear central park may increases
residents’ engagement in community activities. Respondents
explained that centrally located parks are easier to identify and
serve as convenient meeting points for friends and event
participation. Almost all respondents in BP and LG stated that
the walkability of the central park was important for community
park use and social interaction in MPCs. This is because most
organised events were held in the neighbourhood central park.
Accessibility to the central park makes it easy for all residents to
attend community activities. An elderly respondent confirmed
that the annual community festival was usually held in the central
park. Because of its proximity to her residence, she was more
inclined to participate in those events, as she stated:

‘I would normally go out to it (the spring festival event)
because it is not far away’. (BP, age 60+).

Most respondents mentioned that they frequently make use of
the small parks dispersed between the block buildings because of
their accessibility. Well-dispersed small parks between buildings
enhance accessibility to parks and in turn encourage community
park use and social interaction. It is worth noting that a well-
dispersed distribution of parks is important for apartment
residents to access the community parks. Many participants
appreciated the fact that their neighbourhood featured a spatial
arrangement of parks between buildings, which enhanced their
accessibility to these parks and fostered more social interactions,
as three respondents stated:

‘Apart from a big park in the centre, there are a lot of small
parks between the buildings. We can always get there, very
easy to do it.’ (BP, age 40–59).

‘There are a lot of parks including a large one and some
smaller ones in the neighbourhood.’ (LG, age 60+).

‘The park spaces that we have in Breakfast Point are pretty
nice. There’s quite a lot of open sorts of green spaces in
between. For example, where we were going to walk out of
the apartment, between our apartment into the one
opposite us, there’s like a big wild green space. (…) We
are really close to that park. I think there’s a lot of good
green spaces.’ (BP, age 20–39).

Parks’ pedestrian connectivity with surrounding areas. Inter-
view data highlighted the significance of pedestrian connectivity
with the surrounding areas for residents’ park use and social
interactions. As an extension of the community park network,
surrounding parks can provide richer choices for residents’
activities, resulting in more social interactions. Respondents
reported that they would extend their activities such as strolling,
dog walking, having BBQs, children playing and so on, to sur-
rounding parks. Most respondents agreed that walkability to the
surrounding parks can increase their social interaction, especially
with friends or close neighbours. Many respondents confirmed
that going for walks with friends in the surrounding parks is a
common form of exercise and social interaction for them. It was
also common for residents to use BBQ facilities and have parties
in surrounding parks. Furthermore, respondents also mentioned
that their children met their friends to play in the surrounding
parks, where additional amenities the facilities provided children
more activity options and increased the probability of social
interaction, as one BP resident stated:

‘The parks connected the inside and outside of the
community. The surrounding parks are also well con-
nected. There are no fences and blocks separating Breakfast
Point. We naturally walk around in the surrounding areas.’
(BP, 40–59).

However, there were differences in the interview data between
the two MPCs regarding the pedestrian connectivity to the
surrounding areas. Almost all BP respondents highlighted the
excellent pedestrian connectivity between BP and surrounding
parks, allowing them to extend their activities to outside of BP
seamlessly. Because many visitors of surrounding parks came
from BP, residents maintained a good sense of socialization and
community even in these external areas, as one BP respondent
noted:

‘There are two large parks in surrounding areas. We go
there to have a BBQ with friends sometimes.’ (BP, 40–59).

In comparison, LG respondents indicated that they need to
cross traffic roads to access the surrounding parks, which raises
safety concerns, especially for children. This non-connectivity
affected their visiting parks in surrounding areas and social
interactions. Some respondents noted that due to the absence of
neighbour social ties in the surrounding parks, they had less
social interaction than inside LG. As one LG respondent
reported:

‘I walk, talk, and have some social interactions there (in LG
parks). But not in parks outside of Liberty Grove, as I don’t
know people there.’ (LG, age 40–59).

In summary, the two cases examined in this study exhibit
distinct characteristics in terms of pedestrian connectivity to the
surrounding areas. BP, an open MPC with robust pedestrian
connections to the surrounding public parks, facilitates extensive
resident activities in these areas and fosters positive social
interactions. By contrast, in LG, a symbolically gated MPC
relatively isolated from the surrounding parks by traffic roads,
social interactions in the surrounding areas for LG residents are
significantly less.

