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Abstract 

Outdoor activities in urban public park environments play critical roles in reducing stress 
levels or at least mental fatigue, of the urban dwellers. Although the importance of planning 
and designing of urban parks that possess the right and appropriate outdoor activities are well 
acknowledged, they receive inadequate attention from researchers. Cognizance of the above 
offset, this paper intends to enrich the current debate and criteria or factors of outdoor activities 
from the users’ perspectives. To do that, this paper employs Kuala Lumpur inhabitants as a 
case study and respondents. An investigation is made to identify the preferences of outdoor 
activities by stressed individuals. The quantitative approach through a web-based 
questionnaire was employed in this study. A pilot study that involves a total of 62 respondents 
of the Kuala Lumpur population was used as a basis of the investigation. As an exploratory 
study, at least at this stage, the data have been analyzed using the descriptive statistics or to 
be specific via mean analysis. It was observed that the level of preferred outdoor activities 
positively relates to individual stress levels. This paper provides fresh and novel insights into 
the factors that need to be taken by landscape architects, planners, urban parks managers, 
architects, and alike in planning and designing the functional urban parks. 

 

Keywords: level of stress; preference; outdoor activities; urban public park; park design 

 

 
1.0 INTRODUCTION   

 
Stress has received much attention and specifically has appeared in a chapter on Mental 

and Behavioral Disorders in the Eleventh Revision of International Classification of Diseases 
(ICD-11) (WHO, 2020). Stress is related to mental health and becomes an important 
component in people's health and well being. Although stress is not considered as a disease, it 
has been considered a risk factor for the development of diseases such as coronary heart 
disease, type II diabetes, and depression (Memari et al., 2017). Stress can be triggered in 
urban dwellers which results from the land use changes of farmland, grasslands, forests, and 
other types of green spaces into newly urbanized areas. As a result, urban life-related 
diseases such as mental stress have inevitably developed due to less green space provision 
(Gao et al., 2019). In addition, urban densification which is caused by the rising number of 
people moving into cities has led to the decreasing of outdoor environments available for 
physical activity and mental restoration (Peschardt & Stigsdotter, 2013). 

Therefore, relevant stress studies in several fields ranging from medicine to environmental 
psychology to landscape architecture have highlighted the importance of outdoor activities for 
stressed people. Restorative environment theories such as Attention Restoration Theory (ART) 
by Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) and Stress Restoration Theory (SRT) by Ulrich (1983) attempt to 
explain the linkage between outdoor activities and stress levels. Both try to utilize 
environmental psychology disciplines as their framework of investigation. Both theories assert 
that the natural environment is indeed a fertile ground for eliminating stress, mental fatigue, 
and emotional deficiencies. 
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Relating to urban parks, green space is another essential part of the natural environment 

setting as it indirectly performs as a barrier between health and an illness-inducing lifestyle. 
Green space plays a significant role in reducing stress in urban areas whereby it provides a 
unique setting for daily activities, enjoyment of nature and social engagement (Arifwidodo & 
Chandrasiri, 2020) for urban dwellers. It has been observed that some types of activities can 
substantially reduce stress (Gao et al., 2019).  

Some of the pioneering work in leisure and recreational activities has defined the types of 
certain outdoor recreational activities (e.g., Tinsley and Johnson, 1984; Anambutr, 1989). 
Similar work has also been pursued by others (e.g. Jansen and von Sadovszky, 2004; Nilsson 
et al., 2006; King et al., 2007) in which different activities are performed by children and adults. 
These include taking advantage of all the little opportunities for adults to be active, using the 
stairs and doing routine tasks, home repairs and gardening, as well as more traditional leisure 
activities such as longer walks, cycling and swimming (WHO, 2006). 

The influential work of the outdoor activities gave rise to a renewed interest in 
environmental psychology where certain activities connect to the restorative experience such 
as mental fatigue for AIDS caregivers (Canin, 1991) and women with cancer (Cimprich, 1990). 
Both studies found nature activity types are more restorative than other activities. Engaging in 
outdoor activities in urban public parks is a promising way to meet current physical activity 
requirements, because urban public parks are common features of the community that offer 
opportunities for physical activities (Karlsson & Grahn, 2011). 

In more recent years, walking activities in nature have shown some effects on stress 
release (Gidlow et al., 2016). It is also proven that outdoor walking is perceived to give more 
mental restoration than walking indoors in a study by Bailey et al., (2018). In addition, it was 
reported that walking in a natural environment has significantly better restorative effects than 
walking in urban surroundings (Hartig et al.,1991, 2003). Instead of walking, running also 
induces the relaxation of mind and increase in alpha brain waves as studied by Schneider et 
al. (2009). Harte and Eifert (1995) examined the health benefits of outdoor physical activities 
versus indoor settings and found that running in a campus reduces negative emotions instead 
of running on a lab treadmill. Apart from that, experiencing restorative effects from nature and 
pursuing various activities in the natural environment such as observing nature, walking in the 
natural environment, hiking, gathering berries and chestnuts, gardening, fishing and hunting, 
and working in the forest have positive correlation with the wellbeing of Estonians (Raudsepp, 
2005).  

