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The term recreation is familiar to everyone. It’s 
what we do for fun, the activities that provide us 
with pleasure and relaxation in our free time. 

We identify ourselves by the way we play. It 
may be through sports, hobbies, cultural arts 
or some other form of recreation. Whatever the 
type, it’s through our recreation experiences 
that we maintain the balance required to live 
life fully. One way to get those experiences is 
by participating in organized public recreation 
programs.

For centuries, recreation activities were thought 
to “re-create” individuals, restoring their energies 
and allowing them to take part again in work. 
They weren’t seen as having a real purpose of 
their own. Play and recreation were regarded as 
activities carried on during free time, voluntarily 
chosen, enjoyable – and not concerned with 
meeting important personal or social goals.

This thinking changed early in the 20th century. 
Recreation and parks began as a profession in 
Pennsylvania cities in the early 1900s when safe 
places were created for children to play, away 
from the increasingly busy streets. Concerns 
about juvenile delinquency and the health and 
welfare of children led to the first recreation 
programs, supervised playground activities 
that were designed to keep kids active instead 
of idle and into possible trouble. Recreation 
programming was funded by school districts 
with recreation directors providing programs 
for children throughout the school year and 
during the summer months. State government 
reimbursed school districts for the costs of 
offering recreation programming.  

Introduction

When state reimbursements to school districts 
ended during the 1960s, the responsibility for 
community recreation programming shifted to 
municipalities.

Today, Pennsylvania municipalities continue to 
offer recreation programs because they enrich 
individual lives, especially our children’s lives, 
and strengthen communities. 

Enriching Individual Lives 
Municipal recreation programs can provide 
enjoyment, without other outcomes. They 
can also meet personal needs by providing 
people with opportunities to enhance their 
physical, emotional and cultural well being. 
Through recreation programs, citizens improve 
their health and fitness, learn to compete 
and cooperate, enhance their creativity, build 
relationships, develop character, reduce stress 
and become happier and more involved in 
community life. Recreation programs provide 
life-enriching experiences that help people 
develop self-confidence and increase self-esteem. 

Recreation activities are especially important for 
children. When children play, they’re developing 
the skills they need to succeed in life. Recreation 
programs are the most common ways children 
participate in organized play. Whether it’s an 
after-school program, swimming lessons or 
summer camp, recreation activities help kids 
learn new things, feel good about themselves 
and make friends. With positive experiences in 
recreation, children develop confidence and learn 
skills, like how to solve problems and work as 
part of a team.
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“The dance lessons offered by the Lancaster 
Recreation Commission have been an excellent 
recreation activity for my 11-year-old daughter. 
Dance has helped her develop a sense of pride 
and confidence in her accomplishments. She 
used to be hesitant about getting involved in 
any kind of a group – now she is much more at 
ease in new situations.”  - Lancaster City Parent

“My daughter’s involvement in a summer day camp 
offered by the parks and recreation department 
introduced her to a whole new world that got her 
away from spending so much time in front of the 
computer and TV. She became interested in outdoor 
recreation leadership, took courses and now uses her 
skills to get summer jobs that she loves.”   
- Cranberry Township Parent

“Joining the swim team gave my son the 
opportunity to be accepted by a different 
peer group and the coach helped make this 
happen. Because of the positive experience 
provided by his swim coach, he now has 
the conditioning and confidence to try 
other sports. Swimming worked for my son 
because of the coach – she helped him feel 
like a star.”  - State College Borough Parent    
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Strengthening Communities
Providing recreation programs encourages 
a sense of pride in and appreciation for your 
community’s traditions and heritage. Bringing 
your residents in touch with each other and 
their environment builds stronger families, 
reduces loneliness, promotes ethnic and cultural 
understanding and enhances community spirit. 
People meet their neighbors and develop 
friendships at recreation programs. Involving 
children in constructive activities helps them stay 
out of trouble. Recreation programs provide 
alternatives to self-destructive behavior and help 
to prevent crime. 

Recreation programming plays an important 
role in economic development. When businesses 
are relocating, they look for areas where their 
workforce will have excellent community 
services. A significant factor in making a 
community a desirable place to live is the number 
of local recreation facilities and programs. The 
lack of a comprehensive recreation program can 
be a major stumbling block in attracting industry 
to a community. Recreation programs and 
special events also serve as a catalyst for tourism, 
bringing visitors into your community to spend 
money. Municipal recreation programs provide 
residents with affordable activities and jobs. 
They also generate income for local businesses 
as people purchase recreational equipment and 
supplies.

For Pennsylvania’s urban communities, 
recreation is a social service that meets the needs 
of the disadvantaged. Recreation programs 
improve people’s lives through cultural 
enrichment, serve as a vehicle for counseling 
at-risk youth and integrate disabled persons into 
community life.  

Historically, public recreation and parks 
departments were totally supported by tax 
dollars. The public didn’t favor having to pay to 
participate in recreation programs. As specialized 
facilities like swimming pools and golf courses 
were built that were expensive to construct 
and maintain, citizens seemed to be willing to 
pay a fee to use the facilities. Fees were then 
charged for the consumable supplies used in 
recreation programs. Now, it’s common for those 
participating in recreation programs to pay the 
instructor’s salary and all program and overhead 
costs. This creates a serious problem when 
providing recreation services to areas where the 
economically disadvantaged live.

Local Government’s Role in 
Recreation Programming
What types of recreation programs do residents 
want? How can your community be sure that 
its programs provide worthwhile recreation 
experiences for citizens? Why provide recreation 
programs at all? These are important questions. 

Providing services to the public is the basic 
function and responsibility of municipal 
government. Government’s purpose is to 
provide, on a broad scale, those services 
which help to meet the significant social needs 
of citizens but which can’t be performed 
as efficiently or economically by individual 
citizens acting by themselves. For example, 
it’s economically impractical for individuals 
to attempt to furnish their own community 
parks. Numerous services, including parks and 
recreation, are much more effectively performed 
by a central body supported by all area residents.

Because issues such as these impact all citizens’ lives, municipal government must 
provide an adequate amount of financial support for recreation programming.

	 Disease prevention and health promotion
	 Child care 
	 Nutrition 
	 Substance abuse prevention
	 Mental health

	 Teen pregnancy
	 Services for the homeless
	 Gang activities
	 Domestic abuse
	 Economic revitalization
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To effectively meet this goal, 
municipal government must take a 
lead role in serving the recreation 
needs of the community through 
recreation programming. Local 
government recreation programs 
assure that recreation opportunities 
are accessible and available to every 
citizen, not just those with the money 
to pay for and travel to expensive 
privately-sponsored activities. 

Municipal government has the 
greatest potential for reacting 
immediately and directly to 
community needs and to the desires of 
individual citizens. Each community’s 
recreation needs will be different. 
Municipal government’s role is to 
determine those needs and work with 
all agencies and groups involved in the 
community recreation services system 
to fulfill them.

Cooperation and 
Coordination
Municipalities strive to make 
recreation opportunities available 
to everyone within a community. 
However, municipal recreation can’t be 
all things to all people. 

The simple fact is that it’s more likely that the 
community’s recreation programming goal will 
be achieved if your municipality encourages 
and supports the programs of private, nonprofit 
and other community organizations rather 
than trying to provide similar services within its 
own structure and budget. By doing this, your 
municipality can provide more with its own 
resources while stretching community resources 
to serve those it ordinarily couldn’t reach.

Pennsylvania municipalities generally understand 
and accept that providing public parkland is an 
important local government function. Municipal 
parks are permanent places for the public to 
enjoy. The role municipalities play in providing 
public recreation programs is less understood. 

Recreation Programming Goal
Local government’s goal is to ensure 
that the members of every segment 
of the population – regardless of 
age, physical or mental condition, 
or economic or social standing – 
have opportunities to enjoy broad, 
satisfying recreation experiences. Spotlight On:  Teen Programs

CHILL – Children Helping to 
Improve Lititz Life
Lititz Recreation Center 
(Lancaster County)

This experiential service-learning program for 
children ages 11 to 15 is fully funded by grants from 
the United Way and Lancaster County. Participants 
meet one full day each week during this free six-week 
summer program. Service projects include helping 
with Meals on Wheels, visiting nursing homes, 
creating public art and picking up litter at area parks. 
Special guests provide interactive lessons on topics 
like newspaper writing and anger management. The 

kids have time each 
week to journal 
thoughts and feelings 
about the activities. 
The group size is 
limited to 15 to 
ensure a complete 
experience for each 
participant. 
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Municipal government can’t view itself as 
the sole provider of recreation services in the 
community. Municipal resources are part of 
a total recreation services system involving a 
complex group of interrelated public, nonprofit, 
private, commercial and other agencies that 
contribute to the facility and program resources 
available to the total population. These 
combined community resources form a network 
from which citizens’ recreation needs must be 
satisfied. 

Local government’s role is to collaborate and 
cooperate, not to compete, with other recreation 
services. Local government should serve as the 
central clearinghouse for community recreation 
activities, so that organizations communicate, 
work together and share resources. By 
coordinating all that’s offered, local governments 
can improve services, give residents a clear 
understanding of the opportunities available 
to them, fill in the gaps in programming and 
minimize duplication of services. This way, 
the focus is on strengthening the community’s 
recreation and parks system by offering a total 
spectrum of recreation opportunities.

Figure 1 lists the key goals of municipal 
recreation programs.

What’s in this Handbook?
The seemingly simple subject of recreation 
programming is actually not so simple. 
Recreation programming encompasses many 
tasks. Successful recreation programs happen 
when they’ve been well planned, staffed, 
budgeted, promoted, organized and evaluated. 
When you add in the human element – the 
people you serve – you add a great deal of 
complexity. Meeting people’s recreational needs 
is hard work.

This handbook is organized so that your 
municipality can more easily understand the 
elements that go into offering community 
recreation programs. It focuses on how to plan 
and implement municipal recreation programs, 
not how to conduct and supervise individual 
activities. We start with determining the needs 
and setting realistic objectives for recreation 

Figure 1
Goals of Municipal Recreation 

Programs

1.	 Improving the quality of life of citizens 
by providing opportunities for the 
creative and constructive use of free 
time. 

2.	 Coordinating with all community 
recreation providers, whether public, 
private, voluntary or nonprofit, to 
expand services and reduce 

	 duplication.
3.	 Strengthening community life by 

improving democratic values and 
increasing participation in civic 
activities.

4.	 Providing a positive reinforcement to 
prevent anti-social forms of play such as 
juvenile delinquency.

5.	 Enriching the cultural and creative life 
of the community and supplementing 
the formal process of education for all 
ages.

6.	 Strengthening the local economy.
7.	 Building appreciation for the 

community’s heritage.
8.	 Promoting ethnic and cultural 

understanding and harmony.
9.	 Contributing to the physical and 

mental health of citizens.
10.	Improving safety standards by offering 

organized programs in safe, supervised 
surroundings.

11.	Offering special services needed by 
the poor or the physically, mentally 
or socially disabled who have unique 
recreation needs.

programs and finish with evaluating the programs 
to find out whether those needs have been met 
and the objectives have been attained. 

With its large and fragmented local government 
system, Pennsylvania faces many challenges to 
meet the close-to-home recreation needs of its 
citizens. Our municipalities range in size from 
under 100 to over one million people.
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As a result, “Municipal Recreation 
Programming” is directed at Pennsylvania 
municipalities of all sizes. Whether your 
municipality funds a full-service recreation and 
parks department with full-time staff, you offer 
no park areas or recreation programs for your 
citizens at all, or you fit somewhere in between, 
this handbook will be helpful to you. Whether 
you’re an elected official, municipal manager, 
recreation and parks board member or a 
volunteer involved in some aspect of 
recreation programming, this handbook has 
information you can use. The basic elements of 
conducting public recreation programs are the 
same regardless of your municipality’s size.

Chapter One presents an overview of the 
recreation program planning process. Gathering 
and analyzing information on the community’s 
social, economic, political and environmental 
characteristics; existing and potential recreation 
and parks resources, and citizen needs, interests 
and preferences is essential to plan and 
establish well-balanced recreation activities.

Once it’s clear what the recreation needs are, 
municipalities can start the process of building 
a recreation program schedule. In Chapter 
Two, we overview the many types of recreation 
programs that municipalities can offer. 

Implementing recreation programs takes a 
great deal of organization. The nuts and bolts 
of program administration are covered next in 
Chapter Three, with an emphasis on the cost and 
staffing of programs, special accommodations 
and inclusion, registration procedures and 
policies, and program safety. 

Chapter Four reviews the many ways to promote 
recreation opportunities. If people don’t know 
about recreation programs, they can’t participate. 
In-depth information on marketing and 
customer service is also presented.

Program evaluation is covered next in Chapter 
Five. As a people-oriented service, the quality 
of municipal recreation programs must be 
continuously evaluated.

Chapter Six tackles the trends that will impact 
recreation programming in the future. A 
special section on the important role recreation 
programs play in youth development is also 
included.

Examples of successful recreation programs 
sponsored by Pennsylvania municipalities 
are scattered throughout the handbook in 
highlighted sections called “Spotlight On.” Some 
of Pennsylvania’s best summer day camps, adult 
sports, cultural arts, special events, youth sports, 
outdoor recreation, heritage, fitness and wellness, 
performing arts, travel, environmental education, 
preschool, teen and aquatics programs are 
featured. Programming tips are also highlighted 
throughout the handbook.

The Appendix includes websites for a variety of 
Pennsylvania recreation and parks departments, a 
resource list for conducting recreation programs 
and a sample citizen survey. The handbook’s final 
section is a Recreation Program Toolkit 
containing forms that are used in recreation 
program planning and administration.

Coordination is the Key
Since municipal recreation budgets aren’t 
adequate to meet all local recreation needs, 
ensuring that the community has a well-
rounded recreation program means 
coordinating with the recreation programs 
of others and filling in the gaps. If the school 
district offers adult education programs 
or if a community committee sponsors an 
annual holiday celebration, it’s best for your 
municipality to lend support to these recreation 
programs and direct its efforts into other 
programs. 
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Recreation programming is the process of planning 
to create opportunities for people to engage in 
recreation experiences. 

Some municipalities take a passive approach to 
recreation program planning in which they wait 
until people come in with ideas and complaints 
and then react to what the demands seem to 
be. 

Several other methods are widely used to 
develop a schedule of municipal recreation 
programs. The traditional approach is to offer 
programs on the basis of what’s been offered 
in the past, with the thinking that it’s been 
successful before and should be continued. The 
current practice approach copies recreation 
programs being offered by other communities. 
The thinking here is that if it works somewhere 
else, it will work for us. The expressed desires 
approach surveys the public to ask what 
programs they would like to have offered. Last 
is the authoritarian approach, where the staff or 
recreation board simply makes all the decisions 
about which programs are offered.

Each of these methods has some value, 
but they’re all flawed in some way. What is 
appropriate in one community may not work 
when transplanted to another. People are often 
limited in their interests or past recreational 
experiences, so justifying what programs are 
offered based only on surveys may lead to little 
diversity in programming. Offering only what’s 
worked before doesn’t allow for new recreation 
experiences, and when staff determines the 
program schedule in a vacuum, many potential 
activities will be missed.

Program Planning Principles
Even when these approaches are combined, 

Chapter 1
Planning to Meet Recreation Needs

an important ingredient is missing. For recreation 
programs to most effectively serve the public, 
they must have a total sense of purpose. Every 
municipality should adopt a set of program 
planning principles. Figure 2 provides examples. 

Spotlight On:  Self-Development 
Programs

Community Academy for Lifelong 
Learning 
Centre Region Parks and Recreation 
(Centre County)

Educational classes for adults are held in a variety 
of locations throughout the community during the 
day. All instructors are volunteers, so fees are very 
affordable. At the heart of the program is the pleasure 
of sharing knowledge, skills and life experiences 
with others. Six-week sessions on topics like weight 
training, genealogy, jewelry making, public speaking 
and psychology are held throughout the year. The 
Community Academy for Lifelong Learning has 
its own website, www.my-call.org, which contains 
information on all its programs.
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The best way to plan recreation programs is by 
actively studying the community and trying to 
learn people’s desires and understand their needs. 
The characteristics of the community, the 
recreation opportunities currently available and 
citizen needs and interests are all important 
elements. 

What recreation programs should your 
municipality offer? How can your community 
be sure that its programs provide worthwhile 
recreation experiences for citizens? These are 
important questions. To answer them, you start 
by gathering three types of information:

	 Your community’s social, economic, 
political and environmental 
characteristics.

	 An inventory of your community’s 
existing and potential recreation and 
parks resources.

	 An assessment of citizen needs, interests 
and preferences.

Figure 2
Guiding Principles for Recreation Program Planning

1.	 Enhance rather than compete with other community recreation activities by filling in the gaps 
and not duplicating existing activities. 

2.	 Provide for varying levels of skill and ability, with basic skills emphasized. 
3.	 Emphasize self-directed programs and activities that individuals can enjoy on their own. 
4.	 Provide opportunities for competitive and non-competitive programs. 
5.	 Balance program offerings between indoor and outdoor activities. 
6.	 Provide community-wide events as well as activities conducted at neighborhood locations.
7.	 Encourage community participation in program planning and develop and utilize volunteer 

leaders. 
8.	 Serve all ages and provide equally for both sexes. 
9.	 Provide for participation in all programs on an inclusive basis by people with disabilities.
10.	Encourage family recreation by providing opportunities for the family to play together as a unit 

and with other family groups. 
11.	Utilize all existing facilities. 
12.	Include passive as well as active forms of recreation. 
13.	Provide activities for different periods of free time. 
14.	Offer programs based upon the needs and interests of the community.
15.	Recognize individual differences by providing programs which support the needs and personal 

development of the individual. 
16.	Place recreation opportunities within the financial abilities of all people. 
17.	Use available funds for the best interest of the largest number of people. 
18.	Improve programs through continuous evaluation and modification.

Community Characteristics
Many factors affect the municipality’s role 
as a recreation program provider. The more 
you know about your population and your 
community, the better you’ll be able to plan and 
establish a well-balanced program of recreation 
activities. Factors to understand include:

	 Demographic Data 
Census data are published every 10 years. 
To be more useful, the census data are 
adjusted annually to accurately reflect 
changes in population. Governmental 
planning and social service agencies 
provide socio-demographic statistics 
such as ethnic heritage, age, gender, 
residence, occupation, income levels, 
religious affiliation, educational level, 
disabilities and health status, and family 
configuration. These demographics 
influence people’s demand, need and 
preference for recreation opportunities.
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	 Social Problems
What social problems are most prevalent 
in your community? Organized public 
recreation, along with other service 
agencies, plays a role in alleviating 
social problems such as youth crime, 
gang violence and drug and alcohol 
abuse by offering recreation programs 
as prevention activities. Physical activity 
programs offer opportunities for children 
and adults to become healthier. Excess 
weight in childhood has been found to 
predict being overweight as an adult. 
Overweight adults are at higher risk for 
virtually every major chronic disease, 
including heart disease, diabetes and 
cancer.

	 Economic Data
Is your local economy diversified or is 
it dependent on a single industry? Is 
employment relatively stable? What is 
the amount of discretionary income?  
What percentage of your residents is 
economically disadvantaged? Answers to 
these questions will tell you how much 
people can afford to pay for recreation 
programs. Tax revenue represents an 
important, but shrinking, proportion 
of the local government operating 
budget. Charging higher fees may limit 
participation.

	 Political Atmosphere
Are your legislators and government 
officials recreation “friendly?” Do they 
understand the values of recreation as 
related to social concerns?  Do they 
support financing of recreation programs 
and services? 

Community Recreation Inventory
Inventorying local resources is an important 
step in the recreation program planning process. 
Knowing what recreation opportunities are 
already being provided and what facilities are 
available gives your planning a starting point.
In most communities, citizens have many 
recreation opportunities to choose from. 

This includes structured programs and park areas 
and recreation facilities designed for independent 
use. No one organization can provide for 
everyone’s recreation desires and needs. Roles 
and responsibilities differ but the recreation 
opportunities provided by a wide variety of 
organizations form an inter-related system of 
recreation services within your municipality. 
Compiling an inventory of information on 
all public, nonprofit and for-profit recreation 
providers, what recreation programs they offer 
and what physical resources they have will help 
you determine what needs in the community are 
being met already, what’s being duplicated and 
what activities are missing. With information 
about the community and the recreation 
program opportunities already present, your 
municipality can begin to identify its niche or 
role in providing recreation programs.

Frequently several agencies are programming 
the same recreation activity for the same people 
at the same time, while some segments of the 
population are neglected altogether. Competing 
with other agencies for people’s time is a 
tremendous waste of money and effort. For 
instance, nonprofit associations provide lots of 
character building services focused on youth. 
Schools often provide community education 
programs. County government agencies provide 
recreation services for senior citizens. Civic 
and service groups, religious organizations and 
churches, athletic and cultural groups, youth 
serving agencies and commercial businesses all 
provide recreation opportunities. 

Figure 3 lists examples of the types of 
organizations to include in your community 
recreation inventory.

Where to Find Census Data
Census data is available online from the United 
States Census Bureau at www.census.gov. 
Pennsylvania also has its own official source 
for demographic and economic data, the 
Pennsylvania State Data Center. Its website is 
www.pasdc.hbg.psu.edu. 
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in playing basketball. If other agencies such as 
the YMCA or Boys Club have 1,250 kids in their 
basketball programs, they’re serving 50 percent 
of the market. If there are no other basketball 
programs in your community, 50 percent of the 
9 to 12-year-olds, or 1,250 kids, are left out and 
aren’t being served. That indicates the need to 
offer a municipal youth basketball program. 

Citizen Needs, Interests and 
Preferences Assessment 
Deciding what activities to offer is the most 
important part of programming. So doesn’t it 
make sense to find out what recreation programs 
citizens would like to participate in? How can 
you know, before investing large amounts 
of money into programs and even facility 
development, what people want?  

The types of recreation activities people 
participate in vary widely, as do the interests of 
an individual throughout his or her lifetime. 
Municipal recreation programs should include 
activities which have a universal appeal, as well as 
activities for individual and cultural differences in 
recreation interests.

Spotlight On:  Aquatics 

Learn to Swim Program
City of Erie Parks and Recreation 
Department (Erie County)

For over 45 years, Erie children have learned to 
swim at this free program. Six City swimming 
pools host lessons staffed by American Red Cross 
instructors. An average of 1,500 boys and girls 
participate each summer. 