Discussion
Interview data revealed three themes of community park use
influencing social interactions among residents: (1) quality of
park spaces, (2) pedestrian integration, and (3) pedestrian con-
nectivity with surroundings.

Quality of park spaces. Interviews found five subthemes of
quality of park spaces associated with social interaction,
including rest spaces, recreation spaces, playgrounds, sport
facilities, and nature spaces. Rest spaces in parks were the most
common subtheme emerged in interviews, which highlights the
significant role of rest spaces in parks in facilitating residents’
social interactions in MPCs. This aligns with previous findings,
which identified rest and seating areas as being associated with
social interactions in neighbourhoods (Kaźmierczak, 2013;
Schmidt et al. 2019). The findings are consistent with that of
Schmidt et al. (2019), which found that the use of park seating
can benefit social interaction in neighbourhoods, especially
among older residents. The rest spaces in community parks may
provide opportunities for residents to engage in various forms of
social interactions, including weak ties, strong ties social inter-
action, and community participation activities. Weak ties social
interaction often occurs in these areas in community parks, such
as sitting in the park to observe others, exchanging waves and
greetings, or engaging in brief conversations, this aligns with
Granovetter’s (1973) weak ties theory. These casual interactions
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contribute to residents’ sense of neighbourhood involvement and
contribute to their mental wellbeing, consistent with findings by
Hickman (2013). In addition, the interviews also indicated that
rest facilities in parks are commonly used for strong ties social
interaction and community activities, such as sitting down for
conversations with close neighbours, socialising with friends, and
hosting group activities.

This research found that recreational areas (e.g., BBQ and
picnic facilities), sports facilities, nature facilities, and children’s
playgrounds also influence residents’ social interactions. These
findings are consistent with Kaźmierczak (2013), who found
children play facilities, activity spots, natural settings and
recreational facilities positively impact social interaction among
residents. The findings are also align with previous studies that
identified nature factors associated with social interaction (Com-
stock et al. 2010).

The interviews suggested that the design of park spaces
needs to take into account the diverse needs associated with
different types of social activities’ needs, which reflects the
finds of (Yu et al. 2023). For example, the presence of shade in
rest areas emerged as particularly crucial, which may be
related to the sunny weather and high summer temperatures
in Australia. Therefore, this study advocates for careful
planning of MPCs, emphasizing the importance of the
quantity and quality of rest facilities (e.g., location, provision
of shading) to enhance the social sustainability in urban
communities.

Parks’ pedestrian integration. Interviews revealed that the
parks’ pedestrian integration plays a pivotal role in fostering
residents’ social interactions. This finding is consistent with
Lund (2002), who found that residents walking within their
local community are more likely to interact socially with
neighbours to establish social bonds. Similar findings are
reported by previous studies (Ebrahim, 2015; Kim and Kaplan,
2004; Talen, 2000).

Interviews of this study highlights the significance of a well-
dispersed small parks in promoting parks’ pedestrian accessi-
bility and social wellbeing. This finding aligns with those of
previous studies of Talen (2000), Ebrahim (2015), and Wang
et al. (2023), which emphasised the importance of well-defined
neighbourhood public open space with a clear centre and edges
in fostering a sense of community and social interaction. This
study shows that residents would often use some small parks
dispersed between the block buildings due to their easy
accessibility. This finding is consistent with that of Talen
(Talen, 2000), which confirmed that small and frequent public
open spaces are preferable to residents overlarge-sized public
spaces.

This study shows that the integrated park network provides
connected places where residents can engage in various walking
activities, like exercise, dog walk or cycling. The ability to walk
between parks may facilitate weak ties social interactions, which
are consistent with Granovetter’s (1973) weak ties theory.
However, this finding contrasts with that of Schmidt et al.
(2019), which found a negative association between walking and
social interaction among the elderly in a study in Copenhagen.
They explained that this might be because older adults’ preference
for sitting down during social activities.

Parks’ pedestrian connectivity with surroundings. Interviews
identified a strong association between pedestrian connectivity
with surrounding areas and social interaction among neighbours.
This finding is consistent with that of Abass et al. (2020), who
found a positive association between neighbourhood connectivity

and social interaction in Australian suburbs. This study indicated
that this might be attributed to well-connected surrounding
parks, which can provide more opportunities for residents to
extend their activities in surrounding spaces or parks. As a result,
the residents may enhance their social interaction and sense of
community.

