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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 Alabama‟s state parks are important centers for outdoor recreation, and their trail systems 

are often key attractions for visitors. Therefore, enhancing the outdoor recreation experience 

through improved trail management can potentially increase park usage. The purpose of this 

study was to determine trail users‟ preferences and needs so that recreational managers can better 

use and allocate resources in the context of economic development to the state. A central 

research hypothesis was that level of expertise and involvement, i.e., recreational specialization, 

of trail users predicts trail preferences and behavior. Accordingly, a secondary hypothesis was 

that the employment of a designated trail ranking system in state parks, based on a standardized 

level of difficulty, would appeal to specialized users.  

 Trail users‟ preferences and motivations to attend Alabama state parks were examined 

using an online survey via Qualtrics software. Over 1,000 surveys were taken by distribution of 

the survey link through hiking and biking organizations‟ listservs and Facebook pages, the 

homepage of Alabama State Parks, and through personal email correspondence. After analysis of 

survey responses, an objective of this study was to make recommendations to the Alabama 

Department of Conservation and Natural Resources on how to cater to experienced trail users, 

since such recreationists tend toward greater expenditures of time and resources than the general 

park user. Study results showed that experienced hikers tend to prefer an expansive trail system, 

and increasing the number of trails would make them more likely than the less specialized park 

visitor to travel greater distances to a state park. Experienced trail users seek well-mapped, 
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multiuse trails with varying degrees of difficulty. A designated trail ranking system had no effect 

on drawing users to the state, as it was the least appealing feature of a park by all users.  

Recommendations to park managers include a more fully maintained, expansive state park trail 

system and well-mapped, easy to navigate trails.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The State of Alabama has a landscape conducive to outdoor recreation, whether hiking, 

mountain biking, fishing, hunting or canoeing. A diverse environment offers a variety of outdoor 

recreation activities that are beneficial to the state. Outdoor recreation generates over an 

estimated $646 billion annually in economic activity from outdoor recreation spending and over 

$80 billion in federal, state, and local and tax revenue (Outdoor Industry Association, 2012). 

Thus, what some consider as an under-tapped, economic giant supports 6.1 million direct jobs, 

with 78% of adults participating in outdoor recreation at least monthly (The University of 

Alabama Center for Economic Development, 2013). State parks are key areas for outdoor 

recreation participation, and therefore, are catalysts for economic development. In 2009, there 

were more the 725 million visits to state parks providing a collective $20 million benefit to 

communities surrounding state parks nationwide (Outdoor Industry Association, 2012). Through 

increasing the demand for the outdoor experience, users are supporting and stimulating both state 

and local economies. 

Alabama‟s state parks serve as major pathways to outdoor recreation, offering experience 

in settings anywhere from mountains and forests to wetlands, estuaries, and the Gulf of Mexico. 

The 22 parks have approximately 47,000 acres as indicated in Table 1, and the Alabama State 

Parks website lists approximately 245 miles of combined trails in state parks (Bailey, 2013).   
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Table 1. Alabama state park location and acreage. 

 

Park Location Acreage 

Bladon Springs  Bladon Springs 357 

Blue Springs  Clio 205 

Buck's Pocket  Grove Oak 2,000 

Cathedral Caverns Woodville 461 

Cheaha  Delta 2,799 

Chewacla  Auburn 696 

Chickasaw  Gallion 520 

DeSoto  Fort Payne 3,502 

Florala  Florala 290 

Frank Jackson  Opp 2,050 

Gulf State Gulf Shores 6,150 

Joe Wheeler  Rogersville 2,550 

Lake Guntersville  Guntersville 6,000 

Lake Lurleen  Coker 1,625 

Lakepoint Resort  Eufaula 1,220 

Meaher  Spanish Fort 1,327 

Monte Sano  Huntsville 2,140 

Oak Mountain  Pelham 9,940 

Paul M. Grist  Selma 1,080 

Rickwood Caverns Warrior 380 

Roland Cooper  Camden 236 

Wind Creek  Alexander City 1,445 

Total  46,973 

 

 

These parks alone receive approximately 4.6 million guests annually, drawing users from out of 

state and profiting from entrance fees (Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural 

Resources, 2012). Many people from in and out of the state seek an outdoor experience that this 

environment provides, and state parks are key sources. Every state park is different, with some 

being successful for their wide range of amenities, while others have a narrow range of attraction 

and use and may even struggle to stay open. State parks have the potential to generate greater 
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economic activity, but parks are both underutilized and underfunded. For many, the financial 

weight for use and benefits outweighs the funds available to keep the park running.  

For the year 2012 alone, the Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural 

Resources expended $28,943,961 for park operations (Alabama Department of Conservation and 

Natural Resources, 2012). Of that $28,943,961, state parks received $6,511,383 from federal 

funds and $3,292,640 from the cigarette tax (Figure 1).  

 

 

Fig. 1. Sources of Alabama state park funding for 2012-2013. 

 

Five million dollars in state park funds originally came from a cap on sales tax revenue, but 

funds were cut from parks for two years in 2011 (McLamb, 2012). Approximately 34% of 

Alabama state parks have some source of funding, with the other estimated $19 million in funds 

coming from user and license fees (Randal, 2006). State park managers are unable to repair 
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aging facilities, correct lake siltation, control populations of invasive plant species, and rebuild 

campgrounds that have suffered damage during tornadoes without adequate funds (Alabama 

Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, 2012).  

 Though the revenue parks have to generate from user and license fees is more than twice 

the amount funded for operations, user fees such as entrance, rental, lodging, golf and other 

recreational costs have been used to make up the monetary difference. The interest and attraction 

that visitors have to Alabama‟s parks is striking. In 2002, the annual budget was $31 million, 

with $24 million coming from park-generated revenues (Ress, 2013); in 2011, park visitors spent 

an estimated $152.4 million. Their spending, along with expenditures by the parks system, had a 

total economic impact of $375 million (WLTZ 38, 2014). The importance of state parks to the 

public they serve translates into on-going financial support to maintain and operate them. 

Maximizing use in turn increases the value of the park, and, ultimately, economic development 

of the surrounding area (Lindberg, 1991). The more visitors that attend, the more financial 

revenue generated and the more economic development for the state.  
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Chapter 2: Purpose 

This study addresses how park management can secure greater revenue and utilization. 