        Figure 3
        Community Recreation Inventory

	 Public agencies: 
	 Local government park and 

recreation agencies
	 County or regional agencies
	 State agencies such as Pennsylvania 
	 Fish and Boat Commission, Game 
	 Commission, Historical and 

Museum Commission, State Parks 
	 Federal agencies such as 
	 U. S. Army Corps of Engineers, 

National Park Service
	 Schools 

	 Nonprofit associations: 
	 Boys and Girls Clubs
	 Scouting programs
	 YMCAs and YWCAs
	 Jewish Community Centers
	 Churches and religious groups
	 Athletic associations
	 Swim clubs
	 Senior service associations
	 Health and medical providers

	 Private for-profit enterprises:
	 Racquet clubs
	 Fitness centers
	 Campgrounds
	 Amusement parks
	 Skating rinks
	 Bowling alleys
	 Golf courses
	 Dance, gymnastics and karate 

studios
	 Sports complexes

Market Share
Determining the activity market share held by 
community recreation program providers is 
another way to evaluate the need for recreation 
programs. Take basketball for 9 to 12-year-
olds as an example. The first step is to get the 
participation index from National Sporting 
Goods Foundation. For basketball, 25 percent 
of children play. Say there’s 10,000 children 
ages 9 to 12 in your community. That means 
approximately 2,500 of them will be interested 
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A properly-conducted survey ensures the most 
representative view of all citizens and helps you 
understand what recreation programs they desire 
and prefer. Direct feedback from individuals 
who don’t participate in your programs is 
important information. The reasons citizens 
give when asked why they don’t participate will 
help when planning future recreation programs. 
Municipalities may collect information through 
mailed surveys, telephone interviews and face-to-
face interviews. 

When based on random selection of households, 
the results of surveys represent an estimate of the 
actual preferences of the entire population being 
studied. The precision of the estimates and the 
level of confidence placed in them largely depend 
on the response rate. 

Other ways to get input from people are:

Participant Forums – People who participate 
in your recreation programs have important 
information to share. Participant forums can 
provide valuable insight on what citizens’ needs 
are and what programs will be successful. 

Knowing why people engage in activities and 
what satisfactions they gain from participation 
helps when planning recreation programs. 

Figure 4 lists the basic human needs that are the 
most meaningful for recreation programming.
 
Determining Citizen’s Interests and 
Preferences
Using the same social indicators that help 
you gain an understanding of the community 
– demographic information, health statistics, 
educational trends, family characteristics 
and socioeconomic variables – can help 
you determine what programs will attract 
participants. 

But the best way to determine recreation 
interests and preferences is to ask people. When 
building a year-round recreation program, the 
advice of local leaders, program participants 
and the community at-large is invaluable. A 
survey of citizen attitudes and opinions on 
what recreation activities they desire is the most 
common assessment technique. A sample survey 
is included in the Appendix.

Figure 4
Individual Needs Related to Recreation

	 New Experience: To seek adventure and challenge; to explore and discover. 
	 Relaxation/Escape: To achieve a clear mind; to remove stress. 
	 Recognition: To be rewarded for achievement; to rival and surpass others by overcoming 

obstacles and have it acknowledged. 
	 Security: To avoid pain, physical injury, illness and emotional hurt; to feel needed, necessary and 

safe. 
	 Dominance: To take charge and control of your environment; to direct the behavior of others 

by manipulation, orders, suggestions or persuasion.
	 Physical Activity: To provide release from muscular tension; to bring a sense of coordination, 

balance and control of the body and its movements. 
	 Social Interaction: To relate and reach out to individuals and to have individuals interact with 

you; to experience fellowship, belonging and companionship.
	 Mental Activity: To perceive, interpret and understand various alternatives; to concentrate; to 

exercise your mental powers.
	 Creativity:  To create a new image, idea or product; to be original; to see and express concepts 

never consciously encountered. 
	 Service to Others: To contribute, help and show concern for the well-being of others. 
	 Love of Beauty: To enjoy beauty of landscape and works of art and poetry, among many others. 

Source:  The Program Book for Recreation Professionals
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Spotlight On:  
Outdoor Recreation

Junior Rangers
Chester County Parks and Recreation 
Department (Chester County)

At this summer program, children ages five to 15 
learn about the environment and what it means to be 
a park ranger. Four County parks host the program 
and tailor the experience to the park’s outdoor 
resources. Each program is held Monday through 
Friday for half days and is geared to a specific age 
group.

Well-publicized and professionally monitored 
forums are most effective. 

Focus Groups – Focus groups solicit in-depth 
input regarding recreation programs. People are 
selected for their unique perspectives or because 
they represent a cross-section of your population. 
Focus groups work best with no more than 12 
members and a trained facilitator. Focus groups 
are issue-oriented, not just discussion groups. 

Key People – Consulting respected and 
knowledgeable community members enhances 
your understanding of recreation needs. 
Interviewing key people also helps to squelch 
rumors and spread accurate information. Key 
people can serve as sounding boards to test new 
ideas too.

Involve People When Planning New 
Programs
People know what they’re looking for. Having 
ideas from them is very valuable in helping 
you design the right type of new recreation 
program.

Citizen Advisory Boards and 
Committees – Citizen advisory boards and 
committees are valuable sources of preference 
information. Whether the boards and 
committees represent a cross-section of your 
community, a special population like teens, 
the disabled or seniors; or a specific recreation 
program, they are excellent vehicles for 
community input. 

Participant Program Evaluations – People 
should evaluate any recreation program they 
have participated in. In addition to improving 
current programs, finding out what other 
recreation programs your current participants 
are interested in will help you develop new 
programs.

Internet Data Collection – Most 
municipalities use home pages on the Internet 
to promote recreation programs and services. 
The Internet has interactive capabilities too 
that can be used to solicit public input. Surveys 
can be added to websites, either as simple 
open-ended feedback requests or focused on a 
set of questions. 

Life Stages
Recreation programs serve people of all ages. 
Some system of classifying people is necessary 
so that certain ages or developmental levels 
aren’t overlooked. All individuals differ but 

there are similarities in the stages of people’s 
lives. Knowledge of age group growth and 
development characteristics and differing 
life stages helps to build more in-depth 
understanding of the people you’re planning 
programs for.

Table 1 provides a brief overview of the 
development characteristics as people move from 
one life stage to another. 
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Table 1
Age Group Growth and Development Characteristics

Infant (Birth to 8 months)	
Reaches towards interesting objects and grasps 
and releases them.
Sits up alone, rolls over and crawls.
Uses senses (hearing, sight, smell, taste, touch) 
and reflexes to learn.
Enjoys picture books and singing.
Likes brightly-colored toys that vary in shape 
and texture.
Looks at objects when named.

Infant (8 to 18 months)	
Pulls self to stand and walks when led, then 
alone.
Learns to sit in chair.
Throws objects.
Scribbles with crayons.
Enjoys hide and seek games and peek-a-boo.
Interested in other children.
Listens closely to adult talk.
Uses gestures to communicate needs and wants.
Learns and uses words.
Likes to explore environment.

Toddler (18 to 36 months)	
Enjoys being read to. 
Likes to play with musical instruments.
Wants to help with easy chores.
Imitates others’ actions.
Demonstrates pride and pleasure when 
accomplishes something.
Recognizes own power – “no!”
Enjoys playing with other children.
Very short attention span (less than 5 minutes).
Listens to stories.

Preschool (3-5 years)		
Side-by-side play.
Self-centered.
Depends on supervision for structured play.
Short attention span (5-10 minutes).
Limited fine motor skills.
Has difficulty sharing.
Ultimate stage of learning and development.
Need for praise and immediate gratification.
Lacks verbal skills.
Very curious and imaginative.

Early Childhood (6-9 years)	
Period of steady physical, intellectual and 
emotional growth.
Enjoys group activities.
Learns to share.
Ability to role play and imitate others. 
Motor and language skills become more developed.
Limited attention span (15-20 minutes).
Need for familiarity and security.
Easily bored and frustrated.
Need to repeat activities that are well known.
Very noisy.
Desire for leader’s approval.
Feels they know it all.

Late Elementary (10-12 years)	
Solid moves toward groups of friends.
Idolization of others, hero worship.
Play has become filled with rules and team 
cooperation.
Values and fair play beginning to emerge.
Competition among group members is important.
Begins to accept responsibility for self and others.
Lengthened attention span (30-40 minutes).
High need for skill development.
Eager learners and quick understanding of ideas 
and concepts.
Willing to work for external rewards.

Youth (13-15 years)		
Seeks self-identity.
Enormous capacity to perform new tasks.
High ability to carry out responsibilities.
Testing of boy-girl relationships.
Thinks about future.
Interested in individual and team activities of skill.
Greater need for independence from adults.
Group affiliation important. 
Seeks risk and adventure.

Teenage (16-18 years)		
Strong aggressive drives.
Potential for high alienation from family, adults and
society.
Nervous and overactive.
Strong need for self-identity.
Strong need to be alone, free from having to interact 
with others.
Revolts against parents.
Uncertainty about others – to trust, to understand.



1-� Municipal Recreation Programming

Chapter 1

Young Adults (18-30 years)   	
Thinks of marriage and family.
Interested in vocation.
Strives for success.
Active and energetic.
Non-work activities become important.
Strong economic motivation for living.
Full physical and mental growth.
High need for adventure.
Wants everything to happen immediately.
The period of strongest aggressive drives.

Early Adulthood (30-40 years)   
Begins to set goals for a lifetime.
Awareness of own strengths and abilities.
Final phase in the development of values.
Security needs high.
Committed to being a part of society.
Loss of individual independence where family is concerned.
Acceptance of obligations to community.
Novelty and variety are important.

Maturity (40-50 years)	
Has reached full potential in efforts to meet 
personal needs.
The threat of the permanent present – dull, boring.
The apex of life – security of position, 
occupation, associations.
Clear view of the past and a realistic future view.
At the height of external respect and perceived
contribution.
Enjoyment of life’s comforts; no need to rough it.
Enjoys being a member of a group.
Group of friends is large and varied.

Later Middle Age (50-60 years)	
Reduction in some drives to satisfy basic needs.
Lessening of aggressive behavior.
Fear of failing in many performance areas and 
activities.
Definite physical slowdown; energy needed to 
perform usual activities is harder to stimulate.
Experience oriented.
Caution is an important notion in all experiences.
Starts spending more time on a limited number 
of activities.
Interested in sustaining a good life for self and others.
Tendency toward passive living.

Old Age (60-70 years)	
Generally a lessening of activity.
Danger of boredom.
Physical deterioration is impossible to escape.
Less interest in material things; cling to the abstract.
Being loved, having emotional and economic 
security are important.
The past is an important reference point.
Health concerns are of paramount importance.
Progressive detachment and disengagement from 
outside activities.
Retirement from paid employment.

Senescence (70 years and up)	
The negatives appear to outweigh the positives.
Life tends to be self centered and self serving.
Increasing physical infirmity.
Loneliness and a sense of isolation.
Large amounts of unobligated time available.
Well-established patterns of living.

Source:  The Process of Recreation Programming – Theory and Technique

Spotlight On:  Performing Arts

Muhlenberg Community Chorus
Muhlenberg Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Berks County)

More than 60 community residents ages 40 to 
85 participate in this program supported by a 
Pennsylvania Council on the Arts grant. Practices 
are held September through June at the middle 
school choral room, with performances given at 
nursing homes, churches, schools and parks. A volunteer director leads the chorus and schedules its 
concerts, which are offered free of charge. Any donations received are used to purchase music.

Table 1
Age Group Growth and Development Characteristics
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Source:  The Process of Recreation Programming – Theory and Technique

Preparing a Recreation 
Program Plan 
What follows is a simplified look at the 
recreation program planning process. 
Planning is the key word!  Proper 
planning provides those magic moments 
of joyful participation that happen when 
the available resources have been stirred 
together just right.

A plan is an orderly system, thought out 
in advance, for doing something. It’s 
often a better plan if it’s written down. 
If planning as a process is thinking 
ahead to predict and control events, 
then a recreation program plan may 
be described as a map to direct the 
production of recreation experiences. 

Figure 5 outlines the basic steps to 
follow to begin offering recreation 
programs to your community.

A variety of program planning and 
scheduling forms used by Pennsylvania 
recreation and parks departments are 
included in the Recreation Program 
Toolkit.

Spotlight On:  Aquatics

Pool-O-Ween
Plymouth Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Montgomery County)

Held immediately after a family pumpkin carving 
program, this Halloween indoor swimming pool 
event features a “swim in the dark” with everyone’s 
position marked with hand-held glow sticks, an 
in-pool candy scramble, haunted pool deck walk and 
floating pumpkins. Admission is $9 per person or $25 
for a family of four. Advance registration is taken, and 
due to the event’s popularity, it is held for two nights. 
Each night sells out at the pool’s capacity of 
230 people.

Meet People’s Quality Expectations
People will pay for high quality recreation 
experiences. For example, parents will pay 
top dollar to enroll their children in good day 
camps. The key is how a “good” day camp is 
defined. Quality is based upon one thing only, 
the perception of the user. Since recreation 
experiences are based upon specific needs, 
desires, expectations and lifestyles of individuals, 
it’s essential to identify and meet these specifics. 
The more you know about what people want, 
the better you’re able to personalize your 
programs to provide quality experiences.

Give Out Accurate Information
Prepare your staff to answer all kinds 
of questions. The key is to give out 
the correct information. Giving out 
the wrong information does a lot of 
damage. If you don’t know the answer, 
find out and get back to the person. 
Be prepared to provide information on 
any recreation service being offered in 
your community, not just your own. 
Become a clearinghouse of recreation 
programming. People will appreciate it.
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Planning to Meet Community Needs

Figure 5
Recreation Program Planning Flow Chart

Determine Recreation Needs

Get Input 
from Citizens

Study Population 
Demographics

Analyze Available
Recreation 

Opportunities

Establish Which Recreation Needs to Meet

Select Recreation Programs to Offer

Write Program Objectives

Determine the Resources Needed:
Facilities, Funding, Staff, Volunteers, 

Maintenance Help, Equipment and Supplies

Determine Facility Availability and Make 
Arrangements for Use

Develop Program Day and Time Schedule

Select Leadership to Conduct Recreation Programs

Producing Recreation Programs
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Figure 5
Recreation Program Planning Flow Chart

Implement and Supervise Programs

Register Participants

Plan for Safety

Determine How to Get Feedback from Participants

Promote Programs and Invite Participants

Decide on Recreation Program Fees 

Establish the Cost to Hold Programs

Place Orders for Supplies and Equipment

Evaluating Success

Provide Recommendations for Recreation Program 
Adjustments and Improvements

Assess Bottom-line 
Financial Figures

Assess Whether 
Program Objectives 

Were Met

Have Staff and 
Participants Fill 
Out Evaluation 

Forms and Assess 
Satisfaction
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After establishing your community’s 
recreation needs, it’s time to decide 
what recreation programs to offer. 

Two common problems in program 
planning are: 1) the monotony of 
recreation program schedules that 
include only a few activities covering a 
narrow range of recreation interests, and 
2) scheduling more events and starting 
more programs than can possibly be 
carried to a successful conclusion. 
Finding the right balance is important.

Classifying Recreation 
Programs
Classifying activities is a good way to 
begin to build a municipal recreation 
program schedule. It can also pinpoint 
gaps and lack of service, when it’s 
discovered that certain categories of 
recreation programs aren’t offered to 
your community. 

A popular system for classifying 
programs is by program area. Recreation 
program areas range from performing 
arts, which give participants a creative 
outlet to express ideas and feelings, to 
volunteering, where serving and helping 
others is the recreation experience. 

Table 2 lists the program areas 
commonly used to classify recreation 
activities and provides some activity 
examples. Offering programs in each of these 
areas makes your recreation program schedule 
more diverse.

Chapter 2
Building a Recreation Program Schedule

Spotlight On:  
Outdoor Recreation

Crowfoot Youth Sportsfest Day
Murrysville Recreation Department 
(Westmoreland County)

Parents, grandparents and children participate 
together in indoor and outdoor activities including 
archery, rifle, clay pigeon and target shooting and 
fishing. This family program is a collaborative 
effort with the Pennsylvania Game Commission, 
Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission, National 
Rifle Association and Crowfoot Rod and Gun 
Club. Certified instructors lead the activities. The 
30 youth spots fill up quickly. All children must be 
accompanied by an adult.
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Program Area	

Performing Arts	

Arts	

Crafts	

Technology Arts	

Literary Programs	

Self-Development 
Programs	

Aquatics	

Outdoor Recreation	

Wellness	

Description	

Participation is the mode of 
expression; performance before 
an audience	

Creative work; making items 
that display form, beauty or 
unusual perception	

Items have decorative value as 
well as being useful	

Employs technology; 
computers, digital cameras

Activities associated with 
language, speech, literature, 
books, writing	

Aimed at improvement of the 
individual; focused on changing 
one’s behaviors or developing 
new skills	

Activities done in or on the 
water	

Activities in the outdoors; 
land-, water- or air-based; being 
in, enjoying or interpreting the 
natural environment
	

Focuses in a holistic way on the 
well-being of the individual; a 
process as well as an end 
directed toward achieving 
optimal health	

Activity Examples	

Music, dance, drama, 
puppetry	

Painting, sculpture, 
drawing	

Tie-dying, knitting, 
sewing, pottery, ceramics	

Photography, computer 
graphics, sound recordings	

Written communication, 
reading, poetry, short 
stories, public speaking, 
storytelling, debate	

Educational classes, auto 
repair, computer training	

Instructional swim, 
drop-in swim, competitive 
swimming, water exercise, 
boating instruction	

Climbing, camping, 
biking, backpacking, 
bird watching, canoeing, 
fishing, ice skating, skiing, 
rafting, scuba diving, 
archery, environmental 
education	

Physical fitness, nutrition, 
weight reduction, smoking 
cessation, stress 
management	

Table 2
Classification of Recreation Programs by Program Area
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Program Area

Hobbies	

Social Recreation	

Adventure Programs	

Travel 	

Sports, Games, Athletics	

Volunteer Services	

Description

Activities pursued with intense 
interest and longevity; types 
include collection, creative, 
educational and performing	

Promotes opportunities for social 
interaction; key factor is to bring 
people together for socializing	

Activities that offer challenge and 
thrill	

Physically transplanting 
participants to another setting	

Games require low level of skill, 
few rules and short duration. 
Sports require rules, vigorous 
exertion and high level of 
organization. Sports become 
athletics when organized for 
competition. Individual sports 
allow people to direct their 
participation themselves. Dual 
sports allow two people to oppose 
each other in a game situation. 
Team sports are more structured.	

Services provided without pay; 
helping others as a community 
or civic service	

Activity Examples

Antique, stamp and coin 
collecting, cooking, 
chess	

Parties, picnics, dances, 
family reunions, festivals, 
social clubs, exhibits, 
contests	

Snowboarding, 
adventure tourism, 
skateboarding, paintball, 
kayaking, rock climbing, 
windsurfing, BMX 
biking, mountain biking, 
laser tag	

Trips, vacations, 
destination attractions	

Individual sports: 
bowling, cross country 
running, golf, 
gymnastics, track and 
field, weightlifting

Dual sports: badminton, 
billiards, bocce, boxing, 
fencing, judo, squash, 
tennis, wrestling

Team sports: baseball, 
basketball, football, 
lacrosse, rugby, soccer, 
volleyball	

Administrative 
volunteers, program 
volunteers, coaches, 
special event helpers	

  
Source:  Management of Park and Recreation Agencies



2-� Municipal Recreation Programming

Chapter 2

Other Ways to Classify Recreation 
Programs
Recreation programs are also classified by 
age, skill, seasons, group size or degree of 
organization. Indoor activities are segregated 
from outdoor ones. Some programs require large 
spaces and lots of equipment; others may be 
carried on in small spaces. 

Age – Recreation interests vary at different ages. 
For instance, sports play an important part in 
children’s lives. On the other hand, recreational 
reading, hobbies, volunteer service and home 
activities like gardening are important to adults. 
Some activities have a brief interest span; 
others continue throughout life. The length of 
programs, type of facilities and type of leadership, 
as well as activities themselves, must be adapted 
to the ages of the participants.

Children are often grouped by age. Some 
activities easily accommodate a broad range of 
ages – particularly programs in theater, art, music 
and dance. On the other hand, a rule of thumb 
for most physical activities is to avoid organized 
groups with an age span greater than two or 
three years, particularly for those under the age 
of 18. Also, after age eight or so, boys become 
stronger physically, and boys and girls generally 
compete in sports activities separately. As a rule 
people like to play with people their own age. 
Endurance and skill are similar, especially for 
active games and sports. Nevertheless, a person 
interested in activities like dramatics, crafts or 
nature may enjoy a group activity, even though 
he or she is much older or younger than most of 
the members.						    

Skill of Participants – The desire of people to 
improve existing skills and to acquire new ones is 
satisfied by such widely different activities as golf 
and wrestling, dancing and ceramics, fishing and 
chess. Providing activities for varying degrees of 
skill allows everyone to find a level at which they 
can participate successfully. Careful placement of 
participants in activities involving competition is 
important. Matching the beginner and expert in 
tennis or golf isn’t fun for either player.		
						    
Seasons – For safety, health and property-

damage reasons, when planning recreation 
programs, seasons and climates regulate when 
programs happen. Swimming pools open in the 
summer when it’s hot and water is a great escape 
from the heat. We ski during cold snowy weather. 
We plan kite making and flying around windy 
March days. Seasonal climates are predictable. 
For instance, we know the times of the year 
when we set up cancellation and postponement 
procedures or operate under a rain-or-shine 
policy. When planning activities, it’s important to 
set up alternate activities depending on weather 
conditions. Playing on a soaked soccer field not 
only jeopardizes participants but does long term 
damage to turf.

At times, the calendar dictates when activities 
are traditionally expected. Most municipalities 
have Halloween trick or treating on or close 
to October 31. Many holidays inspire special 
events to celebrate them. Sports activities are 
also traditionally calendared – football in the 
fall, basketball in the winter and baseball in the 
spring. Although many sports are being played 
year-round by school age youth, these more 
competitive formats aren’t usually sponsored by 
municipal recreation. 

Group Size – A successful chess club can be 
formed among a few chess enthusiasts, but a 
community chorus can’t be carried on unless lots 
of people want to join. The size of the group is 
also a factor in scheduling use of facilities. 

It’s important to sponsor activities which have a 
wide appeal and benefit many, but don’t overlook 
the interests of small groups. If a genuine interest 
in nature study, crafts or music can be developed 
among a small number of people, conduct the 
activity and see if its popularity grows. 

Start Small
Don’t take on more recreation programs 
than you can handle. Doing a few things 
very well is far better than doing many 
things poorly. If you start slowly and offer 
quality, well-planned programs, you’ll gain a 
reputation for doing things right. It’s much 
easier to build on a good reputation than to 
try to improve a damaged one.
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The size of the group can influence the method 
of conducting an activity. For instance, you may 
offer a youth volleyball league, but it may have 
only one team in each age group. If the teams are 
to play games, you’ll need to arrange them with 
teams from other communities. 

