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Implementing 
Innovation
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M
any of us like to think of  ourselves as innovators, or as being 
creative in our day-to-day jobs. However, that is not always 
the case. While I do believe everyone can have those attri-
butes, sometimes it takes effort and focus to make innova-

tion and creativity a part of  your own repertoire in the business world or a 
part of  your organization’s culture. 

Creating a culture of advanced 
thinking and creativity for business 

By John Prue, CPRP

Innovation can translate to successful 
programs, new revenue, cost savings 

or streamlined efforts.
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According to world-renowned 
entrepreneur Richard Branson: 
“There is no substitute for inno-
vation. Original ideas will always 
rise to the top.” I believe we all can 
agree, that is true. However, what 
exactly is innovation, and where 
does the creativity behind it come 
from? We have all heard the term 
“thinking outside the box,” and 
although that might capture it per-
fectly, there is a bit more to it. Or-
ganizational innovation not only 
fosters a culture where people are 
encouraged to create new thoughts 
and ideas, but also allows for the 
action of  putting these new ideas 
into practice despite challenges, 
resistance, risk and other outside 
factors. This is no different in the 

park and recreation profession. We 
need to build the environment for 
creativity, innovation or new ideas, 
and then establish the proper busi-
ness culture to follow that through 
to execution. The bottom line is 
that innovation can translate to 
successful programs, new revenue, 
cost savings or streamlined efforts.

Implementing Innovation 
at Your Agency
How can you harness innovation’s 
potential for your own organiza-
tion? As mentioned above, develop-
ing a culture or an environment for 
creativity and innovation is the first 
step. Keep in mind, you also want 
to make this culture sustainable, so 
it must be a part of  every level of  
your organization. This means ref-
erencing the importance of  innova-
tion in organizational communica-
tion, rewarding efforts put toward 
innovation, and ensuring people 

have the time to participate. 
What would happen if  you al-

lowed your staff  dedicated and con-
sistent time during the work week 
for these efforts? For actual working 
groups or innovation teams, some 
companies, like Google, can offer 
up to 20 percent of  the work day for 
creativity and innovation develop-
ment. Determining the amount of  
time you want to devote within your 
own workforce is essential. Many 
factors are involved for each organi-
zation, but ultimately constituting a 
dedicated time toward innovations 
or teamwork in this area shows a 
true commitment. 

Evaluating Risk
The risk to the organization is some-
thing that needs to be considered. 
Some innovative initiatives leave 
little risk to explore and can even 
include a pilot program to evaluate 
their effectiveness. However, the 

Organizational innovation not only fos-
ters a culture where people are encour-
aged to create new thoughts and ideas, 
but also allows for the action of putting 
these new ideas into practice.
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great majority of  innovative ideas 
will take time, levels of  effort and 
will impact overall costs, which all 
become an organization’s risk factor. 
A Harvard Business Review study has 
found that when organizations al-
locate approximately 70 percent of  
their innovation activity to low-risk 
projects, 20 percent to moderate- 
risk projects, and 10 percent to high-
risk projects, they significantly out-
perform the competition. Park and 
recreation agencies can’t afford to 
risk their entire organization on one 
big idea. Likewise, developing only 
small projects won’t ever deliver a 
big win either. Managing your risk 
level is an important consideration 
as you develop your own “balanced 
portfolio” of  these types of  innova-
tion projects.

Innovation as a Solution
Another part of  innovation you 
need to consider is: What are you 
looking to fix, and why? It might 
be budget driven, such as a reduc-
tion of  funds to provide the same 
services. Maybe it is internal effi-
ciency issues or a need to find an 
efficient way to do business. In the 
business of  parks and recreation, 

oftentimes, the reason is to meet 
customer needs. Your “fix” could 
be a quality control-related issue 
driven from previous customer 
feedback, or it could be customer 
demand for new programs and ser-
vices. In some cases, your custom-
er demands also are driven by di-
rect competition in your local area.

Resource Allocation
When looking to innovate, organi-
zations need to ensure they devote 
the necessary resources to explore 
and implement innovation projects.

