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Introduction
This resource provides messaging tips to build the support of people in decision 
making positions for making places such as school grounds, parks, sport and 
recreation facilities and town/suburban public spaces more welcoming and 
inclusive of more people. It is based on a review of existing messaging on this topic, 
a scoping workshop with stakeholders, and a message-testing workshop with 
stakeholders. It also draws on values-based messaging principles outlined  
in the Healthy Persuasion message guide (VicHealth, 2020).1

The advice in this tip sheet covers three main 
settings2:

•	Council spaces: public spaces owned and/or 
managed mostly by local government3

•	Schools: public schools, where our primary  
focus is the general community using school 
grounds when not used for learning purposes, 
on an informal, casual basis, rather than 
formal groups whose use requires contractual 
agreements such as renting indoor stadiums

•	Parks: public parks and nature reserves  
mostly managed by Parks Victoria.

Stakeholders highlighted an important difference 
between the settings:

•	 	Council spaces and school grounds: the goal of 
opening up spaces is to enable access for more 
people to use these places more often;

•	 	Parks: increasing visitor numbers can conflict 
with nature conservation efforts, so stakeholders 
suggested that the goal is more around providing 
or encouraging experiences that deepen people’s 
connection with nature. This has significant health 
and wellbeing benefits and can foster greater 
care for these places.4

1 	To access Healthy Persuasion, register your details here:  
www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/resources/resource-download/values-based-messaging-health-promotion

2 	This initial phase of work is focused on public spaces; it may expand in the future to include private schools.
3 	Messages could also apply to public places managed by state government agencies such as DEECA.
4 	Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria (2021) Nature for health and wellbeing – A review of the evidence.

http://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/resources/resource-download/values-based-messaging-health-promotion
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Further guidance on audience and use case

Our audience for the messaging is ‘place makers’ – people who make 
decisions about how public spaces are used and managed – rather than  
the general public.

Note that the messages are designed to ignite an 
initial spark of interest in place makers (step 1) to 
explore the concept of making community space 
more accessible to more people for physical activity 
and social connection. Step 2 involves working with 
place makers to develop more detailed information 
and support, specific to their local situation and 
context. In the scoping workshops for this project, 
stakeholders across all three settings raised a range 
of legal and operational concerns and needs that 
may hold back further action and can addressed 
alongside developing persuasive messaging. 

Step 2 is beyond the scope of this guide. In addition 
to this guide, VicHealth is exploring other program, 
policy and practice solutions.5

We acknowledge the wide variety of factors that 
can exclude or make people feel less welcome or 
unsafe using a space. Some of these are obvious 
and some more subtle. They range from physical 
barriers to access (e.g. locks on gates; lack of 
adequate footpaths or lighting; certain signage) to 
unwelcoming comments made to people wanting 
to use spaces or historical conditions around 
how and when people can use the space. All the 
above can result in some people missing out, 
feeling excluded and spaces being underutilised. 
Our messaging can help raise awareness of such 
barriers, and importantly point to solutions and  
their significant health and wellbeing benefits.

SUMMARY

Core themes
•	 	Access and equity

•	 	Healthy and connected communities, 
comprising:

	- 	social connection
	- 	connection to nature.

Vision-barrier-action story structure
•	 	Vision: We want everyone to be as healthy 

and connected as possible, by accessing 
public spaces.

•	 	Barrier: Currently, some groups have less 
access to community spaces than others, 
and people are missing out.

•	 	Action: We can make it easier for 
community members to use community 
spaces for physical activity and social 
connection, by expanding access.

5 	For example, in the schools context see two resources published by VicHealth (2023):  
Opening the Gate and Activating open spaces in schools for community use.
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Recommendations:  
five tips
Outlined below are five tips from the Healthy Persuasion 
message guide, which contains evidence-based guidance 
for a wide range of health promotion issues. We found that 
the five tips rang true to the findings of our scoping review 
and stakeholder workshops, and so we have used them  
as basis of this messaging tip sheet.

Each tip is illustrated with example messages, either:

•	 	‘FROM-TO’ examples, showing messages we would recommend using (‘TO’) 
and replacing (‘FROM’); or

•	 ‘RECOMMENDED EXAMPLES’, where there is no obvious problematic message 
to be replaced.

We have included messages that apply to all settings, as well as some specific 
messages for council spaces, schools and parks. Feel free to pick and choose 
from the sample messages and tailor them to your needs.
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Tip #1: Use intrinsic values  
(not facts) to persuade
Values and emotions before facts. Engage your audience’s ‘intrinsic’ values,  
such as equity, helpfulness and creativity. Avoid economic arguments that  
risk activating ‘extrinsic’ values of wealth and competition.