Its purpose is two-fold: 1) to determine the preferences of users and 2) to conceptualize those 

preferences by level of specialization. Thus, park managers can better allocate their resources, 

know the kind of outdoor experience users want, and increase the demand for attending state 

parks.  From a policy analysis perspective, a trail user survey was employed to determine 

preferences and motivations for attending Alabama state parks. The focus is on trail users, as 

trails are typically key attractions for outdoor recreationists. The underlying premise is that the 

user, and to an extent the user‟s needs, determine the value of the park (LaPage & Bevins, 1981). 

Outdoor recreation is one of the biggest economic industries, and as state parks are key areas for 

recreation participation, trail systems are lynchpins for some, though not all, users who attend 

state parks. Trails are important features of park systems and offer a wide variety of uses for 

every age and level of expertise. They attract families seeking a weekend walk and competitive 

bikers seeking a challenging ride. Trail systems are key attractions for park use and, ultimately, 

are revenue generators. Consequently, a productive management focus would be to attract 

greater trail usage. 

From an academic perspective, the survey conceptualizes preferences in terms of the 

intervening variable of user experience level, or “specialization,” a key variable in outdoor 

recreation behavior (Bryan, 1977, 2008; Valentine, 2004). A key question is whether or not user 

experience level and commitment predict trail preference and behavior. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

3.1. The case for trail management 

The outdoor recreation literature indicates that one of the most effective recreation 

management foci is on trail systems. Because there is a trail or path of some kind in every state 

park, trail systems have become economical for state funding support, as users are attracted to 

the system‟s hiking, mountain biking, equestrian, or scenic experiences. As trails are a core 

attraction for state parks usage, their maintenance and condition are vital to the quality of a park 

and the number of users that they interest. Thus, an important question is, how can greater trail 

usage be achieved? 

Maintaining and rehabilitating trails, using an impact monitoring system, using a formal 

trail system and plan, and implementing quotas on the amount of use of a trail have proven to be 

the most effective recreation management practices among park managers, according to 

Manning, Ballinger, & Roggenbuck (1996). Other studies have listed trails as indicators of 

recreation quality, including trail condition, the length of multiple trails, and the level of trail 

maintenance (Merigliano, 1990). By providing a better outdoor experience, Alabama state park 

managers can attract users from in and out of the state. Better maintained trail conditions, along 

with provision of preferred outdoor recreation activities, will likely increase the number of 

visitors to state parks and provide economic development to the State. 

But, not all state parks and their trail systems in the state are equivalent. Alabama‟s 22 

state parks are evenly spread out over 19 counties, but each park is different in its size, activities 

it offers, and quality of services it provides. Some state parks offer biking, hiking, and equestrian 
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trails, while others only offer camping areas (Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural 

Resources, 2014). Some state parks have expansive trail systems or levels of difficulty 

implemented that make it easier for users to enjoy their activity without being distracted by 

difficult sections (Macbeth, 2011). For those parks that offer higher quality of services or more 

activities to state park users, out-of-state or long-distance users will travel greater distances to 

access their resources (Erkip, 1997). This will in turn pump more money into the local economy 

of the park. An example would be a user traveling from Mobile to Birmingham to ride Oak 

Mountain State Park‟s 22-mile long mountain bike trail (Alabama Department of Conservation 

and Natural Resources, 2014). The user would likely need to stay overnight, eat at restaurants, 

and pay entrance fees in Birmingham. The user‟s money that could be spent at their local city or 

state park—Gulf State Park, for example—is being spent in Birmingham or other metropolitan 

areas for a higher quality of park service. Those parks or trail systems with a higher quality of 

service and activities are likely to generate more funds and attract more users. State parks and 

their trail systems benefit the state financially, but they also benefit the user‟s quality of life. 

In addition to the economic value of parks, there is an increase in the general well-being 

of individuals who participate in outdoor recreation physically and psychologically (Nisbet, 

Zelenski, & Murphy, 2010). Users are naturally attracted to trails, as they have benefits for those 

of almost any age or physical ability. Aesthetically, trails guide users to the most attractive parts 

of the park, and they safely aid visitors along accessible routes of the landscape (Tomczyka & 

Ewertowski, 2013). Trail systems also, in combination with the great outdoors, promote 

conservation, recreation, exercise, a healthy lifestyle, and psychological well being (Lindsey, 

Man, Payton, & Dickson, 2004).  
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If resource managers know what draws trails users to a park and what those users want to 

improve their experience, management strategies can be implemented to increase demand. But 

this has to be done within the constraints of the resource and its management (Dorfman, 1979). 

Determining what visitors are seeking and how it can be delivered within existing constraints is a 

crucial problem for resource managers (Bryan, 2008). So, how can we know what users are 

seeking in their state park experience? 

 

3.2. Recreation specialization 

Recreation specialization is a theoretical perspective introduced to identify, explain, and 

predict the diversity of behaviors and attitudes in a particular outdoor recreation activity (Bryan, 

1977, 1979, 2008). Outdoor recreationists can be placed on a continuum from general interest 

and low involvement to specialized interest and high involvement (Bryan C. H., 2000). Where 

they fall on this continuum will predict their orientations and behavior to their sport and the 

resources on which they depend. 

Of particular relevance to the research purported here is the fact that studies indicate a 

diversity of motivations for outdoor recreation, and those with more specialized interests are 

willing to spend more for their outdoor recreation experience. A Montana tourist survey found 

that those interested in wildland-based activities spent 25%-50% more per day than other tourists 

visiting Montana (Yuan & Moisey, 1992). A study on ecotourism found that experienced 

ecotourists were willing to spend more than general travelers, with 45% of experienced travelers 

willing to spend over $1,500 per person on a trip (Wight, 1996). The authors of this study also 

found that more experienced users had a longer trip duration, along with the fact that older 

generations indicated a greater willingness to spend more.  
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Other studies indicate that natural resource managers seek to attract visitors to a park 

according to trail user preferences and level of expertise (Dorfman, 1979); the more specialized a 

recreational user becomes, a greater preference is shown and the more attached they become to a 

certain place (Oh, Lyu, & Hammitt, 2012); and that a user‟s level of expertise in an activity can 

significantly determine their motivations and preferences for attending a certain location 

(Hendee, Catton, Marlow, & Brockman, 1968). Those with a higher level of expertise tend to 

desire a more specialized experience with a higher specificity of services offered. Specialization 

indicators are successful in predicting management preferences and are valuable to natural 

resource managers who are better able to assess what users‟ tastes are and what they want from 

their experience (Valentine, 2004). With specialization indicators, natural resource managers can 

determine the motivations that users have for visiting state parks. Therefore, a focus of this 

research is specialized users‟ preferences, with level of expertise being an intervening variable in 

this research study.  

