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GMP Literature Review and Synthesis 
Key Findings: Social Science Research at Golden Gate 
 

Visitor Profiles from Selected Golden Gate National Park Destination Sites 
 
The Golden Gate National Parks portfolio has several destination draws including Alcatraz 
National Historic Site, Muir Woods National Monument, Fort Point National Historic Site, 
and the Presidio. From a visitor services perspective these sites are important for many 
reasons including: 

• First time visitors. A high percentage of visitors to the destination sites are first time 
visitors. As such, the National Park Service has an important opportunity to 
introduce first time visitors to NPS, national park values, and the Golden Gate 
National Parks. At Alcatraz and Muir Woods the percentage of first time visitors 
ranges from 52 percent to eighty-six percent during the summer “high” season. 

• International visitors. Between eight percent and 29 percent of the visitors to 
Alcatraz National Historic Site and Muir Woods National Monument are 
international visitors. The high level of international visitation at Alcatraz and to a 
lesser extent at Muir Woods, provides a positive impression of the United States and 
creates an outstanding opportunity to communicate conservation values and the 
importance of national parks to international visitors. 

• Friends and families on vacation. A large percentage of the visitors to the destination 
sites are traveling with friends and families, and many traveling parties are on 
vacation. People traveling with friends and families on vacations are hoping to 
strengthen personal relationships and seeking to create positive and life-long 
memories. Consequently, they are attentive and receptive to messages about the 
importance of the environmental movement, social justice, and citizen action to 
preserve open space.  

• High-volume and seasonal. The destinations (e.g., Alcatraz, Muir Woods, the 
Presidio, and Fort Point) accommodate a large portion of the annual visitation to the 
Golden Gate National Parks into a relatively small percentage of the parks’ land 
base. The higher levels of visitation require additional staff and infrastructure but 
also concentrate the visitation in areas where both can be provided. Also, visitors to 
these sites generate much of the income that is earned to reinvest into the parks. 

For these and other reasons, the visitors who are drawn to the destinations support core 
elements of the parks’ significance, are generally concentrated near services and amenities, 
and contribute to the economic sustainability of the Golden Gate National Parks.  
 
So what is known about these important visitors? An ongoing line of visitor research has 
been maintained at Alcatraz and Muir Woods for nearly a decade. Other issue-oriented 
research is also available to help understand visitor and user patterns and preferences at the 
destination areas of the Golden Gate National Parks. 
 
Since 1908 Alcatraz National Historic Landmark and Muir Woods National Monument have 
been the focus of a series of studies designed to refine the Visitor Experience and Resource 
Protection (VERP) approach to determining user capacity in national parks. The goal of 
VERP is to determine thresholds for various managerial actions based on a thorough 
analysis of existing visitors and their preferences and patterns. Used in conjunction with 
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natural resources research, various approaches to managing visitor capacity and associated 
resource impacts can be defined. This is not the place to describe VERP protocols in detail, 
but demographic information collected as part of a VERP survey help to define who is 
coming to the destination attractions. The survey findings also quantify public sentiment 
about various management actions. Bob Manning leads the research team. Key findings 
Alcatraz are followed by data from Muir Woods. Some comparisons between the two sites 
are also summarized. The Muir Woods VERP data can also be compared to an earlier study 
completed in 1989 by the National Park Service. 
 
Most visitors were coming to the destination for the first time and were accompanied by 
family or friends. At Alcatraz, for example, 86 percent of the people surveyed were visiting 
for the first time and 92 percent were visiting with friends and family. At Muir Woods, 52 
percent were visiting for the first time, and 80 percent were visiting with family or friends. 
Over 70 percent of the visitor groups at both destination sites ranged between two and four 
persons. Most visitors were from the United States. Alcatraz had more international visitors 
(29%) than Muir Woods (8%), and Muir Woods had more California visitors (37%) than 
Alcatraz.  
 

A Profile of Visitors to Alcatraz (1998 - 2003)  
 
Alcatraz Island sits in a highly visible location in the San Francisco Bay. It is easily visible 
from the Fisherman’s Wharf waterfront area and many other visitor areas of the city. 
Although Alcatraz has been used for a variety of purposes over the years, it is most well 
known for its service as a federal prison. Accessible only by boat, about 1.5 million persons 
tour Alcatraz each year. 
 
Key findings from the VERP studies at Alcatraz through 2003 (Manning, Budruk, Valliere, 
Hallo, n.d.) follow and are summarized as bullet points (all percentages are rounded): 

• Ninety-two percent (92 percent) of the groups were visiting with family or friends 
• Group size was between two and four persons in seventy-two percent (72 percent) 

of the visitor groups. Nearly seventeen percent (16.5 percent) were in groups of four 
to nine persons, and 6.7 percent were in groups of ten or more people. 

