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United States Department of the Interior 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

P.O. BOX 37127 

WASHINGTON, D.C 20013-7127 

February 6, 1990 

Memorandum 

To: Park Superintendents 

From: Assistant to the Director for Science and Technology 

Subject: Older Adults and the National Parks 

Older adults today comprise a major segment of our population. 
Within 10-15 years, as the baby-boomers begin to retire, the number 
of older Americans will be increasing at a rate nearly five times 
that of the US population as a whole. Older adults have 
considerable discretionary time and discretionary monies; they 
like to travel and to participate in a wide variety of recreation 
activities. Taken together, these factors suggest the potential 
for significantly increased future use of our national parks by 
older people. If we are to serve the diverse and the changing 
needs of this population, we will require comprehensive information 
about their recreational interests, preferences and use-patterns 
and about the factors that both motivate and discourage the use of 
parks by older people. 

As part of the process of generating this information, I asked Dr. 
Jay Mancini, Professor of Human Resources at Virginia Tech 
University and a WASO Schedule "A" Sociologist, to conduct an 
exploratory study of older adults' use of our national parks. Dr. 
Mancini has written a survey paper on this subject titled "Older 
Adults and the National Parks." This paper contains substantial 
general background information about our aging society, aging 
persons, the aging process, and the educational and leisure 
interests of older persons. In the attachment to this memorandum, 
I have attempted to summarize briefly those facts and observations 
from Dr. Mancini's paper that appear most relevant for your 
consideration. Those who have further interest in this subject 
should contact either Dr. Mancini (703) 231-6110 or Jean 
Handsberry FTS 343-8124 for copies of the study report. 

A word of caution is in order. Although a great deal has been 
written about older persons, we have only limited information 
about older adults' use of parks. We are well informed on 
demographic matters such as the age distribution of older 
Americans, where they live, their marital status, their education 
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level, their economic status, the number who own autos or homes, 
etc. However, we know relatively little about how older adults 
spend their non-work time. Consider, for example, your own park. 
How much year-round information do you have about older people who 
visit your area their recreational preferences; the importance 
they place on safety or security in deciding whether or not to 
visit; their average number of repeat visits per year; the 
economic, physical or other constraints that influence which 
recreational activities they choose to participate in; their 
response to management actions; and their satisfaction with 
interpretive or educational programs. Is the park primarily a 
final destination for older visitors or is it an in-transit 
stopping point. Or, as perhaps is the case with urban areas, is a 
visit to the park typically part of the everyday routine for older 
people rather than a major event to be planned and carried out? 
How does the park staff relate to older visitors is there 
generally a positive or a negative reaction? Does the staff 
perceive any really significant differences between the interests 
and the needs of older visitors as compared to the interests and 
the needs of other adult visitors; and, if so, are there programs 
or actions taken to respond to these differences? 

These are relevant questions that can influence important 
management decisions, particularly if older visitors comprise a 
significant part of total visitation at a park, or alternatively if 
older visitors comprise a large percentage of visitation during a 
given season. The report by Dr. Mancini does not provide answers 
to such questions, because most of them are park-specific in 
nature. What the study does do, however, is increase our awareness 
of important societal and people issues associated with older 
visitors' use of parks, and help provide a better understanding of 
some of the policies, practices and program options that may need 
to be considered in order to continue to offer a quality 
experience to older visitors. 

Richard H. Briceland 
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R. H. Briceland 
February 6, 19 9 0 

OLDER ADULTS 

AND 

THE NATIONAL PARKS* 

As a way of introduction, it perhaps is useful to note that the 
term "older" adults is not well-defined and means different things 
to different people. To some, it expresses a measure of 
chronological age 55, 60, 65 years or whatever. To others, it 
may suggest that point in life where one begins to transition from 
full employment into some aspect of retirement. To others, who 
tend to think of "older" people as all being alike, the term 
"older" may convey a sense of diminished physical and mental 
capacity, frailty, and sedentary behavior. For purposes of this 
paper, we start from the position that aging, or attaining the 
status of an older person, is a continuing process that begins in 
middle life. We recognize that older groups are as internally 
heterogenous as younger groups, and that there is wide variability 
in the kinds of recreational activities that older individuals wish 
to participate in. We are not particularly interested in whether 
or not there is a generally accepted perception of what an "older 
person" is. Rather, what we are concerned with here is developing 
a better understanding of how the totality of older people, 
whomever that cohort may include, utilize the national parks, both 
today and in the future. It is left to the reader to decide what 
meaning is appropriate to give to the term "older," in whatever 
context that term may be used. 

