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Early Visitor Survey Project Work 
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 In 2009, OPRD worked with a university research team to 

develop an ongoing visitor survey project.  

 

 Project purpose to improve understanding of visitors to better 

provide appropriate facilities, programs and services which they 

desire. 

 

 Proposal included 5 day-use and 5 overnight parks per year for 4 

years (450 completions per park). 

 

 Total cost of $304,000 ($76,000 per year) or $7,600 per park 

report. 

 

 Not a sustainable model. 

 



2010 Champoeg Pilot Test 

 In the summer of 2010, OSU conducted a visitor 

survey at Champoeg State Heritage Area 
 

 Purpose was to test multiple survey approaches 

to inform future survey efforts for the entire state 

park system. 
 

 Compared survey modes (onsite, internet, mail, 

phone) 
 

 Recommendations included final survey 

instruments & survey methods 
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Background: 



 Onsite full survey (volunteers/ Camp Hosts) 
 

 Onsite short survey (contacts for full surveys) 
 

 Telephone full survey (Reservations NW) 
 

 Mail full survey (OSU) 
 

 Internet full survey (OSU) 
 

 

 

 

 

Methodology 
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Day Users 

Overnight Users 

 Contacts from reservation system information 
 

 Telephone full survey (Reservations NW) 
 

 Mail full survey (OSU) 
 

 Internet full survey (OSU) 
 



Methodology 

Completed surveys (n) Response rate (%) 

Day Users 

Onsite 251 71 

Mail 156 55 

Internet 104 40 

Telephone 56 29 

Subtotal 567 52 

Overnight Users 

Mail 298 60 

Internet 265 52 

Telephone 176 29 

Subtotal 739 45 

Total 1,306 47 



2010 Champoeg Pilot Test 

 Onsite best for day users, use of camp 

hosts can reduce cost 

 

 Mail best for overnight, but internet 

similar in results 
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Recommendations: 



Ongoing Visitor Survey Project 
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Project Objectives: 

 OPRD survey administration (with limited OSU involvement) 
 

 Use of volunteer camp hosts for on-site day-use survey work 
 

 Use of RNW staff for day-use data entry 
 

 Web-based method for overnight survey 
 

 Include economic impact analysis 

 

 

 

Develop a cost-effective visitor survey system which can 

be applied on an ongoing basis across the Oregon State 

Park System using Champoeg pilot study findings. 



Ongoing Visitor Survey Project 
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Project Objectives: 

 State Park; 
 

 Regional; and 
 

 System-wide Levels 

 

 

 

Provide valid, reliable survey data to make informed 

management decisions at the: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                             

                                             

Mountain 

Region 



Ongoing Visitor Survey Project 
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Following pilot study OPRD developed 

a number of templates: 

 Survey volunteer training procedures 
 

 Questionnaires (paper & online) 
 

 Data input spreadsheets (Excel) 
 

 Statistical  datasets (SPSS) 
 

 Reporting 

 

 

 

 



Ongoing Visitor Survey Project Schedule 

Summer Location 
# Day Use 

Parks 

# Over 

night 
Parks 

2011 Coastal Region (Plus Tryon & Milo 
McIver) 

11 11 

2012 Valleys Region – Columbia River 
Gorge 

10 2 

2013 Valleys Region - Continued 12 3 

2014 Complete Valleys Region & Start 
Mountain Region 

12 2 

2015 Mountain Region 9 5 

2016 Mountain Region 7 6 



2011 Summer Season – Oregon Coast 

To support 

master plan 
Surveys 

completed 

at 11 day-

use and 11 

overnight 

parks 



Coastal Park Sample Sizes & 

Response Rates 

Initial 
Contacts 

Completed 
Surveys 

Response 
Rate (%) 

Champoeg 

Pilot  

Response 
Rate (%) 

Day Users 4,491 3,359 75 71 

Overnight 
Users 

10,278 5,646 55 52 

Total 14,769 9,005 61 



Park 
Overnight 

Completions 
Day 

Completions 

Beverly Beach 589 

Bullards Beach 649 

Cape Lookout 538 

Devils Lake 509 

Nehalem Bay 611 

Fort Stevens 611 338 

Harris Beach 527 379 

Honeyman 538 352 

South Beach 573 336 

Sunset Bay 559 375 

Milo McIver 534 356 

Cape Meares 401 

Devils Punchbowl 405 

Sam Boardman 403 

William Tugman 370 

Tryon Creek 401 



2011-2014 Oregon State Park Survey 

2011-

2014 

Initial 
Contacts 

2011-2014 

Completed 
Surveys 

Response 
Rate (%) 

Champoeg 

Pilot  

Response 
Rate (%) 

Day Users 16,301 11,725 72 71 

Overnight 
Users 

15,639 9,383 60 52 

Total 31,940 21,108 66 



Low 

visitation 

survey 

challenges 



GORGE STATE PARK VISITOR STUDY 

Satisfaction With Facilities & Services 
(% very satisfied or satisfied) 

Park % Satisfied 

Ainsworth 95% 

Vista House 93% 

Starvation Creek 93% 

Memaloose 86% 

Rooster Rock 85% 

Bridal Veil Falls 85% 

Dabney 83% 

Benson 83% 

Mayer 80% 

Koberg Beach 73% 

Lewis & Clark 66% 



HOW CAN WE IMPROVE THE PARK? 