Degree of Organization – Some activities, 
like playing cards, hiking or creative writing 
require no special organization or promotion and 
very little in the way of facilities. Yet organization 
may expand their recreation possibilities. Your 
municipality encourages individual hiking by 
constructing a trail, but when it helps hikers 
form a club the activity takes on a new 
element of sociability. Organization 
can bring out added values without 
causing the individual to lose any of 
the satisfaction which he or she gained 
from participating in the activity on an 
informal basis. 

Many recreation activities, especially 
those which involve competition, are 
most successful when carried on by 
highly organized groups. Baseball is 
more fun when children play on a 
team that competes in a league with 
scheduled games. An orchestra will 
succeed only if its membership is 
restricted to persons who can play 
an instrument and are willing to 
attend rehearsals regularly. Individuals 
can carry on a hobby without any 
organization, but its possibilities for 
enjoyment are greater when it becomes 
the common interest of a group. 

Program Formats 
In addition to classification categories 
there are different formats for 
presenting a recreation experience, 
different ways in which an experience 
can meet the needs of the participant. 

Program format refers to the basic 
purpose for which a program is 
designed and the way in which the 
content is organized and delivered. 
For example, the program may focus 

on a learning experience for the participant or 
competition may be its focus. 

Recreation programs come in a variety of 
formats. The most common ones include:

Clinics, Workshops and Classes – This 
format provides educational activities to develop 
and refine skills and is very popular in recreation 
agencies. It carries a high level of leader control 
and clear reservation of program activity space 
for the scheduled period of time. All of the 
details have been taken care of, and all people 
need to do is to come and participate. 

Spotlight On:  
Environmental Education

Nixon County Park Environmental 
Education Program
York County Parks and Recreation 
Department (York County)

Funded by grants from the York Foundation and 
Pennsylvania Department of Community and 
Economic Development, 11 environmental education 
curriculum packets for elementary and middle 
school students were developed. These are used by 
classroom teachers before and after students visit 
the County Park’s Nature Center. This helps to 
extend the learning process since students are only 
at the Nature Center for about one hour. Lessons 
on the environment, ecology, language arts and 
social studies are keyed to Pennsylvania’s academic 
standards and are free of charge to local school 
districts. Approximately 7,500 students participate in 
the environmental education program each year.
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This format allows you to respond to potential 
participant interests. Classes or workshops can 
be offered in a wide variety of activities. Classes 
that don’t fill or clear the registration minimum 
can be cancelled prior to spending any money. 
On the other hand, those activities that attract 
a waiting list of participants as a result of full 
enrollment can serve as a barometer to what 
program needs exist. More classes of that or a 
similar activity can be offered in the future. 

Most recreation agencies utilize three or four 
seasons for these activities. The four-sequence 
pattern follows the quarterly seasons, while 
the three-sequence pattern has a September to 
December, January to April and May to August 
time frame for programs. 

Tournaments, Contests and Leagues – 
This format provides for a competitive experience 
for participants, giving them a similar skill 
group to compete against. Offering programs 
with a competitive format demands strong 
organizational skills. A high level of structure 
is required to present a quality competitive 
experience that’s appropriate for varying skill and 
age levels. Offering competitive activities includes 
the steps of signing up players, setting up league 
games or matches, securing the locations, seeing 
that games are played by the rules, and tabulating 
scores and determining the winners. 

Camps – Camps are a popular format for 
summer or school vacation activities for children. 
An outgrowth of the traditional summer 
playground program, camps can be specialized 
and focused on one activity or offer a wide 
variety of activities. They generally are offered for 
consecutive days in a weekly timeframe. Some are 
mornings or afternoons only, while others cover 
the entire day to accommodate the needs of 
working parents. Just like summer playgrounds, 

camp week activities are often planned around 
themes such as Wild Wild West, Retro-Mania 
and Summer Olympics. 

Clubs – For people who have common interests, 
joining a club is a popular way to experience 
an activity. The purpose of recreation clubs is 
to provide an opportunity for anyone to enjoy, 
learn, share and promote the activity focus of 
the club. Members assume a variety of roles 
to sustain and enjoy the club. Many different 
programs can be offered to others through the 
efforts of volunteers who themselves share an 
interest in the activity. Membership in clubs 
sponsored by municipal recreation departments 
is open to all citizens, except in cases where clubs 
can only support their activity by a certain skill 
level established by audition or tryout. Clubs 
must operate within the recreation agency’s 
philosophy. 

Club guidelines and rules are necessary 
since a recreation agency sponsors a special 
interest group to rely on self-direction by the 
membership. The recreation agency must have 
some person or small group with whom it can 
communicate, creating the need for a leadership 
structure of club officers. The club’s cost is 
generally supported by its membership. 

Performance – It’s common to end a program 
with a special event such as an art show of the 
work done by the oil painting class, an all-star 
game between the best athletes from the soccer 
league or the spring children’s dance recital. 
The performance format has a two-sided benefit. 
These two “sides” are the performing participant 
and the spectator participant. 

Special Events – Special events are those 
programs which depart from the normal routine 
and require special planning. Municipalities can 
benefit from special events as they:

	 Foster community spirit.
	 Support community identity.
	Develop community cohesiveness and 

involvement.
	Generate community pride in and 

celebration of historical and cultural 
heritage.

Know Your Competition
Before you offer a recreation program, know 
your competition.  Know what they offer, how 
they offer it, how much they charge and what 
makes them unique. This will help you avoid 
offering a program that’s the same.
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	Promote a cause. 
	Contribute toward community economic 

development. 
	Provide opportunities for volunteerism. 
	Generate revenue to support other 

recreation programs.

One thing that you can probably always say 
about special events programming is that it’s 
big. Bigness is what makes it special in many 
instances. Big means complexity, organizational 
details, crowds and problems. Special events are 
the recreation programmer’s ultimate challenge 
in planning.

Follow these planning principles when producing 
special events:

	Plan for and with the total community. 
Special events stretch over many interests 
and activities. Involving people helps gain 
their support. Creating a large, complex 
event means involving all elements 
of your community and other 
sponsoring agencies and utilizing 
volunteers with a committee 
structure to make the event a 
success. Trying to shoulder the 
entire event alone won’t work.

	Encourage family recreation. 
Family recreation emphasizes 
the cohesive power of recreation 
activities in drawing relationships 
closer together by providing 
for family interaction and 
involvement. Special events 
provide lots of opportunities for 
family members to participate 
together.

	Try out fads or trends. We’re 
wary of putting time, money 
and energy into something that 
may disappear overnight. This 
is especially true if we purchase 
special equipment designed only 
for the activity. But without 
trying we can never open up new 

experiences. The special event allows you 
to introduce a fad on a temporary basis 
to test reactions and to stimulate demand 
for additional programming if the activity 
is a hit. 

	Make sure there’s no duplication or 
competition by other events. All 

	 elements of your community that 
might benefit by having a stake in a 
special event should work together. A 
community festival can accommodate the 
community center dance classes and the 
commercial dance studio. 

	Plan on the basis of traditional seasonal 
activity. Special events have a close 
relationship with holidays in most 
people’s minds. Halloween seems to say, 
“Here’s recreation,” as does Easter and 
the Fourth of July. 

Spotlight On:  Adult Sports

Sports Leagues
Greater Elizabethtown Area Recreation 
Services (Lancaster County)

Adult sports leagues are sponsored in dodgeball, 
six-person and doubles volleyball, 5-on-5 and 3-on-
3 basketball, and fast-pitch softball. The agency also 
sponsors church leagues for volleyball, basketball and 
softball. Basketball and volleyball games take place at 
the high school and middle school gyms; dodgeball 
is played at the community center gym. The softball 
leagues use school district and church fields.



2-� Municipal Recreation Programming

Chapter 2

Steal Ideas
Why reinvent the wheel?  One of the great 
things about the recreation profession is our 
willingness to share with others. Find out 
what another municipality did to make the 
program successful. Find out what mistakes 
they made that you can avoid.

	 The holiday spirit is a strong foundation 
to build upon.

	Use all available resources. Be aware of 
places and materials available in your 
community. We tend to make do with 
our own existing facilities. The 

	 best-suited facility for a special event may 
not be owned by your municipality.

Open Facility – As a government service, in 
addition to interacting with participants on a 
face-to-face basis through planned activities, 
recreation programming involves providing and 
maintaining park areas and recreation facilities 
that people can enjoy on their own. Open 
formats are common for revenue-producing 
facilities such as swimming pools, ice arenas, 
golf courses and bowling lanes. The facilities 
are used for classes, leagues and tournaments as 
well as reserving specific hours for club activities. 
Open time must also be provided for the drop-in 
participant to play, so facilities must have times 
available during hours when people will use them 
for self-directed activities. Facilities may need to 
stay open later in the evening or open up earlier 
in the morning. 

Recreation Program Resources 
Lots of resources come together to build a 
recreation program schedule. Resources range 
from volunteers to full-time professional staff 
(human resources), from park land and natural 
areas to specialized facilities (physical resources), 
from sports equipment to computers, paper clips 
and pool chemicals (financial resources). 

Your first step is to determine what resources are 
needed to offer the recreation programs you’ve 
selected. Don’t plan programs according to the 
resources you know you already have. Instead, 
decide what resources you need and then find 
them. 

Recreation program resources include:

Budget – Lack of money is always an easy way 
to rationalize not offering recreation programs 
or not expanding and improving them. The 
money in question might be for salaries, facilities, 
equipment or promotion. Money is important. 
But recreation programs that are sincerely 
desired and based on clearly identified needs may 
be financed in many ways. 

Recreation programs are limited by budget 
because their operation is often based on a fees-
and-charges concept with the cost of wages, 
supplies and other items factored into the fees. 
Plus, these fees must be reasonable enough to 
remain affordable for citizens. 

Sometimes it makes sense to offer recreation 
programs that won’t break even financially. 
Programming at a loss can boost public 
awareness and goodwill that in the end improve 
financial support for recreation services. When 
recreation programs are visible to the public 
and dynamic, they can also obtain support by 
donations, sponsorships and grants. 
 
Cost often determines whether or not a 
particular program can be carried out. However, 
consider the number of people an activity 
will serve, the extent to which it may lead to 
continuing self-activity, its contribution to 
individual and community happiness, safety, 
health or civic value; and its possibilities of 
becoming self-sustaining in relation to its cost. 

Areas and Facilities – Programs take place in 
many settings. The places required for different 
forms of recreation vary from the quiet corner 
for reading a book to the outdoor trails needed 
for horseback riding or mountain biking. 
Effective program planning involves knowing the 
space requirements of activities and what type 
will work successfully in available indoor and 
outdoor spaces. 

Recreation programs are also limited by the 
facilities available. It’s much harder to hold 
tennis lessons without a tennis court. A 
gymnasium with a low ceiling and projecting 
walls severely handicaps a basketball tournament. 
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Spectators enjoy a play performance in an air-
conditioned auditorium with comfortable 
seats more than one held in a badly-ventilated 
gymnasium. More people attend a band concert 
if seats are provided than if they have to stand 
throughout the program.

Municipal recreation programs often take place 
in facilities owned by others such as schools, 
churches, fire halls and libraries. Utilizing all 
available facilities in a community is important. 

When a municipality builds a specialized 
recreation facility, such as an ice rink, the facility 
needs to be put to optimum use and filled 
with programmed activity. Once a costly-to-
maintain structure is built, it places a demand on 

programming that may run counter to 
other major factors, such as citizen needs 
and budget. There may be no time, staff 
or money to offer other programs.

Amount and Type of Leadership 
Required – Recreation programs are 
delivered in a number of ways. Some 
people like to have direct staff leadership 
when participating in a program. Others 
only need a helping hand to enjoy their 
activities. 

Staff and volunteers who are trained and 
experienced in community recreation 
make a well-rounded program schedule 
possible. Staff qualifications also influence 
the type of programs that are offered. 
Someone trained in outdoor recreation, 
for example, is likely to develop nature 
study activities to a greater extent than 
music or athletics. In addition, when 
all support elements are saying “go” 
to sponsor an activity, the absence of a 
knowledgeable, skilled leader will keep it 
from happening. Whether personnel are 
paid or volunteer makes no difference as 
long as they are qualified.

Often, participants use municipal public 
areas such as playgrounds, picnicking 
facilities, tennis courts, hiking trails, 
bike paths and greenways to enjoy 
recreation on their own. Managing these 

environments for people to experience recreation 
is the most important factor.
 
Equipment – Factor equipment needs into your 
recreation program plan. Bridge sessions really 
need cards and card tables. Youth tackle football 
requires protective pads, jerseys and helmets. 
The tumbling class needs mats for safety. Some 
programs require participants to provide their 
own equipment. Tennis players bring tennis 
racquets and golfers bring golf clubs. Dancers 
buy leotards and shoes.

Spotlight On:  Aquatics

Bridesburg Recreation Center 
Water Show
Philadelphia Recreation Department 
(City of Philadelphia)

This popular end-of-summer outdoor water show has 
been held for over 50 years. Close to 125 participants 
age six to adult perform synchronized swimming 
routines at three standing-room-only performances. 
Every summer’s water show has a different theme, 
complete with decorations for the pool and costumes 
for the performers. Four weeks of lessons and two 
weeks of rehearsals lead up to the one and one-
quarter hour shows, which include swimmers of all 
levels. The event is funded by spectator admission 
fees, with a net profit of about $600 after expenses 
are covered.
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Time of Day and Length of Programs
There are certain times of the day when 
programs have the greatest potential for success. 
Each community has a time lifestyle, perhaps 
three different sets of people whose free time is 
in the morning, afternoon or evening. People 
engage in recreation activities during free time; 
their work and sleep patterns impact what 
activities they participate in. Having time to 
play is a crucial factor in people’s selection of 
recreation activities. If you assume a norm when 
providing programs you can end up neglecting 
large segments of your population. 

There’s also a right time and wrong time for 
certain activities. Adult parties work best at 
night. Preschool story hours work best in the 

morning and youth baseball games are at peak 
excitement in the evening. 

The amount of time needed to conduct a 
program is important too. In a well-balanced 
program, the activities follow in a progressive 
sequence without overcrowding of schedules or 
long periods of inactivity. For instance, when 
arranging league schedules, games must be 
played often enough but time must be allowed 
for postponed games. 

Setting Program Goals and 
Objectives
When planning recreation programs we set 
goals to strive toward. Trying to reach the 
goal is what makes recreation programming a 
continuously exciting challenge. But we need 
points along the way through which we achieve 
part of the ultimate goal – concrete, measurable 
achievements. These are objectives. 

Objectives help us clarify exactly 1) why we’re 
offering a recreation program and 2) what we 
want to have happen as a result of it.

Our goal is to provide recreation activities for 
people that make life better for them. Objectives 
are realistic written statements of what the 
recreation program is supposed to accomplish for 
the participants. They define performance levels 
or outcomes for the participants. 

Frequently, objectives are written as values to 
the individual, such as “improve mental and 
physical health.” Objectives are more meaningful 
when they’re specific as to the actual function of 
the program. This way, an evaluation can show 
whether objectives have been met. Figure 6 
provides samples of specific program objectives.

Spotlight On:  Travel

Community Tours
Franklin Park Borough
(Allegheny County)

Since 2000, this collaborative program has allowed 
four townships, one borough and a YMCA to 
offer trips together. Smaller municipalities are able 
to provide programs for their residents that they 
otherwise could not. A variety of trips is offered year-
round that vary in length from one evening to multi-
day excursions. The agencies share the responsibility 
for organizing the trips with the help of a travel 
agency, Collette Tours.

Focus on Goals
Focus your work on achieving the goals 
you’ve set for your recreation programs. Keep 
in mind why you’re offering the programs 
in the first place. If your goal is as simple as 
introducing your facility so that people come 
back to enjoy it after the program is over, you 
want to focus on how to make that happen.
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Don’t confuse objectives with intent. For 
example, a municipality may say that the 
objectives of its sports program include providing 
year-round programs, diversified activities for 
all ages and programs for varying levels of skill. 
These aren’t outcomes for participants. They 
are the way the municipality will offer the 
activities. Ask “Do the sports meet the needs 
of individuals?” rather than “Do we have a 
variety of sports for all ages and all skills during 
the whole year?” However, offering a variety 
of sports programs may be a goal for your 
municipality related to the scope of opportunity 
you provide for citizens. 

The primary purpose of recreation program 
planning is to help citizens gain the greatest 
satisfaction, joy and benefit from their free 
time. Activities can also serve different ends. 

Figure 6
Summer Day Camp Objectives 

The summer day camp will be designed 
so that the participant:

	Enjoys the experience.
	Realizes success.
	Learns new recreation skills.
	Experiences a sense of 

belonging.
	Receives maximum participation 

time. 
	Develops creative abilities. 
	 Increases physical activity levels.

The objective of a band concert may be to give 
a large audience enjoyment or to culminate 
a long period of effort by an amateur music 
group. Holiday celebrations develop community 
solidarity in addition to providing satisfaction 
to the people taking part. Demonstrations of 
recreation activities may be arranged to interest 
others in participating in the activities. 

Recreation Program Plan 
Components
Preparing a written recreation program plan is 
helpful when organizing a program schedule. It 
lists all of your programs in one place so you can 
see the balance and diversity of your offerings. 
The components of a program plan include 
items such as the program area, the population 
segment being targeted, whether the program is 
new or being repeated and pricing strategies to 
be used.

Table 3 presents the components to include in a 
recreation program plan.

Offer Free Introductions
Sometimes people are reluctant to sign up 
for a recreation program because they don’t 
know if they’ll like it. No one wants to waste 
their hard-earned dollars. You can remove 
this reluctance by offering free introductory 
classes. Let people try your Yoga class to 
find out if it’s for them. You’re paying your 
instructor anyway.

Program Program Area Market
Segment

Delivery
Method

Repeat or 
New

Season Promotion 
Methods

Pricing 
Strategies

Table 3
Recreation Program Plan Components
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Chapter 3
Administering Recreation Programs

Administering recreation programs involves 
hiring staff and volunteers, developing policies 
and procedures, obtaining locations, purchasing 
supplies, preparing budgets and ensuring 
participant safety, plus taking care of many other 
details. Planning and implementing recreation 
programs takes a great deal of organization.

This chapter provides a basic overview of the 
recreation program administration elements of 
program staffing, cost, accessibility, registration 
and safety.

Program Staffing
Recreation leadership and supervision is an 
important, demanding job. We deal with people 
of all ages, from the elderly couple at our senior 
center, to the at-risk youth in our after-school 
programs, to the families gliding around our ice 
skating rink or picnicking in our parks. Building 
a successful recreation program schedule 
requires someone with the proper training. 
Municipalities should hire Certified Park and 
Recreation Professionals for recreation program 
supervisor positions. These individuals would 
have, at a minimum, a four-year college degree 
in recreation and parks and successfully passed a 
certification exam. 

Partner with Others
Offering programs in cooperation with other 
groups and agencies brings many benefits. It 
can bring you the money needed to purchase 
supplies, volunteers to staff the program, the 
location to hold the program, the expertise to 
conduct the program, promotional help and 
lots more. 

Recreation program staff have many titles and 
responsibilities. They’re called recreation leaders, 
guides, instructors, coaches, camp counselors, 
program supervisors, youth workers and teen 
specialists. Their work varies, with some heavily 
involved in the planning and promotion of 
activities and others more involved with leading 
programs. 

Recreation program providers are always 
taking applications for part-time staff. They’re 
constantly looking for people to instruct and 
lead recreation activities. Finding qualified staff 
requires a great deal of resourcefulness.	

Recreation program staff should reflect the 
municipality’s population demographics. For 
neighborhood-based recreation programs, 
hiring your staff from within the neighborhood 
is important. That way, staff reflects the area’s 
population and can help to recruit participants.

Program staff can be compensated in a number 
of ways. They can be paid on an hourly basis, 
with a flat rate, with a percentage of program 
income, or pro-bono (not at all). Adding 
program staff to the municipality’s payroll as 
part-time workers is the most straightforward 
way and provides for worker’s compensation 
insurance coverage for staff. Specialized 
instructors often prefer to work on a percentage 
basis. However your staff is paid, having a 
written agreement with them is a good idea. 
This not only spells out compensation details, 
but includes items like hours of work and other 
responsibilities.	
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When you find good program staff, treat them 
well. Make their jobs easier by giving them the 
support they need. For instance, when they 
need supplies like t-shirts or certificates for 
participants, get them to them on time. Pay 
for training sessions for staff. Give them the 
opportunity to take other programs you offer 
or to use your recreation facilities at no charge. 
Recognize them in your recreation program 
guide. 

Recreation programs offer flexible work 
schedules, excellent on-the-job experiences 
and a great work environment for college 
students. Paying a stipend or an hourly wage 

helps to attract student interns. Recreation 
departments can offer experience in 
accounting and finance, marketing and 
graphic design, public relations, education, 
social work and sports administration, among 
many other fields. 

To keep program costs down, and when the 
budget doesn’t allow you to hire additional 
staff, volunteers can be used. In fact, without 
volunteer help, many recreation activities 
couldn’t occur. Recreation programs require 
help year-round not only to keep the activity 
costs low, but also to offer more and improve 
the quality of programs. Adults volunteer 
as youth sports coaches, special event staff, 
referees and senior center helpers. Teens 
serve as day camp counselors-in-training, 
sports program helpers and office assistants. 
Volunteers can be recruited individually or 
as a group. Service clubs and student groups 
tackle volunteer projects in teams.

When you don’t have the staff to plan 
recreation programs, you can use contracted 
groups. Many packaged program businesses 
exist where everything to provide a program 
is taken care of, from supplies to staff. 
You provide the location and register the 
participants. Examples are businesses like the 
Roving Nature Center and U.K. Elite Soccer 
Camps.

Background Clearances 
To protect participants, complete 

background clearances for criminal history and 
child abuse for anyone working or volunteering 
in your community recreation programs. 
Employees can be required to pay the costs of 
these clearances up front. Reimbursing staff 
for the cost of clearances if they’re employed 
through six consecutive months is a good 
policy. Cover the cost of the clearances for your 
volunteers. Figure 7 outlines how to process 
child abuse and criminal history clearances.

When you hire new employees and volunteers 
who have previously completed the clearance 
process, their clearances must be no more than 
one year old. Otherwise, have them complete 

Spotlight On: 
Environmental Education

Woodland Explorers
Newtown Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Bucks County)

Children ages three to six explore the world of 
lightning bugs, earthworms, salamanders, beetles 
and other bugs and insects at the Township’s Clark 
Nature Center. The meadows, forests and streams 
of this 50-acre site are a perfect setting for this 
environmental education series. Over 200 children 
have had fun outdoors while learning about nature 
since the program’s start. During the school year, 
one-hour programs are held on Saturday mornings; 
in the summer they’re offered on weekday mornings.
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new clearances. While clearances are being 
processed, have new employees and volunteers 
sign a disclosure statement that remains in force 
until the record checks come back. A sample 
disclosure statement is included in the Recreation 
Program Toolkit. The Pennsylvania State Police 
Megan’s Law website, www.pameganslaw.
state.pa.us, lists registered sex offenders.  
A national database also exists, the United States 
Department of Justice, www.nsopr.gov.  Search 
both of these websites before you allow a new 
employee or volunteer to begin work.

