Bringing America together through
stronger public spaces
Nearly every trend line shows the U.S. is in the grips of increased economic
segregation, social isolation and economic inequality.
Americans are more segregated by income than ever before.1 Research
shows that both income and racial segregation have a negative effect on
children’s income as adults.2 By becoming increasingly segregated by
income, we are moving away from opportunity.
This at a time when health researchers are pointing to the direct link between
social isolation and physical and mental illness, even premature death.3
While the trends of economic and demographic segregation pull us apart, the
opportunity to bring America together is right in front of us in civic assets—our
parks, trails, libraries and community centers. These places have suffered from
long-term underinvestment, meaning communities cannot deliver on the full
potential of these shared public places.

We’ve designed our
communities in ways
that make opting-out
of community life
easier than opting-in.

Americans spend less time
with their neighbors.4

“In Akron, we have prioritized
our public spaces because the
investments we make in them
have a protective function in our
neighborhoods. These places are
not just where people gather, but
are central to our social, economic
and environmental policy goals.”
- Mayor Dan Horrigan
CITY OF AKRON

We rarely encounter people
of different backgrounds.4

Public space improves health
and happiness
Americans report greater happiness in states that invest in public spaces like parks
and libraries—and this happiness is shared by everyone in a community, not just those
who visit the park or library.5 People living in communities with more public green
space have less mental distress, less anxiety and depression and greater wellbeing.6
Access to green space could even reduce the incidence of psychiatric disorders.
Green spaces are also associated with greater trust of strangers and can help promote
social connections and mitigate social isolation.7 In fact, lower income communities
with high levels of green space have mortality rates similar to those of higher income
communities.8
And you don’t need access to undeveloped wilderness to get these benefits—even a
transformed vacant lot will do.9

We trust each other less.4

Public space is good business
High quality public space is in high demand because it provides significant economic benefits to communities. Eighty-five
percent of U.S. residents identify proximity to high quality parks, recreation centers or public space as an important factor
in their decision of where to live,10 yet 38 percent of Americans say their community lacks convenient outdoor spaces.11
The link between public space and a good economy is also clear: numerous studies have shown that when a property
is adjacent to a park or open space, its value is significantly increased by up to 40 percent. Real estate developers are
finding that open space can differentiate a development and provide them with a competitive advantage. Seventy-nine
percent of surveyed investors believe that open space can act as a “crucial catalyst for economic development.” 12

Public space is critical infrastructure
Infrastructure is not just roads and bridges, our civic assets are the necessary social
infrastructure for our communities. When social infrastructure, like our shared
public spaces, is robust, people form strong networks that support longer life
expectancy and more resilient communities. But when this social infrastructure
is neglected, neighborly interaction is discouraged, and people hunker down to
disastrous ends, especially during natural disasters.13
Virtually all local government officials (99 percent) agree that their local
communities benefit from local parks.14 Seventy-three percent of Americans say
libraries contribute to promoting a sense of connection among different groups in
their local community.15

“For decades, we’ve neglected the
shared spaces that shape our
interactions. The consequences
of that neglect may be less visible
than crumbling bridges and
ports, but they’re no less dire.”
– Eric Klinenberg
RESEARCHER, NEW YORK UNIVERSITY

Our parks, libraries, trails and community centers are more than places—
they are vital civic infrastructure. Join us to reinvest in them to bring
communities and the country together.
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Reimagining the Civic Commons
A groundbreaking cross-sector group of civic and philanthropic leaders have come together in five U.S. cities to revitalize
and connect parks, trails, libraries and other public spaces to advance engagement, equity, environmental sustainability and
economic development. Through strategic investments in civic assets we are connecting people of all backgrounds, cultivating
trust and countering the trends of social and economic fragmentation in communities across America.
Find out how at www.civiccommons.us

Contact: Bridget Marquis, Director, Civic Commons Learning Network, bmarquis@u3advisors.com