Park Most mentioned 2nd 3rd 

Ainsworth Reduce train noise More privacy between 

campsites 

Reservations for camping 

Memaloose River swim beach Reduce freeway noise Both direction access I-84 

Benson Cash day-use 
payment 

Better access to lake More picnic tables 

Bridal Veil 
Falls 

Drinking fountains Repair restrooms More paved trails 

Dabney Additional parking Allow dogs in park Too much litter 

Lewis & Clark Additional parking Recycling receptacles More restrooms 

Mayer More picnic tables Better irrigation-
grass 

Improve restrooms 

Rooster Rock Improve trail system More restrooms Better swim beach 

Starvation 
Creek 

Trail markers & 
directional signs 

Trail maintenance – 
Mt. Defiance Trail 

Trail distance & difficulty 

information 

Vista House Change nothing Keep park clean Longer hours 

Koberg Beach More trash cans E-bound freeway Expand beach area 



GORGE STATE PARK VISITOR STUDY 

Perceived Crowding 
(% reported being slightly, moderately, or extremely crowded) 

Park 
% 

Crowded 
Capacity Judgment 

Vista House 82% Greatly overcapacity 

Lewis & Clark 70% Overcapacity 

Dabney 66% Overcapacity 

Bridal Veil Falls 66% Overcapacity 

Ainsworth 64% High normal 

Benson 58% High normal 

Mayer 57% High normal 

Koberg Beach 56% High normal 

Rooster Rock 55% High normal 

Memaloose 49% Suppressed crowding 

Starvation Creek 32% Suppressed crowding 



Project Costs – Summer 2014  

(13 day-use 2 overnight) 
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2014 Project 
Expense Items 

$ 

Survey printing $1,350 

Fieldwork - Temp. 
Salary & Benefits 

$3,800 

Car $800 

Volunteer Mileage 
Reimbursements 

$700 

Reporting – Temp. 
Salary & Benefits 

$12,000 

Total Expenses $18,650 

 Oregon State Parks cost 

per completed park report: 

$1,245 
 

 Initial research proposal 

cost per completed park 

report: $7,600  

 

 OSU Economic Impact 

Analysis: $8,800 per year. 
 

 

 

 

 



 The average spending of visitors is 

fairly stable over time and across 

sites located near one another 

 Investing in reliable monitoring 

systems to estimate recreation use 

and visitor characteristics is key to 

good estimates of economic effects 

 Understanding visit type (trip type) 

of visitors is a requirement 

 (Don’t use the term “economic 

benefit” for these analyses) 

 

 

 

Economic effects analysis—conclusions 
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 A description of how recreation 

visitor spending changes the 

economy 

 Often reported as jobs, income, and 

business output 

 Often called “economic impact” 

analysis 

 Economic effects can be reported at 

many scales 

 around units 

 for regions or states 

 nationally 

 When describing how visitor 

spending affects local economies, do 

not use the term “economic benefit” 

 

What is economic effects analysis? 
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 The type of recreation visit (trip) is the primary factor in 

determining what visitors spend while recreating 

 A day trip or an overnight trip 

 A trip near or far from home 

 A trip that has multiple destinations 

 After accounting for trip type, recreation activity has only 

limited influence on trip spending 

 Some exceptions: 

 Downhill skiing, off-highway vehicle use, backcountry camping 

 The greatest local economic effects come when towns can 

attract visitors on overnight trips 

 

 

 

 

Trip type is of paramount importance 
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1. An estimate of the amount of 

recreation use 

2. An estimate of what visitors 

spend on a recreation visit, 

on average 

3. A model of the economy of 

the local area (or state, or 

Nation) 

 

 

What is needed to complete economic 

effects analysis for parks?  
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 Use existing Oregon State Parks systems to determine 

park unit visitation 

 Use information from the visitor surveys to allocate total 

use into different trip types 

 

 

 

 

The amount of recreation use at 

Oregon State Parks (need 1) 
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Total use 

Non-local day 
visits 

Non-local 
overnight 

visits 

Local day 
visits 

Local 
overnight 

visits 

Non-primary 
visits 



 Split the survey sample of 

visitors into their trip types 

 Estimate average spending 

for each trip type using 

data from groups of nearby 

units  

 Reduces the number of 

surveys needed at any one 

unit 

 Recognizes that visitor 

spending is similar at nearby 

park units (after accounting 

for trip type) 

 

 

The average spending of visitors to 

Oregon State Parks (need 2) 
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 What spending to count 

 Only near the unit? Spending at home or enroute? 