• Nearly eighty-six percent (86 percent) were first-time visitors. 
• Seventy percent stayed between two and three hours on the island.  
• Almost seventy-one percent (71 percent) of all visitors were from the United States 

(e.g., domestic visitors). Twenty-six percent (26 percent) of the domestic visitors are 
from California. Nearly thirty percent (30 percent) of the visiting parties were 
international visitors from outside the U.S.  

• About one in five respondents were under the age of 15 and thirty six percent were 
between 36 and 50 years of age. 

• Most heard about Alcatraz from personal sources (49 percent), travel publications 
(46 percent) or someone who had made a prior visitor to Alcatraz (40 percent). 
Respondents were able to identify multiple sources of information. 

• Almost all (93 percent) of the visitors took the Cell House tour and nearly ninety 
percent (88 percent) viewed the exhibits. Eighty-two percent reported that English 
was their first language. 
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• When respondents were asked to identify what they liked best or enjoyed the most 
about Alcatraz, the most common responses were the Alcatraz Cell House Tour, 
learning about Alcatraz, and the views. 

• When asked to identify the features that they liked least or enjoyed the least the 
weather (13 percent), closed areas (13 percent), and unclean restrooms (8 percent) 
were most frequently reported. Eight percent (8 percent) also indicated that there 
were no aspects of their visitor experience that they did not enjoy. 

 
Questions were also asked about crowding. Twelve percent of the respondents reported that 
cell house crowding was a “big” problem.  Forty-two percent reported cell house crowding 
as a small problem, and forty-four percent reported that cell house crowding was not a 
problem. When a similar question was asked about crowding on Alcatraz Island, rather than 
the cell house, seven percent responded that island crowding was a big problem, and thirty-
two percent reported that it was a small problem. Fifty seven percent reported no crowding 
problem on the island. 
 
Using survey responses, visitor counts, and photographs depicting various visitor densities, 
four threshold figures were determined. Visitors expressed a preference of 25 visitors in their 
“view” but found 36 visitors acceptable. A threshold of 44 visitors in “the view” was 
established for the Cell House tour. Assuming that other visitors would be positioned in 
front and behind the typical visitor, a level of 90 visitors on Michigan Avenue (the main area 
of the cell house tour) was established. Other components of the VERP protocol call for 
ongoing monitoring of visitor numbers and a range of management actions as various visitor 
thresholds are met or exceeded (Manning, Budruk, Valliere, Hallo, n.d.).  
 
Destination visitors were asked to identify the site attributes they liked best as well as ways 
that the National Park Service could improve their experiences. Visitors overwhelming 
reported the Alcatraz Cell House Tour as the part of the visit that they like best. Many 
survey respondents also reported that “learning more about Alcatraz” and “the views” were 
key features that they most enjoyed on their visits. In terms of ways to improve the visitor 
experience, opening more of the site, and adding more information and interpretation were 
most commonly reported. Many respondents could not suggest a way to enhance their 
experience.  
 
In 2006 a new Alcatraz Island cell house tour debuted. Data were collected before the cell 
house renovation and after the new tour began to operate will provide additional data to 
compare visitors’ experiences and perceptions of crowding. These data will soon be 
available. 
 

A Profile of Visitors to Muir Woods National Monument from 2003 to 2005 
 
Muir Woods is located in Marin County. Nestled between “Mount Tam” and the coast, Muir 
Woods is the closest old growth redwood forest to San Francisco. It was gifted to the federal 
government and preserved as a National Monument in 1908. 
 
Key findings from the VERP studies at Muir Woods (Manning, Budruk, Valliere, Hallo, n.d.) 
follow and are summarized as bullet points (all percentages are rounded): 
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• Seventy-two percent (72 percent) of the visiting groups were families. Seventeen 
percent (17 percent) were groups of friends.  

• Group size was between two and four persons in 80 percent of the visitor groups. 
Tour groups accounted for less than 5 percent of the visitor groups at Muir Woods. 

• More than half (53 percent) of Muir Woods visitor groups were first-time visitors, 
making Muir Woods an important urban “gateway” to the national park experience. 

• Almost 92 percent of all visitors are from the United States (e.g., domestic visitors). 
Thirty-seven percent (37 percent) of the domestic visitors are from California. 
Slightly more than 8 percent of the visiting parties are international.  

• Slightly more women (52 percent) visited Muir Woods than men (48 percent). 
• Guidebooks were the most common way people learned about Muir Woods. Other 

important means of learning about Muir Woods included road signs, referrals from 
friends or relatives, and the Internet. Respondents were able to identify multiple 
sources of information. 