A wealth of social research and quantitative 
message testing points to the effectiveness of 
engaging audience’s intrinsic values in boosting 
support for a wide range of social causes.6

Examples of intrinsic values that could be activated 
through active spaces messaging include:

•	 	Equity and social justice (Universalism)
•	 	Care for the health and wellbeing of school 

students and others (Benevolence)
•	 	Broadmindedness (Universalism) and creativity 

(Self-Direction), in reimagining places
•	 	Deepening people’s connection with nature 

(Universalism)
•	 Inner harmony and mental health (Universalism); 

friendship and connection (Benevolence).

The following sections 1.1 to 1.8 explain in detail  
how to activate our audiences’ intrinsic values.

1.1	 Care for people is a strong motivator

1.2	 Inclusion: places for everyone

1.3 	Active spaces can promote equity

1.4 	At the heart of communities

1.5 	Frame as community, rather than  
organisational, benefits

1.6 	Schools: framing student wellbeing

1.7 	 Talk health, happiness and inclusive 
communities, not economics

1.8 	Use values more than facts

6	 See the Healthy Persuasion guide, or for more detail, The Common Cause Handbook.

https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/resources/resource-download/values-based-messaging-health-promotion
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/622feda0bf4f7d3815edc83c/t/624b93505d96d277a3e3b77f/1649120089849/common_cause_handbook.pdf
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1.1  Care for people is a strong motivator
Focus on the health and wellbeing benefits for people using activated spaces.
Deep down, most people care about other people. It’s motivating to know we can make a difference  
in people’s lives through our work. In messaging, we can amp up the positive impact in people’s lives,  
by using terms such as “life-changing”. Be specific about health and wellbeing benefits and where  
possible use community testimonials to bring these to life (see Tip 5).

Another option could be: “Having places to get active and to relax and unwind makes such a difference in 
people’s lives. That’s why we want to open up more spaces to more people.”

Example messages for council spaces and schools

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Activating spaces enables more people  
to use spaces, with positive health and 
wellbeing benefits.”

TO (RECOMMENDED )
“�Gaining access to public spaces and activities 
can be life-changing, as people connect 
instead of feeling isolated, and kids can learn 
life skills and become more independent.”

Recommended examples for parks
“�Parks are where people can connect with each other and with nature, which is vital to our health 
and wellbeing.”7

“�Exploring parks and learning new skills are important for young people’s development and 
independence.”

7 	A longer message could include more detail, for example: “Time spent in nature is proven to improve our health in many ways, changing our mood 
as well as the way our nervous, endocrine and immune systems function. As little as 10–20 minutes in green spaces can reduce stress, anger and 
anxiety.” – Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria (2021) Nature for health and wellbeing – A review of the evidence.
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1.2  Inclusion: places for everyone
Position council spaces, school grounds and parks as places for everyone. By reimagining places and the 
activities on offer, we can cater to people’s diverse needs and interests.

Overall, we want people to feel (and know) that 
they’re stepping into public space where they 
are welcome if they’re respectful and following 
the rules. We don’t want them to feel they are in 
someone else’s space where they’re not welcome 
or even trespassing. Therefore, avoid inadvertently 
suggesting that spaces are not public or not for 
everyone. “Sharing” may suggest a place belongs  
to one group, that they are generously sharing  
with others. It implies stepping into someone  
else’s space, rather than a public place.

Similarly, if we want to paint a picture of schools as 
being both sites where students learn in classrooms, 
and where the community can enjoy use of the 
grounds at other times, then it’s best to avoid the 
term “school hours”. Using “school hours” to only 
mean students in class unhelpfully reinforces  
an existing idea that that’s all schools are for.  
We could instead call these times “teaching hours” 
to distinguish them from community use outside 
these times (“outside teaching hours”). Alternatively, 
“in the evening and on weekends” may also  
help audiences form a clearer mental image  
of community use at these times.

Some stakeholders expressed concern that “everyone” is too broad, for example, we don’t allow motorbikes 
in parks or golf in school grounds. One way of keeping the “for everyone” goal while recognising the need  
to maintain amenity and environmental values is to keep in mind: “everyone is welcome, but some activities 
are not”. Statements like the one above are worth including to reassure place makers that activating spaces 
can align with their existing policies and practices.

Recommended examples for council spaces
“�We want to create places – such as sport and recreation facilities – that are welcoming and 
inclusive, where everyone feels equally able to participate.”

“�Making public spaces more inclusive and welcoming can provide people with the first step or 
‘taster’, that can lead to them joining more formal programs and clubs. Other people may choose  
to continue with casual activity – and that’s fine too. By opening up public spaces we can provide  
a range of options for people to be active in ways that work for them.”

