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A Comparison of Two Data Sets Used to Measure 
Expenditure Trends for Local Public Park and 
Recreation Services
Suiwen (Sharon) Zoua, John L. Cromptonb

Executive Summary

Six studies published between 1978 and 2017 used data from the Census Bureau’s 
annual publication, Government Finances, to identify trends in local park and rec-
reation expenditures. This paper evaluates the validity of the Government Finances 
data and conclusions of analyses drawn from it by comparing annual data on park 
and recreation expenditures collected annually by the Trust for Public Land (TPL) 
from 2008 through 2017 from the same agencies in the same years published in the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s Government Finances.

Results revealed several key discrepancies between the datasets. First, the 
Government Finances average total, operating, and capital expenditures for the 
100 cities were substantially higher than those reported by TPL. Second, the TPL 
data showed a gradual and incremental decrease in total expenditures over the de-
cade, whereas the Government Finances data showed a substantial increase in total 
spending, especially after 2012. Third, the declines in the TPL data in total and 
operational spending from 2008 to 2009, which marked the onset of the Great Re-
cession were 11.31% and 17.69%, respectively, whereas the Government Finances 
data showed increases of 1.05% and 5.96%, respectively. Fourth, the Government 
Finances data showed increases from 2008 to 2016 of 22% in total spending and 6% 
in operational spending, suggesting park and recreation agencies had fully recov-
ered from the Great Recession, but the TPL data showed declines of 20% and 16% 
in those expenditures, respectively. Fifth, averages masked substantial variations 
among cities, as there were dramatic differences in expenditures in the two data 
sets for many individual municipalities. 

Our analyses confirmed that concerns relating to the Government Finances 
dataset were legitimate. Applying those data to monitor trends in expenditures of 
“mainline” park and recreation agencies is inappropriate and is likely to mislead 
rather than inform. For the Government Finances data to have utility, the Census 
Bureau should divide them into “core” and “non-core” services. If that is not done, 
then we recommend that state associations use the TPL definitions and question-
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naire to collect primary information about park and recreation expenditures ei-
ther annually or biennially to improve monitoring accuracy and inform policy and 
decision-making.  

Keywords

Local government, public park and recreation, expenditures, convergent validity, 
Government Finances, Trust for Public Land

Introduction
Municipal park and recreation agencies across the United States are consistently 

faced with budgetary challenges and funding shortfalls (Pitas et al., 2017). On aver-
age, local governments receive 74% of their general fund income from property taxes, 
and much of the remainder from sales taxes (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016; The Institute 
on Taxation & Economic Policy, 2013). As a result, park and recreation agencies are 
particularly susceptible to economic downturns (Pitas et al., 2017). For example, tax-
related funding sources have been radically reduced by the massive economic disrup-
tion caused by the coronavirus pandemic in 2020. These changes have resulted in park 
closures, program cancellations, employee layoffs and furloughs, and significant stress 
on park staff and resources (NRPA, 2020). Other unforeseen forces, such as social and 
demographic changes, that impact fiscal environments are likely to produce similar 
challenges, underscoring the need for proactive and strategic decision-making with 
respect to public park and recreation finances.

In this environment, park and recreation managers and local elected officials are 
likely to seek an accurate source of reference against which they can benchmark the 
impacts of their park and recreation department. Longitudinal trends in the expendi-
tures of a substantive sample of large park and recreation departments provide context 
and perspective related to park and recreation funding. Tracking these trends can help 
managers evaluate the extent to which a negative downturn in the economy is likely 
to be an enduring phenomenon, and they can be used to anticipate future impacts on 
parks by extrapolation or the use of econometric algorithms. 

Trends provide “industry norms” that can be used both to inform budget deci-
sions and priorities and to leverage advocacy efforts. Historically, trends in park and 
recreation spending data have been tracked based on data published by the U.S. Census 
Bureau in their annual Government Finances report (Crompton & Kaczynski, 2003; 
McCarville & Crompton, 1988; Pitas, Barrett & Mowen, 2017). The utility of these data 
was articulated by Crompton and McGregor (1994): “To provide a baseline against 
which local agencies can measure their expenditures and assess whether or not they 
are underfunded compared to those of other agencies in their state or the United States 
as a whole” (p. 36).

Trend data may offer insights into the status of a park and recreation department 
relative to other local government services by comparing how parks are prioritized 
across cities. They enable agencies to identify whether their own budget status is con-
sistent or inconsistent with national and/or regional trends. If, for example, budgets of 
all departments are declining at an unprecedented rate, then it suggests a coordinated 
national effort is needed to research and develop strategies that address the issue. How-
ever, often during times when most agencies are declining, there will be others whose 
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budgets are only minimally impacted. Conversely, when most are thriving, there are 
likely to be some that are declining. Identifying departments that are exceptions to 
general trends might reveal important lessons about best practices and/or advocacy 
that could be adopted by others. 

Without an accurate longitudinal perspective on budgetary trends, the “accessibil-
ity heuristic” (Kahneman, 2010) is likely to result in managers and advocates overre-
acting to changes in an agency’s financial status. For example, in the years after the tax 
revolt emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the national narrative was dominated 
by anecdotal reports of devastating cuts to park and recreation budgets. However, a 
longitudinal analysis using the Government Finances data reported, “The census data 
offered insights into trends on a national scale. The notion of sweeping cutbacks in 
the delivery of public park and recreation services loses credence when considered in 
terms of the census data” (McCarville & Crompton, 1988, p. 53). But are these inter-
pretations accurate, and is the Government Finances report a valid and reliable source 
for park and recreation budget data?

The purpose of this study was to compare trends in park and recreation expendi-
tures in the 100 most populous U.S. cities derived from data published by the Census 
Bureau in Government Finances with trends in the same cities using data designed to 
measure those same expenditures collected by the Trust for Public Land’s (TPL) Cen-
ter for City Park Excellence. Both sources collect and publish their data annually. This 
study is a test of convergent validity. If the two data sources show similar results, this 
would provide evidence to support claims that they both measure trends in ‘mainline’ 
park and recreation expenditures. If not, analytical approaches and inferences should 
be adjusted accordingly.