Thus, outdoor recreationists exhibit a diversity of tastes, preferences, and motivations and 

trails can be particularly important as they offer a variety of attributes and resources to meet 

them (Manning R. E., 2000). Trails can be a key attraction for state parks in particular, as they 

have the potential for providing an outdoor recreation opportunity for users of every level of 

expertise. Trails can provide a high level of satisfaction when recreation opportunities meet the 

needs of visitors or satisfy the motivations for which they are designed (Manning R. E., 1986). 

Accordingly, this researcher concludes that state park officials‟ managing and marketing 

resources to experienced trail users‟ will support the use and economic viability of the park 

system and ultimately to the broader economic well being of the state.  
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Chapter 4: Study Area and Methodology 

4.1. Study area 

 State parks make up a significant portion of Alabama. There are approximately 

32,500,000 acres in Alabama, and state parks compose 46,973 of those acres, as shown in Table 

1 (Bailey, 2013; U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). They range from the caves of northern Alabama to 

the Gulf Coast of southern Alabama, as shown in Figure 2. There are 22 “official” state parks, as 

recognized by the Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, along with numerous 

other historical state parks that are run by the Alabama Historical Commission.   

 Some of the state parks are well-maintained and provide many amenities including 

camping, trail use, golfing and a lodge. Other state parks merely offer a picnic area and a lake for 

fishing. Oak Mountain State Park and Lake Guntersville State Park are considered the premier 

parks in Alabama. Oak Mountain has an extensive trail system for hiking, biking, and horseback 

riding. It also includes golfing, two fishing lakes, boat rentals, and a 65-foot waterfall. Lake 

Guntersville State Park is just as pristine, hosting dozens of fishing tournaments each year that 

attract anglers from across the country and providing guests with lakeside cottages, a hotel, and 

an 18-hole championship golf course. In comparison to these two state parks, Chickasaw State 

Park offers a simple barbeque grill pavilion and areas for hiking. There is a great disparity 

between state parks, but input from state park users can greatly increase the park‟s attendance. 

Low financial changes to trails—such as improved maintenance, creating better park maps, and 

putting trash cans on the sides of trails—can be the first steps toward creating an enhanced state 

park experience. 



11 

 

 
Fig. 2. Alabama state park locations. 
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4.2. Methodology 

 

State of Alabama officials want to promote state park trails to expand the number and 

variety of users, both within and outside of the state. Objectives are to make potential users 

aware of Alabama as a natural resource-rich region and to generate economic benefits from 

expanding state park tourism. A related management issue is that a number of state park trails do 

not currently accommodate certain types of use, e.g. mountain bikes, equestrian, etc. Providing a 

quality trail service in a state park can be facilitated through the evaluation of that trail service 

and by making subsequent changes (MacKay & Crompton, 1990). A trail-user preference and 

suggestion survey would provide a database for management decisions. This might include the 

desirability of implementing a trail difficulty rating system, or other information that would 

make trails in Alabama‟s state park system “user-friendly.” By gaining user input on their types 

of use, maintaining good trail conditions in parks, and responding to user improvement 

recommendations, managers can meet user demand within the resource constraints. Informed 

managers will be able to assess trail resources and provide a better outdoor experience for users. 

A user survey was conducted using state park websites and to private interest groups, 

such as hiking and biking clubs, to find out what people seek in their trail experience at state 

parks. The users‟ experience level, how frequently they attend the park, and what they want out 

of state parks and/or trails was asked. Correctly identifying recreationists and how they perceive 

the outdoor experience is different from one person to another (Talhelm, 1973). The survey was 

created to enable disaggregating state park and trail users according to their interests and define 

user preferences according to level of expertise. The questionnaire was focused on users‟ specific 

motivations for attending parks, and what can be done to improve conditions to draw in more 

people. In order to conduct a survey on human participants, the survey had to be approved from 
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the Internal Review Board (IRB). The questionnaire was approved as # EX-14-OR-038 by the 

IRB on April 7
h
, 2014.  

 The online-accessible survey was provided via the survey management operator 

Qualtrics. Qualtrics‟ enterprise agreement with the University of Alabama provides free usage to 

students making this web-based solution easy and accessible. With the help of the Alabama 

Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, a link was placed on the homepage of the 

Alabama State Parks website for browsers to fill out the survey online. The participants‟ answers 

were then be generated into a database for the primary researcher to access in Qualtrics. A link to 

the online survey was also sent out to private interest groups and organizations that are tied to 

state parks, such as mountain biking and hiking clubs.   

Data were originally to be collected on the basis of 100 survey responses in web format. 

Due to overwhelming support from private organizations, the link to the survey was 

subsequently sent out to club members and posted to groups‟ Facebook pages. Responses were 

then qualitatively categorized by park, by users‟ level of expertise, and by users‟ preferences on 

a trail ranking system. Suggestions for improvement based on user feedback will be given to the 

Department of Conservation and Natural Resources for management implication in Alabama 

state parks.  
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Chapter 5: Results 

 The survey was taken by a total of 1,068 participants over the course of two months. 

Participants were either directly sent the survey link via email by the researcher, accessed the 

survey from the homepage of Alabama State Parks, accessed the survey from a hiking or biking 

organization‟s Facebook page, or were sent the link via email from a hiking or biking 

organization‟s email list. The hiking and biking organizations that sent out the survey via email 

or posted to their Facebook page were Alabama Cycling Club, Alabama Sierra Club, 

Birmingham Bicycle Club, Druid City Bicycle Club, Land Trust of North Alabama, Mobile Bay 

Sierra Club, Montgomery Bicycle Club, Shoals Cycling Club, South Alabama Mountain Bike 

Association, Spring City Cycling Club, and West Alabama Mountain Biking Association. 