Program Cost and Pricing
Property taxes fund municipal recreation and 
parks services. They are regressive taxes, meaning 
that as people’s income increases, the percent 
of their income spent on property tax decreases. 
Lower income people bear a higher burden 
by paying a higher percent of their income on 
property taxes.

Fees and charges can help expand your recreation 
program offerings. Through fees, the support 
for recreation programs comes primarily from 
the user rather than tax dollars. By charging fees 
for recreation programs, property taxes aren’t 

increased to offer the services. Not increasing 
property taxes helps poorer residents, but the 
fees often shut them out of recreation programs 
or severely limit their participation. Imposing 
this hardship on poor people runs completely 
counter to the goal of serving all residents of the 
community.

Recreation programs need to be available and 
accessible to residents regardless of people’s 
ability to pay for them. Providing financial 
assistance based on need, so people may 
participate in recreation programs whether they 

can pay or not, is a good 
alternative to use when 
fees are charged. Find 
ways to let lower income 
residents participate for free 
or at a reduced cost. Use 
scholarship funds, waive 
fees on an individual basis, 
subsidize part of the cost 
or allow extended payment      
schedules. Other ways for 
everyone to participate 
regardless of their ability to 
pay are to let people fund 
raise, donate equipment, 
find business sponsors or 
volunteer time as payment 
for the program. 

Pricing has a psychological 
dimension. If prices are too 
high, no one participates. 
If they are too low, the 

same thing happens. Low price can mean inferior 
quality in some people’s minds.

Figure 7
How to Process Clearances

Child abuse clearances are mailed to ChildLine at the address below 
and take three weeks to process.  Child abuse clearances are mailed 
back to the employee or volunteer, not to the municipality, so it’s 
essential to require the person to submit it to you once they receive 
the clearance.

ChildLine, Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare, Hillcrest 
Building, 2nd Floor, Harrisburg, PA  17105, 1-800-932-0313

Criminal history clearances are processed on-line on the Pennsylvania 
Access to Criminal History website:  https://epatch.state.pa.us. 

Child abuse and criminal history clearances each cost $10. In 
addition to these record checks, FBI clearances are now required by 
most school districts and many recreation departments. 

The Unforeseen and Flexibility 
Keep in mind that whatever can happen may 
actually happen. No matter how well you 
shape your recreation program plan, things 
can go wrong, so never under-prepare. Your 
program plan should have an if-all-else-
fails column. The crowd you didn’t expect, 
the shortage of prizes, the rain storm, the 
injury – they could all happen at once. The 
repercussions of not being prepared for 
potential problems can be overwhelming. 
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Charging prices can reduce the congestion that 
occurs when too many people take part in heavily 
subsidized services. It’s difficult to manage 
overcrowded programs and offer a quality 
recreation experience for everyone involved. 

It’s better to diversify and not cluster your 
program prices at the same or close to the same 
amounts. Having a range of prices from low to 
high will market your recreation programs to 
different audiences.

The first price you charge establishes a reference 
point in people’s minds. It’s important to 
establish that reference point realistically. People 
have a tolerance zone for prices. It’s better to 
raise prices a little bit every year than to have to 
do it all at once. If a big price increase is needed, 
announce as early as possible that it’s going to 
happen so that participants have enough notice. 
Also, when raising prices, telling people the 
actual cost of providing the program helps them 
to understand what they’re getting for their 

money. Sometimes, the amount of services 
can be reduced while keeping the price the 
same. This may be a better alternative than 
raising the price.

Direct vs. Indirect Costs			 
For most recreation programs sponsored 
by municipalities, people pay a fee to 
participate that brings in enough revenue to 
meet direct costs. Direct costs include the 
salaries paid, promotional materials created 
and supplies used to offer the programs. 
Direct costs are costs which would go away 
if the program wasn’t held.

However, the true costs of recreation 
programs include much more than the 
direct costs. The indirect costs of providing 
programs include items like utility costs 
for indoor space and administrative time 
spent planning and promoting programs. 
For the most part, indirect costs are those 
that wouldn’t go away if the program was 
cancelled. Indirect costs are calculated using 
a percentage for overhead that’s added to 
direct costs. A standard percentage used is 
40 percent.

It’s important to figure out how much money 
you invest in recreation programs by calculating 
the complete costs of offering them. This way, 
if you want to establish prices so that you cover 
all the costs, including indirect costs such as 
administrative staff time, printing or utilities, you 
can do so. Even if you don’t want to cover all 
your costs, you’ll know what the true program 
costs are. 

Spotlight On:  Youth Sports

Youth Sports Programs
Greensburg Recreation Department 
(Westmoreland County)

The City of Greensburg sponsors both leagues 
and instructional programs in a wide variety of 
sports for boys and girls. Sports include baseball, 
tennis, basketball, soccer, track and field, 
cheerleading, football, ice hockey and figure 
skating.

Share Instructors
Instructors who have specialized skills are hard 
to find. For instance, how many people can 
teach fencing? Sharing instructors with nearby 
communities is a good way to add recreation 
programs. Instructors often want to offer more 
classes and would be happy to work for you 
too.
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If you set your price to recover direct costs only, 
you’ll be subsidizing the balance of the cost for 
participants. While you’ll want to subsidize some 
programs, many of the programs you offer won’t 
be subsidized. Before setting program prices, 
determine which of these five strategies you’ll 
use:
	Charge no fee and subsidize all costs.
	Charge a nominal fee to recover partial 

costs.
	Charge a fee to recover direct costs.
	Charge a fee to recover direct and 

indirect costs.
	Charge a fee to recover all costs plus a 

profit.
							     
Classifying your recreation programs into public, 
private and merit services will help you determine 
how to price them. 

Public, Private and Merit Services 
What services should government provide 
and subsidize with tax dollars?  If the answer 
is “public” services, then what are they?  
Economists classify services into public, private 
and merit services based on whether they 
benefit everyone in the community or only the 
individual receiving the service. The differences 
among these categories are summarized in Table 
4. The classification provides the underlying 
equity basis to make decisions about pricing 

for recreation programs. Recreation programs 
categorized as public services may be free or 
mostly subsidized by tax dollars. Merit service 
programs may be mostly or partially supported 
by taxes and private services would be fully 
covered by user fees.
          
Viewing private and public services as opposite 
ends of a spectrum is helpful in understanding 
the essential differences between them. Private 
services exclusively benefit participating 
individuals rather than the community at-large. 
It’s possible to exclude people who aren’t willing 
to pay for the service. Exclusion is the key factor 
that differentiates private from public services. A 
fence around a park and an entrance fee may be 
all that’s required to convert a public service into 
a private one.

When someone receives a direct benefit from 
government it seems only fair and logical that 
he or she should pay for it. If the benefits from 
such a service don’t apply to other citizens in the 
community, then it’s reasonable to expect the 
users to pay all of the costs. A service like this is 
classified as a private service.

A public service is equally available to all citizens 
in a community. Often this is because there are 
no feasible ways of excluding any individuals 
from enjoying the benefits of the service. 

The community through the 
tax system - no user charges

Individual user pays partial 
costs

Individual user pays full 
costs

Not feasible: individuals 
cannot be charged and/or 
it’s undesirable that they 
should

Feasible and desirable:
individuals can be charged

Feasible and desirable:
individuals can be charged

All people in the community Individuals who participate 
benefit most, but all members 
of the community benefit 
somewhat

Individual who participates

Public Service Merit Service Private Service
Who Benefits?

Who Pays?

Feasibility of Pricing

Table 4
Types of Service

Source:  Marketing Government and Social Services
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Because individuals can’t be excluded, it’s 
not possible to implement a user pricing 
system unless such a system relies on 
voluntary payment. Unfortunately, when 
payment is voluntary, some individuals 
will take a free ride without paying. To 
prevent this abuse public services are 
financed by compulsory payment through 
the taxation system. Police protection 
and municipal parks are public services. 

Merit services lie somewhere between 
public and private services. They are 
private services that have been endowed 
with the public interest and have some 
public service characteristics. That is, part 
of the benefit is received by the individual 
and part is received by the public in 
general. Although it’s possible to charge 
user prices for merit services, it’s not 
reasonable to expect users to cover all 
costs because the spill-over benefits are 
received by the whole community. Users 
should be subsidized to the extent that 
benefits to the whole community occur. 
Many types of recreation programs are 
classified as merit services.

Some government services may be able 
to exclude people and charge a user 
price, but are offered as public services 
instead. These services are perceived by 
the community as contributing to the 
physical health, mental health, cultural 
knowledge or welfare of all citizens in 
the community. Much of the growth 
of government has resulted from decisions to 
provide private services at public expense. The 
rationale is that everyone benefits when no one is 
starving, when children participate in structured 
recreation activities and when everyone receives 
a high school education. Contributions like 
these are an investment in people that benefit 
everyone. Those citizens with lower incomes 
who don’t have the means to satisfy even their 
most essential needs benefit the most. Imposing 
user charges is sometimes undesirable even when 
it’s technically possible to do so, if it excludes 
lower income people. This is often true for 
recreation programs. 

Location can also make a difference in whether 
a service is viewed as a public or private one. A 
tennis facility in a high-income neighborhood 
may be perceived as a private service from which 
only participants benefit. So all costs incurred 
are covered by user prices. The identical tennis 
facility located in a low-income neighborhood 
may be perceived as a public service. In this case, 
the whole community benefits from providing 
wholesome activity for its citizens and from the 
satisfaction of knowing that the less wealthy are 
provided with recreational opportunities that 
they couldn’t otherwise afford.

Spotlight On:  Fitness and Wellness

Summer Adventure Fitness Camp
Solebury Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Bucks County)

This six-week day camp for children ages six through 
13 is geared toward physical activity and participation 
regardless of skill. The goal is to get kids more 
active and having fun outdoors. A variety of sports 
and games are part of the camp program which is 
held at the Township’s 17-acre Pat Livezey Park. 
Each summer the day camp reaches its maximum 
registration of 140 kids very quickly.  Early 
registration fees are $145/week; after May 1st $165 
is charged. Counselors are high school and college 
students who work, on average, four summers at the 
camp.

Source:  Marketing Government and Social Services
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Setting Prices 					   
How do you establish a reasonable price for a 
recreation program? Figure 8 provides a basic 
pricing formula for recreation programs. Other 
important pricing factors like the economy, 
prices for similar programs, the demand for the 
activity and the quality of the program must be 
determined locally. 

Setting a cost recovery percentage for recreation 
programs is another way to set prices. To recover 
the indirect administrative overhead cost, the 
total direct program costs are multiplied by a 
cost recovery percentage. This percentage is 
determined individually by each municipality for 
each category of program it offers. For instance, 
if direct expenses for an adult class are $100, this 
amount may be multiplied by a cost recovery 
percentage of 80 percent. This means that 
making $180 in gross revenue for this program 
will recover both the direct and indirect costs. If 
the minimum number of participants is 10, the 
price per person would be $18. Figure 9 presents 
an example of a cost recovery pricing policy.

Figure 8
Basic Recreation Program 

Pricing Formula

P  =   I + O + RF + CS
         S

	 P –   Price charged for a class/program
	 I –    Instructor fee
	 O –  Overhead (everything from the 	
	 cost of the supervisor’s time, to  	
	 utilities, maintenance, printing, 	
	 clerical assistance and equipment 	
	 depreciation)
	 RF – Rental fee (instructional material 	
	 such as films,equipment rented, 	
	 building space rented)  
	 CS – Consumable supplies  
	 S –    Students in a class/program

Source:  Learning Resources Network 
(www.lern.org)

Be Flexible
Programs aren’t static. Things change and 
you have to be able to adjust and revise your 
program. The greatest plans don’t always 
work out the way they’re supposed to. So 
consolidate your age groups, share the tennis 
racquets, move the program inside. The 
important thing is to stay positive and calm and 
let participants know that you have it under 
control.

Figure 9 
Cost Recovery Pricing Policy

	 Category	 Cost Recovery %
	 Adult Classes 	 80%
	 Youth/Teen Classes	 60%
	 Youth Sports	 75%
	 Adult Fitness 	 100%	
	 Adult Sports	 125%	
	 Per Person 	 40%	
	 (Contract instructors)	
	 Special Events	 30%
	 Trips	 20%
	 Non-Residents	 30%
	 (Add to resident price)

Pricing Guidelines:
	 Figure the price on the minimum number 

of participants.
	 Do not drop below already established 

prices.
	 Net revenue goes toward overhead costs 

such as FICA, insurance, office costs, 
office staff, equipment, vehicles, supplies, 
printing, telephones.

	 Program costs include: instructor, supplies, 
excessive postage and telephone, contracted 
services (bus, admissions), facility rental, 
travel, specific equipment and any other 
costs associated directly with the program.

	 To figure the program price:
	 Program Costs x Cost Recovery % = Gross 	
	 Revenue Needed to Break Even
	 Program Costs + Cost Recovery = Total 	
	 Cost
	 Total Cost divided by Participant Minimum 	
	 = Price per Person
	 Price per Person x Non-Resident % = Non-	
	 Resident Price

Source:  West Shore Recreation Commission
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Prices can also be set by determining the going 
rate for a recreation program – what other public 
and private agencies are charging. Dividing 
the costs to offer the program by the going 
rate will help you determine the minimum 
enrollment required to cover the program costs. 
For example, if the total cost for the program 
is $1,000 and other agencies are charging $50, 
20 people are needed to start the program. That 
number of people may seem unrealistic, or it 
may seem easy to reach. Increasing the minimum 
enrollment numbers will bring the price down.

Another way to price recreation programs 
uses a four-tiered cost recovery approach that 
addresses who benefits from the programs. 
Your municipality would determine what types 
of programs go into each category and would 
outline its cost recovery approach in a revenue 
policy. Figure 10 provides an example.

Developing a Revenue Policy
A written revenue policy establishes a framework 
for fees and charges that local elected officials 
can understand and support. Your policy will 
depend on issues like how much money you get 
from the general fund, your residents’ average 
income level, fees for comparable recreation 
programs, the demand for your services and your 
municipality’s philosophy on generating revenue. 
Some recreation programs generate enough 
income to realize a profit which allows you to 
provide other programs that are subsidized or 
break-even on costs. Include these decisions in 
your revenue policy and have your governing 
body approve it. A sample revenue policy is 
included in the Appendix.

Figure 10
Four-Tiered Cost Recovery Approach

1.	 Fully-supported activities for the public good that benefit everyone, such as 
youth drop-in programs, youth sports programs and community events.

2.	 Mostly-supported activities that address an underserved part of the 
	 community or where only those costs that benefit individuals are offset by fees, 

such as teen, youth and family programs, swimming lessons and open gym.
3.	 Partially-supported activities that benefit individual youth such as day camps, 

preschool programs and instructional classes.
4.	 Self-supported activities that benefit individual adults such as sports leagues and 

instructional classes.

The Use of Pricing Strategies
Setting prices is not an exact science. There are 
many ways to do it. Programs should always be 
priced to the 80 percent of the people who can 
pay, rather than the 20 percent who can’t. As 
stated earlier, you can find ways to help those 
participate who can’t afford the program costs.

Menu pricing strategies can help to determine 
the cost of a recreation program and 
communicate the cost to the participant. For 
instance, prices are different based on how many 
basketball games are played, whether there are 
one or two officials, or if the winners get trophies 
or t-shirts. Menus can include:

	Number of games
	Number of lessons
	One umpire/two umpires
	Trophies/medals
	 Softballs included/not included
	Lights/no lights
	Group fee based on numbers
	Private/semi-private/group lessons

Discount pricing strategies are great ways to 
encourage participation. They include:

	Early registration
	Take 10 classes and get the next one free
	Coupons
	Children and adults volunteer hours 

as payment for recreation programs 
by working in the office or doing 
maintenance work

	Cross package with other activities
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	 Family fee – 1st child full price, 2nd child 
half price

	 First lesson free/first week free
	 Installment payments for summer camps 

starting in January
	Cross promote with business – 10 

percent off a program with movie stub 

A pricing strategy that’s commonly used is the 
senior citizen discount. Seniors should be treated 
like all other age groups. The perception that 
all seniors are poor and need reduced prices 
is incorrect. Many senior citizens have more 
expendable income than most families. A fairer 
policy is to treat those older adults who are 
low income like other low income residents 
by subsidizing the cost for them to 
participate in programs.

Most municipalities allow anyone, 
regardless of where they live, to 
participate in municipally-sponsored 
recreation programs. In order to take 
advantage of the resident price, people 
must live in the municipality. If not, 
municipalities may charge a non-resident 
price that’s anywhere from 10 to 100 
percent higher. Since taxes support a 
municipal government’s operation, those 
who don’t pay taxes to the municipality 
should be charged more to participate.	
		
Revenue-Generating Programs
Offering revenue-producing programs 
can help to offset the cost of other 
programs that break even on costs or 
lose money. Many popular recreation 
programs also happen to be good 
revenue generators. They include:

	 Specialty sports leagues such as 
3-on-3 half-court basketball, 
coed golf and doubles volleyball

	 Summer day camps
	Before and after school care
	Preschool sports
	Older adult fitness classes
	Youth dance classes
	Bus trips
	Adult sports leagues

Where Do You Find Recreation Instructors 
and Staff?
There’s no one way to recruit staff. The top 
ways are:  referrals from other staff or present 
participants, by advertising in your recreation 
program guide or local newspaper, by posting 
on your Internet website and websites that 
would be frequented by those you’d like to 
attract (such as a running club’s website for 
a track and field coach), by training good 
people yourself, by posting on college bulletin 
boards and online services, or by contacting 
local businesses and other recreation providers. 
Once you have a decent schedule of recreation 
programs, many instructors will find you. 

Spotlight On:  Special Events

Oktoberfest
Doylestown Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Bucks County)

This three-day outdoor special event raises up 
to $25,000 each year for a capital fund for park 
improvements with the help of numerous corporate 
sponsors and over 450 volunteers. Three stages host 
bands, jugglers, magicians and other performers. 
Amusement rides, games, pony rides, face 
painting and a cornfield maze help to keep all ages 
entertained. Food vendors are charged 20 percent of 
gross revenue. Attendance is as high as 20,000 people 
depending on the weather.
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The DCNR publication Financing Municipal 
Recreation and Parks contains more information 
on program funding. It is available on-line at 
www.dcnr.state.pa.us.

Program Registration Policies and 
Processes				  
It’s important to make registration for recreation 
programs as convenient for potential participants 
as possible. That means accepting registration 
through the mail, in person, by fax machine, by 
telephone and on-line. It also means accepting 
cash, personal checks and credit/debit cards. 
Cash payments should only be accepted 
in person. Office hours can sometimes be 
inconvenient for residents. Protected drop boxes 
are good ways to take in-person registrations 
when the office is closed. Mount a mail drop 
slot on an outside building wall and promote its 
availability.

Computer software is available for recreation 
program registration. Depending on the number 
of recreation programs sponsored by your 
municipality, investing in a good computerized 
registration program will save time and money. 
Participants may only need to be entered into the 
system once, regardless of how many programs 
they enroll in. Rosters can be created, mailing 
labels can be printed and payments can be 
tracked more easily than by hand.

Liability Waivers
A liability waiver is a legal contract, signed prior 
to participation, in which the signer voluntarily 
relinquishes the right to legal claim against your 
municipality, its employees and its agents in the 
event that the signer suffers injury or death due 
to negligence. Waivers are used to help protect 
your municipality in the event of a lawsuit.

A waiver doesn’t protect municipalities from 
liability for injuries resulting from ordinary 
accidents. Accidents result from the inherent 
risks of the activity and occur through no fault 
of your municipality. As long as the injured party 
understood the risks prior to the injury, your 
municipality is generally not liable. However, 
when an injury or death results from negligence, 
your municipality is liable. Well-written, effective 

Pricing Programs Isn’t an Exact Science
There are many ways to price recreation 
programs, but often the best way is by 
determining what your market will pay. If 
you set your prices too high, people won’t 
participate. Sometimes, if you set them too 
low, people will think the program isn’t good 
enough. Look around close to home and see 
what others are charging. Even better, when 
planning a new recreation program, ask your 
citizens what they feel a fair price would be.

liability waivers can protect your municipality 
from liability for injuries or deaths resulting from 
negligence.

A waiver that is well-written is one in which 
the intent of the agreement is clear to both the 
signer and to the court. The most important 
requirement for a valid, enforceable waiver is 
that the language clearly notifies the signer of 
the effect of signing the agreement. Sentences 
shouldn’t be convoluted and shouldn’t be 
written with “legalese” that is confusing. There 
is no question of the intent of language such as, 
“I hereby release the municipality from liability 
for injury or death suffered during participation 
including injury or death resulting from the 
negligence of the municipality.” 

Based on how courts have ruled in cases 
involving waivers, Pennsylvania is a moderate 
state, meaning it falls somewhere between 
treating waivers favorably with few requirements 
necessary for them to be considered enforceable 
and holding waivers to a rigorous standard.

Waivers are only enforceable against adults. 
Anyone under 18 years old is considered a minor 
and must have a liability waiver signed by a 
parent or guardian.

Satisfaction Guaranteed 
Guaranteeing complete satisfaction with 
recreation programs is a great policy. If 
participants experience a problem or have a 
concern, resolve the problem to their satisfaction 
or refund their money. If a participant cancels 
before a program begins, give them a full refund. 



3-11A Resource Guide for Recreation, Parks and Conservation

Administering Recreation Programs

C
h
ap

te
r 

3

If a program has already started, give participants 
a partial, pro-rated refund based on the number 
of remaining days of the program, allow them to 
repeat the program at no extra cost or apply their 
refund to another program. Normally, fees for 
program like bus trips are non-refundable due to 
fixed ticket and transportation costs. However, if 
participants recruit their own replacement for a 
bus trip, give them their money back.

Weather-Related and Other 
Cancellations 
Sometimes you’ll cancel recreation programs due 
to insufficient registration. When that happens, 
issue full refunds. Use the closing and delay 
announcement system provided by your local 
television and radio stations when programs are 
canceled because of winter weather. It’s also a 
good policy to let your participants know that 
when schools are closed, recreation programs 
held at schools are canceled too.

Recording current cancellations on your 
telephone system is another good way to 	
get the word out. You can also list changes 
or cancellation notices for programs on 
your website home page and provide email 
cancellation notification to program participants. 
For outdoor programs, if rainy weather occurs 
after your municipal office closes, make the 
decision to cancel at the program site. 