Literature Review
The Journal of Park and Recreation Administration has published six studies that 

reported financial trends in the park and recreation field (Barrett, Pitas, & Mowen, 
2017; Crompton & Kaczynski, 2003; Crompton & McGregor, 1994; Crompton & Van 
Doren, 1978; McCarville & Crompton, 1988; Pitas, Barrett, & Mowen, 2017). All of 
them used the Government Finances data.

The first analysis was undertaken by Crompton and Van Doren (1978). Their data 
comprised 30 major cities containing 16% of the U.S. population. The goal was to iden-
tify changes in their priority status from 1964 to 1974. They reported a downward 
trend in the financial priority status of park and recreation services and an upward 
trend in eight cities; and a constant trend in the financial status of the remaining three 
cities. The finding that there was either an increase or no decline in 11 of the cities was 
unexpected because a number of contemporary analyses had reported only declines in 
the status of park and recreation services in U.S. cities (Artz & Bermont, 1970; Dunn, 
1974; Shepherd, 1976). 

The intent of a more comprehensive study published a decade later was to offer 
“an objective review of the magnitude of the financial restraints under which local 
park and recreation departments operated in the first half of the 1980s” (McCarville 
& Crompton, 1988, p. 47). The review was timely since Proposition 13 had passed in 
California in 1978, which foretold a dramatic shift in the country’s political climate. 
It removed $7 billion of the $12 billion (57%) of property taxes that would have been 
collected by local jurisdictions in California if it had not passed (Howard & Crompton, 
1980). Proposition 13 was the watershed event of the tax revolt and transformed the 
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way that park and recreation agencies operated. By the end of 1979, 36 states had en-
acted some kind of reduction in property, income, and sales taxes, or had some type of 
spending limitation in place (Leonard, 1986).

McCarville and Crompton (1988) reviewed expenditures in the five-year period 
from 1980/81 to 1984/85 and concluded that from a national, aggregated perspective: 
“The tax reduction movement has not resulted in substantial cutbacks in resources for 
local park and recreation services across the country” (p. 53). This was an unexpected 
finding since it was antithetical to the prevailing conventional wisdom among park 
and recreation managers. The authors rationalized that the dissonance stemmed from 
a generalization of the well-publicized cutbacks in some parts of the country (e.g., Cali-
fornia), and a discounting of continued growth in park and recreation budgets in other 
parts of the country.

This fiscal analysis was substantially extended by Crompton and McGregor (1994). 
They expanded the trends period from 1964-65 to 1990-91 and examined trends in six 
bellwether states as well as in the U.S. as a whole. Analyses of the extended longitudinal 
data suggested that McCarville and Crompton’s (1988) earlier comments on the impact 
of the tax reduction movement were overly optimistic and misplaced, partially because 
the limited time period resulted in a myopic perspective. Nevertheless, their conclu-
sion was upbeat: “Growth in the level of expenditures invested in local park and recre-
ation services has been more substantial in the latter half of the 1980s, than in any other 
time in the past 27 years for which data were analyzed. Part of this growth is likely to 
be compensatory—the effect of deferring costs in the preceding tax revolt era” (p. 35). 
Like the earlier studies, they noted the dissonance between the data and “The anecdotal 
evidence disseminated at conferences and in professional publications that, despite the 
generally positive trends reported here, indicate there are many jurisdictions and re-
gions in the country that are enduring substantial budget decreases” (p. 36).

A fourth study, using the same Government Finances data set, extended the earlier 
work in three ways (Crompton & Kaczynski, 2003). First, the period of the analysis was 
expanded to 1999/2000. Second, separate trends in capital expenditures and operating 
expenditures were introduced for the period 1989/90 to 1999/2000. Third, the analyses 
were extended to include independent analyses in all 50 states, rather than only the 
six bellwether states that were incorporated into the earlier paper. They identified four 
distinctive eras: (1) a pre-tax limitation era (1964-1976), in which the annual increase 
in adjusted dollars allocated to park and recreation services averaged $300 million; (2) 
peak years of the tax revolt and the 1980s recession (1977-1986), characterized by a 
dramatic curtailment with average annual decreases of $13 million; (3) the 1987-1994 
period, in which the average annual increase surged to $394 million; and (4) the most 
recent era in the study, (1994-2000), in which the average annual increase was a re-
markable $595 million. The authors concluded that the most recent era, when reviewed 
in a future historical context, might be perceived as being the “golden age” in the park 
and recreation field. 

The fifth and sixth studies (Barrett, Pitas, & Mowen, 2017; Pitas, Barrett, & Mowen, 
2017) reported by the same research team replicated two dimensions of the Crompton 
and Kaczynski (2003) analyses using the same procedures, but extending them from 
2001/01 to 2013/14. This timeframe incorporated the Great Recession, which at that 
time was the worst economic decline in the U.S. for 80 years. It began in December 
2007 and technically ended in June 2009. However, its legacy lingered on for another 
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six years, since median family income did not show any upward momentum until 2015 
(Howard & Crompton, 2018).

Barrett et al. (2017) examined the proportion of total government expenditures 
that were allocated to parks and recreation during the updated time period. They 
concluded, “The annual percentage change in adjusted operational expenditures was 
relatively small” but “in any given year, parks and recreation claimed a larger percent-
age of total government capital expenditures than most of the competing government 
services” (p. 9).

Pitas et al. (2017) reported that the “golden era” identified by Crompton and Kac-
zynski (2003) continued until the onset of the Great Recession, which reversed the 
trend. The reported that in adjusted dollars, total park and recreation agency expen-
ditures fell annually every year in the post-recession period by more than $6.5 bil-
lion from 2007-2008 to 2013-2014 and that the field’s expenditures were reduced by a 
greater amount relative to competing services. Like Crompton and Kaczynski (2003), 
they identified wide disparity in the expenditure data among selected states, confirm-
ing the dangers of generalizing to individual cities from average data. 

