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June 30, 1992 

Memorandum 

To: Park Superintendents 

From: Assistant to the Director for Science and Technology 

Subject: LOOKING AHEAD 

"I 've noticed that there are two 
kinds of future. There's the 
kind that gets confidently 
forecast, and the kind that 
actually happens." 

Social scientists historically have looked at fundamental sociologic and economic data 
and emerging recreation interests as a basis for predicting future leisure time 
activities of Americans. However, we find that many forecasts that at the time 
seemed so logical often have proven to be seriously f lawed. For example, not long 
ago it was argued that automation breakthroughs, new communications technology, 
and innovations in information management systems would result in sharply 
increased productivity, lower unit costs, and higher profits, and that this in turn 
would lead to shorter work weeks, higher wages, and increased savings, and thereby 
provide more discretionary time and more discretionary income, and ultimately create 
an explosion in leisure activities. 

Reality has been quite different. On the positive side, it is true that technological 
advances brought dramatic improvements in the work environment and the standard 
of living for most Americans. However, anticipated productivity gains, which is an 
essential ingredient for almost every sustainable economic growth scenario, failed to 
materialize as projected. We experienced higher rather than lower unit costs, a 
demand driven society, a rush to acquire consumer goods, inflationary price spirals, 
an unprecedented surge in personal and national debt, a sharp growth in the number 
of two-earner families, and a population experiencing economic instability and job 
insecurity. One very well might question whether the previously forecast "explosion 
in leisure activities" indeed could be compatible with such a socio-economic 
environment. 

We currently read a great deal about basic societal changes that are occurring 
throughout the country. Some of these changes, if true, certainly will affect 
people's desires and abilities to utilize the national parks; others likely will influence 
the services and the programs offered to visitors. Consider, for example, the 
following reported demographic, economic, behavioral and cultural shifts: 
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• Longer work weeks. 

• Fewer paid holidays. 

• Increased time utilized in commuting and acquiring 
services. 

• Declining real wages. 

• Sharply higher costs for health care, affordable housing 
and other essential services. 

• Rising education costs. 

• An historic high consumer debt burden within the 
working population, reducing discretionary income 
available for recreation pursuits. 

• Increased concerns about long-term job security. 

• Reduced population mobility dictated by economic 
considerations. 

• More women entering or returning to the work force. 

• Changing spousal roles. 

• Competing priorities between home and job. 

• A rapid increase in numbers of two-earner couples wi th 
children. 

• Incompatible schedules and conflicting demands for use 
of free time amongst family members. 

• A higher proportion of non-English speaking people. 

• Growing minority populations concentrated in urban 
centers. 

• Pronounced differences in attitudes toward the use and 
the preservation of resources amongst visitors wi th 
different cultural and ethnic backgrounds. 

• Many more children being raised in single-parent 
households. 

• Increasing longevity and physical well-being of the 
population at large. 

• A move toward earlier retirement by a well-educated 
segment of the population long accustomed to material 
wealth and convenience amenities. 



3 

• A rapidly expanding senior population, with increasing 
interests in both physically demanding recreation 
activities and substantive educational experiences. 

• A heightened sensitivity to personal security concerns 
in recreational settings. 

• Increased public activism in support of protective 
environmental policies. 

• Sharply increased public awareness and support for 
preservation of historic sites, ecological safeguards, the 
principles of non-degradation, biodiversity programs, 
protection of species, and the need for comprehensive 
ecosystem management practices. 

• Increasing resistance to resource extractive activities on 
public lands, particularly those activities that have the 
potential to degrade aesthetic attributes or to reduce 
long-term recreational opportunities in order to achieve 
short-term economic gain. 

• Increasing demands for more effective citizen 
participation in decision processes in conflicts involving 
issues of preservation vs development or conflicts 
involving preservation vs use on public lands. 

• Increasing demands that the public lands be managed 
as assets held in trust for the long-term benefit of the 
people, and that individual site managers take activist 
leadership roles and be held accountable to that end. 

And so the list goes on and on. Obviously there are many matters here that 
Superintendents are aware of fully and confront on a regular basis. What I think is 
significant, however, is that, collectively, important socio-economic, demographic 
and attitudinal changes are occurring and have the potential to impact both public 
use of the national parks as well as park management decisions and actions. These 
trends suggest a number of areas that warrant increased emphasis. For example: 

Strategic Planning. The Director's strategic planning 
initiative is both timely and important. It provides a unigue 
forum for identifying future needs, reassessing priorities, 
developing new perspectives and setting new directions. 

Social Systems. Nearly all parks contain natural resources, 
and many parks are parts of larger "ecosystems". In 
similar vein, each park involves multiple publics that 
interact one with another and that collectively constitute 
a complex "social system" comprised of visitors, 
employees , ne ighbors , ga teway commun i t i es , 
concessioners, inholders and the travel/tourism industry. 



We need to think about developing "human resources 
management plans" that complement existing natural and 
cultural resource management plans. Perhaps we also 
need to think about additional ways of providing services 
to visitors in the context of managing a park-centered 
social system, just as we think about managing natural 
resources as part of an ecosystem. 

Conflict Resolution. There seems little doubt that park 
managers are becoming increasingly involved in highly 
visible and volatile conflict resolution situations . . . e.g., 
conflicts associated with preservation vs use alternatives; 
conflicts arising amongst user groups over competition for 
limited recreation opportunities; crowding and carrying 
capacity issues; conflicting values and interests associated 
with park use and accessibility by ethnic and minority 
groups; commercialism in parks; responsible marketing of 
parks; private vs public delivery of services to visitors; and 
managed economic development activities in areas 
adjacent to parks. 