• The educational attainment of visitors was very high; about 80 percent of all visitors 
had a post-secondary degree. Thirty to thirty-three percent (30 percent to 33 
percent), depending on the survey, had earned a four-year college degree. More 
remarkable was the high percentage of advanced degrees, which was 46 percent in 
one survey and 51 percent in another.  

• When respondents were asked to identify what they liked best or enjoyed the most 
about Muir Woods, the most common responses were about the trees, the beauty of 
Muir Woods, the peacefulness of the site, the trails, and the natural features of the 
area. 

• When asked to identify the features that they liked or enjoyed the least crowds, noise, 
parking, and closed trails emerged most often. 

• When asked to provide suggestions on how the National Park Service could improve 
Muir Woods, the most common response was “no suggestions” (because their 
experiences were already positive). When respondents did make suggestions, three 
were most frequent, namely more information and interpretation, more trails, and 
more parking. 

• The redwoods, the natural beauty of Muir Woods, peace and quiet, and the 
preservation values were the most valued attributes of visits to Muir Woods. 

 
Visitor Experience and Resource Protection (VERP) research continues at Muir Woods with 
new data collection efforts during the spring and summer of 2007. Also in 2007, a series of 
sound studies began. A new, externally funded program, the Redwood Quest, may provide 
some useful evaluation data about the relationship between youth visiting Muir Woods as 
part of a school group and return visits with their families. Throughout 2008, Muir Woods 
will host its Centennial as a national monument. A year long series of events and activities 
will provide new opportunities to assess the contributions of special events, media coverage, 
and new retail products to the visitor experience. 

 
An Earlier Visitor Profile from Muir Woods National Monument (1989)  

 
The National Park Service sponsors the Visitor Services Project (VSP), a visitor research 
program that conducts similar surveys at various National Park Service units around the 
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United States. In August 1989, a VSP survey was completed at Muir Woods. Comparing the 
more recent VERP data with the 1989 VSP findings suggest that there have been some 
changes in the visitor profile over the years.  
 
In 1989, for example, international visitors made up a larger percentage of the Muir Woods 
visitors. (Since all the 1989 data were collected in August, this may reflect the peak 
international travel period of the era.) Seventy two percent (compared to 52 percent in the 
more recent survey) were visiting Muir Woods for the first time, and sixty nine percent were 
visiting with families. More than 50% of all visitors were from outside California. Visit 
duration at Muir Woods averaged about two hours. The three most frequently reported 
activities at Muir Woods were sightseeing, short hikes, and engaging in art or photography. 
Important or highly ranked interpretive services at Muir Woods National Monument related 
to trail signage and maps, site brochures, and park rangers. 
 

The Destination Visitor Profile 
 
People who are coming to the destination sites of Alcatraz and Muir Woods share some 
similarities. They are generally coming with family groups, and for the majority of visitors a 
visit to either of these sites is the first time visit. California provides the largest percentage of 
domestic visitors, and the majority of the visitors are from the United States. There is also a 
noticeable percentage (10 – 30 percent) from outside the U.S. For international visitors, the 
sites provide an excellent and positive impression of the United States. Table __ compares 
visitor profiles for Alcatraz and Muir Woods on these and several other important visitor 
characteristics. [Note. Table will be added when the more recent VERP studies are 
completed.] 
  
While the average visit duration is not lengthy, most commonly around two or three hours, 
visitors are actively seeking out these experiences. Some have come very long distances to 
visit these places. Through Alcatraz and Muir Woods represent relatively small portions of 
the Golden Gate portfolio, in terms of acreage; these destinations draw a large percentage of 
the visitors. Alcatraz visitation approaches 1.5 million persons a year, and Muir Woods has 
nearly three-quarters of a million visitors. These sites receive the focused attention of 
millions with the associated impacts, both positive and negative, that accompany large visitor 
numbers in relatively small areas.  
 
These sites also provide critical natural habitat for plants and animals, several on the 
threatened and endangered species list. The challenge of balancing these needs has led to 
innovative and elegant solutions. Sharing these ideas with other professionals and with 
visitors can instill a sense of hope for more harmonious interactions between a rapidly 
urbanizing society and parks and protected places. 
 
Visitors are attentive to the stories told at these sites. They actively seek information by 
taking the audio-tours at Alcatraz and reading the interpretation panels and brochures at 
both sites. These destinations, then, become important places to share compelling stories 
about the western origins of the environmental movement, the Native American social 
justice movement, and the enduring results of an engaged and impassioned citizenry united 
in their commitment to preserve these places for the American people. For all visitors, but 
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especially international ones, the country’s natural and cultural heritage and our ongoing 
efforts to embody democratic ideals, is a compelling and important American story. 
 