All the studies’ authors acknowledged limitations with the Government Finances 
data set. First, there were doubts related to its face or logical validity. In other words, 
did it measure what it was interpreted to measure? For example, in their early paper 
Crompton and Van Doren (1978) stated, “The study was concerned with a broad spec-
trum of urban leisure services, some of which may not normally be offered through a 
city recreation and parks department” (p. 39). Nevertheless, the titles of the six papers 
suggested, and their authors’ narratives on occasions explicitly stated, that the analyses 
were indicative of trends in ‘mainline’ park and recreation services. In the absence of 
any other longitudinal data set, it appeared reasonable to rationalize that the data were 
likely to be sufficiently accurate to provide an approximation of shifts in the field’s 
status. 

Government Finances defines public parks and recreation as the “provision and 
support of recreational and cultural-scientific facilities maintained for the benefit of 
residents and visitors” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). The manual gives the following 
list of facilities as examples of facilities that are included: “Golf courses, playgrounds, 
tennis courts, public beaches, swimming pools, play fields, parks, camping areas, 
recreational piers and marinas, etc., including support of private facilities; galleries, 
museums, zoos, and botanical gardens; auditoriums, stadiums, recreational centers, 
convention centers, and exhibition halls; community music, drama, and celebrations 
including public support of cultural activities” (p. 93).

Concerns about face validity stem from the inclusion in this definition of such 
facilities as stadiums and auditoriums which host professional sports teams, art gal-
leries, zoos, museums, aquariums, convention centers and exhibition halls. Many park 
and recreation departments do not have responsibility for many of these facilities, and 
are not likely to view them as ‘mainline’ activities. Rather, they are key elements in 
a community’s tourism industry. Because of their widespread importance (perceived 
and actual) to a community’s economic health, it is likely that tourism facilities are 
more resilient to fiscal cuts by local governments than mainline park and recreation 
services (Eagles, 2014). Hence, the inclusion of these facilities may substantially distort 
the expenditure trends of core park and recreation services, resulting in perspectives 
that are misleading rather than informative.



Expenditure Trends for Local Public Park and Recreation Services 7

A second concern is that the Government Finances data were collected from a very 
large census/sample. A census is undertaken every five years, and in non-census years, 
the data are collected by a survey of non-school local governments which are selected 
by a size-based sampling procedure (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). The most recent cen-
sus surveyed 90,056 entities comprised of municipal, county, township, special dis-
trict and school district governments. Clearly, aggregating and averaging data from 
New York City and the city of Cut and Shoot, Texas, is likely to misrepresent trends in 
both communities. The diversity of responses among states that were reported by both 
Crompton and Kaczynski (2003) and Pitas et al. (2017) is illustrative of the diversity of 
patterns and responses hidden by global averages. Our study sought to scrutinize these 
concerns and critiques by comparing the Government Finances data to another source 
of data on park and recreation agency spending: the Trust for Public Land’s (TPL) 
Center for City Park Excellence reports.

Methods
 An opportunity to examine the extent to which these concerns could be discount-

ed or confirmed emerged in 2000 when the TPL’s Center for City Park Excellence initi-
ated an annual survey of park and recreation agencies in the 100 most populous cities 
in the United States (https://www.tpl.org/center-city-park-excellence/related-content). 
This survey requests each agency’s total, operating, and capital expenditures, and sub-
sequently analyses them both in aggregate and on a per resident basis. In TPL’s survey, 
“professional stadiums, zoos, museums, aquariums, and cemeteries” are specifically 
excluded, and convention and exhibition centers are also omitted. In this study, we 
directly compared the Government Finances data (https://www.census.gov/programs-
surveys/gov-finances/data/datasets.All.html) with the TPL data using park and rec-
reation expenditure data of the 100 local governments that mirrored TPL’s 100 most 
populous cities. Population data were drawn from the U.S. Census Bureau’s annual 
estimates to calculate expenditures per capita, again mirroring TPL’s reporting unit.

The expenditures reported in both the Government Finances and the TPL data sets 
relied on the accuracy of the agencies’ self-reporting. However, unlike the Government 
Finances data, TPL cross-checked data that appeared to be suspect. If outliers were 
identified based on TPL’s historical data, then follow-up calls were made to seek an 
explanation. Where aberrations could not be explained or where follow-ups proved 
fruitless, these data were coded as ‘not available’ (C. McCabe, personal communica-
tion, April 23, 2018). 

TPL indicated that surveys in the early years were somewhat experimental, and 
both the types of data and definitions of data categories were changed and improved as 
experience was gained with the process. It was believed these difficulties were resolved 
by 2008, and the data collected annually since that time were reasonably consistent and 
directly comparable (P. Harnik, personal communication, November 29, 2017). Thus, 
the TPL data assembled for this study were comprised of survey results from 2008 to 
2017, with the exception of 2011 and 2012 when TPL did not administer the survey. We 
assembled Government Finances data for this same time period (2008-2017). TPL’s list 
of the 100 most populous cities changed marginally over the years. The list used in this 
study for both data sets was based on TPL’s 2018 report (TPL, 2018).

Both sets of data were reported in actual U.S. dollars. To facilitate comparisons 
across years, the data were transposed into 2017 dollars. Procedures for doing this 
were identical to those used in the earlier six analyses (see references above). Operating 
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expenditures were converted from actual dollars to adjusted dollars by using the price 
index for state and local government consumption and expenditures suggested by the 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/iTable.cfm?reqid=19&step
=2#reqid=19&step=2&isuri=1&1921=survey). Capital spending data were transposed 
by using the construction cost index offered by the Engineering News-Record, a publi-
cation of McGraw-Hill Construction (https://www.enr.com/economics). 