Consistent with that, a study by Hansmann et al. (2007) pursued the investigation of 
activities from different stress levels. They present the results in which the length of visit, and 
sport activities such as jogging, cycling, and playing ball give the positive effects on restoration 
and stress release. Sport activities show significantly greater improvements than those 
engaged in less strenuous activities for example walking or relaxation.  Similar work has also 
been pursued by Stigsdotter et al., (2010) when individual reports of stress state that the 
motivation for them visiting urban parks is for mental restoration such as reducing stress, 
relaxation, achieving peace and quiet without noise. The work of Karlsson & Grahn, (2011) 
extends the idea of Stigsdotter et al.’s, (2010) findings where they found that the most 
preferred activity type among the most stressed informants was ‘rest activities’ followed by 
‘animal activities’ and ‘walking activities’.   

Notably, the research has different drawbacks of results on the activities performed for 
restoration and stress relief. This might be due to the impact of gender, age, culture or 
ethnicity, interests or expertise (Berto, 2014), expected restoration benefits (Herzog et al., 
2003; Staats et al., 2003), and general preference (Purcell et al., 2001) from different 
individuals.  

This research is inspired by similar work from previous studies. Although some progress 
has been made in the activity type for people’s health, further research is needed in various 
types of outdoor activities that are associated with different levels of stress. This present study 
compares the variety of activities from previous research. The objectives of this study is (1) to 
assess the stress level and preference activities by urban dwellers; and (2) to analyze the most 
preferable activities by stressed people in urban parks. Thus, the result of this study is to offer 
research that can be used as the grounds for guidance and empiricism to improve the work of 
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local administrators and urban planners so that their planning and design of urban activity 
areas are relevant to the preferences and demands of stressed individuals.    

 
 

3.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 
A quantitative survey was conducted in this study in the form of a web-based 

questionnaire and blasted using social media platforms and snowballing techniques. The data 
of this study was obtained from Kuala Lumpur citizens including personal profile (gender, age, 
socio-economic status), preference of outdoor activities in urban parks, and their health status. 
This study only uses the answers from adults (18 years and above) among Kuala Lumpur’s 
citizens. In the course of this study there is a pilot study where data was collected within one 
month starting from 1st July to the 31st of July 2020. A total of 62 (N) respondents took the 
survey. The distribution by gender was: 21% male, 71% female where 96.8% are Malays, 1.6 
% Indians, and 1.6 % others.  

The questionnaire consists of four parts. The first part asks about the respondent’s profile 
data such as gender, age, and socio-economic status. The second part focuses on self-rating 
the respondent’s health status. DASS 42 with Malay language translation by Ramli et al., 
(2012) was used in this study to obtain the health status of the respondents. DASS 42 was 
divided into three-dimensions: depression, anxiety, and stress scale. Each of the dimensions 
was divided into five group levels: normal, mild, moderate, severe, and extreme. The answers 
are listed on a 4-scale number:  0 = did not apply to me; 1=apply to me to some degree; 2 = 
apply to me to a considerable degree; 4 = apply to me most of the time. For this study, the 
discussion will focus only on the stress dimension. In the third part, the respondent was given 
a multiple-choice answer questionnaire to outdoor activities they prefer to do in urban parks. A 
list of 20 outdoor activities was prepared by referring to previous research (e.g. Sreetheran, 
(2017); Zainol & Au-Yong, (2016); Karlsson & Grahn, (2011); Grahn & Stigsdotter, (2010)). 
The fourth part is the preference for park characteristics in urban parks. However, the fourth 
part will not be discussed in this study. The statistical analyses were conducted using the 
statistical software package IBM SPSS 23. 

 
 

4.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1 Types of Outdoor Activities People Reporting Stress Prefer 

 
From the questionnaire, the informants choose which outdoor activities they preferred in a 

multiple-choice answer questionnaire. The list of outdoor activities consisted of 20 different 
activities collected by qualitative method from previous research. From the five groups of 
stress levels, eleven percent of the respondent belongs to groups number four and five, which 
are the groups with severe and extremely stressful levels (Stress level >26).  