OUR AGING SOCIETY 

1. We can be reasonably precise in predicting the future age 
characteristics of our society this is a matter of birth 
rates, longevity and statistics. Life expectancy continues to 
increase; this, coupled with the high birth rate of the 1946-
'61 baby-boom period, means there will be a sharp increase in 

This summary paper has been developed primarily from a report, 
same title, prepared for the WASO Social Science Program by Dr. Jay 
Mancini, Professor of Human Resources, Virginia Tech University. 
Dr. Mancini also serves as a Schedule "A" Sociologist in the 
National Park Service. 



the number of older adults in the years ahead. In the last 
decade, the population of those who are older grew at a rate 
double that of the entire US population. In just ten years 
from now, the population of those who are older is expected to 
grow at a rate five times that of the entire US. population. 
The projected population figures for the next 3 0 years are 
shown below for the over-5 5, over-60, and over-65 age groups. 
The number of over-55 citizens will grow from a current 52.5 
million to 74 million by the year 2010 and to 92 million by 
the year 202 0, a dramatic increase that most assuredly will 
impact NPS priorities and programs. 

over-5 5 

over-6 0 

over-65 

19 9 0 

250m 

52.5m (21.0%) 

42.2m(16.9%) 

31.6m(12.6%) 

2000 

268m 

58.5m (21. 8%) 

45.4m(16.9%) 

34.9m (13.0%) 

2010 

282m 

74.1m (26.3%) 

55.3m(19.6%) 

39.3m(13.9%) 

2020 

296m 

92.4m(32.2%) 

71.9m(24.3%) 

52.1m(17.6%) 

2. The so-called greying of America is mainly a women's 
phenomenon. In 19 84, among people in the 65-69 age group, 
there were 123 females for every 100 males, a ratio of 55% 
female to 45% male. This ratio becomes even greater in older 
age categories. 

3. Most people currently retire before age 65, with median 
retirement age being between 60 and 61. On average, about 2 0 
percent of an individual's life (some 14 years) is spent in 
retirement. 

4. There are geographic areas with relatively heavy concentrations 
of older adults. Today, more than half of our older people 
live in just eight states: California, New York, Pennsylvania, 
Texas, Florida, Illinois, Ohio, and Michigan. During the 1970-
80 period, Southern and Western states experienced the most 
pronounced gains in their elderly populations. It might seem 
reasonable to assume that parks located in or near these states 
would receive more older visitors, but currently we have no 
data to either confirm or deny this hypothesis. 

AGING PERSONS 

1. The older population in general is in good health. As a group 
they are vital and capable of vigorous lives. It typically is 
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past the age of 75 that mobility is severely limited and 
general functional abilities decline significantly. At any one 
time, about five percent of the elderly population are residing 
in institutions; most are over 75. 

2. Aging is a gradual process, not something that suddenly is 
initiated at a threshold limit of 55 or 60 or 65 years. In 
most respects, older people are remarkably similar to younger 
people, and older groups are as internally heterogeneous as 
younger groups. Normal aging is not debilitative, and older 
people want to continue to participate in many of the same 
activities that they participated in as younger adults, albeit 
sometimes at a somewhat slower pace or with different emphasis 
as the aging process proceeds. 

3. Baby boomers will begin to reach retirement age soon. In 
addition to swelling the ranks of older adults, the baby 
boomers may very well bring some new characteristics to the 
older population in terms of interests, needs, amenity values, 
conservation ethics, recreational preferences, and activity 
levels. The retired baby-boomers likely will have increased 
discretionary income and the economic capability to participate 
as desired in leisure time activities. 

4. Older people frequently need a somewhat longer time to 
assimilate information. However, chronological age is not a 
good indicator of how well a person learns and remembers. The 
concept of lifelong learning is of intense interest to older 
people, be it through participation in self-guided nature walks 
or through formal on-campus courses offered by the highly 
popular and rapidly expanding Elderhostel program. Older 
persons often want in-depth information about subjects 
discussed in interpretive programs, and they have both the time 
and the inclination to probe and to question. They are not 
satisfied with cursory treatment of substantive issues. 
Diminished hearing or inability to physically keep up with 
fast-paced interpretive walks can be discouraging and can 
reduce the quality of the park experience for older visitors. 
Similarly* even slightly diminished eyesight capabilities can 
make it difficult or impossible for many older visitors to read 
the fine print used in park brochures and other interpretive 
and educational materials. 

5. The economic characteristics of the older population are 
changing rapidly. For example, in 1960 one in three older men 
was working; in 19 84, only one in six older men was working, a 
two-fold reduction in only one generation. While older adults 
as a group are not classified as either wealthy or poor, wide 
variability exists in their economic status. Even though older 
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people may appear to be in good financial condition with 
respect to all of their assets, many have relatively few cash 
resources. It is recognized that some categories of older 
Americans have substantial amounts of discretionary income, 
but it not known what relationship exists between discretionary 
income levels and the park use patterns of older adults. 

