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Preface

J()hn Muir once observed that “when we try to pick
out anything by itself, we find it hitched to every-
thing else in the universe.” Our national parks are
no exception; they are not isolated from events
beyond their boundaries.

National park areas are established primarily to
protect natural and cultural resources and to provide
Fulfilling
that dual mission is becoming increasingly complex
as U.S. national parks attract a rapidly increasing
number of visitors not only from the U.S., but from

for visitors' enjoyment of those resources.

around the world. In itself, the increased number of

visitors poses new problems—and possibilities—for
our national parks and nearby communities. But
complicating the issue is the increasing diversity of

visitors—with an increasing diversity of expectations,

wants, and needs, and increasing pressures on the
resources they have come to enjoy.

Above all, managers confronting these issues need
information. To protect park resources, they must
know those natural and cultural resources and their

diversity. That’s half the equation. The other half is,

of course, people. To provide for visitors’ enjoy-
ment—while protecting resources—managers must
know their visitors, in all their diversity.

To know them is to take a big step toward knowing
how our national parks are “hitched” to the rest of
the world. An important way of learning about
national park visitor diversity is through the studies
of the Visitor Services Project (VSP), which the
National Park Service has now integrated into its
operation. Located at the University of Idaho Coop-
erative Park Studies Unit, a research station of the
NPS, the VSP provides the opportunity for under-
standing visitors and their opinions.

Thus far, the VSP has gathered visitor information
from studies conducted in over 25 national park
areas. Through this information, we are gaining a
new perception of our national park areas, not as
seen through the eyes of park professionals, but as
seen by visitors.

Some aspects of visitors’ perceptions are predictable;
others surprising. And as the VSP studies more park
areas, trends and patterns will emerge with impor-
tant implications for all levels of park management,
for park concessioners, for tourism-dependent
businesses in nearby communities, and of course,
for the visitors themselves. In helping us more
completely understand park visitors, these studies
will help us more knowledgeably fulfill the mission
of the National Park Service.

[ urge everyone connected with the national parks,
from regional directors to field employees to
concessioners to local business people, to read this
Visitor Services Project report. [ urge superinten-
dents to discuss its contents with their staffs. The
information in this report will encourage more parks
to study their visitors, as well as evaluate some of
the ways we conduct activities in and around the
national parks.

}W’\W

James M. Ridenour

Director, National Park Service
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Introduction

Who are park visitors? What do they think about
the parks they visit, the facilities they use, the inter-
pretive programs they attend? The Visitor Services
Project (VSP) is designed to answer these questions
and to help managers make more informed deci-
sions about park operations and park planning.

The VSP began in 1982 when the National Park
Service (NPS), recognizing the need to learn more
about visitors and their opinions, asked Dr. Gary E.
Machlis, Sociology Project Leader at the University of
Idaho Cooperative Park Studies Unit (CPSU), to help.
Dr. Machlis and his staff developed a technique that
provided an easy-to-use, consistent, and inexpensive
means of studying visitors. Since that time, he and
his team have continued to expand and refine the
technique. Now that the VSP is part of NPS opera-
tions, two NPS employees are learning to conduct
the VSP studies.

The survey process is tailored to each park, whether
natural, historical, or cultural, and follows six simple
steps (see Figure 1). VSP personnel hold an on-site
workshop with park staff to develop the survey
questionnaire and plan the study. In the field, a
trained interview team contacts the visitors, distribut-
ing the stamped, addressed questionnaires. Visitors
fill out the questionnaires, and mail them to the
University of Idaho CPSU, where the information is
coded and analyzed. VSP personnel then prepare a
draft report in an easy-to-use graphic format. A
workshop is held to explain the results to the park
staff. The final report is prepared. Additional
analyses are provided as needed.

Questionnaire
development
workshop

Lincoln Memorial

Final
report

Fieldwork et
analysis
Results Draft
workshop report

Figure 1: Steps in a typical Visitor Services Project survey



Information yielded by the studies is useful to
managers of all park divisions, concessions, and
local businesses:

A Park superintendents can use the information in
preparing required planning documents.

A Planners and designers can use the data in im-
proving the design of visitor facilities such as camp-
grounds or trails.

A Interpretive managers can make sure their pro-
grams match visitors’ interests and needs.

A Resource managers can combine visitor data with
biological data to better protect park resources.

A Concession managers can determine whether the
services they offer are meeting visitors’ needs.

A Local businesses can determine how visitors are
contributing economically to the area, and discover
new markets.