We analyzed data by directly comparing total, operating, and capital expenditures 
across the 100 cities from 2008-2017 using descriptive statistics, two-way mixed ANO-
VAs, and Mann-Whitney U-tests (for comparing cities’ shifting ranks). Descriptive sta-
tistics were utilized to outline the trends of expenditure and to identify the discrepancy 
between two data sets. To further compare trends between the two data sets, three 
two-way mixed ANOVAs with the 100 cities were performed. Dependent variables 
were cities’ total spending, operating spending, and capital spending, and independent 
variables were data source (i.e., TPL vs. Government Finances) and year (i.e., 2008– 
2016). The years 2011 and 2012 were not included due to the lack of these two years of 
data from TPL. Finally, a rank-based nonparametric test, the Mann-Whitney U test, 
was used to determine if there was a significant difference in the ranks of operating 
expenditure changes from 2009 to 2016 between the two datasets.    

Results
Tables 1 and 2 show the average total, operating and capital expenditures reported 

by the two data sets for the 100 cities. A cursory view of the two tables reveals that the 
Government Finances averages are substantially higher than those reported by TPL. For 
example, the average annual total expenditure from 2008 to 2017 was $82.6 million for 
the TPL data, while this number was $108.2 million for the Government Finances data. 
This likely reflects the inclusion of “non-core” services in the Census Bureau’s defini-
tion, which it was noted earlier are likely to be more “recession proof.” 

The expenditures shown in Tables 1 and 2 for fiscal year 2008 reflect budget deci-
sions made in 2007 before the onset of the Great Recession. The average total budgetary 
decline documented by the TPL data in 2009 of 11.31% is substantial (Table 1), while 
the operating budget decline of 17.69% could legitimately be described as alarming. 

The Government Finances data show an altogether different pattern. Instead of a 
decline between 2008 and 2009, these data show an average increase of 1.05% in total 
expenditures and 5.96%, in operating budgets (Table 2). Few are likely to accept that 
those data credibly reflect the financial reality of mainline park and recreation depart-
ments at the onset of the Great Recession.

Figure 1 shows the two data sets report distinctively different recovery patterns 
after the recession. The TPL data indicate park and recreation agencies did not recover 
from the recession. The highest operating budget between 2009 and 2016 was $55.16 
million, which was substantially lower than the $62.3 million reported in 2008. In con-
trast, the Government Finances data indicated the pre-recession 2008 average operating 
budget was exceeded by 2015. Further, the total spending reported by TPL shows a 
general downward trend between 2008 and 2016, although there were marginal in-
creases in the latter years from the nadir in 2014. The Government Finances data show 
an upward trend in total spending, especially since 2012.

Table 3 displays the results of the two-way mixed ANOVA. There was a signifi-
cant main effect of data sources on total spending (F(1.91) = 6.77, p = .011) and capi-
tal spending (F(1.89) = 6.76, p = .011), indicating the total and capital expenditures 
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Table 1
Trust for Public Land’s Data for Largest 100 Cities’ Average Expenditure on 
Parks and Recreation

25	
	

	

 Table 1. Trust for Public Land’s data for Largest 100 Cities’ Average Expenditure on Parks and 
Recreation 

 

Note: 1TPL data in 2011 and 2012 were not available. 
2 Change in percentage was calculated by the difference of two consecutive years’ expenditure divided by expenditure of the 
earlier year. A positive percentage denotes an increase in expenditure from year 1 to year 2 and a negative percentage denotes a 
decrease from year 1 to year 2. 

	

	

  

 Total Expenditures Operating Expenditures Capital Expenditures 
Spending Change in %2 Spending Change in % Spending Change in % 

2008 94,432,486.61  62,305,558.93  30,820,037.39  
2009 83,749,106.55 -11.31% 51,284,736.00 -17.69% 28,415,774.00 -7.80% 
2010 88,447,325.47 5.61% 54,814,381.01 6.88% 30,000,476.24 5.58% 
20131 79,661,951.24 -9.93% 54,748,365.90 -0.12% 22,877,303.25 -23.74% 
2014 75,296,854.12 -5.48% 53,089,931.51 -3.03% 19,855,647.69 -13.21% 
2015 77,284,762.53 2.64% 52,624,146.81 -0.88% 22,461,188.32 13.12% 
2016 78,783,388.61 1.94% 55,163,140.82 4.82% 21,361,092.78 -4.90% 
2017 82,470,442.06 4.68% 52,542,457.90 -4.75% 26,053,975.82 21.97% 

Changes from 
2008 to 2016 -15,649,098 -16.57% -7,142,418.11 -11.46% -9,458,944.61 -30.69% 

Table 2
Government Finances Data for Largest 100 Cities’ Average Expenditure on 
Parks and Recreation

26	
	

	

Table 2. Government Finances Data for Largest 100 Cities’ Average Expenditure on Parks and 
Recreation 

 Total Expenditures Operating Expenditures Capital Expenditures 
Spending Change in %1 Spending Change in % Spending Change in % 

2008 108,576,966.02  64,616,599.98  46,274,069.52  
2009 109,714,551.70 1.05% 68,468,748.34 5.96% 42,964,378.50 -7.15% 
2010 106,905,062.26 -2.56% 66,196,518.08 -3.32% 42,851,099.14 -0.26% 
2011 93,742,646.04 -12.31% 64,425,736.99 -2.68% 30,572,618.80 -28.65% 
2012 87,295,073.59 -6.88% 61,320,045.30 -4.82% 28,589,493.27 -6.49% 
2013 107,201,491.69 22.80% 59,083,957.65 -3.65% 33,470,885.21 17.07% 
2014 106,648,168.10 -0.52% 61,988,945.46 4.92% 31,066,483.68 -7.18% 
2015 120,929,796.09 13.39% 65,217,192.91 5.21% 36,574,100.50 17.73% 
2016 132,891,864.51 9.89% 68,495,545.12 5.03% 46,221,788.88 26.38% 

Changes from 
2008 to 2016 24,314,898.49 22.39% 3,878,945.14 6% -52,280.64 -0.1% 

 
Note: 1 Change in percentage was calculated by the difference of two consecutive years’ expenditure divided by expenditure of 
the earlier year. A positive percentage denotes an increase in expenditure from year 1 to year 2 and a negative percentage denotes 
a decrease from year 1 to year 2. 