 Spending for equipment and durable goods (trailers, backpacks, 

binoculars) is typically not included in these analyses 

 Minimum reasonable sample sizes 

 30 people (after excluding outliers) in each trip type is a minimum 

sample to estimate spending 

 It is often better to group units to achieve large samples than to try to 

estimate spending for individual units 

 Excluding survey outliers 

 Big spenders included in survey samples can unduly influence 

average spending estimates—exclude them from the analysis 

 

 

 

Key considerations for estimating 

average spending 

OREGON SCORP AND STATE PARK PLANNING 



 Use the economic model 

IMPLAN to describe the 

economy 

 Complete final calculations 

in a spreadsheet tool, 

allowing managers to 

update the analysis with 

new information 

 

 

 

 

 

A model of the economy (need 3) 
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 Take advantage of average spending stability 

 Use existing, reliable, well-documented spending averages from others 

 USDA Forest Service, National Park Service, Corps of Engineers, 

other state park systems 

 Don’t estimate average spending at each individual unit 

 Update visitor spending averages with surveys completed every 5 years 

or so (not every year) 

 Use response coefficients in the final step of economic impact 

estimation 

 This allows for cost-effective updates when new visit estimates are 

available 

 

 

 

 

Options to reduce costs 
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 Use inflation adjusters to 

update average or total 

spending estimates from 

previous years 

 Use “generic multipliers” to 

estimate the economic 

“ripple effects” of visitor 

spending rather than a 

custom IMPLAN model  

 Build robust monitoring 

systems to estimate 

recreation use and describe 

visitor characteristics 

 

 

Options to reduce costs (continued) 
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SCORP Statewide Population Survey 
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 Many Oregon communities need 

assistance with park system 

planning. 

 

 Many communities (30% of 

responding communities) do not have 

a recreation, open space, or 

management plan to identify 

recreation need. 

 

 Of those with existing plans, many 

(54%) were more than 5 years old. 

 

 

From past SCORP planning surveys we know that: 



SCORP In-State Outdoor Recreation Survey 
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 In 2002, data was gathered at the 

state and regional levels (11 

planning regions) 
 

 Local recreation providers stated 

that region scale results were too 

broad for local planning.  
 

 A decision was made to invest in 

collecting results at the county 

level.  
 

 

 

SCORP Planning Regions 

36 Oregon Counties 



Survey Goals 

 Estimate current 

recreation participation (70 

activities). 
 

 Evaluate opportunities to 

increase participation. 
 

 Provide recreation 

planners across the state 

with statistically reliable 

results for use in local and 

regional planning. 
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Funding Source Percent Funds 

LWCF grant 40% $108,800 

OPRD planning 30% $81,600 

State ATV grant 

program 

15% $40,800 

State local grant 

program 

15% $40,800 

Total  $272,000 

Project Budget 
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Task Duration 

Develop survey methods & questionnaires 2 months 

Pre-test survey and methods 2 months 

Data collection & data entry 4 months 

Report writing 6 months 

Total project 14 months 

Project Timeline 
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LWCF Grant Criteria (Local Needs & 

Benefits): County-level analysis 
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Updated the 

planning guide 

with instructions 

for using survey 

results in local 

park system 

planning.  



Survey results included in 

appendices of community 

planning guide. 
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Forms and instructions included to assist 

planners in using survey results in park 

planning. 
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 Universities as information providers 

 Response rates 

 Survey administration 

 Cost 

 Sample SCORP results 

 

 Probability vs. convenience samples 

 Trail survey samples 

 Mail vs. online surveys, including walk-through 

 Sample trail results 

 Final thoughts 

Outline – SCORP and Trail Surveys 
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 Quality vs. speed, but also less obvious considerations. 
 

 Access to high quality sampling frames to reduce coverage 

error (B approaches A with DMV records) 

 sampling error (due to D < A) may be least important 
 

 Access to more advanced online survey software (Survey 

Monkey vs. Qualtrics). 
 

 Postage at non-profit rates. 

 

 Training future agency staff? 

Universities as information providers 
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 Response rate has implications for project cost and data 

quality (non-response error due to gap between C and D). 
 

 Oregon SCORP rate was 19%, in line with other general 

population SCORP surveys (CO 23%, UT 15%, PA 21%). 
 

 User group surveys in trail project range from 25% to 45%. 
 

 Onsite surveys higher. 

 

 Beware response rates! 

 Calculation + reporting. 

 

Response rates 
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 Multiple mailings, known broadly as a “Dillman approach.” 
 

 Notification letter from Oregon State Parks. 
 

