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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has negatively impacted the mental health of millions of Americans, with communities of color, 
low-income communities, and women experiencing the greatest hardships of the pandemic. Additional stress has been 
added due to concern for personal and familial health, unequal access to healthcare, increased financial hardship, and 
unprecedented uncertainty for daily life. Natural spaces have been proven to deliver positive mental health benefits, 
including reducing feelings of depression and anxiety. Because access to these benefits is inequitable, the authors rec
ommend replicating existing successful programs and movements for guidance in eliminating barriers. Programs such 
as Yosemite National Park’s bus system reduce structural barriers, and initiatives such as Check Out Washington, both 
discussed below, reduce financial barriers. In addition, reforming law enforcement operations within natural spaces will 
increase the perceived safety and comfort of people of color in these areas. The proposed recommendations serve as calls 
to action to improve access natural spaces so that all people may benefit from them.

  PSF
PARKS STEWARDSHIP FORUM

Mental health benefits of natural spaces  
and barriers to access in the age of COVID-19

PAPERS FROM THE 2021 GEORGE WRIGHT SOCIETY STUDENT SUMMIT
SOCIOENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

Introduction
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the need to social dis
tance forced many facets of our world inside, in droves, 
for the first time since the Spanish Flu pandemic of 
1918–1920. During the opening weeks and months of 
COVID-19, when little was known about the virology 
and spread of SARS-CoV-2, managers of natural spaces 
were conflicted in responding to a significant uptick 
in visitation and use of public and private parks. At a 
time when parks, which support social distancing by 
design, were needed most, many were forced to restrict 
access during a year of social upheaval, exacerbated 
public health crises, and economic stressors. The role 
that parks can play in promoting and sustaining mental 
health and wellness for our communities is profound, 
but disproportionate. This article aims to outline several 
impacts of the inconsistent availability of parks during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and their relevancy in supporting 
access and equity to public spaces for mental health. 

Mental health challenges of COVID-19
The global pandemic has intensified mental health issues 
such as chronic depression and anxiety in countries 
around the world. People of all ages, from children to 
adults, are experiencing mental stress and physical 
health problems. In the United States, young adults in 
particular are experiencing behavioral repercussions as 
a result of vulnerable socioeconomic and demographic 
conditions. According to one study, stress and depressive 
symptoms increase in people who are already dealing 
with these problems (Holman et al. 2020). People’s 
lives are becoming more complicated as a result of their 
psychological distress. 

As an example, a research study was conducted on 
undergraduate students in New Jersey to see how much 
difficulty they were having throughout the time of the 
Covid-19 pandemic (Kecojevic et al. 2020). According 
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to results of the study, focusing on academic work has 
become more challenging and students who lost their 
part-time work experienced significant emotional stress. 
Reportedly females are experiencing more stress due to 
difficulties in obtaining medicinal and household supplies 
(Kecojevic et al. 2020). Due to the rapid proliferation of 
the COVID-19 virus among workers and young adults, 
higher education institutions across the country have 
quickly transitioned from in-person to e-learning. Many 
students had difficulty adapting to the online learning 
platform, leading to increased anxiety.
 
More broadly, in the United States, an analysis of Census 
Bureau data found that 42.4% of adults as a whole 
reported symptoms of anxiety or depressive disorder 
the during Covid-19 pandemic. When broken down by 
race/ethnicity, the three groups reporting higher-than-
average symptoms were Hispanics, Blacks, and other 
Non-Hispanics (that is, people of other races and multiple 
races), while the two groups with lower than average 
symptoms were whites and Asians (Figure 1). Due to a 
lack of financial resources and insufficient facilities, Black 
and Hispanic individuals rarely receive essential primary 
mental healthcare treatment compared to the overall 
population (Panchal et al. 2021). 

A ready-made solution—but with complications
One solution is already in place in most—but importantly, 
not all—communities: public green spaces. People 
from all demographics participate in outdoor activities, 
which can include the use of neighborhood parkettes, 
playgrounds, schoolyards, sports fields, and natural areas. 
The physical and mental health benefits provided by 
public green (and blue) spaces are actively studied by 
researchers (e.g., Wood et al. 2017, Liu et al. 2021; Reuben 
and Himschoot 2021) and have been exploited extensively 
by the general public in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic. With limited social contact and disruption of 
habitual daily activities, people have flocked to parks in 
an attempt to safely venture from their homes. In North 
America, it has become commonplace for parking lots at 
green spaces to be overflowing with vehicles with lines of 
masked individuals marching the trails.

Ironically, all this collided with government-issued stay-
at-home orders early in the pandemic. The subsequent 
social isolation resulting from COVID-19 have brought 
mental health and access to public green spaces to the 
forefront of social discussion. As governments shut 
down campsites and playgrounds, residents sought out 
new opportunities for outdoor activity, as if there is a 
compulsion to get outside. During the early months of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, governments placed restrictions 
on people’s movement throughout the country, including 
their ability to access green spaces. Other barriers have 
emerged as the result of the need for social distancing, 
including bans on public transport and visits to local 
parks. Governments has also instituted visiting hour 
restrictions in some parks. According to a survey, the 
Hyak Sno Park in western Washington tends to close 
earlier than usual during the Covid-19 lockdown (Figure 
2). Transportation options, like shuttle buses, reduced 
availability due to concerns with the pandemic (Scruggs 
2021). Any public gathering was potentially unsafe for 
citizens, so the parks that did remain open were required 
to take extra precautions to ensure that people can enjoy 
spaces safely.