	 	

reported in Government Finances were significantly higher than those reported by 
TPL. No significant main effect of data sources emerged on operating expenditures 
(F(1.163) = 1.49, p = .22), indicating that there was not a significant difference in the 
patterns of operating expenditures between the two data sets. In addition, no signifi-
cant interaction between the data sources and year on total spending (F(2.73, 248.21) = 
2.22 , p = .09), operating spending (F(3.25, 530.12) = 2.47 , p = .056) and capital spend-
ing (F(2.47, 219.95) = 1.74, p = .17) was found, suggesting that the changes in the three 
types of expenditures over time do not depend on dataset source. 

The absence of a significant main effect of dataset source or interaction effects 
(source*time) on operating expenditures warranted further investigation. It is possible 
that the differences in operating expenses between the two data sources depend on not 
only the years but also the characteristics of the individual cities. Moreover, operating 
expenditures represent the daily operating expenses to keep the parks and recreation 
departments running, and thus tend to be more stable over time (and less susceptible 

Note: 1TPL data in 2011 and 2012 were not available.
2Change in percentage was calculated by the difference of two consecutive years’ expenditure divided by expenditure of the earlier year. A positive 
percentage denotes an increase in expenditure from year 1 to year 2 and a negative percentage denotes a decrease from year 1 to year 2.

Note: 1Change in percentage was calculated by the difference of two consecutive years’ expenditure divided by expenditure of the earlier year. A 
positive percentage denotes an increase in expenditure from year 1 to year 2 and a negative percentage denotes a decrease from year 1 to year 2.
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to perturbations) compared to capital and total expenditures. Therefore, an additional 
analysis was performed with a focus on comparing the operating expenditures in 2009 
and 2016 for each of the 100 cities (See Table 4). The comparison indicates there were 
only 10 out of 100 cities in 2009 and 22 in 2016 for which TPL reported operating ex-
penditures that were higher than those shown in Government Finances. The different 
pattern of these cities may be a function of their generally smaller size, since six of the 
cities in 2009 and 17 in 2016 ranked in the lower 40% based on population size. Com-
pared to major municipalities such as New York, San Francisco and Chicago, smaller 
cities may be less likely to have professional sports stadiums, zoos, major museums and 
aquariums than artificially inflate spending numbers in Government Finances. 

The averages reported in Tables 1 and 2 masked wide variations among cities. The 
TPL data show that among the 76 cities who provided accurate data for both 2016 and 
2008, the operating budgets of 39 cities were lower in 2016, while in 37 cities the bud-
gets were higher than those for the pre-recession year of 2008, suggesting that they had 
fully recovered. It was anticipated the recovery of these cities may have been at least 
partially attributable to increases in population over the eight-year time period that 
led to an expansion of the tax base. However, when each year’s operating expenditures 
were divided by the population for that year, all 37 cities showed a per capita increase 
over the time period. Nevertheless, 24 of these 37 cities had a population ranked in 
the top 50, suggesting the Great Recession had a more profound and lasting impact on 
smaller cities than larger cities.

The struggle to regain budget momentum through the recession was evident in 
the TPL data (Table 4). Only 40 of the 88 cities that reported data for both the 2009 
and 2016 fiscal years had 2016 operating budgets that were more than 5% higher in 
adjusted dollars than their 2009 budgets. The 2016 budgets of 32 cities were more than 
5% lower than their 2009 budgets, while 16 remained within the 5% percent range. 

Table 3
Two-way Mixed ANOVA Results Comparing Trust for Public Land and Gov-
ernment Finances Data for Park Agencies’ Total, Operating, and Capital 
Spending in the 100 Largest U.S. Cities, 2008-2017
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Table 3. Two-way Mixed ANOVA Results Comparing Trust for Public Land and Government 
Finances Data for Park Agencies’ Total, Operating, and Capital Spending in the 100 Largest U.S. 

Cities, 2008-2017 

Source SS df MS F p 
DV: Total Spending1 

Intercept 8.8*1018 1 8.8*10 53.82 <.001 
Dataset Sources 1.1*1018 1 1.1*10 6.77 .011 
Error 1.5*10 91 1.6*10   
      

DV: Operating Spending2  
Intercept 3.8*10 1 3.8*10 90.61 <.001 
Dataset Sources 6.3*10 1 6.3*10 1.49 .224 
Error 6.9*10 163 4.2*10   
      

DV: Capital Spending3  
Intercept 9.2*10 1 9.2*10 31.75 <.001 
Dataset Sources 1.9*10 1 1.9*10 6.76 .011 
Error 2.6*10 89 2.9*10   

 

Note: 1No significant interaction between dataset sources and year was found after adjustment to address violation of the sphericity assumption 
(F(2.73, 248.21) = 2.22, p = .09).  
2No significant interaction between dataset sources and year was found after adjustment to address violation of the sphericity assumption (F(3.25, 

530.12) = 2.47, p = .056). 
3No significant interaction between dataset sources and year was found after adjustment to address violation of the sphericity assumption (F(2.47, 

219.95) = 1.74, p = .17)
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 Table 4
 Comparison of Operating Expenditures for Individual U.S. Cities Reported       
 by the TPL and Government Finances Data Sets from 2009-2016
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Table 4. Comparison of Operating Expenditures for Individual U.S. Cities Reported by the TPL 
and Government Finances Data Sets from 2009-2016 

 

City 

TPL Data Government Finances Comparing TPL and 
Government Finances Data 

Difference in 
% between 

2009 and 2016 

Ranking 
(order: 

most 
increase - 

most 
decrease) 