Though responses could not be sorted from those who used the Alabama State Parks homepage 

and those who accessed the survey via a Facebook page or email, a total of 326 participants 

indicated in the survey that they belong to recreational organizations.  

 

5.1. By park 

 Oak Mountain State Park is by far the most frequently used state park at 44% (Figure 3). 

Following Oak Mountain is Gulf at 9%, Cheaha and Monte Sano at 8%, and Lake Guntersville at 

7%. In addition to offering expansive trail systems, overnight accommodations, and scenic 

landscapes, these parks are located in high population areas making them the most frequented 

parks in Alabama. In contrast, Bladon Springs, Blue Springs, Cathedral Caverns, Florala, Frank 

Jackson, Meaher, Rickwood Caverns, and Roland Cooper State Parks had 0% for participants‟ 
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most frequented park. Besides being located in rural Alabama, these parks offer mere camping 

and picnicking areas, while their trail systems are lacking. Though many people may frequent 

these parks with other interests such as fishing, they are not frequented by many of our 

respondents who have trail interests. Of the total survey participants, 326 are part of recreational 

organizations who visit state parks primarily for their trails. The least frequented state parks in 

our results have no alluring trail characteristics to bring visitors to Camden, Opp, or Coffeeville, 

Alabama. In addition to the highest and lowest frequented parks, Buck‟s Pocket had 1% for most 

frequented park, Chewacla had 6%, Chickasaw had 1%, DeSoto had 3%, Joe Wheeler had 4%, 

Lake Lurleen had 4%, Lakepoint had 1%, Paul M. Grist had 1%, Wind Creek had 3%, and 1% of 

the participants said they do not visit state parks (Figure 3).  

 

 

Fig. 3. Most frequently used state park. 
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 The most frequented state parks are surrounded by non-rural, largely urban population 

areas in Alabama. The high population cities in Alabama are Birmingham with a population of 

212,113; Mobile with a population of 194,899; Huntsville with a population of 186,254; 

Tuscaloosa with a population of 95,334; and Auburn-Opelika with a population of 87,217 (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2014).  Most of our respondents come from zip codes within the Birmingham, 

Mobile, Huntsville, Tuscaloosa, and Auburn-Opelika metro areas (Figure 4). Clearly, state parks 

within urban areas tend to have better trail conditions and more amenities and provide a better 

experience for trail users, as indicated by number of visitors and their rate of return. State parks 

located within rural communities generally have fewer trails services to offer and therefore are 

frequented less often. With adequate maintenance and availability of services, could these less 

frequented state parks attract more visitors and economic development to their area? 
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Fig. 4. Participants‟ zip code locations. 
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 There is less than 5% variation among those state parks users frequently attend versus 

where their closest state park is located. The largest differences between most frequently used 

park and closest state park are Gulf, Cheaha, and Rickwood Caverns State Parks. Though 9% of 

participants frequent Gulf State Park the most, only 5% say that Gulf is their closest state park 

(Figure 5). This means that Gulf State Park has 4% more visitors attending the park versus the 

amount of users who are actually closest to it. This is also seen with Cheaha State Park. Of the 

total participants, 8% frequent Cheaha State Park the most, but only 5% say that Cheaha is their 

closest state park. Cheaha has 3% more visitors attending the park versus the amount of users 

who are actually closest to it. In contrast, Rickwood Caverns has more users saying they are 

closest to the park and no users who visit the park most frequently. Of the total participants, 3% 

say that Rickwood Caverns is their closest state park, yet none say they use this park most 

frequently. This may be due to the differences between Rickwood Caverns and other typical state 

parks. Rickwood Caverns is state park with underground caves and gem mining. This park does 

not offer trail systems, fishing, or scenic areas like Gulf and Cheaha State Parks, and may be 

more of “one time only” park.  
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Fig. 5. Closest state park. 

 

 Participants were asked to indicate a series of variables that affected their decision to use 

or not use a state park. Distance affected the highest number of participants‟ decision to use or 

not use a state park with 542 responses, followed by number of trails with 383, trail maintenance 

with 319, facility conditions with 315, lack of recreational opportunities with 208, number of 

visitors with 109, other reasons with 98, and lack of trail ranking with 34 (Figure 6). While 

distance affected the highest number of participants‟ decision to use or not use a state park, 55% 

said that they have to travel less than 20 miles to reach their nearest state park. This follows with 

previous results that show that state parks located in higher populated areas have a higher 

frequency of visitors, as most of our respondents were from the Birmingham area and majority 

said that distance to a park was the most important variable to attend a state park. 
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Fig. 6. Variables that affect participants‟ decision to use or not use a state park. 

 

 When asked to explain why distance affected participants‟ decision to use or not use a 
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after work, and state parks being located in what some users term as “bad places” were listed as 

reasons why distance affects their decision to use or not use a state park. For number of trails, 

responses included having more variety in trails, having more multiuse trails, and “having a nice 

degree of difficulty.” Respondents stated that the higher number of trails and lower use density 

of trails are more reasons to visit state parks. Participants that listed trail maintenance as a reason 

to visit or not a visit a state park explained that establishing and maintaining trails was crucial to 

their park experience. They want trails that are clearly marked, easy to navigate, well-mapped, 

and a focus on sustainable trail design that will likely reduce injuries when using trails. Facility 

conditions affect park users‟ decision to attend or not attend a state park because they want 
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camping areas with nicer showers and facilities, bike washes, places to eat at lodges, and 

guaranteed safety while camping. A significant portion of park users that said a lack of 

recreational opportunities determined whether or not they attend a state park want more 

motorcycle trail use and access. Other responses included a need for a wide variety of activities, 

more canoeing trails, more dirt bike trails, more multi trail use, more fishing and boating access, 

and more beaches around the parks‟ lakes. The number of visitors in a state park determined why 

respondents use or do not use a park because of overcrowding and clogging of the trails and 

facilities. Very few participants said that a trail ranking system determined whether or not they 

attend a park. Though, some responses explained that a trail ranking system can be good as it 

helps users decide if they can walk the trail if they are physically impaired in some way. Those 

who favor a trail ranking system say it is important for new riders to decide which trails they can 

use. Other responses say that a trail ranking system is bad, as it leads some users down the wrong 

path, often ruining their perception of the entire trail system at that park or endangering them. 