When you have an unexpected program 
cancellation, such as when a program 		
instructor is ill, it’s best to telephone all 
participants. 						    

Age Requirements 
A participant must be the proper age by the 
start or the end of the program to be eligible 
to participate in a recreation program. Age 
requirements are for the benefit of the 
participant and make instruction more consistent 
for the program leader. In some instances, the 
age requirements may be set for the participant’s 
safety.

There are times when age requirements 
should be flexible. For example, when a child’s 
physical size or ability would make it difficult 

to participate in a sports program in their age 
group, moving them up or down may be a good 
idea.

Special Accommodations and 
Inclusion	
People with disabilities want to participate in 
recreation programs alongside people who don’t 
have disabilities. The Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) requires Pennsylvania municipalities 
to make this happen. The ADA became federal 
law in January 1992. The basic requirements of 
the ADA as it relates to recreation programs are:

	All programs are subject to inclusion. 
This means that every recreation 		
program offered by your municipality 
is open to participation on an inclusive 
basis by a person with a disability. The 
ADA mandates that municipal services 
be provided “in the most integrated 
setting.” It defines integration as “the 
setting in which people with and without 
disabilities interact together.” This simple 
definition is easy to measure. People with 
and without disabilities participating 
together is inclusion.

	Municipalities must provide reasonable 
modifications so that a person with a 
disability can participate in a recreation 
program. This includes removing 
architectural barriers, providing extra 
staff, providing adaptive equipment, 
providing sign language interpreters or 
other auxiliary aids or services, 	

Offer Satisfaction Guarantees
If someone isn’t satisfied with a recreation 
program, be prepared to refund their money. 
It shouldn’t matter what the reason is. Give 
every staff person the authority to offer 
someone their money back. The easier you 
make it, the more people will appreciate 
it. Hassling someone or charging them an 
administrative fee doesn’t make sense. You 
can pro-rate the refund based on the number 
of days they’ve taken the program or let them 
take another program.
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changing rules and policies when doing 
so will allow a person with a disability to 
participate and requiring demonstrations 
of prerequisite skills if all participants 
must do so. Higher fees can’t be charged 
to a disabled participant to cover the cost 
of any accommodations.

	Reasonable accommodations aren’t 
required when doing so would result in 
an undue administrative or economic 
burden or fundamental alteration in 
the nature of the program. Undue 
administrative burden is measured against 
the local government’s available resources 
and expertise. It includes looking 
at the human resources within your 
municipality and determining if providing 
what’s needed is feasible or can be done 
without jeopardizing other critical work. 
Undue economic burden is measured 
against all of the fiscal resources of your 
municipality, not just the budget of the 
recreation program. Fundamental 
alteration is measured by whether 
the accommodation fundamentally 
changes the nature of the program. 
An example would be if a wheelchair 
bound individual wanted to play 
beach volleyball on your sand courts. 
The only way this would be possible 
would be for the courts to be paved, 
which would change the program 
from beach volleyball to volleyball. 
This would be a fundamental 
alteration.

Municipalities should adopt a philosophy 
of inclusion, which promotes and values 
involvement of persons with disabilities in 
recreation program offerings. Your mission 
statement should refer to recreation for 
people with disabilities and include the 
phrase “in the most integrated (or inclusive) 
setting.” This educates your governing body, 
makes staff think about resource allocation, 
sends a welcoming message to your citizens 
with disabilities and makes citizens without 
disabilities aware of inclusion as an important 
public policy in your municipality.

Implement an Incentive Program		
For program staff under contract (those who 
aren’t on your payroll), consider implementing 
an incentive program. Base the fee they’ll 
be paid on a sliding scale depending on 
the number of program participants. More 
people signing up will mean more money for 
the contractor. This will encourage them to 
market the program to build up the number of 
participants. 

Doing an individual assessment is the best way 
to determine how to implement inclusion for 
someone with a disability. This includes assessing 
an individual’s ability and experience, and 
considering how reasonable accommodations 
such as rule changes and adaptive equipment 
would allow someone with a disability to 	
participate. It’s important to establish an 
inclusion process that clearly identifies what 
happens from the moment someone makes a 

Spotlight On:  Performing Arts

Latin Dance Troupe
Harrisburg Parks and Recreation 
Department (Dauphin County)

This 23-member teen dance troupe practices twice 
every week and performs at local events and festivals. 
Students learn merengue, salsa and tropical Latin 
dance. The dance troupe’s goal is to celebrate the 
diversity of cultures through music and dance.
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request for inclusion until after the program they 
participated in has ended. 

Use inclusive and welcoming language in 
program marketing materials. Include this 
question on all registration forms:  “Do you 
need a reasonable accommodation to enjoy this 
program?” with a “yes” or “no” that can be 
circled by the participant. When people need 
special accommodations to participate in any 
recreation program, asking them to give two 
weeks notice prior to the activity starting is a 
good policy. Give all registrations from people 
requesting accommodations to the person who 
is responsible for doing assessments. A Certified 
Therapeutic Recreation Specialist is the most 
qualified person to do an assessment. Most 
municipalities aren’t going to have someone with 
these credentials on staff. Asking for help from 
other service providers in your community who 
do employ these people is a good idea.

Games and activities can also be modified for 
those with special needs in the following ways:

	Reduce the size of the playing area by 
changing boundary lines or increasing 
the number of players. 

	Use lighter equipment like plastic bats, 
wiffle balls, beach balls or styrofoam balls.

	 Slow down moving objects by rolling the 
ball or increasing its size or weight. 

	Modify rules by sitting down rather than 
standing, walking instead of running or 

		  reducing the number of points needed to 
win. 

	Provide more rest periods.

Program Locations
Sometimes municipalities have few or maybe 
even no facilities of their own. Many 
municipalities own parks and playgrounds but 
have no indoor spaces that are suitable for 
recreation programs. Indoor facilities are 
needed to offer many recreation programs. To 
expand program offerings, private facilities are 
rented or used free of charge. This includes 
churches, fire halls, schools and other community 
buildings. School districts may own the only 
gymnasiums, auditoriums and indoor swimming 
pools in the community. 

When using someone else’s facility, whether 
it’s a school building or the community library, 
develop a written agreement to spell out the use 
arrangements. Often, certificates of insurance are 
required which require the municipality to name 
the facility owner as an additional insured.

Property Damage Reports
No matter how careful staff is, property will get 
broken or be damaged. With many recreation 
programs taking place in locations that aren’t 
owned by the municipality, it’s important to keep 
careful written records when damage occurs. 
Sometimes, program staff may notice problems 
with a facility when they arrive to work the 	
program. Document these completely and notify 
someone from the facility immediately, so that 
you aren’t blamed for damage that your program 
didn’t cause. A property damage report form is 
included in the Recreation Program Toolkit.

Program Safety and Risk 
Management
Recreation programs must be, above all else, safe 
for participants. Risk management is identifying, 
evaluating and controlling the risks of injury 
at your recreation programs. Its overall goal 
is to ensure people’s safety and to reduce the 
likelihood of a costly financial pay-out if your 
municipality is sued.
 
To keep participants safe, conduct regular 
inspections of the facilities used for each 
recreation program. Require your program staff 
and volunteers to survey any area that they’re 
planning to use prior to the program starting. 
Document these safety checks in writing. When 
problems are found or repairs are needed, take 
care of them immediately.

Examine every recreation program you offer to 
ensure you have:

	The right amount of supervision.
	Rules in place for participants to follow.
	Qualified employees and volunteers who 

have received documented training for 
their jobs.

	Waivers and release of liability forms 
signed by participants.
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Thinking ahead and taking precautionary 
measures like these will also help to prevent 
accidents and injuries and protect participants:

	Understanding potential hazards in 
advance, such as non-swimmers at a 
swimming pool.

	Compensating for hazards by changing 
rules.

	Keeping equipment in proper working 
order.

	Removing hazards ahead of time, such as 
taking down broken swings and cleaning 
up broken glass.

	Roping off “off limits” areas such as 
soccer field holes that haven’t been filled.

	Creating no unnecessary hazards by 
offering activities appropriate to age 
ability.

	Avoiding intense physical activities 
outdoors when the temperature is above 
90 degrees. 

Even when your staff and volunteers are
well-trained, it’s important to make sure they’re 
following the proper policies and procedures. 
Pop in at recreation programs unexpectedly to 
check on them. 

Accidents will still happen. That’s why they’re 
called accidents. Plan ahead by:

	Preparing a first aid kit that includes basic 
items like scissors, ice packs, disposable 
gloves and an assortment of bandages.

	Training staff on what to do when an 
accident or injury occurs.

	Posting the emergency steps for staff 
including phone numbers for help and 
reporting.

	Having accident report forms on hand.

Figure 11 presents an example of a procedure to 
follow when someone is injured at a recreation 
program. A sample accident report is included in 
the Recreation Program Toolkit.

Spotlight On:  Special Events

Easter Bunny Trail
Moon Township Parks and Recreation 
Department (Allegheny County)

This alternative to the traditional egg hunt has 10 
themed stations along an outdoor park trail and 
includes live entertainment. Over 500 children 
participate every year in this free event, which is 
held at Moon Park. Kids get a goodie bag and a 
brochure that gets checked off as they complete 
each station.

Plan, Plan, Plan
You can’t plan too much. Go through every 
facet of your recreation program and try to 
cover all the bases:  how you’ll promote it, 
how you’ll sign people up, who’s going to 
staff it, what supplies you’ll need, where you’ll 
hold it. If you don’t, you can have 20 people 
standing outside and no one to unlock the 
door, have nothing to play your music on, or 
find out another group is using the room your 
program is to be in. Little things can turn into 
large problems.

Keep the Extra Fees	
For recreation programs with contracted staff, 
if you charge a higher price for non-residents, 
base the amount you’ll pay your contractor on 
the resident price. The additional fee charged 
to non-residents is to compensate for them not 
paying taxes to your municipality. These extra 
dollars should stay with you; don’t give them to 
a contracted instructor.
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Figure 11
Handling Accidents and Injuries

The Recreation Commission has established the procedure below in case of an accident or 
injury. Always wear rubber gloves (in your first aid kit) when treating an injury. 

1. If necessary, begin emergency first aid.
	Make injured person as comfortable as possible. 
	Keep injured person quiet but awake.
	Give nothing by mouth.
	Wash minor wounds only with soap and water.
	 Stop bleeding or control bleeding with direct pressure compress (use sterile 

gauze and rubber gloves).
	Note any unusual reactions or symptoms of victim and general condition.
	Comfort and sympathize.

 
2.	 Call emergency contact immediately. If victim is a child, call the parents/guardian 

immediately. See if parents have a family physician they wish to call. Call emergency 
contact if parents aren’t available.

3.	 If you feel the person needs medical treatment, call 911. 
	Describe the problem – what happened and how many persons need help.
	 Indicate what is being done for the victim. 
	Request assistance. 
	Give your name and the telephone number you’re calling from. 
	Give the location of the accident and the victim’s information.
	Don’t hang up until the person on the other end hangs up.
	Call the Recreation Commission office at 392-2115 immediately. If it is before 
	 9 a.m. or after 5 p.m., call the Director at ________. 

4.	 If the victim is a child, staff will ride with the child if transport to the hospital is 
needed and will remain with the child until the parent or authorized adult assumes 
responsibility for the child’s care.

5.	 An accident report that includes detailed information about the injury must be 
completed and turned into the Recreation Commission office within 24 hours of 
the incident. Do not discuss the incident with anyone other than the Recreation 
Commission staff. Write down all pertinent information.

6.	 An accident report must be filled out for any injury. This would include scrapes, 
bumps and minor cuts, etc.

7.	 If the injury is minor, treat it in whatever manner is suitable. Fill out an accident 
report and turn in the yellow copy. Provide the victim with a copy of the report. If 
the victim is a child, provide the parent with a copy of the report when the child is 
picked up. 

8.	 Program staff should always have copies of all emergency telephone numbers.

9.	 Transportation is to be provided by emergency contact, parent or ambulance. 
Lancaster Recreation Commission staff will not transport!
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Dealing with Child Abuse or Neglect
At times the personal safety of a child may be in 
question. A parent verbally or physically abusing 
or threatening their child in front of staff are 
warning signs. Other signs of abuse include when 
the child:

	Makes a comment about being abused or 
harmed.

	Has physical evidence of abuse or 
repeated injuries, bruises, burns, cuts or 
welts.

	Talks about suicide or harming 
themselves.

	Reports that they’ve been touched 
somewhere that’s not appropriate.

Signs of neglect include when the child:

	Talks about being left home alone.
	 Is left with someone who is too young to 

baby sit.
	Has poor hygiene, has skin rashes due 

to poor hygiene, wears dirty clothes, 
lacks adequate clothing, or doesn’t dress 
appropriately for the weather.

	Lacks medical and dental care.
	 Is frequently absent from school.
	Complains about being hungry.

If your program staff suspects that a child is 
being abused or neglected, notify child welfare 
officials. Never tell the parent that a report has 

been made. Your first responsibility is to 
protect the child.

Handling Incidents
A major incident is one that threatens the 
health and safety of program participants. It 
can occur in the form of an accident, but it 
can also be a physical threat, harm or fight. 
Parents picking up children may appear to 
be under the influence of drugs or alcohol. 
An adult basketball player may physically 
attack a referee. A teenager may flash a 
knife at an after school program. The list 
of things that can happen is endless. What 
will you do when you are presented with a 
potentially dangerous situation?

Establishing the procedures to follow and 
training staff on how to handle incidents 
will help to keep program environments 
safe. Just as important is the need to 		
document in writing what has happened. 
Take written statements from all staff, 
volunteers and participants who witnessed 
the incident. A sample incident report form 
and procedure is included in the Recreation 
Program Toolkit.

How to List Your Prices
Round numbers seem higher, so don’t 
put decimals and zeros after your 
program prices. Using 5s and 9s is a 
good strategy. $19 seems like a bargain 
when compared to $20. 

Spotlight On:  
Senior Adult Programs

Lancaster Senior Orchestra
Lancaster Recreation Commission 
(Lancaster County)

This 48-member group of adults age 55 and up 
performs at elementary schools, nursing homes, 
churches and community events. Some members 
have played a musical instrument all their lives, while 
others are rediscovering the instrument they played as 
children. Practices and concerts are held nine months 
of the year, with summers off. Orchestra members 
pay $10 in dues. Concert donations support the 
purchase of music, piano tuning and a season-ending 
picnic.
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Chapter 4
Marketing Recreation Programs

How can citizens experience and enjoy your 
recreation programs if they’ve never heard of 
them? What simple, inexpensive things can you 
do to get the word out about what you offer?  
What can you do to make it easier for residents 
to participate in your recreation programs?  This 
chapter covers many different ways to let citizens 
know about recreation opportunities. 

Building public confidence in and increasing 
public understanding of municipal recreation 
services involves every person within or 
connected with your municipality. The 
handshake of the director, the voice answering 
the phone, the job done by the volunteer 
coach, all establish relationships with the 
public, relationships which contribute positively 
or negatively to public opinion about your 
municipality. 

Real support, understanding and enthusiasm 
come from involving citizens and community 
leaders in special events and recreation programs. 
A family involved in a summer of baseball is 
going to have something positive to say if they’re 
provided with a positive experience. People 
support recreation programs because of personal 
commitment and interest.

Being active in the community and partnering 
with organizations to meet community needs 
builds and reinforces a positive reputation and 
public image for municipal recreation services. 
Community groups and associations play 
an increasingly important role in municipal 
government by identifying and presenting issues 
and helping to improve municipal services. 

Communities consist of people of diverse 
backgrounds and value systems. Each citizen 
may belong to many groups in which he or 
she maintains multiple loyalties, such as social, 
recreational, political, religious, fraternal, civic 
and professional organizations. Our constituency 
in municipal recreation and parks includes 
an extensive list of different groups as well as 
individuals who want to use, complain about, 
praise and request the elimination, modification 
or addition of facilities and programs that we 
maintain. Figure 12 lists some of the common 
groups.

Figure 12
Sample Community Groups and 

Associations

	 Parent-Teacher Organizations
	 Churches
	 Youth Sports Organizations
	 Volunteer Fire Companies
	 Veteran’s Groups
	 Chambers of Commerce
	 Business and Professional Groups
	 Unions
	 Service Clubs (such as Rotary, Kiwanis, 	
	   Lions, Optimist)
	 Women’s Clubs
	 Fraternal Clubs (such as Elks, Moose, 		
	   Masons)
	 Neighborhood Groups
	 Recreational Clubs (such as Biking, 		
	   Running, Chess, Canoe)
	 Friends Groups
	 Employee Associations
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A well-planned community relations program 
can be an effective way to gain public support. 
Your municipality must thoroughly understand 
the importance of  community groups and 
come up with ways to involve them in your 
parks and recreation programs. By establishing 
relationships with community organizations 
you learn of issues and opportunities and 
can respond to them before they become 
problems. Communicating frequently 
with special interest groups and concerned 
individuals can also help to keep the public 
informed about recreation services. 

Marketing Recreation Programs
Marketing focuses on people before they 
become participants, with its primary goal to 
“sell” your municipality’s recreation programs 
and get people to value them. 

To succeed, municipal recreation program 
providers must know their target audiences, 
attract resources and convert them into 
programs, set prices to make programs  
attractive and accessible, and promote 
programs to citizens. All of these components 
together constitute marketing. Marketing 
is the process of understanding who you’ll 
serve and which of their needs you’ll address, 
then planning what programs to offer and 
implementing those plans to achieve your 
mission.

Good marketing begins by understanding 
citizens and designing programs that they’ll 
want. People participate in recreation programs 
because it solves a problem or makes them feel 
good. They want:

	Benefits, not features.
	Promises to be met.
	Credibility and reliability.
	Ease of access to your 
	 programs and services.
	Guarantees.
	To hear other people’s opinions.
	Cleanliness.
	Expectations met.
	Exciting, fun programs that create 

memorable experiences.

Fiction:  Marketing should be unnecessary 
because our programs are so great and our 
fees are so low.
Fact: Good marketing involves attention to 
program, price, place and promotion. Citizens 
should want great programs that are affordable, 
but they also need to know about the features 
and benefits of these programs and how to access 
them. The presumption that good programs “sell 
themselves” is untrue.

Why is marketing important for municipal 
recreation? Your municipality needs to use its 
limited resources wisely. Citizens expect it. 
Marketing provides a framework and tools for 
identifying and segmenting your audiences, 
thinking clearly about their wants and needs and 
developing the appropriate mix of program, 
price, distribution and promotion to meet them. 

A recreation program marketing plan addresses 
each of the items in Figure 13 and almost always 
in this order.

Spotlight On:  Fitness and Wellness

Fit-N-Fifty
Plymouth Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Montgomery County)

Adults ages 50 and over meet twice each week at the 
Township community center to socialize and exercise. 
Over 150 people participate in a combination of 
aerobic exercise, muscle strengthening and toning, 
and balance and body awareness training during the 
10-week sessions.
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Figure 13
Elements of a Marketing Plan

	Mission Statement:  The overarching purpose of your municipal recreation 
service that will guide all marketing activities.

	Marketing Objective:  What you’re trying to accomplish for your residents.

	Target Audience:  Whose behavior you want to influence. You can be even more 
effective by narrowing the focus of your efforts to specific sub-groups.

	Needs to Address:  Your understanding of what the target audience wants and/
or needs, based on marketing research and your experience working with these 
people.

	Product/Service:  What recreation programs you’ll offer. 

	Price:  What you’ll charge to your target audience to attend. From the 
standpoint of price-setting, the municipality needs to consider its costs, similar 
programs offered by others and customer-perceived value – that is, what 
potential participants think the municipality’s program is “worth” to them. 

	Place:  Where and how you’ll serve your target audience.

	Promotion:  A variety of tools designed to communicate to people about the 
programs offered. Getting satisfied residents to talk about their enthusiasm for 
your programs is important. 

	People:  The paid staff and unpaid volunteers who carry the message or deliver 
the municipality’s programs.

	Processes:  The sequences of steps that go into producing recreation programs. 
Typical processes include registering people for classes and sending out 

	 newsletters. 

	Physical Evidence:  Everything that a person sees and experiences when in direct 
contact with your programs. For example, facilities that are poorly maintained 
convey a negative impression about the value of your municipality’s programs.

	Evaluation Plan:  How you’ll determine whether you accomplished your 
	 marketing objective and what evidence you’ll gather and use to improve your 

next efforts.

	Marketing Research:  The activities undertaken and the tools used to gain 
	 information to guide marketing planning. Marketing research can include 
	 measuring demand for existing or new programs, studying the strengths and 

weaknesses of other providers and studying demographic and other trends.
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must attract its participants. Timing is important. 
If you get to people too late for them to make 
plans, they may be unable to participate because 
of prior commitments. Too soon isn’t as bad, but 
it can mean a great waste of effort and money. 
Is there an ideal time? Of course, but there’s no 
formula for discovering it. It’s situational and 

Promotion Mix
Every community has a variety of groups, not 
just one mass public, that have different habits, 
attitudes and interests. Support for programs is 
gained by appealing directly to those relevant 
groups. 

People enroll in your recreation 
programs because they meet a need or 
desire. The benefits may include things 
like improving health, escaping from 
stress or participating just for the fun, 
excitement or risk of the experience. 
Your goal is to increase the public’s 
awareness of the opportunities you 
provide and inform your residents about 
how your program will meet their needs. 
It’s not always obvious to people what a 
recreation experience will be like or what 
benefits they’ll get from participating. 
The woman registering for an aerobics 
class or the man joining a basketball 
league can’t know the satisfaction they’ll 
get from the programs in advance. 

The use of program facts may help 
persuade people to register. For example, 
some people might participate in a 
Judo class in response to a set of facts 
about its ancient history, the numbers of 
people doing it today, its good exercise 
or how much less it costs than other 
activities. When you use facts, make sure 
they are accurate and meaningful to the 
participant in terms of some advantage 
gained. 

Promoting programs is a continuous 
process, but obviously the most vital 
time is before the activity starts when it 

Emphasize the Benefits
When promoting recreation programs, 
emphasize how people will benefit if 
they take part. That’s what will attract 
people. Will they feel better, have fun 
or meet new people?  Your program 
description should clearly tell them 
what’s in it for them. 

Spotlight On:  Youth Sports

Biddy Basketball Leagues
Lebanon City Parks and Recreation 
(Lebanon County)

City boys and girls ages seven to 13 are able to 
learn the game of basketball for free because of the 
financial support of individuals and local businesses. 
All of the costs of the basketball leagues are covered 
through community support. City school district 
gymnasiums are used free of charge. From October 
to March, practices are held during the week with 
games on Saturdays and Sundays. Every year for 
more than 20 years, over 500 children participate.
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you have to know your audience very well.