Difference 
in % 

between 
2009 and 

2016 

Ranking 
(order: 

most 
increase - 

most 
decrease) 

Absolute 
Difference 
between 

TPL Data 
and Census 

Data* 

Rank 
Difference** 

Albuquerque, NM -0.31% 49 -3.78% 48 3.47% 1 
Anaheim, CA -7.44% 61 -5.14% 50 2.30% 11 
Anchorage, AK 11.21% 31 -36.50% 84 47.71% -53 
Arlington, TX -2.99% 54 -33.70% 80 30.72% -26 
Arlington, VA N/A N/A 56.15% 7 N/A N/A 
Atlanta, GA 72.08% 5 -43.43% 87 115.51% -82 
Aurora, CO -7.58% 62 -14.54% 63 6.97% -1 
Austin, TX 66.39% 7 38.10% 13 28.30% -6 
Bakersfield, CA 29.05% 14 -3.83% 49 32.87% -35 
Baltimore, MD 15.65% 26 -33.99% 81 49.64% -55 
Baton Rouge, LA N/A N/A -44.75% 88 N/A N/A 
Boise, ID 40.72% 11 1.41% 38 39.31% -27 
Boston, MA -19.11% 76 8.28% 32 27.39% 44 
Buffalo, NY -15.30% 69 N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Chandler, AZ 4.88% 41 N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Charlotte/Mecklenburg, NC -25.99% 77 N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Chesapeake, VA N/A N/A -10.05% 55 N/A N/A 
Chicago, IL 34.14% 13 -61.57% 95 95.70% -82 
Chula Vista, CA -16.81% 73 -23.83% 70 7.02% 3 
Cincinnati, OH 2.21% 44 -0.77% 44 2.98% 0 
Cleveland, OH 7.62% 35 -36.27% 83 43.90% -48 
Colorado Springs, CO 2.50% 43 -33.50% 79 36.00% -36 
Columbus, OH 24.57% 17 10.29% 31 14.28% -14 
Corpus Christi, TX 7.28% 36 19.64% 25 12.35% 11 
Dallas, TX 92.50% 4 -1.62% 45 94.13% -41 
Denver, CO 6.83% 37 33.98% 15 27.15% 22 
Detroit, MI -33.42% 81 -41.14% 86 7.72% -5 
Durham, NC 20.57% 19 -23.48% 69 44.05% -50 
El Paso, TX -0.26% 48 11.69% 28 11.94% 20 
Fort Wayne, IN 19.08% 24 -0.55% 42 19.64% -18 
Fort Worth, TX -34.93% 83 65.92% 6 100.85% 77 
Fremont, CA N/A N/A -51.49% 93 N/A N/A 
Fresno, CA -54.69% 86 -62.29% 96 7.60% -10 
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Table 4 (cont.)
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Garland, TX -19.04% 75 3.24% 37 22.28% 38 
Gilbert, AZ N/A N/A 27.91% 18 N/A N/A 
Glendale, AZ -59.44% 87 66.43% 5 125.87% 82 
Greensboro, NC -16.22% 72 -2.57% 47 13.65% 25 
Henderson, NV -14.80% 68 -24.92% 72 10.13% -4 
Hialeah, FL -4.66% 56 -15.95% 64 11.28% -8 
Honolulu, HI N/A N/A -0.52% 41 N/A N/A 
Houston, TX -13.07% 66 -60.81% 94 47.73% -28 
Indianapolis, IN 14.46% 27 33.88% 16 19.43% 11 
Irvine, CA 158.05% 2 40.24% 12 117.81% -10 
Irving, TX N/A N/A 22.10% 22 N/A N/A 
Jacksonville, FL -6.20% 57 124.17% 1 130.37% 56 
Jersey City, NJ N/A N/A -31.00% 78 N/A N/A 
Kansas City, MO 5.69% 40 -27.05% 75 32.73% -35 
Laredo, TX N/A N/A 35.50% 14 N/A N/A 
Las Vegas, NV -28.66% 79 -13.61% 62 15.05% 17 
Lexington/Fayette, KY 6.81% 38 93.58% 3 86.77% 35 
Lincoln, NE 6.39% 39 -48.45% 91 54.84% -52 
Long Beach, CA 1.81% 45 -12.53% 59 14.34% -14 
Los Angeles, CA 11.06% 32 10.93% 30 0.13% 2 
Louisville, KY 11.27% 30 49.71% 8 38.43% 22 
Lubbock, TX 4.41% 42 -22.33% 67 26.74% -25 
Madison, WI -7.00% 60 -23.11% 68 16.11% -8 
Memphis, TN 57.22% 8 -24.24% 71 81.47% -63 
Mesa, AZ 20.48% 20 -45.64% 89 66.12% -69 
Miami, FL -16.15% 71 11.18% 29 27.33% 42 
Milwaukee, WI 20.60% 18 N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Minneapolis, MN -0.10% 47 -8.22% 54 8.12% -7 
Nashville/Davidson, TN -0.79% 50 1.05% 39 1.84% 11 
New Orleans, LA 236.06% 1 6.07% 33 230.00% -32 
New York, NY 26.65% 15 -18.29% 65 44.94% -50 
Newark, NJ -83.56% 88 -46.43% 90 37.13% -2 
Norfolk, VA -9.21% 63 -28.61% 76 19.40% -13 
North Las Vegas, NV -28.50% 78 -5.14% 51 23.37% 27 
Oakland, CA 46.29% 10 26.26% 20 20.03% -10 
Oklahoma City, OK -0.98% 51 44.06% 10 45.03% 41 
Omaha, NE -13.99% 67 -10.20% 56 3.80% 11 
Orlando, FL -1.14% 52 47.79% 9 48.93% 43 
Philadelphia, PA 20.37% 21 20.07% 24 0.30% -3 
Phoenix, AZ -6.55% 58 -18.95% 66 12.40% -8 
Pittsburgh, PA 25.77% 16 -26.78% 74 52.55% -58 
Plano, TX 0.05% 46 -10.58% 57 10.63% -11 
Portland, OR 19.68% 23 4.74% 35 14.94% -12 
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In Table 4, cities are ranked based on their level of increase (or decrease)  in oper-
ating expenditures from 2009 to 2016. In other words, these ranks measure the extent 
to which each of the data sets show a city’s budget recovering from the severe cuts in 
2009 by 2016. The comparison of the ranks between the two datasets revealed a dis-
crepancy. For example, the TPL data show Dallas’ operating budget increased by 92.5 
percent from 2009 to 2016, which was the fourth highest percentage increase among 
the 100 cities. However, the Government Finances data showed a decline in expendi-
tures from 2009 to 2016 of 1.62 percent, which ranked Dallas 45th. 

