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A b s t r ac t

W h a t  i s  a  n a t u r a l  p l a y g r o u n d ?  I s  i t  t h e  n e w e s t  t r e n d  o r  
c o u l d  a  r e t u r n  t o  o l d - f a s h i o n e d  i d e o l o g y  b e  t h e  s o l u t i o n  
t o  a  s e a r c h  f o r  s u s t a i n a b l e  h i g h  q u a l i t y  p l a y  s p a c e s ?  

H o w  d o  y o u  m e a s u r e  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  a  p a r k ?  W a i t ,  f i r s t  
y o u  n e e d  t o  d e f i n e  p a r k  s u c c e s s .  T h i s  s y m p o s i u m -
“ R e s e a r c h  i n  A c t i o n :  T h e  H a y s b o r o  C o m m u n i t y  P a r k ”  i s  
d e s i g n e d  t o  l e v e r a g e  t h e  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  a  p l a y g r o u n d  
r e v i t a l i z a t i o n  p r o j e c t  a n d  t o  s h o w  h o w  s p e c i f i c  r e s e a r c h  
s t r a t e g i e s  c a n  b e  u s e d  t o  m e a s u r e  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  f u t u r e  
p l a y  a n d  r e c r e a t i o n  p r o j e c t s .  

T h e  H a y s b o r o  C o m m u n i t y  P a r k  P r o j e c t  i s  a  c o m m u n i t y -
d r i v e n  i n i t i a t i v e ,  r e v i t a l i z i n g  a  C i t y  o f  C a l g a r y  
p l a y g r o u n d  i n t o  o n e  o f  t h e  f i r s t  n a t u r e  p l a y g r o u n d s  i n  
C a l g a r y .  C o n c e p t u a l  d e s i g n  b e g a n  i n  2 0 1 4  w i t h  P h a s e  
O n e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  c o m p l e t e d  i n  N o v e m b e r  2 0 1 5  a n d  
P h a s e  2  u n d e r w a y  i n  t h e  f a l l  o f  2 0 1 7 .  T w o  r e s e a r c h  
p r o j e c t s  h a v e  e v a l u a t e d  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h i s  p l a y g r o u n d  
d e s i g n  u s i n g  d i f f e r e n t  q u a n t i t a t i v e  m e t h o d o l o g i e s  t o  
p r o v i d e  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  u s a g e  d a t a  b o t h  b e f o r e  a n d  a f t e r  
t h e  r e v i t a l i z a t i o n .  

B y  u s i n g  t h i s  p r o j e c t  a s  a  c a s e  s t u d y ,  t h i s  s y m p o s i u m  i s  
d e s i g n e d  t o  a d d r e s s  t h r e e  k e y  t h e m e s ;  m a k i n g  a  c a s e  
f o r  n a t u r e  p l a y g r o u n d s ,  s h a r i n g  l e s s o n s  l e a r n e d  f r o m  
t h i s  p l a y g r o u n d  r e v i t a l i z a t i o n  p r o j e c t ,  a n d  
d e m o n s t r a t i n g  t h e  v a l u e  o f  r e s e a r c h  i n  m e a s u r i n g  t h e  
s u c c e s s  o f  a  p u b l i c  p a r k  a n d  r e c r e a t i o n a l  s p a c e .  

S h a r i n g  t h e  l e s s o n s  l e a r n e d  f r o m  t h i s  p r o j e c t  w i t h  t h e  
v a r i o u s  d e p a r t m e n t s  w i t h i n  t h e  C i t y  o f  C a l g a r y  a n d  w i t h  
o t h e r  p l a y  f o c u s e d  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  h e l p s  t o  e n s u r e  t h e  
s u c c e s s  o f  f u t u r e  l i k e  p r o j e c t s .  

I n c l u d i n g  t a r g e t e d ,  q u a l i t y  r e s e a r c h  o n  p a r k  u s a g e  h a s  
p r o v e n  b o t h  f e a s i b l e  a n d  i n v a l u a b l e  f o r  t h i s  p r o j e c t  a n d  
c a n  b e  u s e d  a s  a  m o d e l  f o r  f u t u r e  p l a y  p r o j e c t s .  T h i s  
s y m p o s i u m  w i l l  p r e s e n t  t w o  p r o v e n  m e t h o d o l o g i e s  t o  
e v a l u a t e  t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s ,  u t i l i t y ,  a n d  t h e r e b y  s u c c e s s  
o f  a  c o m m u n i t y  p l a y  s p a c e .  