Since recreation is so inherently good for 
everyone, people just know by osmosis what is 
happening, right? This statement couldn’t be 
more wrong. When the average American family 
moves every five to six years, how can people 
possibly know that their kids must be signed up 
for summer day camp by April 1 to make sure 
they get in? Without promotional materials, 
how does a new family know what recreation 
programs are offered?  

Spending resources on marketing and promotion 
lets residents know about your programs, have a 
great experience and tell others. It’s important to 
incorporate marketing costs into your recreation 
programs. Two and one half to three percent of 
your total operating budget should be spent on 
marketing and promotion. 

Seven principal types of marketing 
communications are used by municipal recreation 
and parks agencies. 

1.	 Personal selling involves communicating 
through direct personal contact. This 
can include presentations to community 
groups and answering inquiries. Personal 
selling is probably the promotional form 
most used by public agencies. Every 
time staff or volunteers interact in a 
professional capacity with present or 
potential participants they’re directly or 
indirectly communicating something 
about your municipality and its services.

2.	 Advertising spreads communication 
messages through mass media such as 
newspapers, magazines, radio, television 
and outdoor advertising. These messages 
reach only a certain percent of potential 
participants. Since we’re constantly 
blasted by media messages, many people 
tune them out. 

3.  Incentives and special promotions 
are activities, other than advertising 
and personal selling, intended to 
stimulate inquiries or registrations 

from target audiences. Incentives are 
direct inducements that offer extra 
value to encourage participation in a 
program. These include special events, 
price reduction coupons, contests, 
merchandise, free chances to participate 
in a program, prizes or the use of 
celebrities to get media coverage. A good 
example is a direct mail letter to past 

	 program participants that includes a 
special discount for early registration. 
Incentives are especially useful when 
launching new programs or when 

	 introducing old programs to a new 
target audience. Incentives alter the 
perceived price of a program in an effort 
to overcome the potential participant’s 
resistance or indifference. 

Special promotions include program 
guides, flyers and posters. Posters are eye-
grabbing, colorful messages. People see 
them and read them over and over again. 
Flyers say more than a poster usually 
can, but the big problem with both is 
distribution. Unless you’re organized to 
get the flyers out or the posters hung up 
with a system, they’re a waste of paper. 
Flyers can be distributed in many ways 
such as under car windshield wipers, to 
school classes and with water bills. The 
best and surest way is using mailing lists 
that cover the publics you’ve determined 
are the best potential participants. 
Getting posters displayed throughout a 
community requires a team effort of lots 
of people. 

Recreation program guides are published 
seasonally to promote programs. 

Promote in Advance
Allow enough time to promote your recreation 
programs. The best recreation program in 
the world will fail if people don’t know that 
it’s happening. It’s not unusual to spend 50 
percent of your time on program promotion, 
particularly when you’re kicking off a new 
program.
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They contain listings of upcoming 
programs and activities with detailed 
descriptions. Direct mailing program 
guides to homes and businesses is the 
best distribution method.

4.	 Point-of-participation communications 
include displays, signs, banners, bulletin 
boards, facility directional maps, staff 
directories and rules and regulations. 
Small display racks and take-one boxes 
into which promotional materials are 
placed for free pick-up near sales counters 
are effective point-of-participation 
promotion methods.

5.	 Publicity, like advertising, uses mass 
media to communicate information. 
The difference is that you don’t pay for 
publicity. Television and radio isn’t easily 
obtained for public service. TV stations 
will send news staff out to film an activity, 
but that doesn’t help promote the activity 
unless something is staged in advance 
of the program. To use the newspaper 
for publicity, you need to read it, know 
its style and what it uses and get to 
know the editors. Invite the editors and 
reporters to your programs and events 
and give them free food, a gift certificate 
or something in recognition of their 
help. Keep in mind that the newspaper 
isn’t a charity. They won’t promote 
your programs because you’re a good 
person or because recreation is good for 
mankind. In order to get publicity, the 
information must be newsworthy and 
of potential interest to the newspaper’s 
audience. You have to find something 
really unique about your program that 
everybody will be interested in reading 
about. Write news releases to promote 
an activity like it’s the most important 
program in the world, not like a classified 
ad. 

6.	 Word-of-mouth is the best way of 
contacting and convincing people to 
participate in recreation programs. 

	 If people enjoy your programs, they’re 
likely to return again and encourage 
others to join them. When making 
decisions about recreation programs, 
people most respond to word-of-mouth 
comments. Word-of-mouth is generated 
by both satisfied and dissatisfied 
customers, employees and volunteers. 
People talk to more people about 
negative experiences than about positive 
ones. 

7.  Post-participation communications 
happen after the program is completed 
with the goal of maintaining and 
strengthening your relationship with 
existing participants. They include thank 
you letters and evaluation surveys for 

	 participants to share their comments.

Mailing a seasonal guide to home and businesses 
that lists all recreation activities offered is the 
top way to promote programs. Table 5 shows 
examples of many other ways you can spread the 
word to citizens about your recreation programs. 
The promotion mix includes communication 
tools that inform, educate, persuade or remind 
potential participants about your programs. 
Review the list and decide which of the tools 
you’ll use to promote your programs. Then, 
think through how the tools you’ve selected can 
be integrated with each other to achieve the best 
possible promotional impact. 

Focus on What Makes Your Program 
Special
Make whatever differentiates your program 
from others a focus of your promotion. Maybe 
your youth basketball league will play games 
in the high school gymnasium, or you have a 
certification training clinic for your volunteer 
basketball coaches. Letting people know those 
special things will mean more participation.
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Table 5
Promotional Tools

Words:
Posters	
Postcards
Buttons and badges
Recreation program guides
Registration forms
Brochures
Bulletin boards
Park entrance signs
Newspapers ads
Annual reports	
Letterhead
Direct mail
Mission/vision statements
Facility permits

Business cards
Bus and train ads
Speeches
Rules and regulations
News releases
Billboards
Slogans and mottos
Comment cards
Radio and TV spots
T-shirts
Cable TV shows
Thank you notes
Advertisements
Website

Answering machine messages
Voice mail messages
Newsletters
Email messages
Magazine articles
Program flyers
One-on-one conversations
Directional signs
Maps
Testimonials
Program names
Program descriptions

Appearance:
Style/décor of facilities
Cleanliness
Orderliness
Logo
Awards and photos
Landscape maintenance
Brochure/flyer racks

Availability of public phones, 
restrooms, vending machines
Adequate seating
Flowers
Murals
Music

Signs to help locate 
registration area and facilities
Properly adjusted public 
address system at events
Parking 

Actions and Incentives:
Special events
Open houses
Orientation sessions
Meetings
Previews of programs
Take-one boxes
School assemblies
Recitals
Free samples
Advertising specialty gifts
Gift certificates
Convenient hours of operation
Accommodation of physical 
limitations
Refreshments
Registration policies, such as 
allowing use of credit cards, on-line 
registration and telephone/fax 
registration
Resident/non-resident fees
Member discounts
Menu price
Pay per visit
Multiple visit discounts 
Early registration discounts
Monthly dues versus session fees

Use of coupons/price promotions 
to encourage participation
Reduced prices at off-peak times
Discounts for a short time period
2 for 1 offers, “bring a friend for 
free”
Discounts to existing users for 
new offerings as “valued 
customers” to get them to try the 
new programs
Season passes to commit people 
to your facility rather than a 
competitive facility
Free passes to companies who pass 
them out to employees
Tokens that lead to a reduced 
price in subsequent programs
Family passes
Payment plans
Discounts for packages of services
Prepayment for services 
Birthday pass granting free 
admission on birthdays
Free programs for identified 
opinion leaders like ministers so 
they can influence others

Free “open houses” at which the 
range of programs can be sampled
Free sampling opportunities in 
shopping malls or other areas with 
extensive pedestrian traffic
Special event nights or clinics, such 
as free basketball clinic and then 
can sign up for league
First session is a free trial to see if 
you like it
Free passes to children for activities 
in which adults will also attend, so 
adults pay full price
Door prizes for every nth person 
attending
Free passes as prizes instead of just 
trophies in order to build business
Poster art work contests to bring 
in parents to see children’s work
T-shirts and other wearing apparel 
as a prize for registering to serve as 
“walking advertisements” for the 
program
Celebrities present to start a new 
program and give it publicity
Well-recognized instructor 

People:
Adequate number of staff/volunteers
Attitude of helpfulness 

Identified by badge or desk sign
Knowledge and skill
Appropriate dress or uniform

Speed of service
Friendliness
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Working with Diverse 
Populations
As our population in Pennsylvania 
becomes increasingly diverse, 
recreation programming becomes 
more challenging. Following these 
tips will help you better serve a 
multicultural public:

 Learn the most common 
phrases in Spanish to make 
people feel welcome and to 
better communicate with them.

 Become familiar with the 
celebrations, holidays and 
special events common among 
your Latino, African American, 	
	Asian and other ethnic 
populations and incorporate 
programs that highlight them.

	Plan activities that include 
programs for everyone in 
the family, because many 
multicultural groups recreate as 
a family.

	Become familiar with the 
minority businesses in your 
community and solicit 	
sponsorships from them.

	Promote your recreation 
programs in local multicultural 
newsletters and newspapers.

	Utilize local multicultural 
radio and television station 
public service announcement 
opportunities.

	Become familiar with the neighborhood 
churches which serve your minority 	
population and work with them to 
disseminate information on your 

	 programs and to serve as program 
locations.

	Prepare your program flyers with one side 
in English and the other in Spanish.

	 Include a Spanish web page on your 
website.

	Hire staff that reflects your population’s 
diversity.

	Learn about the values of the ethnic 
groups that live in your community. 

When you understand and are aware of 
differences, you’ll be better prepared for 
the changes to come in your population 
demographics.

The Internet and Emarketing
Technology has already changed the way we 
promote recreation programs and it will continue 
to do so. It will become increasingly important 
to have a good website to serve participants. 
Research shows that the fastest growing segment 
of Internet users is the population of adults over 
55. Research also shows that for younger adults, 
the Internet is the first source they use to find 
information. The message is clear:  develop a 
great website. 

Spotlight On:  
Fitness and Wellness

Stroll Aerobics
Chambersburg Recreation Department 
(Franklin County)

This exercise program lets the new mom push her 
baby in a stroller while she increases her aerobic 
capacity, strengthens and tones her muscles and makes 
new friends. The program is held year-round three 
days a week. During the fall, winter and spring it’s 
held in the community center gym; in the summer 
the class is held outside in the borough parks. The 
instructor works on a contract basis and receives 60 
percent of the program fees. Each class costs $3 per 
mom; a punch card good for 10 classes costs $27. 
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Make your domain name simple, 
something that people will remember 
easily. Your home page should be like 
your program guide cover, with a large 
visual image that is changed every 
quarter. It should allow people to click 
on a list of programs by category, such as 
special event, adult sports or preschool 
programs. Program descriptions can 
be the same as those in the recreation 
program guide. After every description, 
include a link to online registration.

Your recreation program guide and 
website should work together, with your 
guide telling people to visit your website 
and register online and your website 
inviting people to sign up to get your 
program guide. Putting a picture of your 
latest guide cover on your home page is a 
good idea.

Giving citizens the option of registering 
online is essential. Keep taking 
registrations by phone, fax, mail and 
other methods, but highlight the 
convenience of online registration.

Get an email address for every person 
who registers for a program or inquires 
about your programs. Promote programs 
by email twice, one to two months 
and about two weeks before they start. 
Provide an unsubscribe option for those 
people who prefer not to receive your emails.

Recreation programs themselves also have 
competition online. Sites like efit.com provide 
personalized exercise and diet regimens and 
online access to nutrition and fitness experts. 
Recreation programs will continue to see 
increased competition from the Internet. 

Creative Program Names
Sometimes, it’s all in the name. The program 
name is the hook that gets the attention of 
potential participants. The single most important 
marketing decision you can make is what to 
name the recreation program. The name of the 
program will influence and may even determine 

Spotlight On:  Teen Programs

Summer Quest
Northampton Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Bucks County)

This summer day camp for middle school 
students focuses on community service and fun. 
Activities include field trips and swim parties, food 
drives and car washes, and a counselor-in-training 
and playground buddy program. Regular hours are 
9 a.m. to 2 p.m., and extended hours (7:30 a.m. to 
6 p.m.) are offered for working parents. About 120 
teens participate at two different school sites. Fees for 
a five-week session during regular hours are $760; 
the day camp with extended hours costs each camper 
$1,410.

whether it will be a success or a failure. Program 
names can encourage people to participate. For 
example, different names for physical fitness 
programs have different connotations regardless 
of whether the program content varies. An 
exercise class called “Get Fit” may succeed while 
“Aerobics” fails. 

Names can also be used to implement 
geographically different prices. For example, 
it may not be politically feasible for your 
municipality to charge lower prices for a class 
in a poorer part of town than in a wealthy area. 
However, in a less affluent section of town, 
tumbling classes could be offered for $2 an hour, 
while in a wealthier part of town gymnastics 
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classes may be priced at $4 an hour. In reality, 
the classes may be exactly the same, but naming 
them differently allows price to be differentiated 
to reflect the differing abilities of the two target 
markets to pay.

Choosing the right names for recreation 
programs is more art than science, but there are 
some general guidelines. Names should:

	Be easy to recall.
	Describe the program so potential 

participants know what to expect.
	Communicate the benefits that the 

program offers.
	Distinguish the program from all other 

programs.

Table 6 provides examples of creative program 
names versus plainer names. 

Program Descriptions
Write program descriptions so they’re easy to 
read and provide enough information to get 
people interested. Forty to 50 words is a good 
length. Using a first-person, friendly writing style 
helps to get people’s attention. Above all, make 
the program sound like fun and promote it in 
a way that helps the participant understand the 
benefits they get from participating. When you 
promote a wellness program, people don’t want 
to hear about diets and exercise even though 
they might be the features of the program. 
People want to hear the benefits – that they’ll 
look better and have more energy. Using the 

Table 6
Program Names

      Age	     Creative Name			        Plain Name
	 3-6 	 Half-Pint’s Night 	 Preschool Night
	 5-7	 Lil’ Buckets	 Introduction to Basketball
	 3-5	 Sports Mania with Mom and Dad	 Introduction to Sports
	 8-12	 Some Strings Attached 	 Beginner Guitar Lessons
	 11-16 	 More Strings Attached	 Advanced Guitar Lessons
	 3-4	 Tiny Tumblers	 Gymnastics Class
   	 10-12            Spike Three You’re Out	 Volleyball Class 
	 3-4	 Tiny Twisters	 Physical Activity Class 
    	 All	 Try-athalon	 Family Day
     	 5-13	 Longest Day of Play	 End of Summer Celebration
     	 All	 Venture Outdoors	 Environmental Education Series

benefits of involvement to write your program 
descriptions entices people to participate.

Ten Biggest Marketing Mistakes
1.	 Trying to reach everyone – not targeting 

customers.
2.	 Information in publications is incorrect 

– mistake in printed day or time.
3.	 Rescheduling or canceling a program 

after publicity is out.
4.	 Relying on publicity like news releases 

to promote and not using marketing 
– confusing publicity and marketing.

5.	 Not knowing the demographic makeup 
of the population you serve.

6.	 Marketing to the wrong population 
segment.

7.	 Not understanding the needs – telling 
people what they need instead of finding 
out what they want.

8.	 Scheduling/timing of programs is wrong 
– such as preschool programs during the 
day when preschoolers are in day care.

9.	 Not allowing enough time to promote 
properly – starting to promote two weeks 
before actual program.

10.	Changing image such as logo too 
frequently – or not having an image.

Issue Press Releases
When you offer a new recreation program, be 
sure to send out press releases about it. Your best 
chance for publicity is when a program is new.
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Governments are experiencing 
an increase in public expectations 
regarding municipal services. These 
demands on the part of the public 
relate not only to the quantity of 
services provided, but to the quality as 
well. Overall public opinion regarding 
municipal government is formulated 
largely on the basis of public 
satisfaction with the services it provides. 
The way services are performed is often 
more important than the actual service 
itself in terms of public reaction. If 
citizens feel that they’re being treated 
fairly and considerately by an employee, 
they’ll have a better impression of your 
municipal government. 

In the public sector, just like the private 
sector, we have customers. Who are 
they?  Our customers are our program 
participants, elected officials, volunteers 
and even our own employees. Every 
person that attends a special event, 
signs up for a fitness class or calls for 
directions to the recreation center is 
a customer. What we do when this 
interpersonal contact is made is referred 
to as customer service.

Good customer service helps retain and 
attract program participants. Satisfied 
participants recommend your recreation 

programs to friends, relatives and neighbors. 
This means increased recreation program 
participation. Retaining current customers is 
much more cost effective than recruiting new 
ones. The best new customer is an old customer. 
Table 7 shows the cost of acquiring new versus 
retaining current customers.

Spotlight On:  
Summer Day Camps

Siebert Park Day Camp
Camp Hill Recreation Department 
(Cumberland County)

The Education, Environment and Recreation Center 
at a 90-acre borough park serves as the headquarters 
for this 10-week summer day camp for ages six 
through 12. Children swim each day in the park’s 
outdoor pool. Activities also include crafts, exploring 
the creek, group games, reading, tennis lessons 
and special guests. Each week of camp is themed 
and all activities are based on the weekly theme. 
Approximately 60 kids attend weekly, with about 100 
different children enrolled through the summer. Fees 
are $115 per week for residents and $130 for non-
residents. Profit made helps to fund special events 
held throughout the year.

Customer Service
Customer service is providing participants 
with an enjoyable and meaningful recreation 
experience by building and maintaining a friendly 
climate for them. It deals with people as and after 
they become participants and is the treatment 
that participants receive. 

Table 7
Customer Acquisition versus Retention

Cost to Retain One
Current Customer:  $4

Acquire 3 customers	 = $60
Retain 20 customers	 = $80
Total Cost 	 = $140	
Total Customers 	 = 23	

Source:  American Society for Quality Control

Cost to Acquire One
New Customer:  $20

Acquire 6 customers	 = $120
Retain 5 customers 	 = $20
Total Cost 	 = $140
Total Customers 	 = 11	
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Satisfaction with recreation experiences is heavily 
influenced by the difference between customer 
expectations of their experience and what they 
actually experience. When promoting programs, 
always communicate favorable but realistic 
impressions of what customers can expect. The 
quickest way to make someone unhappy is to 
make promotional promises that are impossible 
to honor. 

Remember the 3 - 11 rule:  A satisfied customer 
tells three people. An unsatisfied one tells 11 and 
bad news travels fast. 

Spotlight On:  
Preschool Programs

Messy Play Time
Upper Dublin Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Montgomery County)

Children age two to four have fun getting messy 
while being creative with jell-o and pudding paints, 
shaving cream art, homemade bubbles, string art, 
sand art, finger paints, scented clay and spin art. 
Non-messy play stations like puzzles, stacking blocks, 
letters and numbers and coloring books are also 
available. Ten activity stations are set up each day 
and the kids move through them at their own pace, 
staying as long or as little as they want to at each 
station. The program is held three mornings each 
week for six weeks with enrollment topping out at 20 
kids.

Customers need to feel welcome 
and comfortable, be recognized 
and feel important. People carry 
around a mental report card on 
the type of service they receive. To 
retain participants, it’s important to 
understand what aggravates them:

 They didn’t get what they 	
     were promised. 
 Someone was rude.
 They received poor service.
 They weren’t listened to.
 Employees projected a negative            
      “can’t do” attitude.

Figure 14 outlines the reasons why 
customers don’t make repeat visits.

Listen to and Understand Complaints
Show genuine concern when someone 
complains. You may not be able to satisfy 
the person, but making an effort to try is 
important. Sincerely listening and showing 
that you understand where they’re coming 
from goes a long way toward resolving the 
problem.

 Figure 14
Why Customers Are Lost

	 1% Die
	 3% Move Away      
	 5% Influenced by Friends
	 9% Lured Away by the 		
	   Competition
	 14% Dissatisfied with the 		
	   Product
	 68% Turned Away by an 		
	   Attitude of Indifference 
	   by the Staff

        Source:  American Society for 		
                   Quality Control

Sometimes, the most costly mistakes happen only 
four to six seconds after meeting a new customer. 
Figure 15 outlines five phrases that should never 
be said to a customer.
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Figure 15
Five Forbidden Phrases

Forbidden Phrase #1:  I don’t know.
There’s no need to ever utter these words. Usually, there isn’t a thing you can’t 
find out. Instead, say: “That’s a good question. Let me check and find out.”

Forbidden Phrase #2:  We can’t do that.
This one is guaranteed to get your customer’s blood boiling. Instead, say:  “That’s 
a tough one. Let’s see what we can do.” Then find an alternative solution.

Forbidden Phrase #3:  You’ll have to.
Wrong! Instead, say: “You’ll need to” or “Here’s how we can help with that” or 
“The next time that happens, here’s what you can do.”

Forbidden Phrase #4:  Hang on a second. I’ll be right back.
Callers know that it won’t be a second. Instead, say:  “It may take me three or four 
minutes to get that information. Are you able to hold while I check?” If not, call 
them back.

Forbidden Phrase #5:  “No” at the beginning of a sentence.
The word “no” is useless and conveys total rejection. Most sentences are 
grammatically correct without the word. Instead, turn every answer into a positive 
response. Say:  “The program is full for this session, but we can register you for the 
next session now.”

Spotlight On:  Heritage Services

Berks County Heritage Festival
Berks County Parks and Recreation 
Department (Berks County)

This weekend event is held annually every October to celebrate the cultural history of Berks 
County. Activities include tours of the Gruber Wagon Works (a National Historic Landmark), 
the Hiester Canal Center, Melcher’s Grist Mill 
and Mildred the Houseboat. Featured activities 
include home crafts demonstrations such as 
butter churning and making applesauce, chow 
chow and potato candy sauerkraut; displays of 
antique farm equipment, cars, carriages and 
wagons; Pennsylvania German singing, speaking 
and dancing groups; draft horse demonstrations 
and a children’s pedal tractor pull. The event 
is underwritten by the First National Bank 
of Fleetwood and a $2 per car parking fee. 
Approximately 4,500 people attend each year.
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All municipal employees from the top 
administrator on down are responsible for 
serving the citizens of your community. In one 
sense, the customer service responsibility of 
supervisors is even greater than that of staff who 
have face-to-face contact with the public, since 
they establish the public service climate of your 
municipality through their own attitudes and 
actions toward the public.

In order to satisfy the public, staff must not only 
perform their duties effectively, they must also 
carry them out in a manner that earns citizen 
approval and confidence. People must be served 
well and must feel they’re receiving good 

service. Setting employee standards for customer 
service spells out for staff how the public is to 
be treated. Figure 16 outlines an example of 
standards of customer service.