Finally, a number of responses said they could not care less about a trail ranking system. For the 

participants that checked „other‟ as the variable that affected their decision to use or not use a 

state park, most responses said that park entrance fees are too high. Others said that there are few 

guides for wildlife and activities, and that they want to keep the natural environment, better Wi-

Fi, more camping hook ups and better site layout, and more areas for playgrounds, geocaching, 

and orienteering. Overall, there was a general agreement that safety and security was a factor in 

their decision making process.  
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5.2. By user 

 Over half of the survey respondents classified themselves as an intermediate trail user, 

while 20% said they are beginners and 30% said that they are expert trail users. This question 

was designed so that participants could check more than one category, which means that some 

people believe they are beginner to intermediate trail users or intermediate to expert trail users. 

Of the expert responses, approximately 56% say that they have more than 20 years of hiking 

experience and 80% say that they have done an overnight hiking trip, an indication of a more 

serious hiker than your casual state park user. Of the expert users, 47% are between the ages of 

41-60, whereas 65% of participants between the ages of 21-40 define themselves as intermediate 

users. When asked to what their longest hike has been, the expert users far outpaced the 

intermediate and beginner trail users. Their average longest hike was almost 92 miles, whereas 

intermediate users were approximately 18 miles and beginner trail users were approximately five 

miles (Table 2). Participants were able to write in their longest hike value with no set of time 

indicated, such as longest hike over the course of a day. Because users were able to make their 

decision on their longest hike, these values may be skewed for those participants who have hiked 

the Appalachian Trail or other thru-hikes. Years of experience, overnight hiking trips, age group, 

and the user‟s longest hike are clear indicators of recreational specialization for hikers. 

 

Table 2. Level of specialization indicators. 

Indicator Expert Intermediate Beginner Overall 

Maximum longest hike 2,650 228 75 2,650 

Mean longest hike 91.7 18.4 5.3 5.5 

Have taken an overnight hiking trip 80% 54% 16% 53% 
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 Of the expert users, 88% use state parks for trails. Their primary trail use in state parks is 

walking, hiking, or running at 73%, while another 56% say they also use the trails for biking. Of 

the expert users, 62% say they travel less than 20 miles to their nearest state park, with Oak 

Mountain State Park having the highest raw number of being both the most frequently used and 

being the closest to expert trail users at 53%. Expert trail users use their nearest state park on 

average 39 times per year and any other state park on average nine times per year. Of the expert 

users, 64% say that condition or maintenance of trails affect the state park they use, though 67% 

say they would not be more willing to pay additional park entrance fees for those parks having a 

designated trail ranking system. Distance and the number of trails a state park has are the 

primary indicators for expert recreationists to use or not use certain state parks. Fill-in-the-blank 

responses indicate that expert users would travel farther for parks that have more trails to offer. 

Many respondents said they would like variety, which comes from the quantity of trails. In many 

of the suggestions and comments, expert trail users expressed a great resistance to the proposed 

hotel and conference center in Oak Mountain State Park.  

 Participants who classified themselves as intermediate trail users shared many of the 

same characteristics of those who defined themselves as expert trail users. Of the intermediate 

users, 84% say they use state parks for their trail use, and another 41% say they also use state 

parks for camping. Intermediate trail users say they use state park trails for walking, hiking, and 

running at 72%, while another 50% say they use the trails for biking. While over half of 

intermediate users say they travel less than 20 miles to their nearest state park, another 25% say 

their nearest state park is between 20 and 40 miles away. Again, Oak Mountain State Park has 

almost the same amount of users saying it is both the nearest state park and the one they use most 

frequently at 49%.  Intermediate trail users use their nearest state park on average 27 times per 
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year and any other state park on average six times per year. Of the intermediate users, 80% 

believe the trails in their nearest state park are satisfactorily maintained, and 32% say the 

condition of trails does not affect which state park they use. Of the intermediate users, 40% 

believe that their trail system is not large enough, with many users stating in the comment field 

that, again, they would use state parks more often if there is more variety to choose from. Of the 

intermediate users, 58% say they would be more willing to use a state park with a designated 

trail ranking system, though 64% say they would not pay higher entrance fees for those parks 

that have a designated ranking system. In contrast, 70% of intermediate users say they would be 

willing to pay higher entrance fees for those parks with better trail conditions and maintenance. 

Distance and the number of trails affected the most number of intermediate users‟ decision to use 

or not use state parks, and many users suggested markings for trails and better trail maps. 

 Of those participants who classified themselves as beginner trail users, 60% have less 

than five years of experience with hiking, and 18% have no experience with hiking. Of the 

beginner users, 84% have never done an overnight hiking trip, and 57% are female. Beginners 

have much more diversity in their primary reasons for attending state parks. Of the beginner 

users, 27% say they use the parks for fishing; 30% say they use the parks for picnicking; 52% 

say they use the parks for camping; and 57% say they use the parks for trail use. The difference 

in state park use is broad for beginners and increases to a single primary use for experts (Figure 

7). Also, 77% beginners use state park trails for walking, hiking, or running, while the next 

closest category, biking, is only used by 30% of beginners.  
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Fig. 7. Primary use of state parks by level of expertise. 

 

A striking difference for beginners is the parks they use most frequently. Oak Mountain 

State Park is only used by 26% of users, while Gulf State Park is used by 18% and Lake 

Guntersville by 10%. Beginner trail users use their nearest state park on average 11 times per 

year and any other state park on average three times per year. In contrast, experts attend parks 

three times more than beginners both at their most frequented state park and their nearest state 

park (Figure 8).  Of the beginner users, 71% believe that the trails in their most frequently used 

state park are satisfactorily maintained, and only 48% say that the condition of trails affects 

which state park they use. Of the beginner users, 68% do not know if they have a designated trail 

ranking system in their most used state park, and 68% say they would not pay higher park 

entrance fees for a park that offers a trail ranking system. Distance is again the biggest issue on 

whether to use or not use a state park, with facility conditions being the second largest issue. The 
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number of trails and the condition of trails is far less of an issue for beginners than it is for 

intermediate or expert users.  