A Mann-Whitney U test was performed with the dataset sources as the indepen-
dent variable and the ranks of the 100 cities’ change in magnitude of operating expen-
ditures from 2009 to 2016 as the dependent variable. The results revealed a statistically 
significant difference in these rankings (U=6240.5, z=3.04, p=.002), suggesting a sub-
stantial discrepancy in the expenditures reported by the two data sets.  

The difference in ranks shown in the last column of Table 4 is indicative of the 
magnitude of error that emerges when budget trends of individual cities reported in 
Government Finances are compared to the TPL data. The higher the number in the 
last column of Table 4, the more egregious the trend error. For example, the highest 
rank difference of -82 was shared by Atlanta and Chicago. The TPL data in both cit-
ies showed their budgets increased substantially from 2009 to 2016 by 72% and 34%, 

Table 4 (cont.)
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Raleigh, NC 12.70% 29 3.48% 36 9.23% -7 
Reno, NV -34.93% 82 -49.35% 92 14.42% -10 
Richmond, VA N/A N/A -26.04% 73 N/A N/A 
Riverside, CA -2.44% 53 40.52% 11 42.96% 42 
Sacramento, CA 8.46% 34 -11.77% 58 20.23% -24 
San Antonio, TX 50.27% 9 0.09% 40 50.18% -31 
San Diego, CA 14.38% 28 5.90% 34 8.47% -6 
San Francisco, CA 37.26% 12 -6.57% 52 43.83% -40 
San Jose, CA N/A N/A 26.98% 19 N/A N/A 
Santa Ana, CA -16.10% 70 -7.75% 53 8.35% 17 
Scottsdale, AZ -10.37% 64 -39.24% 85 28.86% -21 
Seattle, WA 8.93% 33 14.41% 27 5.48% 6 
St. Louis, MO 68.42% 6 -34.13% 82 102.55% -76 
St. Paul, MN 19.84% 22 16.04% 26 3.79% -4 
St. Petersburg, FL -3.72% 55 -0.58% 43 3.13% 12 
Stockton, CA -37.57% 84 -12.78% 60 24.79% 24 
Tampa, FL -17.05% 74 32.00% 17 49.04% 57 
Toledo, OH N/A N/A 111.11% 2 N/A N/A 
Tucson, AZ -38.19% 85 -13.38% 61 24.81% 24 
Tulsa, OK 155.94% 3 71.46% 4 84.48% -1 
Virginia Beach, VA 15.65% 25 24.45% 21 8.80% 4 
Washington, DC -30.48% 80 20.63% 23 51.11% 57 
Wichita, KS -12.57% 65 -1.67% 46 10.90% 19 
Winston-Salem, NC -6.69% 59 -30.91% 77 24.21% -18 

 
Note: * the absolute value of TPL Difference in % subtracting Census Difference in % 

**rank difference = TPL rank - Census rank. Positive value means TPL rank is higher while negative value means Census     
rank is high. 

 

Note: * the absolute value of TPL Difference in % subtracting Census Difference in %. **rank difference = TPL rank - Census 
rank. Positive value means TPL rank is higher while negative value means Census rank is high.
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which ranked them 5th and 13th, respectively, among the 100 cities. However, the Gov-
ernment Finances data reported the Atlanta budget declined 43% between the  two 
anchor years, while it showed a decline of 62% for Chicago, ranking them 87th and 
95th, respectively. The penultimate column shows that in only 19 cities were the trend 
rankings of the two data sets within 10 percent of each other, while at the other ex-
treme the disparity in the trend rankings in 15 cities exceeded 50%, and in 6 of them 
it exceeded 100%.  

Operating spending per capita was calculated by dividing the 2016 data by each 
city’s population. The TPL data indicated per capita expenditures were lower than $75 
in 59 cities, between $76 and $150 in 32 cities, and higher than $150 in eight cities. The 
comparable numbers in each of these cohorts using the Government Finances data were 
37 cities lower than $75, 41 cities between $76 and $150, and 21 cities higher than $150. 
The six cities with the highest per capita expenditures in the TPL data were Irvine, 
CA ($222), Arlington, VA (211), Seattle ($211), San Francisco ($202), Minneapolis 
($196), and St. Paul ($174). The six cities with the highest per capita expenditures in the 
Government Finances data were Orlando ($380), Minneapolis ($316), San Francisco 
($293), Washington DC ($289), Seattle ($286), and Virginia Beach ($249). These latter 
cities all tend to have extensive tourism amenities such as stadiums and arenas for pro-
fessional sport franchises and/or exhibition and conference halls whose expenditures 
are also included in the Government Finances data. 

Discussion
Our analyses confirmed the legitimacy of concerns relating to the use of the Gov-

ernment Finances data to identify longitudinal trends in mainline park and recreation 
expenditures. The concerns were based on an apparent lack of face validity, with the as-
sumption that the Government Finances’ definition of park and recreation facilities was 
much broader than mainline park and recreation facilities. Comparisons with the TPL 
data indicated the Government Finances park and recreation expenditure data were 
substantially higher, and their use is likely to mislead rather than inform. 