Repeat Visitors. There are data that indicate that many 
park units are tending to serve primarily local or regional 
publics, with growing numbers of repeat visitors who 
focus their interests on selected activities and who 
frequently develop protective ownership attitudes toward 
those resources they are involved wi th . Programs and 
services provided for these repeat visitors likely will need 
to be quite different from those provided for first time or 
occasional visitors. 

Senior Visitors. Increased use of parks by senior visitors 
during shoulder season months present unique 
opportunities to develop interpretive and educational 
programs targeted specifically to serve this highly 
supportive and appreciative segment of the population. 

Cultural Diversity. Achieving broader visitor diversity and 
representation by ethnic groups may become an important 
management objective, particularly for parks located near 
urban centers. Language and cultural differences 
associated wi th minority and ethnic populations likely will 
require special attention. Information about recreation 
opportunities and resource stewardship may need to be 
emphasized through multilingual outreach educational 
programs before visitors arrive at the parks. 

Park Planning. Park planners need to give substantially 
increased emphasis to visitor-related issues. Quantitative 
forecasts of future visitation levels can and should be 
improved by using new techniques and new data from 
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Census files, recreational preference statistics, and 
public use surveys. Consideration must be given to 
discretionary income, discretionary leisure time, geographic 
distribution of people, leisure costs, and the availability of 
competitive alternative recreation opportunities. Changing 
visitor perceptions, expectations and interests need to be 
factored into recreation use scenarios. Marketing concepts 
need to be explored as effective ways to educate the non-
visiting public and to accomplish desired visitation-use 
patterns. 

Environmental Leadership. Park managers more and more 
wil l be expected to vigorously challenge both internal and 
external influences that are perceived by the public to 
threaten the integrity of park resources. We see explicit 
evidence of this from the actions of environmentalists and 
preservationists at specific parks, and also from the results 
of national public opinion polls. In the near future, park 
managers, just as were Forest Service managers before 
them, will be required to carry out comprehensive socio
economic analyses, benefit-cost analyses, and carrying 
capacity studies for a broad spectrum of proposed 
management actions and planning activities (EIS's, 
Environmental Assessments, FONSI's, GMP's, DCP's, 
etc.). This means that park managers and planners will 
have to develop the capability to quantify many things that 
today we either ignore or treat only in superficial or 
qualitative terms. We will need to be able to compare in 
meaningful ways the long-term economic benefits 
associated with recreation opportunities or wi th 
preservation options versus the short range economic 
benefits that might be realized via alternative land use 
activities. We will have to be able to deal in a quantative 
way with resource amenity values, preservation values, 
community values of parks, intrinsic wor th , the costs of 
resource degradation, the direct and indirect benefits of 
specific recreation activities, etc. We will have to learn 
how to routinely apply contingent valuation and 
willingness-to-pay techniques in demonstrating that 
preservation objectives and economic growth are not 
mutually exclusive. We will need to be able to use the 
tools of GIS, together wi th visual display technologies and 
visitor perception surveys to show how proposed actions 
like clearcutting or siting of industrial facilities or disposal 
sites would result in aesthetic degradation and adversely 
impact visitor enjoyment of an area; and then we must be 
able to assess the economic and other park-related 
consequences of such proposed actions. 

All in all, it seems to me that this general topic that I refer 
to as "Environmental Leadership" represents one of the 
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most challenging and important areas facing park 
managers. Unfortunately, we as a Service currently are 
not well-equipped to respond to such issues. 

Economics of Parks. It is becoming clear that economic 
considerations are going to play an increasingly important 
economic role in the future in determining the kind and the 
level of support afforded individual parks. Communities 
readily recognize the value of tourism. However, they 
often fail to understand, or perhaps they elect to ignore, 

' the essentialness of maintaining the integrity of parks and 
the quality of the environment around parks as a condition 
of visitor use and enjoyment, and as the basis for a viable 
local tourism industry. Park managers must be able to 
work with business and community groups to demonstrate 
the economic contributions of parks. To that end, we 
have developed and promulgated a simple model, (the 
Money Generation Model, MGM) that quickly and easily 
demonstrates how a park impacts the local economy in 
terms of increased sales of goods and services, number of 
new jobs created, and tax revenues generated. When 
necessary, additional information can be generated using 
more complex economic models . . . for example, 
economic impacts can be segmented according to 
economic sectors such as lodging, food, travel services, 
etc., or can be aggregated according to geographic areas 
of interest such as adjacent counties or specific gateway 
communities. What is important to recognize here is that 
standardized tools and techniques exist for assessing local 
and regional economic impacts of parks. Such economic 
data can help managers demonstrate positive linkages 
between the economic benefits attributable to park-based 
tourism and the value of zoning laws, building codes, and 
community actions that help to protect the park and its 
surrounding environs. 

Concluding Comments. Probably none of us is well-equipped to predict the American 
public's future recreational preferences and leisure time activities. One of the things 
we can do, however, is to recognize and be responsive to changing visitor 
demographics, visitation use patterns, visitor attitudes and behavior characteristics, 
etc. It would help all of us, I think, if we had good socio-economic baseline data 
against which we could detect changes and identify trends over time. We hope to 
be able to move in that direction next year by implementing the General User Survey 
(GUS) program. In the interim, discussion papers such as this memorandum are 
intended to make park managers and others aware of changes that are being 
reported by social science researchers, and are intended also to suggest 
representatjye""cTnias that warrant additional emphasis. 
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