Example messages for schools

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Schools can share their grounds with  
the community, making them accessible 
outside school hours.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�State school grounds are public places for 
everyone to enjoy in the evenings and on 
weekends.”

Or: “School grounds are vitally important places 
for students as well as the wider community. 
Let’s make them accessible to everyone in the 
evenings and on weekends.”

Recommended example for parks
“�As park managers, we still decide how best to stay true to the purpose of each park.  
We can decide which activities are in keeping with our responsibility to maintain park  
values – activities that encourage people to respect and protect the park.”
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1.3  Active spaces can promote equity
Opening up public spaces is about enabling access 
and making places welcoming to more people, 
including those who have been excluded or made 
to feel unwelcome.

Our messaging can point out that for some people, 
due to life circumstances, public spaces are the only 
places they can get active and connect with others 
– which is why it’s so important to improve access. 

We could also point to some people being currently 
excluded from spaces due to social, cultural, 
physical, environmental or financial barriers, and 
thereby missing out on the benefits of access. 

For more on this, see the section on dialling the 
barrier up and down.

Our messages can also emphasise what is special and unique about public spaces and therefore why  
it is so important to expand access, rather than people needing to find private or commercial options.  
For example, school grounds are familiar places for many children and families, and access is free.

Recommended example for council spaces
“�Many people who use skate parks don’t engage in traditional sports or activities.  
So skate parks are a vital place for those people to be active and spend time together.”

Recommended example for schools
“�We’ve got a lot of families who live in apartments and flats around Elwood, and our school grounds 
are like their backyards.”8

Recommended examples for all settings
“�Public spaces/School grounds/Parks can provide a vital place to connect and get active for people 
who can’t access or don’t feel welcome in other places.”

Add an explainer to a longer message: “Some people may not be in a financial position to join  
a gym or sporting club, or it might not fit their interests or work and family commitments”.

8 	Quote from: VicHealth (2023) Activating open spaces in schools for community use, page 9.

Recommended example for schools
“�Children and young people are much more likely to play and hang out with their friends when they 
have a close, familiar place to go to where they feel welcome.”

Recommended example for parks
(testimonial from a park visitor): “I feel a sense of peace here that I don’t feel anywhere else.  
It’s a break and a breath of fresh air that helps me get through my week.”
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1.4  At the heart of communities
Terms such as “central”, “core”, “heart” and “hub” emphasise how important school grounds, town  
spaces (e.g. central places in towns, or sport and recreation facilities) and parks can be to communities.  
A few differences in recommended terms per space are noted below.

Some stakeholders felt it was a stretch to say school grounds are at the “heart” of a community, which 
might better fit other places and institutions (including schools as a whole). Instead, “central” works 
geographically (close/central) as well as in terms of importance.

Parks stakeholders preferred “heart” to create an emotional connection, and suggested “centre” and “hub” 
would work better for town spaces.

Recommended examples for schools
“School grounds are central to communities.”

“School grounds can be an essential part of communities.” 

Recommended examples for parks
“Parks are at the heart of communities.”

“�Parks have a special place in many people’s hearts. They are where we create meaningful  
moments in life.”

Or a longer message: “Parks have a special place in many people’s hearts. They are where we  
create meaningful moments in life: people demonstrate and protest in parks, they stand in awe  
of Aboriginal rock art and expansive views, they bring their newborns out to family picnics, they 
commiserate, get married and celebrate in parks.”
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1.5  Frame as community, rather than organisational, benefits
Ideally, our messages will frame opening up 
spaces as worthwhile because it benefits the 
community, rather than because it progresses our 
organisational plans and goals. There are always 
intrinsic values that underpin such plans. As a 
general rule, focussing on values-based positive 
outcomes for people is more motivating than the 
plan we need to follow to get there.

In other words, if you do mention a certain plan or 
organisational mission, make sure you first mention  
the community benefits and values motivations 
underpinning the plan – its reason for existence  
in the first place.

Recommended example for all settings
“�Most people in our community want everyone to feel welcome and included in community 
activities. That’s why we have gender equity plans and inclusion initiatives with and for multicultural, 
youth and disability communities. Making spaces more accessible can progress all these equity 
goals in the community.”

Example message for council spaces

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Activating spaces ticks a lot of our boxes.  
It progresses many Council priorities, such 
as our Gender Equity Strategy, Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse Communities Services 
Plan, Youth Engagement Strategy and more.” 

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Council serves the community. We do our 
best to listen and to do what people ask for 
to improve their health, wellbeing and social 
connection. Activating spaces fulfils a lot of  
our community’s desires for greater gender 
equity, multicultural inclusion, youth  
wellbeing and more.”

