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Our health is affected by many 
factors outside our control. 

The systems and conditions around us — including 
housing and transportation, racism, isolation, 
poverty, as well as our access to education, green 
space, employment, and healthy foods — all 
shape our opportunities to be healthy.1 

These societal, political, and economic 
determinants are why effective public health 
planning requires focusing on policy, systems, 
and environment (PSE) changes that expand 
opportunities for all people to be healthy.2 The 
Public Health Law Center partnered with the 
Minnesota Department of Health’s Statewide 
Health Improvement Partnership (SHIP) to create 
this resource on PSE in park planning.

PSE in Park Planning

EQUITABLE PARK ACCESS 
FOR COMMUNITY HEALTH

Community‑driven solutions 
to expand opportunities for 
active living, healthy eating, & 
commercial tobacco-free living.
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Policy, Systems, and Environment (PSE) definitions3

	z Policy: laws, ordinances, resolutions, mandates, regulations, organizational guidelines, 
rules, or practices. They are:

	| in writing;

	| expected to be followed by people and organizations;

	| enforceable beyond relying on social and cultural norms.

	z Systems: processes, procedures, relationships, and power structures in a community or 
organization; the way organizations and communities operate or do their work.

	z Environmental: settings and spaces within which organizations operate, and within which 
people live, work, study, play, and pray.

	| Tangible (physical structures, “the built environment”).

	| Intangible (having cultural, social, or economic dynamics).

PSE Examples in Park Planning

	z Policy change: policy dedicates space in parks for community gardening with the goal of 
supporting healthy food access and active movement through gardening.

	z Systems change: park service operations are expanded to include adaptive fitness use for 
people living with disabilities, such as programs that expand opportunities for adaptive 
water access, equipment, and sports.

	z Environmental change: bike lanes and sidewalks added to facilitate access to and connect 
parks and green spaces to encourage active transportation throughout the park network.

PSE is impactful change that expands and ensures our opportunities to be healthy. Policy can 
provide a foundation for change. Systems and environmental changes can build from that 
foundation and are often necessary for operationalizing and implementing policy changes. But 
PSE change can also start with systems or environmental changes, which then lead to policy 
change. It is a reiterative process. For example, a park could decide to install bilingual Spanish 
and English signs to help people find their way to and within the park. The bilingual wayfinding 
system change could lead to a policy that all park materials and information should be in both 
Spanish and English.
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PSE in Action

Policy

City of Aitkin: Park Master Plan

The Healthy Northland Aitkin County’s SHIP coordinator actively supported Aitkin’s park 
master plan development.4 The SHIP coordinator facilitated funding streams, coordinated the 
park planning team, and provided technical assistance to support improved access to parks, 
trails, and greenways, including opportunities for physical activity, through the master plan. 
By planning for connection, greenway access, and physical activity, the master plan laid the 
groundwork for policy change that can also lead to systems and environmental changes.

System

Hennepin County and the Three Rivers Park District: Making Parks More Accessible 
to People Across Cultures

The Three Rivers Park District, in collaboration with Hennepin County SHIP Staff, has made several 
intentional systems changes since 2018 to make its parks more appealing and inclusive to people 
of different cultural and social backgrounds. For example, its staff include Community and Cultural 
Liaisons, whose jobs are focused on increasing participation of Black, Brown, and Indigenous 
people, people with low-income, and people with disabilities, in park activities and planning.5 The 
Three Rivers Park District 2040 System Plan further states that going forward there needs to be a 
focus on removing “long-standing barriers to outdoor recreation and access to nature.”6 With the 
use of SHIP funds, and specifically elevating community voices in the 2040 Systems Plan, Hennepin 
County and Three Rivers Park District have been planning, implementing, and promoting culturally 
diverse physical-activity events for communities that are often underrepresented including 
West African, Indigenous, Somali, Latino, Hmong, African American communities, and seniors.7

Environment

Brainerd-Crow Wing County: Trails and Wayfinding

In collaboration with the Lakes Area United Way, the Brainerd Kiwanis Club and the City of 
Brainerd Parks and Recreation Department installed a Born Learning Trail in Kiwanis Park. The 
Born Learning Trail is a series of ten bilingual signs containing interactive educational activities 
that encourage engagement between young children and their families as they navigate the 
park. The guided learning activities create quality opportunities for recreation, education, 
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exploration, critical thinking and physical gross motor skill development.8 Bilingual wayfinding 
activity signs reflect a systems change decision to encourage learning while doing physical 
activity in the park, and to support participation by people who speak Spanish as their first 
language. This example shows how environmental changes (the creation of the trail and the 
placement of the signs) were necessary to implement the systems changes.

This resource was prepared by the Public Health Law Center (PHLC) with support from the Minnesota Department of 
Health’s Statewide Health Improvement Partnership. PHLC provides educational information and technical assistance 
on issues related to chronic disease prevention policy and health equity. PHLC does not lobby, nor does it provide 
legal representation or advice. This information is for educational purposes only. Thank you to the following for their 
review and insights on PSE in action:  Liliana M. Tobon Gomez, MD, MPH, Principal Health Promotion Specialist, 
Hennepin County Human Services and Public Health Department; Tracy Wallin, Marketing Coordinator, Lakes Area 
United Way; and Hannah Colby, RD, LD, CLS, Aitkin Co. Public Health Educator & SHIP Coordinator.
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