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United States Department of the Interior 

IN REPLY REFER TO: 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
P.O. BOX 37127 • 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20013-7127 

November 20, 1991 

Memorandum 

To: Park Superintendents 

From: Assistant to the Director for Science and Technology 

Subject: GULF ISLAND NATIONAL SEASHORE SURVEY: DEALING WITH 
MANAGEABLE ISSUES 

The University of Southern Mississippi has published results of visitor surveys at Gulf 
Islands National Seashore: "Evaluation of Visitor Use, Gulf Islands National 
Seashore", July, 1991 . This is a very interesting study from a number of 
standpoints: 

- - To reduce survey costs, the park successfully used 
volunteers for visitor contact purposes (front end 
interviews prior to the mail-back questionnaire). 

- - The survey was conducted during three different 
seasons in order to be representative of the full diversity 
of Seashore visitors. This provides much more useful data 
than does a single intensive survey that is carried out over 
a short 1 - 2 week period of time. 

- - The survey focused explicitly on gathering information 
about practical basic issues that to a large extent come 
under the direct control of the Superintendent and other 
managers . . . i.e., if the survey results indicated that 
changes were required in order to accommodate visitor 
needs or to enhance the quality of the visitor experience, 
many of these changes could be implemented at the 
discretion of park staff. 

The nature of the Gulf Islands questionnaire was such that analyses of visitor 
response data could provide information at various levels, including: 

• An evaluation of visitor-related site attributes or site. 
characteristics at specific locations within the Seashore, 
such as: exhibits; information distributed; signing; trash 
containers; beach rentals; parking; restrooms; sales items; 
picnic areas; etc. 

• Overall impressions of the park, as perceived by park 
visitors, and the reasons behind these impressions. 



• Visitor demographic and pattern-of-use profiles, 
aggregated according to season of use and also according 
to categories of visitors such as local visitors, regional 
visitors, or national visitors. Such information is very 
useful for detecting changes and identifying trends, or for 
supporting future marketing initiatives. 

• An assessment of visitor expectations. Although visitor 
expectations are not necessarily under the control of the 
park, management can use this information to identify and 
address unfulfilled expectations as appropriate. 

• An assessment of visitor problems, for example as 
regards services offered, facilities available, site conditions, 
costs, recreation opportunities, etc. 

• An assessment of visitor satisfaction together with 
identification of factors that affected the perceived quality 
of the visitor experience, such as attitudes of park 
personnel, overcrowding, conflicts, quality of services, 
support facilities, etc. 

Overall, this was a very fine survey. It focused on the kinds of bread-and-butter 
issues that park management can do something about, and in that sense the survey 
was designed to suggest ways to improve the effectiveness of services offered to 
the public. At the same time, however, the survey also provided fundamental 
information that could give guidance to park management about some of the 
underlying expectations and perceptions of the visitors. Finally, the efforts made 
to develop visitor profile information and then to differentiate and display these data 
according to season of use and according to type of visitor group deserve special 
note. This kind of visitor profile information serves multiple purposes. It can help 
park management make more-informed decisions about how to plan programs and 
allocate resources. It can help to distinguish between the interests, expectations and 
recreational use-characteristics of various categories of visitors. It can help 
management distinguish between the kinds and levels of seasonal services desired 
by different user groups, and provide an indication of the perceived willingness of 
these groups to pay for those services. And finally, this visitor profile information 
can serve as sort of baseline data base against which one can compare differences 
in visitor characteristics, visitor activity patterns, and visitor socio-economic factors 
either between comparable Seashore parks or over time at Gulf Islands National 
Seashore. 

Copies of the Gulf Islands report can be obtained by contacting Dr. Frank Noe, 
Regional Sociologist, SER, on FTS 841-4916. 
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