Example message for parks

FROM (REPLACE)
“�As land managers, we want visitors to care for 
parks in line with our nature conservation plans. 
Activating parks can lead to people advocating 
for or volunteering at their local park.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Parks are where we nurture people’s care for 
nature. That happens when people are drawn 
to spend time in parks and experience nature 
for themselves. Over time, some people feel 
compelled to advocate for and volunteer at 
their local park.”
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1.6  Schools: framing student wellbeing
School stakeholders recommended focusing on the benefits of opening schools for everyone in the 
community, as per tips 1.1 to 1.5. A secondary message can home in on the benefits for students.

The motivations suggested in our messages  
about students need to align with the motivations 
of principals and school staff. Importantly, like most 
people, principals and staff will have a range of 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, so there is a 
framing choice to be made. Based on the values 
science, we recommend engaging intrinsic values 
such as care and respect, rather than achievement, 
productivity and performance that activate  
extrinsic values.

Besides engaging extrinsic values, there is another 
risk with framing benefits in terms of academic 
performance. If that’s the motivation and the 
criterion for assessing where the school should 
put its efforts, then there may be other measures 
such as after-school homework clubs or targeted 
sessions for students who need it, that will do more 
to boost performance. However, if we focus on 
what’s special and unique about opening up school 
grounds, then that initiative stands on its own merits: 
it can encourage kids to play with their friends and 
be active, and foster an active school community.

Notice that the ‘TO’ statement above focuses on student and staff wellbeing and respect (intrinsic values), 
rather than students’ productivity and grades (extrinsic values). It reframes behavioural compliance as 
respect for others, and translates academic results into the things that will boost students’ wellbeing or 
improve their lives, such as literacy and numeracy skills. It also spells out how and why active students  
tend to have better outcomes, rather than just providing a list of facts as in the ‘FROM’ statement.

Example message for schools

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Opening up schools in the evening and  
on weekends helps students keep active.  
Active students tend to have lower truancy  
rates and sick days, are better behaved in  
class, and get higher grades.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Opening up schools in the evening and on 
weekends helps students keep active. Active 
students tend to be healthier and happier to  
be at school, with higher attendance rates. They 
show more respect for their peers and teachers. 
They also concentrate better in class, which 
helps boost their literacy and numeracy skills.”
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1.7	  Talk health, happiness and inclusive communities, not economics
Focus on positive outcomes for people, grounded in intrinsic values. Across a range of topics, this has  
been proven to boost support, over framing issues in terms of economic costs and benefits.9

1.8  Use values more than facts
Values and emotions are more motivating than dry facts, although facts can add weight to values-based 
statements. First establish the ‘why’, the intrinsic motivation to create great spaces for everyone. Facts can 
then back up or add weight to values-based statements.

Example message for parks

FROM (REPLACE)
“�It’s very expensive to maintain parks,  
so we should sweat those assets more.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Parks are public places that should be 
accessible to all. Visiting parks deepens 
people’s connection with these places,  
boosting their health and happiness.

Example message for all settings, especially council spaces

FROM (REPLACE)
“�More than 2000 people visited the  
Active Jane Street initiative.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�People told us they wanted a welcoming place 
to connect and bring their kids to play. So when 
we provided exactly that in Jane Street, more 
than 2000 people visited.”

Example message for council spaces and schools

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Opening up public spaces to more people 
delivers substantial health benefits, which 
translate into significant economic benefits.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Opening up public spaces to more people 
delivers substantial health benefits, with 
happier, healthier people and more connected 
communities.”

9	 See the Healthy Persuasion guide, or for more detail, The Common Cause Handbook.

https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/resources/resource-download/values-based-messaging-health-promotion
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/622feda0bf4f7d3815edc83c/t/624b93505d96d277a3e3b77f/1649120089849/common_cause_handbook.pdf
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Tip #2: Externalise the  
problem: place makers  
have agency
Focus on the space, rather than the people who aren’t yet using it. Emphasise 
place makers’ ability to make spaces more inclusive and welcoming to more 
people.

Externalising means identifying barriers to participation that lie outside individuals’ choices and actions.  
It means focussing on the space and how it has been designed, managed and used to enable or 
discourage people getting active, rather than focussing on individuals’ responsibility to get active.  
Focus on spaces and what place makers can do to improve them.

In the above example, “choice” focuses on individual responsibility, while “options” more helpfully focuses  
on the space and what it offers to young people.

In line with our focus on equity:

•	 	Emphasise the responsibility of place makers to first make spaces physically and culturally safer and  
more welcoming, before inviting more people to use those spaces.