LEISURE INTERESTS OF OLDER PEOPLE 

1. The leisure interests and behavior of older groups show wide 
variability. On balance, however, older adults tend to prefer 
participatory recreation activities that are mentally 
stimulating, that involve others who have similar interests, 
that involve new and different things, that are not too 
demanding physically, that provide an opportunity to socialize 
in a relaxed forum, and that have substantive educational 
content. 

2. Older people are very interested in scenery and wildlife. 
Intangible things seem to be quite important, such as enjoying 
the solitude of a canyon, watching a sunrise, experiencing a 
panoramic view, or taking a walk in the woods. 

3. Participation in outdoor recreation activities tends to be 
inversely proportional to age. Both the number of recreational 
activities engaged in and the activity-days/year decrease 
approximately linearly with age. 

4. July is an active travel month for older adults; August is less 
so. May and September are the more commonly travelled months 
for older people, more so than for the general public. Parks 
frequently are not primary destination points for older 
visitors, but instead are part of larger trips. 

5. Use of urban parks by older people typically represents part of 
their routine, rather than a break from their routine. Older 
people are more likely to visit urban parks in the morning or 
early afternoon, basing their use-patterns on conditions in the 
park rather than on personal preferences. Safety and security 
are important factors in motivating park visitation by older 
people. 

6. Factors cited frequently by older people as reasons for not 
participating in favorite recreational activities include over
crowding, health restrictions, insufficient information about 
recreational opportunities, time constraints, and having no 
place to do the activity. Older people frequently elected not 
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to participate in those interpretive programs which they judged 
to be too superficial in content or which provided too little 
opportunity for intra-group interaction. Available data do not 
show cost to be a major recreational constraint for older 
persons. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The data are sparse in some areas, but the following are what I 
think we can conclude about the use of the national parks by older 
Americans: 

1. The number of Americans reaching retirement age will begin to 
grow very rapidly in about 8-10 years. The potential certainly 
will exist at that time for a large and sustained increase in 
the number of older adults who visit the national parks. 
Whether that increase in visitation actually occurs likely will 
depend in large measure on whether the Service recognizes and 
responds to the changing needs and recreational interests of 
older people. 

2. It would be a mistake to underestimate the importance of the 
concept of lifelong learning. Older adults clearly have an 
intense interest in both formal and informal education-related 
activities. Our parks often are referred to as "universities 
without walls"; as such, they could become an integral part of 
the lifelong learning process, particularly for older visitors. 
This is a policy option that perhaps needs to be explored. 

3. Much of the information that we have about how older adults use 
the national parks either has been inferred from national 
recreation surveys or has been derived from one- or two-week 
general park visitor surveys. Such park surveys usually are 
conducted during peak summer visitation periods rather than 
during the time of year when most older visitors are present; 
results from these surveys, therefore, are not necessarily 
representative for the older visitor population as a whole. 

Having said this, and recognizing the limitations of our data, 
I think it nevertheless is possible to at least suggest a 
generalized visitor profile for an older adult park visitor 
population. This profile may be of some value as a park looks 
at how well its programs and practices relate to the needs of 
older adult visitors. 
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Profile of an older adult visitor: Older people typically visit 
parks with a spouse or other family member, often as part of a 
longer trip and not as a final destination point. Much of their 
travel is during off-peak seasons. They frequently stay longer in 
parks then do younger adults, often on an open-ended basis. 
Safety and security are important to them. 

Older visitors have a strong conservation ethic. They are vitally 
interested in learning and participate actively in interpretive 
programs. They are willing to try new things, but they prefer to 
do so in a rather structured and unhurried fashion. They are 
mentally alert. They like to ask questions but frequently require 
longer to assimilate information. They sometimes have difficulty 
hearing interpreters or reading the fine print used in park 
brochures and other literature. 

Older visitors generally are healthy and vigorous. They want to 
participate in many of the same activities they participated in as 
younger adults, but often at a slower and less-strenuous pace. 
Older adult visitors are social and enjoy being in group situations 
with others who have similar interests. They place high value on 
intangibles such as breathtaking scenery, a pristine environment, 
or the solitude of nature walks. They generally have sufficient 
discretionary income, and time, to participate in those programs 
and activities that are of interest to them. 

One final point. Available data seem to indicate that today's 
older adult visitors usually are well-satisfied with their park 
experience. This is important because it suggests that the 
programs and the services currently offered to older visitors by 
parks are well-directed. We will begin to collect additional 
information on questions of older visitor satisfaction through our 
survey research activities; from these data we will attempt to 
identify those kinds of programs, policies and practices that seem 
to increase the satisfaction of older adult visitors as well as 
those where improvements might be made. 
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