To discover which of the outdoor activities that stressed people prefer when they visit the 
urban parks, a mean analysis was conducted only for the group with the highest stress level. 
Table 1 shows that people in severe stress levels (n=3) have the preference for enjoying the 
fresh air, rest, and relaxation activities. Meanwhile, for people with extreme stress levels (refer 
to Table 2), they enjoy nature, peace, fresh air, rest and relaxation, and stress-releasing 
activities are the most preferred. Referring to this result, the activities preferred by stressed 
people are not particularly physically demanding. Even though the respondents in this study 
did not seem too many, the result was in line with the study by Stigsdotter et al., (2010) 
regarding individuals who reported stress visited the green spaces to reduce stress and for 
relaxation, achieving peace and quiet without noise. The most recent study by Gao et al., 
(2019), found that the most stressed people were more likely to do quiet activities. Quiet 
activities do not mean absolute silence but can be achieved with birdsong or natural sound 
elements. Birdsongs also give the perceived stress recovery for stressed people in a study by 
Ratcliffe et al., (2013). 

 It is also found in Table 1 and Table 2 that activities related to social demands such as 
meeting up with people, socializing with others or family, playing remote-controlled toys, 
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cycling, enjoying sports, and exercising to stay healthy were found to be the least preferred by 
those people who experience stress. This finding is expected since gathering activities should 
be avoided for people who are experiencing stress as stated in Karlsson & Grahn, (2011). This 
argument is also consistent with recent findings from Hadavi et al., (2015) where rest and 
restoration activities are needed in the places where people want to be alone. 

 
 

Table 1: Mean analysis of preference regarding activity types, standard deviation and 
the preference ranking (n=3) for groups with severe stress  

Activity type N Mean Std Dev Rank 

Enjoy fresh air 3 .750 .5000 1 
Enjoy the peace 3 .750 .5000 2 
rest and relaxation 3 .750 .5000 3 
Photography 2 .750 .5000 4 
sound of birds 2 .750 .5000 5 
Enjoy nature 2 .500 .5774 6 
Enjoy the sun 2 .500 .5774 7 
release stress 2 .500 .5774 8 
Watch others 1 .500 .5774 9 
Picnic 1 .500 .5774 10 
Accompany children at the playground 1 .250 .5000 11 
exercising facilities 1 .250 .5000 12 
Jogging and brisk walking 1 .250 .5000 13 
Meet up with people .0 .000 .0000 14 
Socialize with others .0 .000 .0000 15 
Socialize with family .0 .000 .0000 16 

Play remote controlled .0 .000 .0000 17 
Cycling .0 .000 .0000 18 
Enjoy sports .0 .000 .0000 19 
Exercise to stay healthy .0 .000 .0000 20 

 

Table 2:  Mean analysis of preference regarding activity types, standard deviation and 
the preference ranking (n=4) for groups with extremely stress  

Activity type N Mean Std Dev Rank 

Enjoy nature 3 .750 .5000 1 
Enjoy fresh air 3 .750 .5000 2 

Enjoy the peace 3 .750 .5000 3 
rest and relaxation 3 .750 .5000 4 
release stress 3 .750 .5000 5 
Accompany children at the playground 2 .500 .5774 6 

Jogging and brisk walking 2 .500 .5774 7 

Exercise to stay healthy 2 .500 .5774 8 
sound of birds 2 .500 .5774 9 
Enjoy the sun 2 .500 .5774 10 
Photography 1 .250 .5000 11 
Watch others 1 .250 .5000 12 
Socialize with others 1 .250 .5000 13 

Meet up with people 0 .000 .0000 14 

Picnic 0 .000 .0000 15 
Socialize with family 0 .000 .0000 16 
exercising facilities 0 .000 .0000 17 

Play remote controlled 0 .000 .0000 18 
Cycling 0 .000 .0000 19 
Enjoy sports 0 .000 .0000 20 

 
 

5.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 
The findings from this study provide some indicators on how to plan and design urban 

green spaces to meet the needs and preferences of stressed people. The findings from this 
study reported that individuals with high levels of stress want to do relaxation and rest 
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activities, enjoying natural fresh air, and peace. If the objective of society is to promote the 
health and wellbeing of its citizens through increasing the use of the urban parks by enhancing 
their characteristics and qualities, it is probably a good way to achieve this objective. This 
suggests that urban green spaces need to be seen as public health promotion resources, 
particularly with a view to reducing socio-economic inequalities, which usually have a strong 
impact on health (Mitchell and Popham, 2008). As a consequence, there may be a need to 
analyze and partially redesign green open spaces in relation to today's urban context and the 
needs, preferences, and health problems of modern citizens.  One method of doing this could 
be to provide the park design with space for outdoor activities. Within the field of landscape 
planning and human behavior, both scientists and practitioners will benefit from this study. 
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