Value-Added Service
Actions speak louder than words. It’s not 
what you say, but how you say it. Value-
added customer service includes these 
elements:

 Be reliable. Let people know they can 	
    count on you. Have a consistent, high           
     level of performance.
 Be credible. Provide peace of mind 
     and make sure you can deliver on your 
     promises. Be accountable.
 Be attractive. Make sure uniforms 
     are attractive, facilities are clean and 
     brochures are updated.
 Be responsive. Be accessible, available 
     and feel the customer’s sense of 
	    urgency. If it’s important to them, 
     then it should be important to you.
 Be empathetic. Show people that you 
     genuinely care and understand.

Spotlight On:  Performing Arts

Warminster Community Theatre
Warminster Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Bucks County)

The Township took over the community theatre 
program in 1988. Since then, two shows have been 
produced and held at the Recreation Center, a 
renovated elementary school, every spring and fall. 
In addition, a children’s theatre program is held each 
summer. The kids help create the sets and costumes, 
and perform a musical show at senior centers, day 
care centers, summer day camps and malls. Ticket 
prices for the adult shows are $8 for adults and $5.50 
for seniors and students. The children’s theatre 
charges $3 for kids and $5 for adults.

The Best New Customer is an Old 
Customer
A person currently participating in your 
recreation programs is the easiest and best 
person to enroll again. They’re less expensive 
to recruit and they understand what programs 
you offer. Spend most of your promotion time 
on letting current participants know about your 
upcoming programs.

Make People Feel Welcome
Friendly personal contact makes all the 
difference. Taking the time to talk with 
people helps to make them feel like they 
belong and are important. Greeting 
your participants by their names is a 
great way to show them that you value 
their involvement.
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Figure 16
Customer Service Standards

You can expect the following standards of customer service when interacting with us.

Good Listeners…
We will:

	 Smile and greet you with, “Hello, may I help you?”
	 Listen with patience in order to clearly identify your needs.
	 Give you our full attention.
	 Be accessible through many communication channels such as the Internet, telephone and front 

desk.
	 Ask for your input through surveys, comment cards, meetings, focus groups and other 

techniques.

Respect and Courtesy…
We will:

	 Commit to serve you by providing accurate information in a timely and helpful manner.
	 Dedicate ourselves to treating you with respect and courtesy at all times.
	 Use your name when thanking you and finish conversations with “Have a great day!”

Quick Responses…
We will:

	 Make every effort to answer questions and address concerns immediately if possible.
	 Respond to your phone calls by the end of the next business day.
	 Respond to your email messages and written correspondence within three business days.
	 Have current voice mail messages so you know when to expect a response or who to call for 

faster assistance. 

Accessible Information…
We will:

	 Make information accessible to the public in a variety of formats- flyers, program guides, Internet 
(www.lancasterrec.org), newsletters and more.

	 Provide clear and accurate information in our publications.

Involvement…
We will:

	 Involve customers and use their ideas and input.
	 Use a variety of techniques to find out what people are thinking about our services.
	 Work collaboratively with partners to improve our programs and services.

Lancaster Recreation Commission staff is expected to:

	 Answer the telephone promptly.
	 Return calls quickly.
	 Listen attentively.
	 Be polite and professional.
	 Be patient.
	 Communicate to be understood, not 

just heard.
	 Empathize and offer help.

	 Ask questions until you are sure of what the 
customer wants, then restate their concern to 
them.

	 Give the in-person customer full attention.
	 Work with the customer to find solutions.
	 Be creative, flexible and cooperative.
	 Give accurate answers and referrals.
	 Give and get contact information to facilitate 

easy follow-up.
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Listening Skills and Body Language
If one aspect of customer service were named 
the most important, it would be listening. When 
employees are dedicated to listening effectively 
and responding as well as they can, customers 
are happier. Table 8 shows the order in which 
we learn the four basic communication skills, 
the degree to which they’re used and how much 
they’re taught. Listening is the communication 
skill most used but least taught.

Spotlight On:  Special Events

It’s a Wonderful Life Festival
Indiana County Parks and Recreation 
Department (Indiana County)

This 35-day special event runs from Thanksgiving 
to New Year’s Day. Highlights include a holiday 
parade, musical reenactment of the movie and an 
outdoor festival of lights at Blue Spruce Park. Sleigh 
rides, visits with Santa and a craft gift shop are other 
popular activities. Over 25,000 visitors attend each 
year and approximately 150 volunteers help to make 
the event a success. Fees are $7 per car or $1 per 
person in larger vehicles.

Another important aspect of 
communicating is body language. 
Facial expressions, the voice, gestures, 
posture and other actions give an 
uninterrupted flow of information to the 
customer. Researchers disagree about 
the percentages but they all agree it isn’t 
what’s said, it’s what done that makes 
the impact. In fact, if a person says one 
thing with words and body language 
says something else, we’ll believe the 
non-verbal more than the verbal. 
Body language communicates feelings. 
Standing feet slightly spread apart and 
arms unfolded indicates an open, caring 
and non-judgmental attitude. When 
seated, leaning forward and positioning 
your body so it faces the speaker does 
the same. Reading other people’s body 
language and understanding the impact 
of your own helps improve customer 
service.

	 Table 8
	 Basic Communication Skills
		  Listening	 Speaking	 Reading	
	 Learned	 1st	 2nd	 3rd	  

	 Used	 Most - 45%	 30%	 16%	          
	 Taught	 Least	 Next Least	 Next Most	 Most

Least - 9%
4th

Communication Simplified
H  ave self-control
U  understand others’ viewpoints
M ake others’ interests your own
A  dmit it when you’re wrong
N  ever make promises you can’t keep

R  eason, don’t argue
E  xplain thoroughly
L  ead, don’t drive
A  void snap judgments
T  ake care of little things
I   nform people of changes affecting them
O  bserve and listen
N  ever criticize in public
S  tress the positive

Writing
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Handling Complaints and Angry 
Participants
We like to think that recreation experiences 
are always happy situations for participants, 
but of course that’s not always the case. 
Problems occur and people complain, and 
sometimes they get angry.

The best way to diffuse the situation when 
someone is angry is to acknowledge the 
problem. Getting defensive never works. 
Say “I understand why you are upset,” 
or, “You have every right to be upset.” 
Ask what the person would like to see 
happen. Knowing what they want will help 
you resolve the problem. Make sure that 
you hear both sides. There’s always more 
to a complaint than you’ll hear from the 
complainer. Find out everything the staff 
can tell you about the situation.

Empower staff by giving them the 
responsibility, authority and autonomy to 
make decisions when handling complaints. 
Allow staff to take the lead in trying to 
satisfy people’s needs. They should never say 
“Don’t ask me why. That’s just the way it’s 
always been.” Be sure that your employees and 
volunteers know the kind of behavior they don’t 
have to take from someone and that’s out of 
their realm to deal with.

When dealing with an angry participant, in most 
situations the best technique is to tell them 
right away that you want to help. Create an 
atmosphere of problem solving. It’s important to 
also:

	Listen carefully to the person’s story.
	Get all the facts.
	Practice not hearing the angry comments, 

Spotlight On:  
Preschool Programs

Kids Korner
Lower Paxton Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Dauphin County)

From October through April, this indoor 
playground program keeps kids ages one to five 
active. One and one-half hour sessions are held three 
days a week in the gym at the Friendship Community 
Center. The program is free for Community Center 
members; walk-ins pay $3 for the first child and $2 
for each additional child each day. In addition to 
group activities and crafts, kids have fun with Little 
Tykes toys, indoor play equipment, mini-trampolines 
and play houses.

Use Testimonials
Personalize your promotions by using 
testimonials from past participants. 
Knowing that someone else thought 
enough of your recreation program 
to write good things about it helps to 
convince people to register. 

and not using the word “you.”
	Don’t fight back.
	Realize that sometimes people behave in 

ways that can’t be explained, so you have 
to not take it personally. 

	Pause before you speak to give you a 
chance to figure out what to do. 

	Convince the complainer that you’ll 
do your best to resolve the situation. 
Demonstrate that you really care.

	Be flexible and look for a solution that’s 
in the interest of your municipality and 
will satisfy the participant. 

	Get back to complainers with an answer 
or information.

	Check back with staff to see what 
happened. 
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Role playing is a great way to help prepare staff 
for the angry person. Figure 17 offers some 
situations to try.

Figure 17
Role Playing Situations

1.	 I thought your programs were here to 
serve the residents. You don’t 

	 understand my problem and you 
obviously don’t care either. My situation 
is completely different than everyone 
else’s.

2.	 Can’t you just enroll my daughter in the 
class?  I know you said it’s full, but one 
more child won’t hurt. Besides, she is so 
advanced for her age.

3.	 You people need a larger parking lot. 
	 The entire neighborhood is complaining 

because nobody can park in front of 
their house when you have recreation 
programs.

4.	 Your instructor made my daughter swim 
across the pool when she said she didn’t 
want to. Are you trying to kill her?

5.	 We always come to your recreation 
department for programs, but lately there 
have been too many changes with times, 
locations and even instructors. I guess 
we’ll just have to find somewhere else for 
our kids to take gymnastics.

6.	 What do you mean there are no picnic 
sites left for this weekend?  I just called 
and was told to come in to the office and 
you would be able to help me. Well? 

Write Your Program Description Early On
By writing your description first you can 
focus on what makes your recreation program 
different and why people will want to attend. 
Highlight the benefits, the results people will 
see and the uniqueness of the program.

Label New Programs as New
In your promotional material, use the word 
“new” before any recreation program that is new. 
Doing so will capture people’s attention and get 
them to read more about the program.
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Chapter 5
Evaluating Program Effectiveness

It’s tempting to dodge the issue of program 
evaluation because it’s difficult to identify what 
to measure. There’s also the fear that if you 
measure the quality of a recreation program, you 
might discover mediocrity. 

Measuring Success
How do you know if a recreation program has 
been successful?  Success can be measured in 
many ways:  how well it was organized, how 
satisfied the participants were, how well it was 
promoted or how good the instructor was.

When measuring the success of a recreation 
program we’re often oriented toward quantity, 
not quality. It’s the old numbers game:  
attendance figures, the turnout, registration, 
head count, maximum use of facilities, 
enrollment numbers, more people than last year.

Numbers alone indicate something, but what?  
There are numbers in riots and traffic jams! 
With continuing programs like a series of classes, 
you can count those who return and compare 
attendance records. But you’re still left with 
only assumptions based on simple measurement, 
not real evaluations of the worth of programs. 
The mere presence of people doesn’t provide 
information on an activity’s qualitative success. 
The best evaluations cover program quality in 
addition to the numbers of people involved. 

The subjective processes of watching and 
listening are often used to measure program 
success in ways such as:

	People asking to have the program 
repeated.

	Visual surveys of people to see if they’re 
enjoying what they’re doing.

	Comments of participants about enjoying 
activities.

	Absence of complaints.
	Many years later, when people come 

back to say how much they enjoyed the 
program.

Scientifically measuring achievements such as 
improved skills and expanded knowledge is 
another fairly easy way to evaluate programs. 
But the real challenge for measuring recreation 
program participation is in the area of attitudes 
and emotions. These areas are the most 
meaningful and the most difficult to determine. 
For example, we can measure how far a girl can 
throw a softball, but what she feels as a result of 
it escapes us. 

Evaluation is looking at program outcomes and 
comparing them to the objectives you’ve set. 
The activities work if the participants complete 
the objectives or at least enough of them to 
justify the effort. To what extent – and why – are 
program participants better off, worse off or 
unchanged as a result of the program? For 
example, let’s say that your objective is to stop 
certain people from feeling lonely. Then you help 
them participate in a recreation experience and 
see if they’re not lonely afterwards.

Evaluation can contribute to staff growth 
and morale, gauge the response to program 
promotion, identify safety hazards, suggest 
improvements, impress politicians and control 
costs. Good evaluation can help you gain more 
financial and volunteer support. 
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Everything, including space, facilities, 
equipment, personnel, administrative 
procedures or public relations, can be 
evaluated.

Evaluation can also help you find out what 
influences people to take advantage of your 
programs. Is it your excellent instructors, the 
low cost, safety, access to facilities, the hours 
of operation, or something else?  Knowing 
this will help you improve your promotion 
efforts and reach more people.

How can you know what is happening inside 
a participant with each program experience? 
How do you know how residents feel about 
your recreation programs? The following 
methods are commonly used to evaluate 
recreation programs:

Participant Surveys – Have people 
complete surveys before and after 
participating in a recreation program. 
Properly designed and administered surveys 
are a relatively quick, inexpensive way of 
collecting valuable information and exploring 
issues and concerns in more depth. Surveys 
done before a program starts can help 
identify and meet participants’ expectations. 
Surveys done after a program has completed 
can help pinpoint changes and improvements 
to make for next time. Examples of program 
surveys are included in the Recreation Program 
Toolkit.

Focus Groups – Bring together groups of 
program participants to get their opinions about 
the quality of your services. Focus groups can 
define how participants make decisions, what 
they really desire in programs and how they 
feel about specific programs. Start on a positive 
note. Ask:  “What are we doing right?”  Then 
ask:  “What are your concerns?  What would you 
change if you could change it?” Focus groups 
can also pre-test new programs and better define 
questions to be included on surveys.

Transaction Analysis – Ask questions 
through a mailed survey or telephone interview 
immediately after people have registered for a 

program or requested information. This helps to 
judge people’s satisfaction with your front-line 
staff customer service. 

Mystery Shoppers – Have someone visit your 
facility in person and report back observations 
about your front-line staff performance. Sharing 
the results with staff will improve your customer 
service. Instructing staff on the constructive 
nature and purpose of mystery shopping will 
keep them from feeling they’re being spied on.

Lost Participant Information – Ask people 
who have stopped using your services why they 
left. This method is similar to exit interviews with 
employees in that it asks open-ended, in-depth 
questions to expose the reasons people stopped 
participating. This type of research identifies 
problems with programs.

Spotlight On:  
Self-Development Programs

Computer Classes
Upper Saint Clair Recreation 
(Allegheny County)

Daytime and evening computer classes for adults are 
held in the Township Municipal Building. Classes 
include introduction to computers, searching the 
Internet, learning the basics of e-mail, buying 
and selling on E-bay, word processing and Excel 
spreadsheets.
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Strengths
In all elementary schools. 
Neighborhood based.
Over 800 kids enrolled.
Lots of revenue generated.
Meets needs of working parents and their children. 
Provides essential service to parents.
Subsidized funding is available for lower income families.

Employee Information – Employees can 
reveal their views about the way services are 
provided, and their perceptions of how services 
are received by participants. Research into the 
needs of employees can also help identify policies 
that improve their motivation to deliver a high 
quality of service. Personal interviews or focus 
groups are good ways to collect data. Another 
way is to hold regular employee meetings to find 
out what participants are saying and how they 
are reacting to programs, pricing, procedures and 
rules.

Informal Discussions with Participants– 
Informal discussions with program participants 
helps to stay in touch with their expectations and 
perceptions. This approach works best if it’s well 
organized and not left to chance. Staff can be 
required to make face-to-face contact with a 
certain number of participants each week, month 
or quarter.

Observation – Useful insights concerning how 
participants enjoy programs can be gained by 
observing the programs in action. Observation 

can supplement information obtained through 
other methods. 

SWOT Analysis – Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and 
Threats
Another effective way to evaluate recreation 
programs is to undertake what’s called a 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 
Threats (SWOT) analysis. In this self-assessment, 
each recreation program is evaluated separately. 
Staff and volunteers make lists of the strong 
points and weaknesses of the program. The 
opportunities that exist to improve or expand 
the program are identified. The potential threats 
to the continued success of the program are also 
listed. The more you know about your recreation 
programs and what can affect them, the stronger 
they’ll be. Understanding your strengths and 
areas that need to be improved will help you 
recognize your successes and build on them.

Table 9 provides an example of a SWOT analysis 
for before and after school care programs for 
elementary school students.

Internal

Table 9
SWOT Analysis for Before and After School Care Programs

Weaknesses
Hard to staff.
Costly to add enrichment     
programs.
Mixed ages are together.
Cost for some families is too 
high.
Training staff is difficult.
Communications with schools is 
difficult (13 schools).

Opportunities
Can link with school district for use of facilities such 
as computer labs and libraries.
See parents daily and can tap them as volunteers.
May involve kids in other recreation programs.
Can offer summer camps galore.
Chance to access grants – alone and in cooperation with schools.
Can add enrichment programs funded by school district.
Can add parenting education programs.
Can increase participation and involvement in family programs.
May be able to start middle school care programs.
Strengthened communication and relationship with schools.

Threats
Site-based school 
management could decide to 
offer programs themselves.
Other providers exist.
State licensing strict 
regulations push costs up.External
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Program Standards
Recreation programs can be managed against 
standards that are determined by your 
municipality. Developing standards will help 
to track program success and demonstrate the 
value of your services to the community. Create 
standards, and when they’re met, share that 
information with elected officials and the 
public. For instance, if you set a standard 
for customer satisfaction that 95 percent of 
program participants will be satisfied with 
a program, you can measure that with a 
survey. Standards can also be set for areas 
like the net revenue earned by a program as a 
percentage of program expenses, or the cost 
for each recreation experience.

Program Lifecycles
All recreation programs have a lifecycle. 
Figure 18 contains the program lifecycle 
stage indicators. Each stage of a program’s 
lifecycle requires a different marketing 
strategy. For instance, considerable 
promotional effort is needed at the 
introduction stage, while there’s little value 
in spending money on promotion in the 
saturation stage. Also, in the introduction 
stage promotional efforts are concerned with 
creating new demand, while in the saturation 
stage promotion is directed toward 
reminding the existing participants of the 
value of their choice.

A program’s lifecycle is graphed using the 
number of participants over the time the 
program has existed. When the peak number 
of participants is reached and begins to 
decline, the program is in the saturation 
stage.

Build on Strengths
Look for ways to improve on what you’re 
already doing well. The way to do this is to 
build on your strengths. If you’re known 
for quality instructors, hire only the best. 

It’s important to determine where each 
recreation program is in its lifecycle. A lifecycle 
audit contains the following steps:

	Using historical attendance data for each 
recreation program, going back to the 
beginning of the program if possible, 
to fix its present position on its lifecycle 
curve.

	Checking recent trends in the number 
and nature of competitors offering a 
similar program. These competitors may 
be other public agencies or the private 
sector. Consider the relative advantages 
enjoyed by competitive programs.

Spotlight On:  Arts

Art Exploration for Kids
Cranberry Township Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Allegheny County)

Learning about different forms of art is the goal of 
these four-week programs for children age eight to 
12. Watercolor and tempura painting, sculpting, 
cartooning and charcoal, crayon and ink drawing 
connect children’s imaginations with the skills to 
explore art. Fees for each session are $40 for residents 
and $53 for non-residents. Classes are taught by 
college instructors and are held once each week at the 
Municipal Center. The maximum enrollment is 12 
kids.
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	Projecting program participation over 
the next three years based on all of the 
information gathered.

Once the lifecycle position of each program 
has been identified and projected forward 
three years, you have a profile indicating where 
programs will be located at that time. With these 
steps completed, priorities can be assigned to 
such functions as development of new programs, 
termination of old programs and allocation of 
resources.

Find Out What People Expect
Prior to the start of a recreation program, ask 
the participants what they expect out of it. 
When you know what people are looking for 
from a recreation program before it starts, you 
can tailor the program to meet people’s 
expectations. You can’t know what people’s 
needs are unless you ask. Why wait until the 
program is over if changes can be made before 
it begins?

Figure 18
Program Lifecycle Stage Indicators

Introduction Stage
1.	 Program costs of money and time are high.
2.	 Revenue production is slow as public is introduced to program.
3.	 Program is at half participant capacity.

Take-Off Stage
1.	 Less time is needed for start-up publicity and other activities by supervisor.
2.	 Amount of revenue increases dramatically as popularity increases.
3.	 Program is at three quarter or maximum participant capacity.

Maturity Stage
1.	 Supervision time and costs are cut back as program begins to “run itself.”
2.	 Amount of revenue still increases, but at a slower rate.
3.	 Program is at maximum participant capacity, but beginning to drop.

 
Saturation Stage

1.	 Amount of time and costs going out are minimal except for efforts 
	 toward extending the program.
2.	 Revenues level off and begin to drop.
3.	 No new participants are entering the program.

Decline Stage
1.	 Amount of supervision time increases. Time to decide future status of 
	 program. Program is costing more time and money than it’s worth.
2.	 Amount of revenue takes a nose dive.
3.	 Program is at minimum capacity and dwindling.

Source: Marketing Government and Social Services
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Spotlight On:  
Fitness and Wellness

Walk in the Park
Penn Hills Parks and 
Recreation Department 
(Allegheny County)

Two-mile morning walks for adults 
are held twice a week in the fall at four 
different municipal parks. A healthy box 
lunch is provided after each walk. Walks 
are free to residents.

Repeating and Terminating Programs
Evaluating your existing recreation programs by 
participation growth and market share also helps 
you to make decisions about what programs to 
keep and what programs to eliminate. Table 10 
provides a tool to evaluate your programs that’s 
based on how high or low participation rates are 
and how high or low the program’s market share 
is. Stars and cash cows are good programs to 
keep. Problem children programs may need more 
resources and can be repeated or eliminated. 
Dogs are programs that should be terminated. 
The Recreation Program Toolkit also includes a 
simple program self-assessment form to help you 
better understand your programs. 

Market Share

Stars

Cash Cows

Problem Children

Dogs
High

Participation
Rates Low

High

Table 10
Participation Rates/Market Share Evaluation

Low

Developing New Programs
About 20 percent of the recreation programs 
you offer each year should be new programs. 
This builds your base of participants and helps 
you respond to residents’ needs. Plus, it gives 
you new programs to promote and keeps your 
program schedule fresh instead of looking 
stagnant. When you add new programs, you 
have the opportunity to cut out those that 
aren’t doing well registration or revenue-wise.
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Keep the Lines of Communication Open
Recreation programming is a service-oriented, 
people profession. Often, the way you 
communicate is more important than what’s 
actually said. Treating everyone as you’d like 
to be treated will keep people happy. Happy, 
satisfied participants are what you’re striving 
for.

Implementation of Findings
Evaluation is part of the circular process of 
planning, promoting, producing, measuring 
(evaluation) and back to planning. What do 
you do with the information you get? The best 
way to handle evaluations is to bring everyone 
together to talk about what the information 
means and how it can be used to improve the 
program now and in the future. Evaluations are 
a tool to make positive changes and shouldn’t be 
used to find fault or place blame. Program staff 
and volunteers deserve to have evaluation results 
presented to them in a way which will encourage 
improvement. Evaluation results will help decide 
whether to renew a program and point out 
where improvements need to be made.