This report details some of the results of the VSP
studies conducted since 1985 and highlights some of
the 1988-1989 park studies. Its purpose is to illus-
trate the rich diversity of visitors to the national park
system and to show how such information can be
useful to park managers. A short discussion of the
future direction of the VSP follows. Finally, an
appendix describes the methods used in gathering
the VSP data.

Note: This report is based on studies in individual
parks, and each study was conducted during a short
period in a single season. The data may not apply
to all NPS areas or to other seasons (see Appendix).
The results can, however, demonstrate the diversity
of national park system visitors.

Crack-in-the-Rock Ruin, Wupatki NM

Horseback riding, Rocky Mountain NP




How old are visitors?

People of all ages visit the national parks. Each age
group has different needs and interests in activities
and services. For example, older visitors are gener-
ally interested in exhibits and displays but may need
larger lettering, brighter coloring, and better lighting.
In contrast, children enjoy special programs, with the
individual attention of park staff, such as the Junior
Ranger Program.

The VSP studies reflect a wide diversity of age
groups in parks:

A In several of the park areas studied—like Colonial
National Historical Park—visitors were mostly from
three age groups (see Figure 2). Children under 16
comprised the largest proportion. Next were adults
approaching middle age, followed by younger
adults.

A Some parks had many visitors in one age group.
Nearly one-half of the visitors to Denali National
Park and Preserve were senior citizens (see Figure
3). In contrast, young to middle-aged adults made
up more than one-half of the visitors to Glen Canyon
National Recreation Area (see Figure 4).

A At other parks, such as North Cascades National
Park, visitors of all ages were more equally repre-
sented (see Figure 5).

By observing trends in visitor populations, park
managers, concessioners, and local businesses can
determine the best ways to provide services. For
example, as the visitor population ages (along with
the U.S. population in general), there may be an
increasing need for recreational vehicle campsites
with hookups.
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Figure 2: Visitor ages, Colonial NHP, 1987
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Figure 3: Visitor ages, Denali NP and Preserve, 1988
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Figure 4: Visitor ages, lakeshore, Glen Canyon NRA, 1988
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Figure 5: Visitor ages, highway corridor, North Cascades NP,
1985

Rock Creek Park

A visitor's comment at Colonial NHP:
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Where are international visitors from?

National park visitors represent the global commu-
nity. The growing number of foreign visitors to
national parks is causing park managers, concession-
ers, cooperating associations, and local businesses to
take a new look at their operations and consider
ways to provide services and products for people of
other cultures. For example, park and lodging
information and maps can be translated into appro-
priate languages, or employees with appropriate
language skills can help in serving foreign visitors.

The VSP studies show that international tourism is a
factor throughout the national park system:

A Most of the park areas studied had some foreign
visitors (see Figures 6 and 7). Although foreign
visitors comprised a small percentage of most parks'
annual visitation, they may number several hundred
thousand individuals. From two to twenty foreign
countries were represented in the parks studied.
More than three-fourths of the parks had some
German visitors.

A Some national parks attracted a large proportion
of foreign visitors. Bryce Canyon National Park re-
ceived almost one-third of its visitors from foreign
countries (see Figures 8 and 9). More than one-
third of these were from Germany. The large pro-
portion of German visitors may present an opportu-
nity for a German tour guide business, as suggested
by one German visitor.

As foreign tourism to the U.S. increases, a deeper
understanding of international visitors will become
necessary and valuable.
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Figure 6: Foreign visitation by country, Independence NHP, 1986
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Figure 7: Foreign visitation by country, Grand Teton NP, 1987
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Figure 8: Foreign visitation by country, Bryce Canyon NP, 1988
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Figure 9: Foreign visitation from Europe, Bryce Canyon NP,
1988

Liberty Bell Pavilion, Independence NHP
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Where are United States visitors from?

United States park visitors travel from all over the
country to visit national parks, and each park area
has a geographically distinct mix of visitors. Some
parks are visited mostly by people from the immedi-
ate region; others attract visitors from the entire
nation.

The VSP studies illustrate the wide range of visitation
patterns in parks:

A Some parks, such as Glen Canyon National Rec-
reation Area, drew visitors from a limited region (see
Figure 10). Others, such as Gettysburg National
Military Park, were visited by people from a broader
regional area (see Figure 11). Still others, like Grand
Teton National Park, attracted visitors from all over
the country (see Figure 12).