As we look at resources, it is easy 
to focus on the dollars, or the hard 
costs associated with cultivating, 
developing and implementing new 
ideas. However, it’s more than just 
dollars — it requires a whole pro-
cess or mindset, starting with leader-
ship. For many of  us in the park and 
recreation field, this may include a 
board or city council as well as the 
agencies’ top leaders. All leadership 
need to prioritize innovation, which 
includes the delegation of  the neces-
sary human and financial capital to 
support that effort.  

Finding the right people for inno-
vation is important. Some organiza-

tions are now adding job functions 
or responsibilities into position de-
scriptions. They also are creating 
hiring strategies specific to finding 
these “innovators,” or creative peo-
ple, for their agencies. However, if  
you can’t hire new talent and you 
have many good people doing good 
work, training to “innovate” might 
be the best way to manage your hu-
man capital in this direction.

Performance Goals
Once the leadership is committed, 
the team is established and culture 
for change is instituted, it’s “go 
time.” Leadership first needs to set 
the challenge or overall goal for the 
agency related to innovation. Once 
that is determined, you can create 
short-term performance goals for 
idea generation, along with team 
efforts to explore, develop and 
implement these approved inno-
vation projects. The result: an en-
gaged and motivated staff  focused 
on goals will drive the “innovation 
train” to agency success.
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To make a culture of innovation sustain-
able, it must be a part of every level of 
your organization.



48	 Parks & Recreation |  M A R C H  2 0 2 3  |  P A R K S A N D R E C R E A T I O N . O R G

I N N O VAT I O N

Case Studies
Let’s look at a few examples of inno-
vation in practice within the park and 
recreation industry. Although these 
examples are from larger agencies, 
this does not prohibit any size organi-
zation from creating a culture of in-
novation that is scaled to their needs.

The Chicago Park District 
(CPD) took a direct path to tack-
ling an age-old issue for most or-
ganizations — training and devel-
opment. Approximately 13 years 
ago, CPD created a professional 
development manager position for 
community recreation. Leading up 
to that, CPD leadership knew that 
training had been inconsistent — 

there were concerns with training 
quality, along with overall support 
and availability for the staff. With 
the hiring of  a professional devel-
opment manager, the goal was to 
centralize training, set standards 
and launch a needs assessment for 
the district’s Community Recre-
ation Department. From that data, 
the district recognized a need to 
expand training throughout the or-
ganization and launched its Work-
force Development Department. 
The department was created on es-
sentially a zero-based budget, with 
staff  throughout the district form-
ing the team. 

This new Workforce Develop-
ment Department ultimately was 
responsible for:
•	 Coordinating with other depart-

ments to develop district-wide 
employee conferences that in-

clude soft and hard skills and 
role-specific training, such as 
dance class instruction, equip-
ment use, emotional intelligence, 
seasonal sports, financial aware-
ness and career advancement.

•	 Launching and maintaining a 
learning management system 
that contains a library of  more 
than 2,000 custom and off-the-
shelf  online trainings, which 
staff  can access anytime. This 
tool also tracks continuing edu-
cation units, certifications, com-
pliance and reporting. It also has 
career path trainings, so staff  can 
prepare for their next position.

•	 Partnering with local colleges 
and universities to obtain dis-
counts for staff, as well as to lead 
workshops.

•	 Creating and leading a variety of  
workshops, including the Certi-

In our world of parks and recreation, 
innovation is a product, program, service 
or business strategy that’s new or fresh 
and ultimately useful to our organization 
and community.
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fied Park and Recreation Pro-
fessional test preparation course, 
emotional intelligence, career 
skills and facilitator trainings.

•	 Partnering with state and nation-
al associations to obtain addi-
tional learning opportunities for 
staff  and to network with other 
professionals.

•	 Providing mental health and ho-
listic support for all staff  before, 
during and after a crisis.

•	 Leading the employee engage-
ment experience, managing in-
ternal communications, creating 
an employee newsletter, and ob-
taining no-cost benefits for staff.