 Invitation letter with URL and reply postcard (send mail 

survey, did not participate, etc.). 
 

 One-week reminder (like invitation). 

 

 Three-week reminder with mail survey. 

 

 Mechanism to indicate non-participation. 

 

Survey administration 
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 Following reflects printing, postage, and data entry cost; 

excludes overhead and fixed costs (labor, travel, etc.). 
 

 For the SCORP survey (9 pages, 370 variables, 19% response 

rate, 50% complete online), the cost per complete was $15. 
 

 The trail surveys are similar in length, but with higher 

response rates and higher proportions completed online. 
 

 Savings in cost-per-survey used to increase sample. 

Marginal cost per complete 
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 Trail survey included separate OHV (Class I and 

III) email sampling frame, with online-only cost-

per-survey essentially $0. 
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 2005-2014 Oregon statewide trails plan is at end of 10-year planning horizon. 

 

 RTP regulations require states to have a plan in place to remain eligible. 

 

  Need for an administrative framework to identify and determine level of 

assistance for trails of regional significance. 

 

  Need for developing a designated structure for water trail development. 

 

  Need to establish a review process to identify potential Scenic Waterway corridor 

additions. 

 

 Need to update ATV and RTP grant program evaluation criteria. 

 

 

Why do a trails plan? 



Separate, but concurrent planning 

components: 

 OHV trails  
 

 Snowmobile trails 
 

 Non-motorized trails 
 

 Water trails 
 

 State Scenic Waterways 
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11 Trail Planning Regions: 

Oregon Statewide Trails Plan: 
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Primary information gathering 

methods: 

 Trail provider internet survey 
 

 In-state trail user surveys 
 

 Trail provider public workshops (issues & need) 
 

 General public workshops (issues & need) 
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 Trail issue priorities 
 

 Grant funding priorities 
 

 Level of satisfaction with current 

facilities & services 
 

 Trail type and construction 

preferences 
 

 Barriers to participation 

 

 

In-State Trail User Surveys 

Include questions related to: 
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 Motorized trail use (Class I-IV) 
 

 Snowmobiles use 
 

 Dispersed-setting non-motorized trail use (hiking, bicycling, 

mountain biking, equestrian, cross-country skiing) 
 

 Non-motorized boating (flat-water and white-water) 

 

In-State Trail User Surveys 

Economic Impacts To Local Communities: 
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Four Separate Survey Questionnaires: 
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Funding Source Percent Funds 

State ATV grant program 46% $74,000 

Natural Resources 5% $8,000 

RTP grant program 21% $32,500 

Integrated Park Services 9% $14,000 

Communications & Research 9% $13,500 

Oregon State Marine Board 10% $16,000 

Total  $158,000 

Project Budget 



Task Duration 

Develop survey methods & questionnaires 3 months 

Pre-test survey and methods 2 months 

Data collection & data entry 5 months 

Report writing 4 months 

Total project 14 months 

Project Timeline 
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 Are the sampling frame and completed sample (B, C, D) 

representative of the population (A)? 
 

 Probability sampling, such as random sample from DMV 

records, increases the likelihood of representativeness. 
 

 Non-probability sampling (convenience, snowball, etc.), such 

as via trail clubs or agency website, can provide valuable 

complementary data. 
 

Probability vs. convenience samples 
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 But the data are less likely 

to be representative of the 

population. 



 Probability samples for each of four groups. 
 

 OHV permits, snowmobile DMV registrations, SCORP trail 

respondents, SCORP water respondents and aquatic 

invasive species permits. 
 

 Convenience samples (clubs) for each. 

Trail survey samples 
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 There is a role for phone surveys, but there are several 

challenges (cell-only HHs + migrant area codes, no visuals, 

duration, etc.). 

 

 We used mail recruitment into online, with mail survey 

option. 

 Allows benefits of online while using mail sampling 

frame and including respondents who prefer mail 

surveys. 
 

 Online benefits: 

 avoid cost of printing, mailing, and data entry 

 efficient presentation and reporting – carry forwards, 

branching (if / go to), drop down menus, etc. 

Mail versus online 
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 SCORP:   bit.ly/OSUsurveyA 

 

 Trail, boater:  bit.ly/boatersurvey 

Mail versus online 
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 Perennial trade-off between length and response rate. 

 Many people are willing to spend 20+ minutes doing recreation 

surveys, but representativeness is a concern. 

 

 Participation and expenditure reporting is challenging, 

especially when part of a larger survey. 

 Expenditure variation by trip type increases challenge. 

 View such data – indeed, most survey data – as 

approximations.  Goal is to generate the best approximation. 

 

 Online is a blessing, but continue to use mail recruitment for 

representativeness and mail complete option as alternative. 

 

 Convenience samples are not replacements for probability 

samples. 

Final thoughts 
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