Most visitors are coming to the destination sites with family and friends, and many are on 
vacation. They are making memories that will last a lifetime and looking for keepsakes and 
reminders of their visits and time with loved ones. Visitors’ on-site purchases of interpretive 
materials and keepsakes provide an essential source of earned income to reinvest into the 
preservation and conservation of these sites. 
 
Muir Woods and Alcatraz, then, remain essential cornerstones of the Golden Gate National 
Parks. They enjoy the highest profile in the national and international imagination, serve as 
important components of San Francisco’s appeal as a destination city, and provide important 
platforms for National Park Service messaging.  
 
Other areas within the boundaries of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area are beloved 
destinations, but relatively less is known about visitors and users patterns and preferences. 
More information is needed to better understand the drawing power and visitor profiles of 
Fort Point, the Presidio, and the emerging “corridor” comprised of Lands End, the Cliff 
House, and Ocean Beach. These areas are already important destinations, albeit with 
differing patterns of visitation and a more localized clientele. Recent media coverage of 
proposed enhancements to the Presidio’s main parade ground indicated that 4.6 million 
persons were drawn to the Presidio annually (source, 2007), and thousands work and live at 
the Presidio. In light of Lands End’s fabled past as a destination draw (e.g., the Sutro Baths 
and the Cliff House), the baseline data collected as part of the Trails Forever Initiative may 
help to capture important changes in visitation as these lands are transformed and restored.  
 
A parks wide visitor intercept study will begin in FY 2008. In the first year, the Presidio, 
Crissy Field and Ocean Beach will be included. Also, the VERP research will continue. 
Collectively data will deepen our understanding of people’s use of these areas and assets and 
further extend knowledge about the destination draws at the Golden Gate National Parks. 
 

Crissy Field Visitation Counts 
 

Crissy Field represents a special area within the Golden Gate National Parks. The former 
military airfield was restored as a shoreline park. In 2001, shortly after the completion of the 
$38 million dollar restoration, a new and beautiful 100-acre shoreline park, complete with 
promenade, tidewater lagoon, warming hut, picnic area, and urban environmental center was 
opened to the public. Crissy Field is now a popular attraction for residents and visitors to the 
Bay Area.  
 
In 2000 and 2006 fall visitation counts were completed at Crissy Field. The purpose of the 
research was to develop an estimate of visitor numbers, including pets, as well as points of 
entry and means of transportation. Visitor arrivals at hourly intervals throughout the day 
were recorded.  The observation study also collected information about approximate age and 
race/ethnicity. The researchers were careful to note that age and race/ethnicity were more 
difficult to determine that counting people, pets, and arrival times. Despite these limitations, 
some interesting comparisons can be drawn between the visitor profiles in 2000 and 2006 as 
well as comparisons between event days and regular weekend visitation. David Binder 
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Research (2000), a Bay Area polling firm, conducted the 2000 visitation count. The 2006 
data were collected by another researcher (Tierney, 2007) and compared with the 2000 data.  
 
Data were collected in both years on the first Saturday in October during the culmination of 
San Francisco’s Fleet Week. The Fleet Week Saturday was selected as an example of a special 
event with high visibility and drawing power throughout the Bay Area. In 2000, an estimated 
13,691 persons came to Crissy Field on Saturday to enjoy the festivities. In 2006, visitation 
was estimated at 12,310, a decrease of about ten percent. Due to the size of the crowds on 
the Fleet Week Saturday in 2000, limited data were recorded, but in 2006 the research team 
was able to estimate age and race/ethnicity data in addition to the visitor counts. Two sunny 
fall days were selected for the second data collection day in 2000 and 2006. 
 
Key findings from the Crissy Field visitation counts include: 

• Peak visitation was between 9:00 am and 4:00 pm on Fleet Week (e.g., event) and 
sunny fall (e.g., regular) days.  

• Ninety percent of the visitors came through four of the six points of entry in 2006 
on the event day and eighty percent of the visitors came through three of the six 
points of entry on the sunny fall day.  

• Nearly seventy percent of the 2006 visitors arrived in a vehicle on the sunny fall day. 
The percentage of visitors arriving by vehicle on the event day was much lower 
(about 24 percent) but this may reflect full parking lots early on event day.  

 
When comparing the 2006 Fleet Week special event Saturday with the sunny fall Saturday in 
the same year some additional information emerges: 

• Visitation on the special event Saturday was about 4,000 persons higher than the 
regular fall Saturday. The represents about a 50 percent increase in visitation on the 
event day. 