Share program evaluation results with 
elected officials and other decision makers. 
Demonstrating the impact of recreation 
programs by sharing measurable outcomes 
will help to build support for them. The more 
visual your presentation is, the better, so include 
pictures of people enjoying themselves.

Get Feedback Afterwards
It’s important to get feedback from 
participants after a recreation program. This 
can be as simple as talking with people. Ask 
them what they liked and what they didn’t 
like. When people see that you want to make 
your programs as good as they can be, they 
appreciate it.
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Chapter 6
Recreation Programming Trends

Studying the changes going on in American 
culture will help determine what recreation 
programs the public will want in the future.

The most important change may be how people 
view recreation in their lives. People 
traditionally segment their daily lives: they 
have work time, recreation time, time 
for taking care of basic needs and so on. 
Today, home is as much a place for work 
as the traditional place of employment. 

The way we spend our leisure time will 
change. There’ll be a greater emphasis on 
integrating opportunities for recreation 
into all aspects of people’s lives. This 
change will be fueled by the effect of 
technology, the increasing diversity of 
the population and an expanding global 
perspective. Everything will be a little, or 
a lot, different from what we have known 
and what we might have expected. 

These trends will impact recreation 
programming:

Increasing Technology – Technology 
has sped up the rate at which everything 
happens. We’re entering a time of 
significant change in which the world 
will become increasingly unfamiliar. 
Recreation programs have traditionally 
helped build a sense of community. 
As technology brings less people-to-
people contact, making life less personal, 
recreation programs will continue to be a 
major force in helping individuals connect 
effectively with one another. 

Focus on Environmental Health – Younger 
adults are extremely concerned about the health 
of the environment. Recreation programs 
can create greater knowledge, awareness and 
value in protecting the environment and 

Spotlight On:  Teen Programs

Junior Recreation Counselor 
Training Program
Monroe County Recreation 
Department (Monroe County)

This six-week summer teen program is designed to 
train youth ages 13 to 16 to be camp counselors 
and instructors. Lessons cover topics like effective 
communication, decision-making, teamwork, 
customer service, getting a job and leadership. About 
25 teens participate in the program, which costs $135 
and is held at school sites and a local park.
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conserving parks, wilderness areas and other 
areas of ecological importance as continued 
development and other environmental pressures 
grow. Programs that support sustainable natural 
resources will be important. Eco-tourism, 
promoting an area’s natural features to get 
people to visit for outdoor experiences, is the 
fastest growing segment of the tourist industry. 
In the future, people will be attracted to 
expanded outdoor recreation programs at places 
with unique natural features.

Recreation as Experiences – Adults of all 
ages will continue to seek experiences. In fact, 
for many, experiences may have more value than 
things. The search for experiences will be evident 
in every aspect of our lives. Programs that help 
with people’s search for meaning and balance 
in their lives will be popular, as will programs 
that allow people to do what they weren’t 
able to when they were younger or those that 
recreate what they did when they were younger. 
Examples are piano lessons for older adults and 
adult kickball leagues. Community service 
programs for teens and adventure programming 
for all ages will be in demand. Adventure 
tourism, where the primary purpose of a vacation 
is outdoor adventure, will be increasingly 
popular.

Family Interaction – Programs that focus on 
family interaction are already important. Future 
programs will include communication and 
problem solving, with family members playing 
together rather than side by side. Challenges 
faced by programmers will include the diversity 
of family types with two-parent, single-parent, 
extended and non-traditional families; and the 
diversity within families of interests, schedules, 
commitments, ability levels, numbers of children 
and parents/guardians, gender makeup and ages.

Simpler and Easier – There’s a trend toward 
simplifying our lives that cuts across generations 
– living with more balance and less stress, 
organizing and getting rid of “stuff.” People are 
moving toward more restrained consumption 
and simpler lifestyles. Convenience will be 
a critical factor in registration processes and 
program schedules and in the availability and 
clarity of marketing information.

Disappearance of the Senior Citizen– 
How can senior citizens be disappearing when 
the population is aging? The answer is simple. 
The Baby Boom generation is re-defining aging. 
This generation of adults has always been defined 
by youth, and most insist that they “will never 
grow old.” What does this perception of age 
among the largest population of adults in the 
country mean for recreation programming? 
People perceive themselves as younger, so market 
programs to them that way, using positive 
images and language. If you market to people as 
“seniors” in the future, they’ll be turned off and 
won’t consider participating in your recreation 
programs.

Sports for All – The concept of sports for 
all will bring greater fitness and promote 
cooperation as well as competition to a broader 
segment of the population. Smaller-size sports 
for adults will continue to be popular, such as 
3-on-3 basketball and doubles volleyball 
leagues. Sports programs for older adults will 
be segregated by age, with five and 10-year age 
segments participating together. Developmental 
sports activities for preschool children will thrive, 
as will programs that keep youth involved in 
sports programs as teenagers.

Connecting Children with the Outdoors– 
With all the computer and video games around, 
it’s increasingly difficult to get children to 
want to play outdoors. Outdoor play time is an 
essential contributor to the cognitive, physical, 
social and emotional health and well-being of 
children. Not playing outdoors has been linked 
with some disturbing childhood trends, including 
the rise in obesity, attention disorders and 
depression. Many children don’t participate in 
unstructured, self-directed outdoor experiences 

Ask for Input
Participants can help to improve your recreation 
programs. Don’t be afraid to ask for their input. 
You’ll hear some negative comments, but they 
are things you need to know to make your 
programs better. When people give you input, 
thank them and tell them what changes you’ll 
be making next time.
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such as playing in their backyard, exploring a 
local creek or simply sitting in a tree. Activities 
that encourage children to enjoy the beauty of 
nature and the fun of playing outdoors will be 
vital. Programs for toddlers and preschoolers 
that get them outside, collecting pinecones and 
leaves, taking hikes and exploring nature will 
increase. Getting children to experience nature 
and enjoy the outdoor environment will be an 
important part of preserving it in the future.

Concern about Health – As we age, we 
become more concerned about health. We’re 
very aware that health must be protected to 
assure a comfortable old age. A recent survey 
showed that nearly two-thirds of people who go 
online have done so seeking medical information. 
Older adults in particular are searching for the 
mind/body relationship and are interested in 
alternative approaches to health management and 
disease prevention. Health and well-being will 
be a focal point for recreation programming with 
emphasis placed on programs which focus on 
stress reduction, substance abuse prevention and 
other health-related concerns. Obesity and its 
impact on the health of adults and children will 
become an even more critical issue. Programs 
that keep people active such as physical education 
for home-schooled children and preschoolers 
and programs that get adults moving will be 
important.

Programming by Age Group – Offering 
recreation programs targeted to age groups 
will remain an effective way to serve residents. 
Activities for adults will be broken down so that 
18 to 29 year olds, 30 to 44 year olds, Baby 
Boomers and older adults participate separately. 
Generally, people want to participate in 
recreation activities with those their own age.

Age also plays a factor in the amount of 
discretionary money people have to spend. 
Table 11 presents a ranking by age group of 
the percent of total income people spend on 
recreation activities for themselves.

Need for Community Centers – For over 
100 years, Pennsylvania municipalities have 

provided citizens with community programs and 
facilities for sports, health, fitness and recreation. 
Programs and places for citizens to stay healthy 
and get fit will become more important as a huge 
segment of Pennsylvania’s population continues 
to age. The construction and operation of indoor 
municipal community centers will meet the year-
round needs of residents for affordable recreation 
programs and facilities. 

Municipalities throughout Pennsylvania 
financially support the maintenance and 
operation of swimming pools, libraries, parks 
and athletic facilities with general fund revenues. 
Community centers will be no different. Fitness 
facilities will be essential elements of public 
community centers as people will increasingly be 
interested and involved in activities to improve 
their health and wellness. Facility and program 
subsidies by government will support youth and 
teen programs, senior citizen services, non-profit 
group use and other recreation programs within 
public community centers. 

Table 11
Percent of Total Income Spent 

on Personal Recreation  
	
         Rank		  Age Group
	 1 	          65+
	 2 		  56-65
	 3  		  16-18 
	 4  		  19-23
	 5  		  13-15
	 6 		  10-12
	 7  		  24-30
	 8  		  31-40 
	 9  		  41-50
	 10  		  51-55 

     1 = most spent; 10 = least spent
     Age group with the highest amount of 
     debt is 41-50.



6-� Municipal Recreation Programming

Chapter 6

Concern about Safety – We’re concerned 
about our safety and the safety of our children. 
We live in a world where the potential for school 
violence is real. Even the Internet can turn 
our children into victims at home. There’ll be 
continued growth of child care and school-age 
care programs with a greater emphasis placed 
on promoting educational as well as recreational 
values. Programs offered during the after school 
hours of 3 to 8 p.m. will expand.

Growth of Extreme Sports – Participation 
in extreme sports will continue to increase 
and membership in traditional team sports 
such as baseball, volleyball and basketball will 
decline. Extreme sports include activities like 
snowboarding, skateboarding, wakeboarding, 
artificial wall and rock climbing, paintball, 

mountain and BMX biking, kayaking, 
windsurfing and inline skating. Skate park 
popularity will continue to grow as communities 
recognize that they are safe places for teens to 
socialize. A skate park will be an element that will 
be considered for every community park.

Increasing Societal Diversity – Not only 
are we seeing increased age diversity, but also a 
major shift in the ethnic and racial makeup of our 
country. This has tremendous implications for 
recreation programs. As the Hispanic, Asian and 
African American population increases, we’ll see 
a corresponding increase in ethnic and racially-
focused recreation programs. There will also 
be an expansion of intergenerational recreation 
programs, programs for non-traditional families 
and single-sex programs driven by socio-
economic considerations.

The Changing Nature of Work– 
Work will change for a variety of reasons. 
For one, we’ll have workers from age 
16 to 76 in the workplace. Younger 
adults don’t live to work as older adults 
do. They work to live. For younger 
adults, it’s important to balance work 
with leisure. There’ll be increasing 
opportunities to incorporate recreation 
programs as benefits to workers within 
the work day. Younger workers are more 
demanding and less likely to stay in a job 
if they don’t like it. Younger adults also 
have a great need to have flexibility at 
work. They have the high tech skill sets 
that are essential in today’s workplace. 
Providing recreation activities as “perks” 
is one way for employers to enhance the 
value of the job to younger adults. Older 
adults are seeking more balance in their 
lives. They’re working fewer hours and 
participating in more recreation activities 
as they get older. Programs that help 
support the changing nature of family 
and work dynamics will be needed. 
Opportunities for self-directed recreation 
will also be expanding.

Spotlight On:  Youth Sports 

Youth Sports
Central Blair Recreation and Park 
Commission (Blair County)

Youth sports programs are offered for thousands of 
boys and girls in Kindergarten through sixth grade 
at each elementary school in the City of Altoona 
and Logan Township. The sports include soccer, 
flag football, basketball, t-ball, baseball, tennis, 
cheerleading, baton, in-line hockey, swimming and 
volleyball. The keys to success are organizing the 
programs by elementary school and the full support 
of the Altoona Area School District.
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Repopulation of Rural Areas – 
Younger adults are moving to rural areas 
as the Internet and technology make 
it possible to telecommute and work 
from sites other than a central office. 
Development of light rail systems will 
further connect rural areas to urban 
areas. Technology and transportation 
innovations will allow younger adults to 
raise their families in small rural towns, 
far from the hectic pace of urban and 
suburban life. This will bring the need to 
provide recreation program opportunities 
in areas of Pennsylvania where they aren’t 
currently being offered.

Hot Recreation Programs – Interest 
will increase in recreation programs 
in:  fine arts, arts and crafts, business 
and professional development, home 
and household skills and repair, and 
health, wellness and fitness. Programs 
like Pilates, yoga, cardio workouts, 
aromatherapy, healthy cooking, natural 
foods, room redesign, buying on E-bay, 
digital photography, swing and ballroom 
dance, butterfly gardening, painting and 
herb gardening will continue to be hot. 

Source:  Learning Resources Network 
(www.lern.org)

Refocus on Youth Development – 
Recreation programs have traditionally 
focused on children. Years ago, if a Pennsylvania 
municipality offered any recreation programs at 
all, most likely they were summer playground 
programs for children. 

All children deserve the opportunity to develop 
to their fullest potential as healthy and successful 
individuals. The future of our communities 
depends on how effectively we support and 
nurture our children. Local government will play 
an increasingly important role, especially through 
its recreation services for youth.

Today’s youth is faced with a range of social 
conditions far beyond what any generation 
has ever encountered. Teenage pregnancy, 

violence, personal safety, drug and alcohol abuse, 
unemployment, overcrowded classrooms and 
the breakdown of family life are all issues they 
must confront daily. For many children, these 
pressures cause them to turn to self-destructive 
or anti-social behavior.

Local government has a responsibility to 
recognize these alarming trends and develop 
strategies to combat them. We need to support 
recreation as a means towards developing positive 
alternatives to anti-social behavior. 

Spotlight On:  Youth Sports

Puck Pals Hockey League
Municipality of Kingston 
(Luzerne County)

In conjunction with the Scranton/Wilkes-Barre 
Penguins Hockey Team, Nike and the National 
Hockey League, both winter and summer hockey 
leagues are held at the Kingston Recreation Center 
for boys and girls ages six to 16. The partnership 
allows this program to be free for all participants.

Make it Convenient
People are busy and time is an increasingly 
important commodity. If it’s not convenient 
for them it just doesn’t happen. Making 
participation in recreation programs as 
convenient as possible is the key to involving 
larger numbers of people. Make it easy to 
sign up. Hold programs at times that are 
convenient for people to participate.
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We need to promote recreation as a model for 
self-esteem development for youth in and out of 
crisis. For too many children – in cities, suburbs 
and rural communities across Pennsylvania – the 
world is a dangerous and unwelcoming place. 
Too many kids are poor, unhealthy and unsafe 
in their homes, their neighborhoods and their 
schools. While many youth are extraordinarily 
resilient, making it through the challenges of 
adolescence without significant setbacks, many 
others struggle unsuccessfully to get jobs, are 
written off as unsalvageable by their schools, 
become pregnant long before they are ready to 
become parents, or risk their health through the 
use of drugs and alcohol.

Many youth make risky choices, test limits 
and make shortsighted judgments. But the 
consequences of these choices are more serious 
now than they have ever been, ranging from 
single parenthood and prolonged poverty to 
death by gunshot. Forty years ago, a teenager 
who dropped out of school generally could 
find a job and look forward to earning enough 
eventually to support a family. Today, a high 
school dropout has only one chance in three of 
even finding a full-time job.

Forty years ago, feuding teenage boys might get 
into a fist fight. Today, in some neighborhoods, 
they shoot each other. The consequences reach 
beyond the victim to a much broader circle 
of young people who are growing up with 
increasing levels of violence.

As the proportion of young people in our 
populations drops, we can’t afford to let them 
be sidetracked from a productive adulthood. In 
1950, 17 people were working to support each 
retired person; in 1990 there were only three 
workers for every retiree. By 2030 the number of 
senior citizens will equal the number of teens and 
young adults. If we allow even a small proportion 
of these young people to reach adulthood 
unhealthy, unskilled or alienated, we will be 
dangerously short of the energy and creativity 
necessary to maintain our standard of living.
In recent decades, powerful changes in the 
economic circumstances of teens and their 
families, in family and community life, in 

social mores and popular culture, and in the 
opportunities available to youth themselves all 
contributed to the grim realities confronting 
many children. Why are children falling behind?  
Figure 19 outlines some of the reasons.

Figure 19
Why Our Children Are Falling Behind

	Economic stress on many families is 
increasing. School age children and 
young adults are more likely to live 
in poor families now than in the late 
1960s.

	Changes in work and family life mean 
parents and children have less time 
together than they used to. Fully 59 
percent of parents say they would like 
more time with their children and cite 
work outside the home as the major 
limitation.

	One in four adolescents is growing up 
in a one-parent family, and more than 

	 one-quarter of these teens live with a 
parent younger than 35. 

	Communities in general are less close-
knit than in past decades. Many inner-
city neighborhoods are dangerous and 
lack supports, services and protection 
for children. Many parents feel 
undercut by broader social messages 
about violence.

	Many parents say they worry that 
television, mass culture and peer 
pressure have too much influence in 
shaping their children’s values and 
aspirations.

	Many parents say that fear of 
violence keeps their children away 
from swimming pools, parks and 
playgrounds, and at times, school.

	Many youth see no hope, no positive 
options and no link between particular 
behavior, such as staying in school and 
future opportunities. This makes it 
hard for them to make good choices.

Source:  National Commission on Children
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Families, neighborhoods and communities have 
a critical role in supporting adolescents in their 
transition to adulthood. Without support from 
public and private sources, families, communities 
and programs don’t have the capacity to make 
sure all children are able to have their needs met. 

To stop wasting the potential of so many of our 
young people, all of us, whether in or outside of 
government, must build on the experience of the 
successful programs that already exist. We must 
provide a comprehensive web of community 
supports, with the family at the center, that 
ensures six key opportunities for all children:  
a first-rate education and strong basic skills; a 
range of nonacademic opportunities for success; 
links to caring adults who provide positive role 

Spotlight On:  Fitness and Wellness

Walk and Talk for a Healthy Life
Bethlehem Township Community Center 
(Northampton County)

Adults get fit, get educated and get connected with 
a walking buddy at this program held indoors on the 
community center walking track in colder months 
and outdoors in the municipal park during warmer 
months. The Lehigh Valley Hospital co-sponsors this 
program which is offered on Tuesday and Thursday 
mornings. Prizes are awarded to participants. 
Approximately 75 people are enrolled at a cost 
of $25 per person.

models and friendship; family life 
education and help with life planning; 
comprehensive health services; and 
economic opportunity that sustains a 
decent standard of living. In addition, 
we must act to stop the terrifying 
violence that is now a part of life for 
youth in many urban neighborhoods.

Recreation’s Role
Children and teens need to feel good 
about themselves. A clear vision of 
a successful and self-sufficient future 
is based on healthy self-esteem. For 
youth who aren’t doing well in school, 

nonacademic avenues for success are crucial. 
To build skills for successful adulthood, young 
people need environments that offer positive peer 
and adult relationships, guidance, structure, high 
expectations and opportunities to try new things. 
This is where recreation programming fits in.

To ensure that every child has nonacademic 
opportunities for success and a connection to 
caring adults, local communities – including local 
governments, churches, community groups and 
nonprofits – should:

	Expand existing recreation programs into 
structured youth programs that meet the 
developmental needs of children.

	

It’s the How, Not the What
We’re in an era of experiences, where 
how we do it is more important 
than what we do. The shift is from 
programs and facilities to experiences 
that provide people with enjoyment 
and satisfaction. Make your 
recreation programs high quality 
experiences that are customized and 
personalized for the people you serve. 
It’s the experience of the participants 
as opposed to the activity that’s 
the priority. It’s not volleyball, it’s 
Sunday night out!
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	 Municipalities should invest resources 
to ensure that youth in low-income 
neighborhoods have the same 
opportunities for participation in quality 
programs as youth in middle- and upper-
income neighborhoods; work to bring 
together multiple programs and activities 
at the same site; recruit and train staff 
and volunteers who understand youth 
development and are able to reach out to 
young people; and make special efforts to 
ensure that program sites are safe for all 
young people.

	Develop youth programs to promote 
children’s understanding of and pride in 
their cultural and religious roots.

	Ensure that every young person has an 
opportunity to participate in carefully 
designed opportunities for community 
service. Community service programs 
should give children meaningful tasks and 
frequent interactions with other youth 
as well as adults, and include regular 
opportunities for participants to reflect 
on and discuss their activities.

	Expand funding for a wide range of 
recreational, cultural and community 
service activities for youth.

	 Initiate and expand mentoring programs 
for children. Programs should include 
careful screening, training and support 
of volunteer mentors, as well as links to 
other services for young people and their 
families as needs are identified.

	Educate the staff and volunteers who 
work with children so that they’re able to 
talk with youth about the critical choices 
they face, including choices about alcohol 
and drug use, violence and too-early and 
unprotected sex.

	 Incorporate violence prevention curricula 
and peer mediation training into work 
with youngsters, to give all young people 
the understanding and skills they need to 
resolve conflicts nonviolently.

Source: Children’s Defense Fund

Grow from Your Success
When you’re ready to expand your program schedule, develop a new recreation program from an 
existing audience or develop a new audience from an existing program. The highest risk area is to 
develop a new program for a new audience.

Existing Participants New Participants
Existing 
Programs

New 
Programs

This is what you have now. 
You have existing programs for 
existing participants.

This is a good way to expand. 
Take an existing program to a new 
audience.

This is a good way to expand. 
Create a new program for your 
existing participants.

This is a risky choice. It’s extremely 
difficult to succeed by creating a new 
program for a new audience. 
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Final Thoughts

Recreation is an aspect of American life rooted in 
the Declaration of Independence. As we work to 
protect life and liberty, we can’t neglect the third 
right which is just as important a part of our 
heritage – the pursuit of happiness.

Recreation programming is an important 
municipal service. It isn’t fun and games; it’s 
serious business. Recreation programming 
provides the balance people need in their 
lives. Many people don’t get satisfaction and 
enrichment from work. They seek identity, 
self-esteem, personal growth and fulfillment in 
their leisure hours. Recreation experiences are 
essential for the healthy development of our 
children. Neighbors meet neighbors at recreation 
programs. Recreation programming gets citizens 
involved in community life. It gets people off 
the couch, helping them be more physically 
active and healthy. It can be the catalyst that 
brings residents out to visit your parks for the 
first time. It positively impacts your community 
as a whole by improving your local economy, 
encouraging preservation and conservation of 
the environment and building community pride.

Recreation is a necessity, not a luxury. It should 
be supported by public funds in order that all 
citizens may participate in quality recreation 
experiences regardless of income or ability.

Good recreation programming doesn’t just 
happen. It is made to happen through hard 
work. The planning process begins months 
before the first participant ever arrives. Strong 
leadership is necessary during the activity itself 
and then, careful evaluation makes the program 
better the next time it’s offered.

Your recreation department will be most 
effective when it stays closely in touch 
with all of the recreation providers in your 
community. Recreation is a field in which 
a municipal department shouldn’t operate 
independently. Municipal recreation programs 
will be more successful when the programs of 
all community agencies and groups that deal 
with the recreation interests of your citizens 
are interwoven with those of your public 
recreation department in a unified way.

Recreation programming is the most people-
oriented service your municipality provides. 
Public support and program success are 
highest when citizens are involved in the 
planning and decision-making process. Find 
out what recreation programs your citizens 
would like you to offer. Then, in the words 
of the old Nike ad, just do it. Go for it and 
let your program successes energize you to 
do more. Don’t be afraid to take risks. Be 
creative and innovative. Make your programs 
dynamic. You’ll be helping your residents 
make special memories that will last a lifetime.
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