Another complication, which applies even in the absence of 
a widespread public health crisis, are structural inequities 
in access to green spaces. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
brought to light the interconnected health problems of 
the Black and Latino communities (Hughes 2020). An 
absence of sufficient open spaces means people living 
in densely populated cities experience greater hardship 
due to lack of physical activity. Since African Americans 
are less likely to have access to health insurance, their 
physical condition is influenced due to social inequality. 
Due to disproportionate health factors, these groups 
have disproportionately high rates of COVID-19 deaths. 
COVID-19 outbreaks affect Black Americans at a rate of 
2.1 times higher than whites. Latinos are 1.1 times more at 
risk of death (Hughes 2020). According to federal officials, 
higher death rates occur due to a shortage of access to 
treatment, poor infrastructure within, neighborhoods 
and widespread economic inequality. According to 
city planners, the lack of park access creates long term 
economic disparities around the nation (Hughes 2020). 
Researchers agree that there is a connection to the rise in 
the infection rates of Coronavirus in the Black and Latino 
communities due to the lack of access to outdoor spaces.

FIGURE 1. Share of adults reporting symptoms of anxiety and/or depressive disorder 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, by race/ethnicity. Source: KFF analysis of the US 
Census Bureau Household Pulse Survey, 2020 (published in Panchal 2021). Notes: 
* indicates a statistically significant difference relative to Non-Hispanic white adults 
at the p<0.05 level. These adults (ages 18+) report symptoms of anxiety and/or 
depressive disorder generally occurring more than half the days or nearly every day. 
“Other Non-Hispanic” includes people of other races and multiple races. Data shown 
are for December 9–21, 2020.
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residents (Wood et al. 2017, Liu et al. 2021; Reuben and 
Himschoot 2021). The type of park, whether it be a 
natural area, recreational area, or sports field, does not 
change the positive health impacts (Wood et al. 2017). 
Blue spaces (e.g. wetlands, rivers, etc.) have similar 
effects, with residents exhibiting fewer depressive 
symptoms, feeling greater satisfaction with their lives, 
and experiencing lower anxiety (Liu et al. 2021).

The positive mental health benefits of public green spaces 
can impact different groups of people to varying degrees. 
Individuals such as women, low-income people, and 
those with less education have been shown to experience 
greater positive mental health effects from nearby 
green and blue spaces (Liu et al. 2021). As noted earlier, 
underprivileged groups may live in communities with 
limited access to green spaces and face additional barriers 
that limit their use of public parks. Ensuring equal access 
and a feeling of safety for all demographics will allow 
every individual the opportunity to improve their mental 
health. 

Examples of solutions
Despite the many barriers to accessing the mental health 

A third issue is that safety remains another key barrier to 
accessing natural spaces, particularly for people of color, 
who may feel threatened by overly rigid and culturally 
insensitive law enforcement within parks (Hicks 2020). 
Some park rangers are members of law enforcement in 
United States national and state parks, but alternative 
solutions exist, such as dedicated environmental edu
cators, social workers, and guest service liaisons. If law 
enforcement is not abolished within natural spaces, then 
the training of these officers must improve to include 
extensive de-escalation training, education on the racist 
origins of policing and many protected lands, cultural 
competency training, and increased engagement with 
diverse communities. 

In light of these interdependent problems, the require
ment to plan for public parks within newly developed 
communities needs to be extended to existing communi
ties that lack them. In planning new or expanded green 
spaces, accessibility, proximity, size, and community 
support are all important attributes impacting their 
positive mental health effects. A greater number of parks 
or greater area of green space within a neighborhood 
means more optimistic, confident, happy, and energetic 

FIGURE 2. The road along the Gold Creek Sno-Park and Gold Creek Pond access area is completely packed with cars for miles on January 30, 2021. 
BETTINA HANSEN / THE SEATTLE TIMES
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have to be extensively reformed to account for its racist 
origins, including retraining of officers in de-escalation, 
cultural competency, and increased engagement with 
diverse communities.

Conclusion 
The COVID-19 pandemic has placed additional stress 
on the lives of people throughout the globe through 
increased financial hardship, inequitable distribution of 
resources, and personal health concerns. Natural spaces 
have been shown to have a positive impact on mental 
health and can alleviate some of the increased depression 
and anxiety people have been experiencing. Access to 
these spaces has been disproportionately available to 
White and wealthy communities though, and therefore 
action must be taken to equalize the opportunities. It 
is recommended that costs to access these spaces be 
reduced through pass sharing initiatives, increasing public 
transportation to natural spaces and reducing the need 
for a car, and removing safety barriers for communities of 
color by removing police presence from these beneficial 
areas. With these recommendations, more communities 
may be able to access natural spaces and enjoy their 
proven benefit to mental health during the stressful times 
of the Coronavirus pandemic.
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