The findings reflect of existing studies on Australian MPC, like
Dowling and McGuirk (2005) which showed that neighbourhood
connectivity is primarily influenced by social and spatial
segregation issues rather than on safety concerns, as discussed
by Newman (1972). The findings are consistent with Maller
et al.’s (2016) findings in a study in Australia, which found that
the lack of pedestrian connectivity with surrounding areas
restricted most individual and social activities to the geographic
boundaries of the MPCs. This perspective is also reported by
Goodman and Douglas (2008), who noted that MPCs’ open space
and recreational facilities often seem ‘relating to exclusivity,
separation from the wider community’ (p. 521). This study
contends that this is not always the case. Enhancing pedestrian
connectivity to the surrounding areas might offer a promising
avenue to address the issue of spatial and social separation
prevalent in MPCs.

COVID-19 impacts on park use and related social interaction.
This study highlights the importance of community parks in
preserving people’s social wellbeing amidst the pandemic. These
results reflect several recent studies of Geng et al. (2021), Lopez
et al. (2021) and Farkas et al. (2023) which found that parks,
especially community parks, have become more important since
the COVID-19 outbreak. A possible explanation for this is that
people tend to visit nearby parks to connect with nature and
others, helping to reduce the negative impacts during the
COVID-19 lockdowns, such as stress, social isolation, and
mental health issues. It has been reported in many studies
recently, like Geng et al. (2021), Volenec et al. (2021), and Lopez
et al. (2021).

One possible explanation for this is that people tend to visit
nearby parks to connect with nature and others, helping to
alleviate the negative effects of quarantine.

This study found that parks’ recreation, sport, and nature
spaces play crucial roles to benefit residents’ social wellbeing
during COVID-19, which is in accordance with the ‘Classification
Framework for Public Open Space’ model (Rutherford et al.
2013). The results show that COVID-19 has intensified the
inadequacy of facilities (e.g., BBQ, sports, and children’s
playgrounds) within both MPCs in meeting the diverse needs
of residents across different age groups. The findings are
consistent with Volenec et al. (2021) who found that increases
in park visitation during COVID-19 were primarily driven by the
lack of other recreational options. This study found many
residents do more sports in parks during COVID-19, but the
sports facilities are limited for residents use in two cases in this
study. Because sports spaces provide opportunities for people’s
strong ties and weak ties social interactions, community parks
may need to be designed to provide more spaces and facilities for
recreational and team sports, this is also suggested by recent
studies like Honey-Rosés et al. (2021). This study argues that
MPC planning needs to consider the quality of park spaces which
associated with weak ties social interaction, like sittings, play-
ground parents’ sitting areas, sports areas.

For park accessibility, this study found that dispersed small
parks are more beneficial for improving accessibility and
residents’ social wellbeing during COVID-19, especially for
apartment residents. This may be because people’s demand for
nearby parks has increased and been amplified by the pandemic,
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especially for residents living in higher density areas, which is also
reported by Li et al. (2023) and Park et al. (2022). Therefore, this
paper argues that planning more dispersed small parks and
connecting them to each other within the community would be
more beneficial for enhancing residents’ wellbeing. In addition,
this study found that the connected park network contributes to
promoting walking activities and weak ties social interaction
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The accessibility issues of parks
have received widespread attention in COVID-19 literature, like
Lopez et al. (2021), Reyes-Riveros et al. (2021) Li et al. (2023).
This is consistent with recent research findings of Honey-Rosés
et al. (2021) and Lopez et al. (2021), which indicate a significant
increase in the demand for parks’ walk, running or bike spaces
within communities.

The results emphasise the importance of parks’ connectivity
with surroundings for people’s social interaction during COVID-
19. This study therefore argues that being open and connecting
with surrounding areas has a positive influence on residents’
social wellbeing, which is consistent with recent findings of
Reyes-Riveros et al. (2021).

This study highlights the value of parks’ amenities for
vulnerable people across different population groups during
COVID-19, such as the elderly, children and youth, pregnant
women, and people recovering from COVID-19, as reported
by Yu et al. (2023) and Su et al. (2024). In particular, children
and young people depend more on public open spaces for
social interaction and recreation during COVID-19. This is
consistent with many recent studies, like Honey-Rosés et al.
(2021) and Park et al. (2022), who asserted that public open
spaces are particularly significance for the elderly, children
and women. This study agrees with Lopez et al. (2021)’s
suggestion that future park planning and management should
match the needs of the community across different popula-
tions to address inequality issues regarding the availability
of parks.