•	 	Focus on place makers’ agency to create welcoming spaces that suit people’s needs, through meaningful 
consultation and engagement with local communities. The barrier is the space being physically closed 
(e.g. locked) or unwelcoming, or not meeting people’s needs and desires in how they would like to use it. 
The solution is for place makers to work with people to understand their barriers and experience,  
and provide options that meet their needs and interests.

Example message for all settings

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Healthy choices”, e.g. “Opening up public 
places/school grounds/parks to young people 
encourages them to make healthier choices.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Healthy options”, e.g. “Opening up public 
places/school grounds/parks to young people 
provides them with healthier options.”

Example message for all settings

FROM (REPLACE)
“�We can inspire young people to get  
more active”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Working with young people, we can create  
more inspiring activities and opportunities to 
get active, in our local community spaces.”
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Tip #3: Stick to your story
Repeat and reinforce your story that encourages place makers to open up public 
spaces. Find creative ways to tell the same underlying story in different ways.

There is a communications saying, “When you’re  
sick of telling your story is when other people are 
starting to hear it.”

While some advocates may worry about our 
messages becoming ‘old hat’, it’s actually  
campaign messages that are repeated and 
reinforced over several years that stick with 
audiences (think “slip, slop, slap”). Remember,  
you can always keep the same idea (frame),  
and change the execution by varying:

•	 	the wording (see suggested variations in  
Words to embrace and replace);

•	 	the messenger (see Tip 5);
•	 	the choice of images (Tip 5).

As well as consistently telling our story, effective 
communication requires us to avoid disputing or 
mythbusting an opposition story that discourages 
opening up public spaces to the public. 

Within this topic area, there isn’t an active opposition 
that is philosophically opposed, but there is some 
resistance based on historical patterns of usage 
as well as legal, logistical and financial concerns 
– which need to be addressed beyond messaging 
(step 2).

In our initial messaging, we are best off focusing  
on the benefits of activating spaces.

The example below uses ‘getting active in nature’ as an activity that suits a message about parks.  
In messages about council spaces and schools, this activity could be replaced with others relevant to  
those settings.

Rather than mythbusting or diving into details, our messaging can helpfully summarise legal advice in 
simple terms and point people where to go for more information (step 2). Here is an example that could  
be included in communications to schools:

Example message for all settings

FROM (REPLACE)
“�It’s a myth that [getting active in nature] is 
dangerous. Young people have fewer accidents 
than when doing [X] other activities.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�[Getting active in nature] provides a great 
way for young people to explore, challenge 
themselves, and learn new skills.”

Schools: the lowdown on public access and liability
Access and trespass: It is legal for members 
of the public to enter and use public school 
grounds. It only becomes trespass if someone 
is doing something wrong. The same as for any 
other public place, if someone is behaving in 
an anti-social way, they can be asked to stop or 
leave, or be removed from the grounds by police.

Liability: If a member of the public injures 
themselves while using the school grounds,  
they are generally covered by the Department  
of Education’s insurance policy.

For more detailed information, contact the 
Legal team at Department of Education, at 
[email].
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Tip #4: Create  
something good
Focus on positive solutions and outcomes, more than problems they  
address. Frame our solutions as creating more good, rather than less bad.

Initiatives to open up spaces can be framed as either creating ‘more good’ or ‘less bad’. ‘More good’ 
framing tends to boost audience support.10 Examples include “opening up”, “expanding options”,  
“enabling access”, “for more people”, “in more places” and “being part of the solution”.

As outlined in the Introduction, increasing visitor numbers is not always desirable as it may conflict 
with nature conservation goals. For this reason, stakeholders advised against using terms such as 
“underutilised”, “use to full potential”, “by more people”, “parks are for people”.

Recommended example for council spaces
“�Many sports facilities and open spaces in towns are currently underutilised. We want them to be 
used to their full potential, by more people, more of the time.”

Recommended example for schools
“�One in four Australian kids is not doing enough physical activity to maintain good health and 
wellbeing. By opening up your school grounds to the community, you can join a growing number  
of schools that are becoming part of the solution.”

Recommended example for parks
“�We can offer more activities that encourage people to deepen their connection with nature and  
use parks respectfully.”

“�We want to expand our offerings in line with what the community wants. We welcome people  
of all ages, abilities and interests, including yoga enthusiasts, nature therapists and young 
adventure campers.”

10 See the Healthy Persuasion guide.

https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/resources/resource-download/values-based-messaging-health-promotion
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‘Less bad’ framing (“reducing” something undesirable, or “closing” or “restricting” access) can be flipped  
into ‘more good’ (“opening”, “boosting”, “enabling”), as in the following examples:

Stakeholders suggested that it is best to avoid mentioning screens or reducing screen time. Screens 
are core to many young people’s identity and there are also educational benefits of screens used for 
schoolwork.