A Some of the VSP studies provided more detailed
information on visitors” origins. They showed that,
within a given state, visitors were also.distributed in
distinctive patterns. For example, the majority of
Pennsylvania visitors to Independence National
Historical Park came from counties near the park,
and few, if any, visitors came from more distant
counties (see Figure 13).

Knowing where visitors are from can make informa-
tional activities more efficient. For example, manag-
ers can use media such as newspapers and radio to
help educate the public about potential safety haz-
ards. Similarly, knowledge of regional visitation can
help direct education and outreach campaigns at the
local level. If, in the future, the National Park Serv-
ice uses television to broadcast trip planning infor-
mation, knowledge of visitors’” home states could be
very helpful.

Glen Canyon
NRA
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Figure 10: Lakeshore visitors by state, Glen Canyon NRA, 1988

Gettysburg

Figure 11: Visitation by state, Gettysburg NMP, 1986



Grand Teton
NP

Figure 12: Visitation by state, Grand Teton NP, 1987

Museum of Westward Expansion, Jefferson NEM

A visitor's comment at Grand Teton NP:
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What kinds of groups visit the parks?

Knowing the makeup of visitor groups can better
prepare park managers for providing information,
activities, facilities, and other services. A small park
staff that can easily handle family groups is not
always prepared when two bus tours stop at the
visitor center at the same time. If tour groups often
picnic at a particular site, maintenance managers
need to provide adequate litter collection. By learn-
ing about the kinds of visitor groups who use wil-
derness areas or specific park sites, resource manag-
ers and interpreters can help educate these groups in
protecting natural and cultural resources. The VSP
studies found:

A Families were the most common group that
visited the parks studied (see Figures 14 and 15).
However, “families” denotes diverse groups and may
include married couples, two parents and children,
one parent and children, and extended families with
aunts, uncles, and grandparents.

A There are some exceptions. The most common
group type visiting Glen Canyon National Recreation
Area was a family traveling with friends (see Figure
16). At Denali National Park and Preserve, almost
one-fourth of the visitors traveled in tour groups (see
Figure 17). At most parks, some visitors traveled
alone.

Park managers and others can use this information in
planning services and activities. For example, park
managers might want to develop short, easily acces-
sible trails for tour groups, which often consist of
older or foreign visitors with distinct needs and
limited time to walk. Local businesses may be inter-
ested in providing group camping facilities.
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Figure 14: Visitor groups, Craters of the Moon NM, 1988
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Figure 15: Visitor groups, Valley Forge NHP, 1986
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Figure 16: Lakeshore visitor groups, Glen Canyon NRA, 1988
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Figure 17: Visitor groups, Denali NP and Preserve, 1988

Girl Scouts, Jefferson NEM

A visitor's comment at Craters of the Moon NM:



"Whatdo v

sitors do?

Visitors enjoy many activities in pzirks. Knowing the
most popular activities can help park managers and
others determine where staff can be used most
effectively. By knowing what visitors do at specific
park sites, managers can better protect park re-
sources and visitors. The VSP studies indicate:

A Visitor activities are generally determined by the
special features of a park. For example, nearly
three-quarters of the visitors to Everglades National
Park enjoyed birdwatching (see Figure 18), because
birds are easily seen there. Almost half of Ever-
glades’ visitors went on long hikes and one-quarter
attended interpretive programs.

A Shopping was also a popular activity in many of
the park areas studied (see Figure 19). This included
shopping at park bookstores, concession gift shops,
and local businesses.

A Most visitors did not attend interpretive programs.
At Grand Teton National Park, more visitors used
other interpretive services such as visitor centers,
museums, exhibits, and films (see Figure 20). Inter-
pretive program attendance varied by park type;
more visitors attended programs at the historical
areas than at the natural areas studied (see Figure
21).

Managers can use this information in general plan-
ning and for specific programs such as safety. For
example, boaters often do not use visitor centers, but
still have important safety needs. If boating safety
information is provided at marinas, launch ramps,
and other sites, more visitors may receive it.
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Hiking > 2 hrs.
Other
Attending interpretive programs

71%

Picnicking

ACIiVity Boating
Camping
Hiking <2 hrs.

Bicycling

Saltwater fishing

Freshwater fishing

0% 25% 50% 75%

Proportion of respondents

Figure 18: Visitor activities, Everglades NP, 1989
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Figure 19: Shopping, selected parks



Park map/brochure 78%
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Figure 20: Use of interpretive services, Grand Teton NP, 1987
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Figure 21: Interpretive program attendance, selected parks

Backpacking, Rocky Mountain NP

A visitor's comment at Shenandoah NP:
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