 While the Government Finances data in Table 2 suggest that departments re-
mained unscathed by the recession, the TPL data in Table 1 suggest the Great Reces-
sion’s impact on many recreation and park agencies created possibly the most difficult 
financial environment since the tax revolt years of the late 1970s and early 1980s. It 
took an unusually long time for the general economy to recover from that recession. 
For example, the U.S. unemployment rate peaked at 9.6% in 2010 and did not return to 
its 2007 pre-recession rate of 4.6% for 10 years until 2017 (U.S. Department of Labor, 
2018). Although the general economy climbed back to its pre-recession levels during 
this period, the operating expenditures reported by TPL of approximately half of the 
large park and recreation departments that constituted the sample in this study did not. 
They increased only by 1% after the onset of the Great Recession, from $51.3 million 
in 2009 to $52.5 million in 2017 which was well below (16%) the pre-recession average 
of $62.3 million (Table 1). 

Inclusion of stadiums, arenas, and convention centers in the Government Financ-
es definition likely contributed to the discrepancy between the two data sets. In the 
mid-1990s, the era of “fully loaded” new stadiums and arenas for professional sport 
franchises emerged. Since that time, over 85% of franchises constructed new facili-
ties containing multiple luxury amenities that were designed to substantially enhance 
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revenues for the franchise owners. Over $18 billion of public money was expended on 
these partnership projects with private sport franchises, (Howard & Crompton, 2018). 
Further, Long (2013) reported that 46% of professional sports franchises had long-
term contracts that required public entities to pay for specified maintenance costs.

 A similar boom occurred with convention centers. In 1989, there were 39 mil-
lion square feet of convention space in the U.S. By 2011, it had doubled to 70.5 million 
square feet, even though there was a substantial decline in demand and occupancy 
rates were lower (Sanders, 2014). This led to reduced revenues and increases in an-
nual operating subsidies. For example, in Washington, DC, the convention center’s 
net annual operating costs were over $20 million. These kinds of major expenditures 
contribute to the volatility of capital funds and to the larger operating costs reported in 
the Government Finances data. 

The broad definition used in the Government Finances data likely explains the dis-
parity reported in previous trend studies between the conventional wisdom offered by 
professionals in the field and the empirical analyses. This disparity was prominently 
discussed by both McCarville and Crompton (1988) and Crompton and McGregor 
(1994). In short, the six trend studies were not measuring expenditures on mainline 
park and recreation services, which were the professionals’ reference point. 

The discrepancy also casts doubt upon conclusions relating to the four eras identi-
fied by Crompton and Kaczynski (2003). Was there really a “golden era” in mainline 
parks and recreation in the latter part of the 1990s, or was much of it attributable to 
the development of “big-ticket” tourism infrastructure items? Similarly, it seems im-
probable that during the peak years of the tax revolt and the 1980’s recession (1976/77-
1985/86), average funding decreased by only $13 million after the economic tsunami 
precipitated by California’s Proposition 13 in 1978 (Crompton & Kaczynski, 2003). 

The use of the Government Finances data also may explain the anomaly in the Pitas 
et al. (2017) analyses, which reported that in the pre-recession year of 2008 adjusted 
noncapital expenditures were $27.475 billion, while in the following year which was 
the trough of the Great Recession, these expenditures increased to $28.979 billion; in 
2010, they remained higher at $27.849 billion. This compares to the 12% decline in 
the same period reported by the TPL data which leads to a very different antithetical 
conclusion.  

The Government Finances data are used not only to benchmark park and recre-
ation expenditures, but also in studies that relate these expenditures to desirable health 
outcomes. For example, a recent study found a linkage between operational expendi-
tures on parks and recreation and mortality rates (Mueller, Park, & Mowen, 2019a). A 
similar study by the same authors concluded, “Higher levels of parks and recreation 
spending were associated with higher levels of self-rated health for adults across the 
U.S. from 1997-2012” (Mueller, Park, & Mowen, 2019, p. 105). The lack of face valid-
ity of the Government Finances data suggests that these conclusions might need to be 
further validated with a second data source (e.g., TPL data) to improve the robustness 
of the empirical evidence. 

Management Implications
Benchmarking, a strategy which many park and recreation agencies use to dis-

cern patterns of growth and recession and identify future opportunities and priori-
ties, requires accurate, consistent and comparable data sources. If these criteria are not 
satisfied, then benchmarking is likely to mislead rather than inform decisions. This is 
particularly important for park and recreation agencies as historically, they have been 



Expenditure Trends for Local Public Park and Recreation Services 17

unsuccessful in securing funding from local government general funds. To achieve this 
goal, primary data collection therefore requires good face validity—particularly when 
the data center on tangible budgetary metrics. Our study indicates such validity has 
been largely absent in the Government Finances data that has been used to track park 
spending trends for decades. An advantage of the data collection undertaken by TPL 
is that, when apparent outlier values were reported, the researchers followed up with 
agencies to solicit either an explanation or a corrected value (P. Harnik, personal com-
munication, November 29, 2017). Obviously, this is labor intensive, but our findings 
demonstrate that it results in more valid data. 

To improve the validity of the Government Finances data, the Census Bureau 
should divide the data into “core” and “non-core” park and recreation services. Core 
services would consist of those captured in TPL’s definition of parks and recreation, 
and would include services such as landscape, park and tree maintenance, park and 
“local use” facility maintenance, trash removal, recreational programming, planning, 
administration, and park policing/enforcement. Non-core parks and recreation servic-
es should include services that are not normally offered through a city park and recre-
ation agency, such as stadiums, auditoriums, art galleries, zoos, museums, aquariums, 
cemeteries, convention center and exhibition halls. If such a split is not implemented, 
then park and recreation agencies and associations across the United States should be 
wary of using Government Finances data for assessing trends and forecasting future 
budgetary implications. Instead, they may wish to consider investing resources into 
collecting primary data annually or biennially using a well-crafted and validated sur-
vey instrument similar to that developed and refined by TPL.
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