 

 

Fig. 8. Amount of visits per year by level of expertise. 

 

5.3. Trail ranking system 

 Though hypothesized to play a possible role in bringing visitors from out of state to 

parks, whether a park has a designated ranking system is of little or no concern to participants.  

Again, lack of trail ranking ranked last when participants were asked what affects their decision 

to use or not use a state park (Figure 6). When asked whether or not participants would be 

willing to pay additional park entrance fees for those parks with a designated trail ranking 

system, 66% of the total responses said no. Even when broken down by level of expertise, 67% 
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of those who define themselves as experts say they would not be willing to pay additional park 

entrance fees for those parks with a designated trail ranking system. Of the intermediate trail 

users, 64% say they would not pay additional fees, and 68% of beginning trail users say they 

would not pay any extra fees for a ranking system.  

When asked if their current state park has a designated trail ranking system, 49% of the 

total participants said that they did not know. For beginners, 68% said say they did not know if 

their park has a trail ranking system. The knowledge of a trail ranking system increases as the 

level of expertise increases. For intermediate trail users, 47% did not know if their state park has 

a ranking system, and for experts, 35% did not know. Knowledge of a trail ranking system 

within a frequented state park is therefore another indicator of level of expertise. 

Of the total participants, 52% said that they would be more willing to use a state park 

with a designated trail ranking system, 35% said no, and 13% said that their most frequently used 

park already has a trail ranking system. When broken down by level of expertise, experts were 

undecided as to if they would be more willing to use a state park with a designated trail ranking 

system. Of the expert users, 41% yes, 41% said no, and 18% said their park already has a ranking 

system.  Intermediate trail users were more willing to use a state park with a trail ranking system. 

Of the intermediate users, 58% said they would be more willing, while only 30% said no and 

13% said their park already has a system. Of those who defined themselves as beginner users, 

59% said they would be more willing to use a park with a trail ranking system, while 33% said 

no and 9% said their park already has a designated system. Intermediate and beginner trail users 

are more likely to use a trail ranking system because they need to know which trails they are able 

to hike. Intermediate and beginner trail users cannot use difficult trails without a safety risk. In 

contrast, an expert trail user is specialized and all trails within a system are likely manageable. 
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As the level of expertise increases, the willingness to use a state park with a designated trail 

ranking system decreases. Again, knowledge as to if a park already has a trail ranking system 

increases as level of expertise increases. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

6.1. By park 

 State parks located in high population areas in Alabama, such Birmingham, Huntsville 

and Mobile, tend to have larger trail systems, lodging accommodations, restaurants, and are often 

on or contain large bodies of water. Therefore, these parks are used more often and attract more 

visitors. It is not striking that Birmingham‟s Oak Mountain State Park was the most frequented 

state park by almost half of respondents in the survey. It seems that the more rural the location, 

the worse trail services and maintenance thus less visitors to frequent the park. But does 

population alone determine a state park‟s attractiveness? With more facility updates and better 

trail amenities, those rural state parks can attract visitors, as they might have more resources that 

a more frequented state park does not. This could include larger acreage, more undisturbed 

environments, and less overcrowding of trails. 

   There was little difference between which state park users most frequently use versus 

which state park is closest to them. Gulf and Cheaha State Parks had the greatest difference 

between these two questions, with only five percent more saying they most frequently use the 

park than how many respondents are actually closest to it. This could be largely due to the 

location of the parks, the scenic landscapes, or plethora of other attractions they provide. Gulf 

State Park, located in Gulf Shores, is surrounded by a high population of residents and visitors. 

The only other state park in close proximity is Meaher in Mobile, though that state park has more 

of a fishing attraction and was often called “primitive” in survey responses for trails. Gulf State 

Park is located right on the beach, and its scenic views likely attract most of the park‟s visitors. 
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Cheaha State Park, located within the Talladega National Forest, attracts visitors as the state‟s 

highest point of elevation. The closest state park to Cheaha is 60 miles away, making Cheaha a 

first choice for visitors in the east-central part of the state.  Ultimately, participants attend which 

state park is the closest distance to them or do not attend state parks at all.  

 Respondents overwhelmingly make their decision on whether to use or not use a state 

park based on distance. The number of trails, maintenance of trails, and condition of facilities 

have the most significant influence on users after distance. Participants cared less about 

recreational opportunities, number of visitors, and a trail ranking system. For an experienced trail 

user, quantity, quality, and design may attract them from out of state to visit a state park. For the 

average resident, drive time and the cost of gas determine whether or not they will attend a park. 

 

6.2. By user 

 Of the total survey participants, 52% defined themselves as intermediate trail users. The 

expert trail users tended to be older between the ages of 41 and 60, and over half of expert users 

had more than 20 years of experience with hiking. Of the intermediate trail users, 65% were 

between the ages of 21 and 40, making the intermediate users a younger generation than the 

expert trail users. Over half of the beginner trail users have less than five years hiking experience 

and have never done an overnight hiking trip. The results of this survey show that a higher level 

of expertise is indicative of more years of experience with trails, have completed an overnight 

hiking trip, have hiked more miles, and is in an older age group.  

 The expert trail users are more specialized in trails, and 64% list the condition or 

maintenance of trails as affecting which state park they use. Experts attend Oak Mountain State 

Park the most frequently, a state park known for its expansive, well-maintained trails and 
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amenities it provides. In contrast, beginners show a variation in the state parks they attend most 

frequently and have more variety in the activities they engage in at state parks. Beginners care 

less about the maintenance and condition of trails and more about what a state park can offer for 

their children or one-day experience, such as camping, boating, and picnicking accessibility.  

 There were also noticeable differences between expert and intermediate trail users. Both 

expert and intermediate users primarily use state parks for trails, but was also 41% of 

intermediate trail users using the parks for camping. This again shows the decrease in 

specialization with experience. As you move down in level of experience, you see more 

participation in state park activities that are not trail related.  