The ‘FROM’ example above foregrounds vandalism and anti-social behaviour, which unhelpfully reminds 
place makers that opening up school grounds might mean more of these behaviours (even though 
we’re saying they should be reduced). In contrast, the ‘TO’ statement focuses on ‘more good’, with ‘more 
community ownership and care for school grounds’ (what we do want) rather than ‘less vandalism and 
anti-social behaviour’ (what we don’t want). Rather than trying to cover off concerns about vandalism in  
our upfront messaging, we would recommend leaving this until step 2, further information and support.

Case studies and testimonials from other schools could be very helpful to highlight benefits and alleviate 
concerns (see Tip 5 below).12

Example message for schools

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Opening up school grounds is about reducing 
the time kids spend on screen, along with 
the health impacts and negative in-class 
behaviours that can follow.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Opening up school grounds is about boosting 
kids’ physical activity and friendships, with 
proven improvements in wellbeing and  
respect shown in class.”

Or: “Opening up school grounds is about 
enabling kids to establish healthy habits.”

Example message for schools

FROM (REPLACE)
“�The evidence shows that having more people 
using school grounds in the evenings and on 
weekends reduces vandalism and anti-social 
behaviour.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�More people using school grounds in the 
evenings and on weekends means more 
community ownership and care for school 
grounds.”

Or: “Most people access school grounds to 
get active and enjoy themselves. By using the 
grounds respectfully, they set social norms  
for other people to follow suit.”

Example message for council spaces

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Road closed” [to car traffic].

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�Street opened to people walking, bike riding  
and scooting.”11

11 	See VicHealth’s Framing Walking and Bike Riding message guide, page 9.
12	Many of the case studies in Activating open spaces in schools for community use refer to community ownership as contributing to low security issues.

https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/VBM-Framing-Walking-Bike-framing---message-guide.pdf
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Tip #5: Keep it real
Keeping it real means illustrating abstract concepts like “opening up spaces”  
with tangible examples, personal stories and images. This is how we bring  
our story to life and keep it fresh using a variety of story characters, media  
and messengers.

5.1  The messenger matters
The choice of messenger can be just as important 
as the message. Consider whether trusted 
members of the community, program participants, 
providers or place makers might make good 
messengers for your communications.

The following example replaces a generic statement 
about “young people” with a testimonial that is 
tangible, personal and emotive, all attributes that 
make messages more memorable and powerful.

Another effective strategy is to feature quotes from place makers emphasising the good outcomes that 
have resulted from activations:

Example message for council spaces

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Activating Jane Street has enabled many  
young people to meet up and get active, 
including women and Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse communities.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�We met at the Jane Street Jump-up. We had 
such a laugh, shooting hoops for the first time 
since primary school. We’ll be back for more” 

Fatimah, aged 17, and Lola, aged 19.

Recommended example for council spaces
“�By taking the lock off the tennis court and allowing people to come and play without having to first 
call the membership officer, we’ve seen a lot more casual usage of the court. Over time, some of 
those people might join us as members. Others will likely continue on a casual basis and that’s  
fine too.”

Example message for schools

FROM (REPLACE)
“�Opening up schools to the community  
typically increases community connections, 
ownership and volunteerism.”

TO (RECOMMENDED)
“�If you’re considering opening up your school 
grounds to the community, just do it! You 
won’t believe what community groups and 
connections will flourish and how much respect, 
ownership and volunteerism toward your  
school will grow”

School Leader.13

13 	Quote from: VicHealth (2023) Opening the Gate – A resource to support Victorian schools to activate school grounds and open spaces  
for community use, page 2.
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5.2  Avoid jargon
Jargon is language that is unnecessarily technical or abstract. Using jargon risks our audiences not 
understanding what we mean, or having very different understandings of what we mean. An example is the 
term “activating spaces”. We recommend replacing such ambiguous terms with others that make clearer 
what this might look like in practice (see Words to embrace and replace).

5.3  Use images wisely
As the saying goes, a picture paints a thousand words. In an instant, images can set the tone of our 
communications, and tell us who is involved in our story and how they feel. Choose images that help  
place makers to imagine what active spaces and activities look like, enjoyed by a diversity of people.

Avoid images that show elite sportspeople performing feats that are out of reach of many people  
(see ‘FROM’ below). Note most of the ‘TO’ examples show people wearing everyday clothes and enjoying 
semi- or unstructured activities rather than competitive sport. It’s also worth including images of  
organised sport and activities in the mix.

FROM: TO:
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Story structure:  
Vision-Barrier-Action
We recommend following an effective story structure that starts with a positive 
vision, raises the problem of inequitable access (barrier), and proposes a solution 
to this by opening up spaces to more people (action).