G o a l s  o f  t h e  S y m p os iu m

T h e  g o a l  o f  t h i s  s y m p o s i u m  i s  t o  s p a r k  a  c o n v e r s a t i o n  i n  
C a l g a r y  a b o u t  t h e  u s e  o f  r e s e a r c h  t o  d r i v e  p l a y  s p a c e  
d e s i g n  d e c i s i o n s ,  a n d  t o  s h a r e  d a t a  t h a t  s u p p o r t s  t h e  
c a s e  f o r  n a t u r e  p l a y g r o u n d s  a s  a  w o r t h y  o p t i o n .

A t t e n d e e s  w i l l :

 F o l l o w  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  d e s i g n i n g  a  n a t u r e  
p l a y g r o u n d  f r o m  c o n c e p t i o n ,  c o m m u n i t y  i n p u t ,  
d e s i g n ,  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  e v a l u a t i o n  a n d  P h a s e  2  
p l a n n i n g .

 G a i n  i n s i g h t  i n t o  w h y  n a t u r e  p l a y g r o u n d s  a r e  a  
g r e a t  c h o i c e  f o r  c o m m u n i t y  p a r k s .

 S e e  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  H a y s b o r o  C o m m u n i t y  P a r k  
m a r k e d  i n  m e a s u r a b l e ,  o b j e c t i v e ,  m e t r i c s .

 G a i n  a  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  t y p e s  o f  
m e t h o d o l o g i e s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  r e s e a r c h  a n d  e v a l u a t e  
c o m m u n i t y  p l a y  s p a c e s .

 U n d e r s t a n d  h o w  d a t a  c a n  b e  u s e d  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  t o  
m a k e  d e s i g n  c h a n g e s  t o  p a r k s ,  t o  i n c r e a s e  u s a g e ,  
a n d  t o  i n f l u e n c e  a c t i v i t y  l e v e l s  a t  p a r k s .

 P a r t i c i p a t e  i n  a n  o p e n  d i s c u s s i o n  a b o u t  t h e  
f u t u r e  o f  r e s e a r c h  a n d  n a t u r e  p l a y  i n  c o m m u n i t y  
p l a y g r o u n d s .

ABSTRACT AND GOALS





HOW DO YOU MEASURE 

THE SUCCESS OF A 

PARK?



HAYSBORO COMMUNITY 

PARK PROJECT



ORIGINAL PARK



WHO’S AT THE PARK?

 Local families

 Young families, day homes

 Haysboro Preschool 

 Monday-Friday

 1-2 hrs/day

 Included in Curriculum

 Jr High special needs class

 Daily



WHAT ARE ALL THE PLAY OPTIONS IN 

HAYSBORO?



PRIMARY STAKEHOLDERS

 City of Calgary

 Haysboro Community Association (HCA)

 Haysboro Community Preschool

 Haysboro Residents



ENGAGEMENT AND 

BRAINSTORMING



SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

 25 participants

 Most lived in Haysboro

 Everyone had played at the park at least once

 Majority had 3-5 year olds

 80% would like to see swings remain, 75% 

for slides



Kelvin Grove Woodland Park

Prince’s Island Park Helicopter ParkEdworthy Park

Survey Results 

Playgrounds We Love



FAVOURITE PARKS



WHAT FEATURES DO YOU LOVE?

 Creative, imaginative 

spaces

 Unique items, ziplines, 

bouldering wall, dome 

monkey bars, mobius

strip

 Swings, 

 traditional, baby, and disc

 Climbing rope 

structures 

 Boulders or logs of 

different shapes and 

sizes to jump between, 

climb on

 Paths

 Multiple ages including 

adults can play

People travel the farthest for safe/fun parks 

for younger aged children



OUTCOME OF SURVEY

 Recognized that we have fantastic large playground 

structures in our community. 

 3 elementary schools with playgrounds

 Lack of parks for the 0-2 and 3-5 age groups.

 Want and need:

 a destination park

 a community hub

 a comfortable place to 

spend the day and meet 

our neighbours.



PLAYGROUND VISION



HOW DO WE MAKE OUR PLAYGROUND 

UNIQUE?

 There are many great playgrounds nearby, we want something 

dif ferent

 Let’s look at what we like about other parks and try and 

create something even better at ours

 What are the newest developments in playground equipment 

and ideas

 Let’s also revisit what was popular from our childhood and 

see what has stood the test of time



6-23 Months



2-5 Year Olds



6-12 Year Olds



WHERE DO WE PLAY BEST?



HOW DO WE MAKE OUR 

PLAYGROUNDS SUSTAINABLE?



THE DECISION: NATURE PLAYGROUND



MAKING A CASE FOR NATURE 

PLAYGROUNDS







 First of it’s kind in Calgary

 City was willing to do this as a pilot project

 Maintenance was main concern

 Sourcing and approving vendors, CSA guidelines

 Concern with wood pieces & tunnels – slivers, starting fires, 

sleeping & ‘getting up to no good’

 Can we secure funding for this type of playground?