 Expert trail users are those that attend the park most frequently, will travel the furthest 

distance to a better state park, and are more willing to pay park entrance fees for improvements 

to trail systems (Figure 9). Recreational managers should therefore focus trail improvements on 

the preferences of expert trail users.  
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Fig. 9. Trail conditions and willingness to pay. 

 

6.3. Trail ranking system 

 A research hypothesis was that establishing a trail ranking system throughout the state 

park system would bring expert users from out of state. This would inform visitors about trail 

level of difficulty and type of trails they could expect from attending a state park. While more 

information and technical level of difficulty were thought to make more users visit a state park, 

the results of the study showed otherwise. Trail ranking system was the least popular among 

participants as a reason he/she would or would not attend a state park. The majority of 

respondents said they would not pay additional fees for a park with a ranking system, and almost 

half of the participants said they did not know if their most frequented park even had a trail 

ranking system.  
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 As the level of expertise increases, so does the knowledge of whether or not a park has a 

trail ranking system. Intermediate and beginners are more likely to attend a state park if it has a 

trail ranking system, and expert users were equal in their „yes‟ and „no‟ responses. This is most 

likely due to intermediate and beginner trail users wanting to know which trails they are capable 

of using in regards to safety. In contrast, an expert trail user is able to use all of the trails and 

therefore does not need a ranking system for trails.  

 Overall, a designated trail ranking system has no affect on trail users, and even less affect 

on those that are experts. Participants have no knowledge of trail ranking systems and/or are 

unwilling to pay additional park fees for those systems. Though trail ranking systems are great 

for safety information, many of the responses in the survey said that they are unnecessary.  

 

6.4. Study concerns and limitations 

A number of caveats attend this research, such as the survey may not have drawn a 

representative number of the most specialized hikers. Those who are drawn to and experience 

more extreme environments than the southeast region of the United States typically provides 

may be under-represented.  Responses by those who are proximate or attracted to the high 

elevation and/or wilderness areas prominent in the western region of the United States might 

very well embrace a trail ranking system out of safety concerns, or perhaps to gage the challenge 

of their experience.  On this note, New Zealand, with its variety of alpine and rugged coastal 

environments, has a trail ranking system that is considered a significant draw to its overseas 

tourism market.  The specialized users‟ perspectives included in the research reported here may 

be responding to their own regional geographical context.   
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 There are other sampling issues as well.  Having members of outdoor recreation 

organizations complete the survey may have motivated a high response rate from urban 

participants, since such organizations tend to be based in urban areas. This may skew the results 

for most frequently used and nearest state park towards populated areas.  

A related sampling issue is that those who chose to participate in the research are self-

selected by their tendency to be more highly involved in state park visitation generally and 

hiking specifically.  In other words, expert trail users are more likely to fill out a trail user 

survey. The results may be skewed towards the experienced trail user instead of showing new 

users‟ or less-experienced users‟ concerns. Yet a strictly representative sample was not a primary 

research requirement, as responses of specialized users were the primary target.   

Finally, as there are no recent data available for statewide visitor rates at parks, the most 

frequented state park responses of this survey were unable to be compared to actual visitor rates 

at parks. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

This study showed that trail users differ in their preferences according to level of 

specialization. Beginners visit a more variety of parks and partake in broader range of 

recreational activities. Experts specifically use parks for their trails and care more about the 

maintenance and conditions of those trails. While a majority of participants base which state park 

they frequent the most on distance, experts are willing to travel a greater distance to a park and 

attend parks more frequently. The most frequented state parks are located in more densely 

populated areas, and they are usually equipped with better facilities, lodging, and activities.  

A research hypothesis was that a designated trail ranking system would make users more 

likely to attend a park and therefore bring more users from out of state. A trail ranking system 

was ranked last as a reason to attend or not attend a state park, and a majority of users said they 

would not pay additional fees for a trail ranking system.  

 With specialization indicators, the results determined that an expert trail user is one with 

more years of experience with trails, have completed an overnight hiking trip, have hiked more 

miles, and is within an older age group. Recreational managers should cater to experts‟ 

preferences. This is because it has been shown in recreation literature that experienced trail users 

spend more money than general travelers and have a longer trip duration (Yuan & Moisey, 1992; 

Wight, 1996). Secondly, expert trail users attend parks more frequently. Results from this survey 

showed that experts attend both their most frequented state park and their nearest state park more 

times per year than intermediate and beginner trail users (Figure 8).  Next, expert trail users will 

travel greater distances to visit a park for better trail quality. This was indicated in both the 
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recreation literature (Erkip, 1997) and from fill-in-the-blank responses in the survey. They are 

also more willing to travel greater distance for more variety in trails. Fill-in-the-blank responses 

and suggestion fields at the end of the survey indicate that the number of trails is of greatest 

concern for experts. Comments also show that expert users want well-mapped, easy to navigate 

trails with a variation in degree of difficulty. 

Overall, participants want more multiuse trails, especially for motorized vehicles as indicated 

in fill-in-the-blank and suggestion fields. They are attracted to the natural environment, and 

therefore, the building of an Oak Mountain hotel and conference center had great opposition 

among users. Suggestion for further policy implementations include continuing to establish and 

maintain trails, as they are crucial to users‟ state park experience. A more fully maintained, 

expansive state park trail system will attract more specialized users from out of state.  
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Appendix A: Survey Results 

 

1. Invitation to Participate in research regarding Alabama State Parks: 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 AGREE 1,063 100 

2 DISAGREE 5 0 

  Total 1,068 100 

 

2. Which activity do you primarily use state parks for? (Check all that apply) 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Picnicking 183 23 

2 Fishing 130 16 

3 Camping 336 42 

4 Trail use 614 77 

5 Other 218 27 

6 Do not use state parks 4 1 

 

3. What activity do you primarily use the state park trails for? (Check all that apply) 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Walking/Hiking/Running 576 71 

2 Biking 373 46 

3 Equestrian 11 1 

4 Motorized vehicles 76 9 

5 Other (please specify) 77 10 

6 Do not use trails 28 3 

 

4. How far do you have to travel to reach your nearest state park? (Please choose one) 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Less than 20 miles 446 55 

2 21 miles up to 40 miles 198 24 

3 41 miles up to 60 miles 71 9 

4 61 miles up to 80 miles 32 4 

5 81 miles up to 100 miles 11 1 

6 More than 100 miles 43 5 
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7 Do not know 10 1 

  Total 811 100 

 