Conclusions
This study highlights the significance of community parks in
promoting positive social interactions among residents within
urban communities during the COVID-19 pandemic. It shows
how specific park-related factors influence social interaction in
MPCs. The key findings can be summarised as follows:

● Social interaction is a significant reason why residents
frequent community parks in MPCs.

● The presence of rest spaces in parks is crucial for enabling
weak-ties and strong-ties social interactions.

● The attributes of recreation spaces, including playgrounds,
sports facilities, and natural features within parks, are
linked to enhanced social interactions in MPCs.

● An integrated network of parks significantly boosts
community park usage and fosters social interactions
among residents.

● Residents value small, easily accessible parks spread
throughout their community.

● Pedestrian links to surrounding areas are closely tied to
increased social interactions, providing residents with
diverse activity options and fostering more casual social
encounters with neighbours.

This study has made several original contributions to the field.
Theoretically, this study tested the applicability of Granovetter’s
(1973) weak ties theory, integrating Berkman et al.’s (2000) social
network system theoretical model and Talen’s (2000) new
urbanism theoretical model, within the context of Australian

MPCs. By providing empirical evidence that supports these the-
oretical models, the study has affirmed their relevance and
demonstrated the theories’ applicability in the Australian MPC
setting. This validation is crucial for advancing our theoretical
foundations in urban planning and community development.
This research provides new insights on the complex relationship
between people and their living environments in Australian
MPCs, challenging the notion of MPCs as isolated entities and
advocating for enhanced pedestrian connectivity to broader
community areas. Practically, this study’s examination of resi-
dents’ perspectives on community park usage and their social
activities within MPCs during the pandemic is both timely and
relevant. It has shed light on how communities adapt and interact
in response to external crises, such as a global pandemic. By
offering valuable data and insights into residents’ experiences
during this unprecedented time, the research contributes to our
understanding of resilience and adaptability within urban
communities.

Based on these insights, the following planning strategies are
recommended:

● Expand community parks to meet the rising demand for
outdoor spaces, enhancing their accessibility to serve
diverse communities effectively.

● Upgrade the amenities within parks, such as improving
shade, sports facilities tailored for various ages, seating
arrangements, and broader walking paths to promote
residents’ physical and social wellbeing.

● Develop more well-dispersed small parks and integrate
them into a cohesive network, focusing on proximity to
high-density residential areas.

● Foster open communities by enhancing park connectivity
with the surrounding areas.

This study has two limitations. Firstly, there could be inter-
related dynamics among the strong, weak, and absent ties.
However, this study did not specifically examine the internal
relationships among these three social ties. Future research is
needed to explore the complex inter-related relationships among
these ties. Secondly, due to this study only focusing on a limited
number of cases, the findings can only be generalised to similar
submarkets in Sydney. There is limited applicability of the find-
ings to other residential contexts.

In conclusion, the study’s multifaceted contributions to the
close relationship between human interactions and community
parks enhance the understanding of Australian MPCs and have
broader implications for urban planning and development
worldwide. Its findings offer practical and evidence-based
insights for policymakers, urban planners, scholars, and
developers engaged in urban community development. The
qualitative dimension adds depth and context to the study’s
findings, making it a valuable resource for those interested in
gaining a holistic perspective on urban community life. By
uncovering the nuances of community dynamics, social net-
works, and the impact of external factors like pandemics, the
research equips decision-makers with valuable information to
inform their planning and development strategies. It can guide
the creation of more vibrant, resilient, and sustainable urban
communities. The results of the study suggest that enhancing
pedestrian connectivity within park networks and improving
the quality of diverse park amenities will be crucial for pro-
moting positive social interactions among residents in urban
communities. Certainly, the mechanisms of how social inter-
action in parks influence individuals’ wellbeing remain to be
elucidated, especially at the community level. Given the sig-
nificance of community parks in promoting social and health
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wellbeing, more further studies are needed to explore the
complexed dynamics of human-environment relationships
across different residential settings in the post-COVID era.

Data availability
The data supporting the findings of this study are included in this
published article.
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