IS A NATURAL PLAYGROUND AN OPTION?





FUNDRAISING EFFORTS



WHERE DID WE FIND THE FUNDS?

 Grants - $140k+

 Legacy Brick campaign - $25k

 Community fundraisers - $8k

 Sponsorships - $9k

 In-Kind City Parks, labour & material - $35k

 In-Kind Community Volunteers, labour - $7k

 Haysboro Community Association - $80k



PHASE 1

Completed Fall 2015



HOW DO YOU MEASURE 

THE SUCCESS OF A 

PARK?



 Community Ownership:

 450 community volunteer build hours

 166 Legacy Bricks sold at $150 each to create 
labyrinth

 Comfortable:

 2 picnic tables remain in original locations

 Established tree locations maximized for shade

 Accessible path through park

 High Play Value, Traditional Pieces

 Swings, slides

 Nature Elements installed: 

 log slice obstacle course, rope bridge, log nest, 
labyrinth, 140 native plantings, river bed

 All -season play value 

 Increase use and average length of stay 
appears longer; usage data to be provided by 
local research team

OUR PROJECT’S SUCCESS – SO FAR!



PARK EVALUATION AND 

METRICS



PARK EVALUATION AND METRICS

• SOPARC

Tracey Martin 

Vivo for Healthier Generations

Dr. Dwayne Sheehan 

Dr. Karim Youssef
Mount Royal University
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OBSERVED USERS BY GENDER
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OBSERVED USERS BY ACTIVITY LEVEL
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OBSERVED USERS BY DAY TYPE
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PARK EVALUATION AND METRICS

• Targeted-Play Piece Research

Meg Kendall

Data and Metrics Specialist, Independent 

Researcher and Haysboro Resident





FROM HERE TO WHERE?

What did we know?

 Completed space

 Stories

 SOPARC data

What did we need to know?

 How are people 

playing?

 What are people doing?

 How can Phase 2 add to 

our success?



WHAT DO YOU SEE?



OUR SPACE



OUR TEAM



OUR TOOLS



AN EXAMPLE: THE FIRST ROUND

 August 8 th- 22nd 2016; 7 Observers; 16 Observations

Fair

38%

Great

56%

Poor

6%

Weather

Weekday

81%

Weekend

19%

Day of the Week

Afternoon 

(12-4)

37%

Evening (4-8)

25%

Morning (8-12)

38%

Time of Day



RESEARCH PROJECTS TO DATE

2 years

3 projects

2 practicum students

6 parks

2 hockey rinks

160 observations

631 people



DETAILS: ACTIVITY LEVEL BY PLAY PIECE
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FIVE KEY FINDINGS

Age Gap

Parents and 
Babes

Stay Where 
We Say

Go Girl!

Areas for 
Development



WHAT DO YOU SEE THIS TIME?



Phase 2



FULL BODY CLIMBER
( M a c d o n a l d  &  L a w r e n c e  D e s i g n )



PLAY HOUSE
(Hab i tat  Des ign )



CHILD SIZE SEATING
(Hab i tat  Des ign )



FOOD FOREST
( r e G e n e r a te D e s i g n )  



LABYRINTH & LARGE BERM 

IMPROVEMENTS ( H a b i t a t  D e s i g n )



BERM PATHWAY
( I n te rp r e t i v e  Fo r e s t ,  H a b i t a t  D e s i g n )



RAISED BEDS & LOOSE PART AREA
( P H A S E  3 )



GAZEBO & BOARDWALK
( P H A S E  3 )



ADDITIONAL NATIVE PERENNIAL 

PLANTINGS ( P H A S E  3 )



MUSICAL & MANIPULATIVE PIECES
( P H A S E  3 )



COMMUNITY ART INSTALLMENT
( P H A S E  3 )



– THE FUTURE OF PLAY 

& RESEARCH IN THE 

CITY OF CALGARY

Play Value



 Gathering information, best practise & play initiatives -

successful projects, play networks, conferences, workshops

 Where do we play? - defining parks, playgrounds and play spaces

 Defining park success – values, principles, guidelines, play value

 Measuring park success – research, strategies, user experience

 Play Strategy & Play Charters– what is in the works, how do we 

support and share

 Funding for Play Initiatives - grants, funding streams ,  

 Play Coalition & Play Networks – Who Document our stories, 

celebrate successes and build of f our energy?

SHARING OUR WORK



SUMMER 2017

FREE HAYSBORO PLAY OPPORTUNITIES



HOW CAN THIS STORY 

BE USED AND NOT 

JUST TOLD?



VOICE



EVIDENCE



STORY



Presenters
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L et ’ s  c o n n ec t :

p lay @ h ay sb oro . o r g
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THANK YOU & PLAY ON


