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Overview & Project Summary – 
This research provides an examination of the effectiveness of the Tread Lightly! outdoor skills and ethics visitor education effort at three federal land areas with the intent of improving the provision of outdoor recreation ethics training and education on public lands. The project is funded by the Wilderness Stewardship and Recreation Management Division, NPS and is supported by the South Atlantic Coast Cooperative Ecosystem Studies Unit (CESU). Currently, Big Cypress National Preserve, FL (NPS) has agreed to participate in the study and we are seeking participation from, Canyonlands National Park, (NPS), and Imperial Sand Dunes, CA (BLM). The methodology is grounded within relevant social-psychological and communication theory and is designed to investigate opinions, preferences, and differences among OHV operators regarding recommended TL! practices.  Data are to be collected via mail-back procedures in the Fall, 2008 with the final report due May 31st 2009.  
Funding & Support –

This research was initiated by Rick Potts, Chief, Wilderness Stewardship and Recreation Management Division NPS.  The project is funded by the Wilderness Stewardship and Recreation Management Division, NPS and is supported by the South Atlantic Coast Cooperative Ecosystem Studies Unit (CESU). As stated, this study is fully funded by the NPS so we are not asking for funds, only a willingness to collaborate on the study and access to mailing lists of 2007/08 off-highway vehicle (OHV) permit holders.
Background –

To help mitigate negative ecological and sociological impacts to natural lands, managers frequently employ ‘light handed’ education strategies and programs.  These efforts are typically in the form of persuasive educational messages intended to promote stewardship behaviors.  The most prevalent OHV minimum-impact education program is Tread Lightly! (TL) which is promoted at varying levels by federal land management agencies.  However, despite the potential significance of the TL education program for lessening degradation and improving ethical behavior, there is little understanding of whether the program is effectively promoting recommended practices and ethics.
Justification – 

Land managers need the ability to predict and influence OHV operator behavior in order to manage resources effectively.  This includes further understanding of behaviors and attitudes, particularly regarding compliance with agency recommended practices.  There is currently a lack of compliance research and literature regarding minimum-impact visitor education.  Research exploring the effectiveness of TL and other minimum impact educational programs has been described as insufficient and the current research base and state of knowledge remains inadequate. 
Stated Purpose of Research –

The purpose of this research is to evaluate the effectiveness of the TL outdoor skills and ethics visitor education program within three federal land management areas and to provide a scientific basis for developing new educational tools and improving current educational and outreach activities.  The end goal is the improvement of outdoor recreation ethics training and education occurring on public lands.  To accomplish this goal, the researchers integrated Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior (1991), Roger’s Diffusion of Innovations (2003) and measures of activity involvement and environmental orientation to construct a conceptual model that will be used to investigate compliance of OHV operators with recommended TL practices.  

Research Questions –

In an effort to improve the provision of outdoor recreation ethics training on public lands the following research questions are going to be investigated:

RQ1 
What specific recommended TL practices are visitors’ most/least aware of and most/least likely to comply with?  

RQ2 
What are OHV operators’ self-reported levels of compliance regarding recommended TL practices?

RQ3
What are OHV operators’ attitude regarding recommended TL practices (acceptance, willingness to alter behaviors, etc.)?

RQ4 
What visitor characteristics (socio-demographics, trip characteristics, environmental orientation) are most salient in predicting OHV operators’ compliance with recommended TL practices?

RQ5 
What are the effects of the social group (social norms) on OHV operators’ intentions to follow recommended TL practices?

RQ6 
What influence do various TL information dissemination sources, including popular media and persuasive education efforts (printed media, interpretive displays, contact with agency personnel, multimedia), have on OHV operators’ intention to comply with recommended TL practices?

Theoretical and Conceptual Foundation –

The variables in this study were selected based on relevant theory from social-psychological and communication literature.  In addition, conceptual frameworks for understanding how individuals orient towards the natural environment; including early life experiences, and activity involvement (experience use history), are to be utilized to gain further understanding of possible correlates of TL compliant behavior.
From the social-psychology field, Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior (TpB) was employed as the foundation of our conceptual model.  The TpB provides a general model for understanding human behavior and actions.  The central premise of the TpB is that ones attitude (driven by salient beliefs), subjective norms (influence of those around that person who are important to them), and perceived behavioral control (efficacy) can be measured to provide an accurate prediction of ones behavioral intentions and therefore behavior.  Specifically the TpB is a theory “designed to predict and explain human behavior in specific contexts” (Ajzen, 1991, p. 181).  It is because of this specific function that the TpB is so well suited for application within this proposed research exploring compliance with recommended TL practices.
From the communication field, we will utilize Roger’s Diffusion of Innovations Theory (2003).  Diffusion of innovations is a general theory explaining how an innovation is communicated to society.  It is more than a general communication theory; diffusion theory is specifically concerned with the diffusion of new ideas or innovations into society (Rogers, 2003).  

Variables –

The variable of interest (dependent or outcome variable) is self-reported compliance with recommended TL practices.  This variable is multidimensional and will be measured via a multi-item index where respondents are asked to report their behavior on a variety of unqualified statements.  A sample statement is: ‘I steered around muddy spots on the trail.”  Statements are to be anchored via a 7-point scale (1 ‘Never’ to 7 ‘Every time’).
The breakdown of predictor (independent) variables is as follows:

· TpB

· Attitude toward TL practices.  Measured via a 10-item index with the anchors ‘Absolutely Inappropriate’ to ‘Absolutely Appropriate.’  A sample statement is: ‘Riding cross country if there is an existing trail.”  
· Subjective Norms. Measured via a 4-item index with the anchors ‘Strongly Agree’ to ‘Strongly Disagree.’  A sample statement is: ‘other members of my group would find it acceptable for me to ride cross-country”
· Behavioral Control.  Measured via a 8-item index.  Literature suggests this is two-dimensions and includes both control over behavior and difficulty in carrying out the behavior of interest.

· Diffusion

· Eight questions exploring diffusion of the TL message and the source from which this message originates.
· Environmental Orientation

· Early Life Experiences – 3 item index exploring participation in consumptive, appreciative, mechanized recreation during childhood.

· Activity Involvement (Experience Use History) – 7 questions exploring frequency, intensity, and duration of the respondents involvement with the activity (OHV operation). 
Study Population & Selection of the Subjects –

The study population will be registered OHV permit holders at the three selected sites.  This study will use a cross-sectional design.  The sample will be selected by mailing registered operators a questionnaire.  A systematic sampling strategy will be used  (sample nth  registered operator) to ensure both representativeness and a more accurate estimate of the error (Babbie, 2001).  
Data Collection Procedures –

Approximately 1000 individual surveys will be sent to registered OHV permit holders within each of the selected units following a modified Dillman approach (2007).  We anticipate conducting the mailing in September 2008.  

End Product of the Study – 

This research, by building upon existing theoretical and empirical literature on the subject, has the opportunity to develop a much-needed baseline of knowledge for understanding the effectiveness of the TL OHV education program.  The product of this research will aid to inform management decisions regarding the future direction of the TL program and improve existing educational tools to reach a broader segment of the recreating public and enhance both enjoyment and resource protection.  Finally, this project will provide the necessary foundation and first step for the development of a larger scale research effort to fully assess the effectiveness of recreation skills and ethics training that occur on public lands.  
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