The barrier part of our message can help raise 
place makers’ awareness that enabling access 
for everyone in the community goes far beyond 
providing infrastructure. It can help place makers 
understand the subtle ways people may feel 
unwelcome or otherwise unable to use spaces. 
Ideally the barrier will include tangible examples 
to illustrate more generalised abstract statements 
such as “not everyone has the same access to 
these places”.

Example Vision-Barrier-Action stories

Example stories for all settings

VISION
Describe an attractive  
values-based vision.

BARRIER
Identify an external barrier that 
undermines people’s efforts to 
achieve the vision.

ACTION
Frame the action required  
to overcome the barrier as 
a positive solution, creating  
a better future.

“�We all want everyone to be 
as healthy and happy as they 
can be. Local spaces like parks, 
town squares and school 
grounds are important places 
for people to meet up and get 
active.

But not everyone has the same 
access to these places. Some 
groups discourage other people 
from using the space, or the 
facilities or activities offered  
there are not suitable.

We need to work with a diverse 
range of people from local 
communities to make spaces suit 
them better and make them feel 
welcome. Then everyone  
can enjoy meeting up and  
being active, for better health.”

“�People want to be healthy  
and connected, with places 
they can meet up, unwind  
and play.

But currently, only some people 
have access to places to do this. 
Some footpaths are too narrow 
and uneven for some people 
to walk safely. Some school 
grounds have gates that block 
people from using the grounds 
after hours. Sometimes people 
are looking for ways to be active 
beyond organised sport.

�It’s time to reimagine our 
public spaces and activities 
and redesign them with local 
communities. Together, we can 
make places more welcoming 
and inclusive and offer a range 
of ways to be active in the great 
outdoors. That way, everyone can 
enjoy the health and wellbeing 
benefits of using these places.”

1. Vision 2. Barrier 3. Action
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Example for council spaces

VISION BARRIER ACTION
“�People want to be healthy  
and connected, with places 
they can connect, unwind  
and play.

But currently, only some people 
have access to places to do this. 
Some people who aren’t into 
competitive sport would value the 
chance to try something  
new or just kick a ball around. 
Others would like to enjoy  
cultural activities in local parks.

It’s time to update and expand 
our public spaces and activities. 
There are a range of things 
Councils can do, such as 
collaborating with lessees  
to enable more community use 
of sports grounds and other 
public spaces, and offering  
social activities for people of  
all abilities to get active. Together, 
we can make places more 
welcoming and inclusive, so that 
everyone can enjoy the health 
and wellbeing benefits  
of using these places.”

Example story for schools
Note “connect with their family and peers” in the vision. Family connection can only happen outside 
teaching hours at school, which helps make the case for opening schools to the community.

VISION BARRIER ACTION
“�Everyone wants thriving 
healthy children and local 
communities, where children 
can be active and connect 
with their family and peers.

Children need opportunities 
beyond school lunchbreaks and 
PE class to get active and play 
outdoors.

[We/schools] can play a key role 
in opening up school grounds 
for more kids to play, more of the 
time. School grounds are key sites 
for kids to hang out in a local and 
familiar place where they feel 
they belong and where families 
are happy for them to play.”

Example story for parks

VISION BARRIER ACTION
“�As park managers, we know 
the joy of sitting under a big old 
tree, the relaxation of a walk or 
picnic, and the exhilaration of  
a climb or kayak.

But for many people, these 
experiences aren’t yet a familiar 
or regular part of their lives.

By offering a range of activities, 
we can connect people with 
parks and remind them how 
good the great outdoors can be. 
Then we know they’re more likely 
to come back and engage with 
the park in a really positive way.”
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Dialling the barrier up and down
Dialling up the barrier part of the message means 
being more overt about equity and the negative 
outcomes of the status quo, leaving spaces as  
they are.

The key idea here is that the status quo is unjust. 
Activating spaces can sound like ‘nice-to-have’ 
aspirations. That is why our messages need to point 
to the negative outcomes of the status quo, to show 
that not taking action can worsen inequities. 

After emphasising how vital inclusive public spaces 
are for health and wellbeing, we can then point 
place makers to the negative impacts of inaction. 
This is the counterpoint to ‘life-changing benefits’:  
if we don’t open up spaces, then people miss out  
on the benefits.

You can choose to dial your communications up 
or down based on your local situation and your 
audience’s awareness of equity issues.

DIALLED DOWN EXAMPLES DIALLED UP EXAMPLES

“�Sometimes no one set out to make things  
this way, it’s just the way they’ve been for  
a long time.”

