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IN REPLY REFER TO: 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
P.O. BOX 37127 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20013-7127 

November 14, 1991 

Memorandum 

To: Park Superintendents 

From: Assistant to the Director for Science and Technology 

Subject: ETHNIC GROUPS' USE OF RECREATION OPPORTUNITIES: DEALING 
WITH MISUNDERSTANDINGS 

Superintendents' Memo #49 touched very briefly on the topic "Ethnic Issues and 
Management Opportunities". For those who have an interest in this subject, I call 
your attention to two short but excellent papers forwarded to me recently by Ray 
Murray, WRO. 

(1) "Communicating with Users of the Angeles National 
Forest"; and 

(2) "Results from a Pilot Study of Visitor Use at the 
Mecca Hills (BLM) Recreation Area." 

The first paper concerns visitor behavior and visitor use characteristics in the Angeles 
National Forest in Southern California, an area where visitation is approximately 65 
percent Hispanic. The report deals primarily wi th ways to improve communications 
wi th these predominantly Hispanic visitors, roughly a third of whom are first-time 
users of the National Forest., Some relevant findings and observations fol low: 

• Most of the visitors to the Angeles National Forest were 
from the local area, and were inexperienced users of 
National Forests. 

• Average group size was large i.e., eight visitors - -
9.1 for Hispanic groups and 5.7 for Caucasian groups. 

• Little advance planning preceded the typical visit. Most 
visitors learned about the area from another person and 
relied heavily on informal personal contacts to acquire 
information about, available outdoor recreation 
opportunities. 

• The mass media and official sources generally did not 
serve as important sources of planning information for 
visitors. 

• The mass media are efficient with a homogenous 
audience, but become increasingly ineffective as the 
audience becomes more diverse. Targeting 
communications messages to specific communities may be 
unproductive. 
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• The values, experiences and views of foresters, no 
matter what their ethnic identity, probably is different in 
important ways from the values, experiences and views of 
forest visitors. Failure to take those differences into 
account dur ing communica t ion can create 
misunderstandings. 

• Effective communication occurs best in a two-way 
exchange between people who suspend judgments about 
the other's opinions and behaviors, at least temporarily, 
but who do not necessarily agree on values. 

• Culture groups interpret the meaning of messages 
differently. Hiring rangers with appropriate language and 
ethnic identity will not automatically create effective 
intercultural communications, especially if the rangers are 
perceived to be more a part of the Agency culture than of 
the visitor's culture. 

• One of the principal sources of intercultural 
communication difficulty between the Forest Service 
personnel and forest visitors is likely to be a little 
perceived clash between cultural values concerning what 
it is appropriate to do both to and with the land. These 
"land ethics" are cultural in nature, and those who hold 
them are not likely to have considered that other views 
are possible. This can lead to strong value judgments 
about the people who have different land ethics. These 
value judgments can make communication difficult. 

• Information that is communicated effectively to visitors 
can greatly improve the quality and the efficiency of 
resource planning and management. Brochures were the 
preferred medium for on-site information transfer followed 
by signs, radio, rangers, and bulletin boards. Signs on-site 
can provide needed directions and remind visitors of things 
learned elsewhere. However, signs will not persuade and 
are a poor means to inform visitors of more than the 
simplest messages. Assessments of primary languages 
suggests that multi-lingual messages and pamphlets are 
needed for effective communications. 

The second paper deals with visitor use at BLM's Mecca Hills recreation area near 
Palm Springs, CA. Emphasis in this study is on gathering information that would be 
useful for providing improved visitor services and recreation opportunities. Visitors 
to the Mecca Hills site are predominantly young (average age 33) Hispanics, 
including 54% Mexican Hispanic and 2 1 % U. S. born Hispanic. U. S. born Anglos 
constituted 16% of the visitation population. Roughly 36% of the visitors spoke 
only Spanish. Average education level was mid-tenth grade. Some of the findings 
in this study are both interesting and relevant: 
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• The most important reasons for coming to the Mecca 
Hills recreation area were, in ranked order, to be in a safe, 
clean, non-littered area that offered a place to recreate 
with the family. Within the different subcultural groups, 
safety and the opportunity to recreate with one's family 
were considerably more important to Hispanic visitors than 
to Anglos. Factors that contributed most to satisfaction 
achieved were, in ranked order, the beauty of the area, 
ease of getting to the site, and participation in family 
activities. 

• Group sports such as baseball, football and volleyball 
were the most favored recreation activities of Hispanic 
visitors. This represents a real challenge to managers 
accustomed to providing more primitive nature-oriented 
recreation opportunities to predominantly Anglo visitors. 

• Less than 1 in 10 of the visitors knew that the BLM 
managed the Mecca Hills area (incidentally, 6% thought it 
was an NPS area). 

• Informal person-to-person communication was the 
means by which some 67% of the Hispanic visitors 
learned of the area. The number for Anglo visitors was 
much lower, only 29%. 

Some implications from the two reports: 

-- Hispanic visitors tend toward larger group size, come 
from an urban background, and favor non-preplanned day 
use and family-oriented group-sport recreation activities. 

- If managers wish to reach Hispanic visitors prior to their 
visits, they will need to access the informal channels of 
communications used within the Hispanic community. The 
mass media generally are not of great value for first-time 
visitors, but can become more important for repeat visits. 

- The likelihood of misunderstandings between staff and 
visitors grows when there are barriers to good 
communications between the groups. Bilingual personnel 
will help a great deal, provided they can bridge the value 
and behavioral differences existing between cultures. 
Bilingual signing is valuable for giving directions or 
conveying simple messages. Bilingual pamphlets and 
brochures are effective for conveying broader information 
to visitors or for attempting to modify behavioral patterns 
within the recreation area. 
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Those who are interested in reading these two reports can receive copies of the 
Angeles Forest report from Dr. D. E. Simcox, Dept of Recreation and Parks 
Management, California State University, Chico, CA 95929-0560; and copies of the 
Mecca Hills study from the USDA Forest Service, Pacific Southwest Research 
Station, 4955 Canyon Crest Drive, Riverside, CA 92507. 
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