 

5. How often do you use your nearest state park per year? 

 

Write-in response 

 

6. How often do you use another state park per year? 

 

Write-in response 

 

7. Which state park do you use the most frequently? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Bladon Springs 1 0 

2 Blue Springs 3 0 

3 Buck's Pocket 7 1 

4 Cathedral Caverns 1 0 

5 Cheaha 62 8 

6 Chewacla 45 6 

7 Chickasaw 6 1 

8 DeSoto 27 3 

9 Florala 3 0 

10 Frank Jackson 1 0 

11 Gulf State 73 9 

12 Joe Wheeler 31 4 

13 Lake Guntersville 54 7 

14 Lake Lurleen 30 4 

15 Lakepoint 4 1 

16 Meaher 1 0 

17 Monte Sano 60 8 

18 Oak Mountain 346 44 

19 Paul M. Grist 6 1 

20 Rickwood Caverns 2 0 

21 Roland Cooper 2 0 

22 Wind Creek 24 3 

23 Do not visit state parks 6 1 

  Total 795 100 

 

8. Which state park is closest to you? 
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# Answer Response % 

1 Bladon Springs 0 0 

2 Blue Springs 5 1 

3 Buck's Pocket 2 0 

4 Cathedral Caverns 2 0 

5 Cheaha 36 5 

6 Chewacla 50 6 

7 Chickasaw 15 2 

8 DeSoto 11 1 

9 Florala 1 0 

10 Frank Jackson 3 0 

11 Gulf State 42 5 

12 Joe Wheeler 29 4 

13 Lake Guntersville 38 5 

14 Lake Lurleen 45 6 

15 Lakepoint 4 1 

16 Meaher 12 2 

17 Monte Sano 74 9 

18 Oak Mountain 357 45 

19 Paul M. Grist 9 1 

20 Rickwood Caverns 24 3 

21 Roland Cooper 0 0 

22 Wind Creek 24 3 

23 Do not visit state parks 2 0 

  Total 785 100 

 

9. Do you think the trails in your nearest state park are satisfactorily maintained? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Yes 627 78 

2 No 102 13 

3 Do not use trails 71 9 

  Total 800 100 

 

10. Would you be willing to pay additional park entrance fees for those parks with a designated 

trail ranking system? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Yes 265 34 

2 No 524 66 

  Total 789 100 
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11. Does the condition or maintenance of trails affect which state park you use? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Yes 479 60 

2 No 289 36 

3 Do not use trails 33 4 

  Total 801 100 

 

12. Do you consider the current trail system you use, if any, (e.g. biking, hiking) to be large 

enough? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Yes 462 58 

2 No 288 36 

3 Do not use trails 47 6 

  Total 797 100 

 

13. What is the zip or nearest city/town where you live (to be used for general mapping purposes 

only)? 

 

Write-in response 

 

14. Do trails have a ranking system in your most used state park? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Yes 258 32 

2 No 148 19 

3 Do not know 392 49 

  Total 798 100 

 

15. Would you be more willing to use a state park with a designated trail ranking system? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Yes 402 52 

2 No 273 35 

3 My most frequently used park already has a ranking system 105 13 

  Total 780 100 

 

16. Would you be willing to pay park entrance fees or higher park entrance fees for those parks 

with better trail conditions and maintenance? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Yes 518 65 



 

 

44 

 

2 No 273 35 

  Total 791 100 

 

17. Which of the following issues affected your decision to use, or not use, certain state parks? 

 

# Answer Response 

1 Distance 542 

2 Facility conditions 315 

3 Trail maintenance 319 

4 Number of trails 383 

5 Lack of trail ranking 34 

6 Number of visitors 109 

7 Lack of recreational opportunity (e.g. no canoeing, etc.) 208 

8 Other 98 

 

18. Would you probably use other state parks if this problem were addressed? 

 

Write-in response 

 

19. How would you describe yourself as a trail user? (Check all that apply) 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Beginner 158 20 

2 Intermediate 407 52 

3 Expert 235 30 

 

20. How many years of experience do you have with hiking? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Less than one year 53 7 

2 1-5 155 20 

3 6-10 124 16 

4 11-20 116 15 

5 More than 20 264 34 

6 No experience with hiking 72 9 

  Total 784 100 

 

21. Have you ever done an overnight hiking trip? 

 

#  Answer Response % 

1 Yes 413 53 

2 No 365 47 

  Total 778 100 
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22. What is your longest hike? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 In number of miles: (followed by write-in response) 653 86 

2 Do not hike 102 14 

  Total 755 100 

 

23. What age range would you fall under? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Younger than 20 6 1 

2 21-40 258 32 

3 41-60 394 49 

4 61 and above 142 18 

  Total 800 100 

 

24. How would you classify yourself? 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Student 34 4 

2 Laborer/Helper 19 2 

3 Management 85 11 

4 Technician 46 6 

5 Sales 37 5 

6 Professional 408 51 

7 Retired 121 15 

8 Other 53 7 

  Total 803 100 

 

25. What is your gender? (For general demographic purposes only.) 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Male 521 65 

2 Female 273 34 

3 I choose not to answer 7 1 

  Total 801 100 

 

26. What is your race? (For general demographic purposes only.) 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 White 733 91 

2 Black or African American 10 1 
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3 American Indian or Alaska Native 9 1 

4 Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 0 0 

5 Asian 12 1 

6 Two or more races 9 1 

7 I choose not to answer 31 4 

  Total 804 100 

 

27. Would you classify yourself as of Hispanic or Latino origin? (For general demographic 

purposes only.) 

 

# Answer Response % 

1 Yes 8 1 

2 No 726 94 

3 I choose not to answer 40 5 

  Total 774 100 

 

28. Please suggest any improvements that you think can be made to state parks in general: 

 

Write-in response 

 

29. Please suggest any improvements that you think can be made to maintenance of trails in 

general: 

 

Write-in response 

 

30. Please list any recreation organizations that you belong to: 

 

Write-in response 

 

31. Feel free to provide additional comments: 

 

Write-in response
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Appendix B: IRB Approval 
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