•	 Connecting with other organiza-
tions — such as financial institu-
tions, an employee assistance pro-
gram, mental health services and 
social security — to provide per-
sonal development opportunities.
The CPD leadership recognized 

an issue within training, develop-
ment and employee engagement. 
They took a bold approach, using 
vision and teamwork, to solve the 
gap and went well beyond sup-
porting their employees. The CPD 
Workforce Development Depart-
ment continues today, focusing on 
training, professional development, 
employee engagement, communi-
cation and mental health support 
for all of  the district’s 3,000 em-
ployees and 2,000 seasonal staff.

Cleveland Metroparks is anoth-
er agency that is doing some great 
things related to creative innova-
tion. During the past year, they 
started a new program to harness 
the power of  virtual reality (VR) 
through a partnership with Uni-
versity Hospitals Seidman Cancer 
Center. In meeting with current and 
former Seidman patients, Cleveland 
Metroparks identified a unique op-
portunity to “bring the parks to the 
people.” While VR cannot fully 

re-create the experience of  visiting 
an outdoor space in person, the 
technology shows great promise 
in empowering patients to access 
green spaces virtually that may oth-
erwise be inaccessible for a variety 
of  health or mobility reasons.

Through a generous donation, 
Cleveland Metroparks began cap-
turing camera footage from its 18 
park reservations and along the 
Lake Erie waterfront and install-
ing it onto VR headsets. Specific 
sensory experiences — such as 
sitting under cherry blossoms, 
kayaking along the Cuyahoga 
River with views of  Downtown 
Cleveland in the background, and 
hiking and biking the more than 
24,000 acres in the Cleveland 
Metroparks — were developed to 
digitally capture the scenic natural  
resources available around the 
park district. Other area hospitals 
have used it for a wide variety of  
purposes, and this program con-
tinues to expand as some hospitals 
have shown interest in providing 
these experiences to caregivers to 
relieve stress. The use of  VR tech-
nology in these hospitals provides 
users with an accessible new path 
to experience the park district.

These are just a few examples of  
how Cleveland Metroparks identi-
fied opportunities and adapted ac-
cordingly for the best interest of  the 
organization. According to Brian 
Zimmerman, CEO for Cleveland 
Metroparks, “Our opportunities 
for innovation are not led by any 
dedicated department but are the 
result of  a strong, forward-thinking 
leadership team across all divisions 
that is collaborative and engaged in 
the community.”

Opportunities for 
Innovation
As you can see, innovation can 

come in different ways. It can stem 
from keeping an open mind to an 
issue or problem, can be an oppor-
tunity that arises to better serve 
your community, or presents a bet-
ter way of  doing business. Some 
park and recreation agencies have 
explored formal innovation teams. 
However, some have implemented 
innovation in a less formal but ef-
fective manner. The common de-
nominator is strong leadership that 
desires creativity and innovative 
thinking from its people. The key 
to making this all work is that the 
entire team responds to the chal-
lenge, and that becomes a win-win 
scenario for all concerned.

In our world of  parks and rec-
reation, innovation is a product, 
program, service or business strat-
egy that’s new or fresh and ulti-
mately useful to our organization 
and community. Innovations don’t 
have to be major breakthroughs in 
technology or a brand-new busi-
ness line; they can be as simple as 
upgrades to your organization’s 
customer service, internal pro-
cess changes for efficiency, or just 
simple adjustments added to an 
existing program delivery. We all 
have competition in some form or 
fashion, and innovation can help 
us engage with our own team and 
separate from our competitors.

The American Academy for Park 
and Recreation Administration has a 
task force committee on career devel-
opment that has been focused on this 
and many other related topics. The task 
force is seeking more examples of  inno-
vative park and recreation approaches, 
best practices, and success stories on 
building a culture of  innovation and 
creativity. If  you would like to share 
any examples or best practices, reach 
out to them at info@aapra.org. 

John Prue, CPRP, is Morale, Welfare and Recreation  
Program Analyst for Navy Region Mid-Atlantic. 


