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Community Insight and Place Expansion: Hartlepool Urban Sport & Play 

Executive Summary 

This briefing document synthesizes findings from recent community engagement initiatives in 
Hartlepool, specifically the Pumpkins in the Park 2025 program and the Sport England Place 
Expansion insight boards. 

The primary takeaway is that parks and green spaces are the dominant delivery environments 
for physical activity in Hartlepool. Engagement is driven by informal, self-directed play rather 
than structured sport. Programs like "Pumpkins in the Park" demonstrate a successful, 
repeatable model of "activity by stealth," attracting approximately 1,500 participants by 
embedding movement within creative, seasonal events. 

However, sustained participation is currently hindered by environmental and psychological 
barriers—specifically litter, dog fouling, and perceived lack of safety. Addressing these 
"preconditions for activity" through improved maintenance and stewardship is identified as a 
critical behavior-change intervention. Future investment should prioritize revenue for 
environmental quality and informal play infrastructure over new capital builds or structured 
sports clubs. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

 

1. Urban Sport and Urban Play: The Strategic Model 

The data highlights the effectiveness of Hartlepool Sport’s Urban Sport & Urban Play approach. 
This model shifts the focus from traditional "sport offers" toward creating "active environments." 

Key Strategic Pillars 

• Activity by Stealth: Movement (such as walking) is embedded into playful, creative, and 
culturally relevant experiences, such as storytelling trails or themed routes. 



• Informal Over Formal: Residents repeatedly describe "hanging out," "exploring," and 
"social play." There is very little demand for clubs, coaching, or structured timetables. 

• Children as a System Lever: Designing for children’s play acts as a primary driver for 
adult movement (supervising, walking) and intergenerational use. 

• Local and Cost-Free: Accessibility is the highest priority. Financial and transport 
friction (parking costs, travel distance) directly reduce activity frequency. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

2. Case Study: Pumpkins in the Park 2025 

The 2025 iteration of this program delivered the highest engagement levels to date, serving as a 
proof-of-concept for the Urban Play model. 

Program Overview 

• Scope: Three events across three neighborhood parks (Headland Town Moor, Seaton 
Park, and Rossmere Park) between October 27 and October 31, 2025. 

• Engagement: Estimated 1,500 participants. 

• Mechanism: Local clubs and organizations co-created a pumpkin trail and storytelling 
route ("The Grey Lady" with Jo Banks). Participating clubs competed for grants to invest 
in community equipment. 

Societal Impact 

• Reducing Antisocial Behavior (ASB): Events were strategically timed (5:00 PM – 7:00 
PM) to coincide with peak periods for ASB during school holidays. This is critical in areas 
like the Headland & Harbour Ward, which has an ASB rate of 66.9 per 1,000 
population—significantly higher than the national average of 14.7. 

• VCS Activation: The program acted as a platform for Voluntary and Community Sector 
(VCS) organizations to showcase their work and connect with inactive families in a low-
pressure environment. 
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3. Community Insight: Barriers and Enablers 

Data from participatory boards and "My 3 Wishes" prompts provides a clear picture of resident 
priorities and the factors preventing higher levels of physical activity. 

Identified Barriers to Activity 

The following factors are cited as significant deterrents to park usage and community wellbeing: 

• Environmental Neglect: Litter, dog fouling, and "weeds" are frequently mentioned as 
reasons for dissatisfaction. 

• Safety Concerns: Poor lighting and a lack of "police on the beat" contribute to a feeling 
of being unsafe, which is a primary barrier for children, parents, and disabled people. 



• Infrastructure Gaps: Requests were made for the return of youth clubs, better 
maintenance of play areas (swings, slides, zip lines), and the reintroduction of 
community hubs like the Central Library and local hospitals. 

Favorite Park Activities (Latent Demand) 

Despite barriers, there is a clear appetite for specific activities: 

• Play Features: Swings, slides, climbing, and zip lines are the most cited favorites. 

• Informal Movement: Walking the dog, feeding ducks, bike riding, and skating. 

• Creative/Social: Storytelling, "moving socially through space," and community 
togetherness. 
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4. Geographic and Behavioral Data 

The research indicates that park usage is habitual and distributed across the town rather than 
localized to a single ward. 

Park Usage Frequency 

Frequency of Visits Respondent Trend 

0 visits Very few report zero use 

1-2 times/month Low 

3-7 times/month Most common reported frequency 

8+ times/month Significant minority (habitual users) 

High-Footfall Sites 

The following locations were identified as "ready-made intervention sites" due to existing high 
usage: 

• Ward Jackson Park 

• Rossmere Park 

• Summerhill 

• Seaton Carew area 

• Headland Town Moor 

Ward Coverage 

Responses spanned multiple wards, including Burn Valley, De Bruce, Fens & Greatham, Foggy 
Furze, Hart, Headland & Harbour, Manor House, Rossmere, Rural West, Seaton, Throston, and 
Victoria. This supports a distributed, town-wide approach rather than isolated pilots. 
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5. Conclusions and Future Implications 



Shift in Investment Priorities 

The evidence suggests a misalignment between traditional sport funding and community 
needs. Investment should be redirected toward: 

• Revenue over Capital: Funding for maintenance, stewardship, and "light-touch" 
animation of existing spaces is more effective than building new, standalone facilities. 

• Environmental Quality: Cleaning parks and improving lighting are not "background 
services" but active behavior-change interventions. 

• Sustainability: Moving away from one-off events toward repeatable, scalable models 
like Urban Sport & Urban Play reduces lead-in marketing costs and improves efficiency. 

Summary Statement 

Residents are not apathetic toward physical activity; they are blocked by environmental and 
psychological barriers. By treating park maintenance as a precondition for health and focusing 
on informal, family-led play, the system can unlock significant latent demand for movement 
across Hartlepool. 

 
Video summary of October 2025:   

 
 

 

 