“�The way spaces and activities have been designed 
means some people are missing out/are excluded/
not welcome/their needs are not being met”

“�Together, we can make places more  
welcoming and inclusive”

“�If we keep doing what we’re doing, some people 
in our community can enjoy the benefits of using 
public spaces, while many more will continue to 
miss out. If anyone is being excluded and missing 
out, we can and should put that right.”

“�We can…”; “It’s in our hands to…” [open up spaces] “We have a responsibility to…” [open up spaces]

A dialled up story for council spaces

VISION BARRIER ACTION
“�[Council] wants to help  
create greater equity in  
our community.

However, when we leave public 
spaces the way they are, we 
can actually worsen inequities: 
people who already have access 
through formal clubs or who 
feel comfortable using spaces 
continue to reap the benefits, 
while others miss out, further 
entrenching their disadvantage.

We can be part of the solution. 
By working together with current 
users of the space as well as 
people who aren’t currently 
included or welcomed, we can 
redesign spaces and activities  
to work better for everyone.”

A dialled up story for schools

VISION BARRIER ACTION
“�[Our school/Department of 
Education] wants to help 
create greater equity in  
our community.

However, when school gates 
are closed to the public out of 
hours, we can actually worsen 
inequities: people who already 
feel comfortable using a range 
of public spaces or who have 
access through sporting clubs 
continue to reap the benefits, 
while others miss out, further 
entrenching their disadvantage.

Schools can be part of the 
solution by opening our gates 
to the community to use school 
grounds in the evenings and on 
weekends. This is already working 
very well at many schools, 
with benefits for all – students, 
families, local communities and 
schools.”
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A dialled up story for parks

VISION BARRIER ACTION
“�Parks Victoria wants to help 
create greater equity in our 
community, by enabling 
access to nature. We know 
spending time in nature is 
crucial for people’s health  
and wellbeing.

However, when we leave parks 
the way they are, we can actually 
worsen inequities: people 
who already feel comfortable 
using parks continue to reap 
the benefits, while others miss 
out, further entrenching their 
disadvantage.

OR: However, the way park 
spaces and activities have been 
designed means some people 
are missing out because they feel 
parks are not for them.

We can be part of the solution. 
By working with people who 
aren’t currently included, we 
can redesign our spaces and 
activities to work better for 
everyone.”
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Words to embrace  
and replace
A selection of words and phrases we recommend using to reinforce helpful ideas about active spaces 
(‘embrace’), as well as unhelpful words to avoid (‘replace’).

WORDS TO EMBRACE WORDS TO REPLACE WHY
“Public space”; “community facilities” “Open space” Position spaces as being public and for 

public/community use.

“Move”, “get active”, “be active”, “play”, 
“connect”, “meet up”

“Exercise”, “sport” Be inclusive and capture the more 
informal ways people can use spaces.

“People”, “everyone”, “local 
communities”, “children”, “families”

Abstract words such 
as “cohorts” or “users”; 
commercial terms such as 
“clients” or “consumers”

Remind place makers that we’re talking 
about people and people’s lives.

The “hub”, “centre”, “core” “heart”  
of communities

“Connected to 
communities”

“Hub”, “centre”, “core”, “heart” position 
spaces as being crucial aspects of 
communities, rather than separate 
parts that are connected.

“A space where everyone is welcome”
“Mutual responsibility to look after this 
space”

“Share” or “sharing” space “Share” may suggest a place belongs 
to one group, that they are generously 
sharing with others. It implies stepping 
into someone else’s space, rather than 
a public place.

For Councils and schools:
“Opening up access to more people”; 
“Opening the gate”; “Reimagining 
[place]”;
“Redesigning [place] with local 
communities”; “Making [place] more 
welcoming and inclusive”;
“Welcoming everyone to [place]”

“Activating spaces” “Activating” is abstract and unclear.

For parks:
“Connecting people with parks” 
“Making parks more welcoming and 
inclusive”
“Reimagining parks”

“More people”, e.g. “we 
want more people to  
use parks”

“More people” suggests visitor pressure 
that may compromise conservation 
efforts.

For schools:
“Community use of school grounds”

“Community use of 
schools”

“Schools” brings to mind classrooms, 
while “school grounds” suggests ovals, 
fields, outdoor basketball courts and 
playgrounds.

“In the evenings and on weekends”; 
“outside teaching hours”

“Outside school hours” “Outside school hours” suggests that 
schools are only for teaching school 
children (see 1.2 Inclusion: places for 
everyone).

“Community ownership and 
stewardship”; “mutual responsibility for 
looking after our school grounds”

“Community surveillance” 
or “passive surveillance”  
of school

“Surveillance” suggests some visitors 
need to be surveilled.
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