• Similar numbers of youth (under 20 years of age) and senior adults were observed on 
both 2006 Saturdays. Due to the difference in overall visitation, though, the 
percentages varied. An estimated 1,478 and 1,477 senior adults were observed on the 
event and regular Saturdays, respectively. For youth under 20, the estimated numbers 
were 615 on the Fleet Week Saturday and 755 on a regular, sunny fall Saturday. 

• A higher percentage of event day visitors were persons of color (33 percent) 
compared to a sunny, fall Saturday when an estimated 21.1 percent of the visitors 
were persons of color. In raw numbers this translates to about 4,062 persons of 
color during the Fleet Week event compared to about 1,751 persons of color on a 
typical fall Saturday. 

 
When comparing the 2006 regular sunny fall Saturday with a similar sunny fall Saturday in 
2000, other changes in the visitor characteristics were observed including: 

• Visitation increase between 2000 and 2006 by 27.5 percent. In 2006, an estimated 
8,304 came to Crissy Field on a Saturday. In 2000, the figure was estimated at 6,513. 

• More women came to Crissy Field on a sunny fall Saturday in 2006 than in 2000. 
This represents both an increase in the percentage of women as well as a numerical 
increase due to the increase in overall visitation. An estimated 2,865 women came to 
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Crissy Field in 2000 and an estimated 4,152 came in 2006. This represents a 45 
percent increase in six years. 

• More children were observed in 2006. About 6.1 percent of the visitors in 2006 were 
children under the age of ten. In 2000, the percentage was three. Adjusting for the 
increase in overall visitation, an estimated 556 children came to Crissy Field on a 
sunny fall Saturday in 2006. Compared to the 2000 estimate of 195 children, this 
represents 185 percent increase in visitation by children. 

• More senior adults (age 50 or older) came in 2006. Nearly 18 percent of the visitors 
in 2006 were over fifty, compared to twelve percent in 2000. When the increase in 
visitation is factored in, a 75 percent increase (846 to 1,478) in senior adult visitation 
was observed. 

• There was a five-point increase in the percentage of persons of color between 2000 
and 2006. In 2000, about sixteen percent of the observed visitors were persons of 
color. In 2006, the percentage of persons of color increased to 21.1 percent. After 
adjusting for the increase in the number of overall visitors, an estimated 1,752 
persons of color visited Crissy Field on the sunny, fall Saturday in 2006. This 
represents a 68 percent increase in the number of persons of colors visiting Crissy 
Field on a typical sunny fall Saturday six years after the 2000 count.  

• The percentage and number of Asian and Latino visitors increased between 2000 
and 2006 on the sunny, fall Saturday. The number of African American visitors also 
increased, although not as greatly. 

 
Table __. Estimated Number of Crissy Field Visitors, 2000 and 2006. 
 

 2000 2006 2000 2006 
 Event Regular 
Number of Visitors 13,691 12,310 6,513 8,304 

 
These two data sets provided the raw data for an additional analysis and are suggestive of 
several important trends and opportunities for the Golden Gate National Parks. For 
example: 
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• Events draw larger, more diverse crowds to Crissy Field. Special events provide an 
efficient outreach opportunity to help visitors to learn more about the outdoor 
recreation and natural or cultural heritage opportunities available at the Golden Gate 
National Parks. The visitation patterns suggest that on event days, the majority of the 
visitors could be intercepted in two to four points at Crissy Field between the hours 
of 9:00 am and 4:00 pm. (On regular fall Saturday, two intercept points would 
probably suffice.)  

• Infrastructure enhancements such as those incorporated into the Crissy Field 
restoration can increase visitation to national shoreline parks. Adding valued 
amenities and enhancements can increase visitation from segments that are 
historically under-represented in national parks (e.g., persons of color, senior adults) 
and help reverse the more recent trend of youth disengagement with “the outdoors.”  

• The Crissy Field findings align with other research about how to design outdoor 
recreation areas to become more inclusive (California State Parks, 2003; California 
State Parks, 2005, Chavez, 2001). 

 
Table __. Changes in Crissy Field Visitation, 2000 and 2006. 
 

   Change 2000 - 2006 
 2006 

n=8,304 
2000 

n=6,513 
Numerical 

Increase 
Percentage 

Increase 
Women  4,152 2,865 1,287 45% 
Kids Under 10  556 195 361 185% 
Over 50 Years Old 1,478 846 632 75% 
Persons of Color  1,752 1,042 710 68% 

 
 

The Golden Gate Trails Surveys 
 
Trails serve a several important roles within the Golden Gate National Parks. They provide 
“venues” for active outdoor lifestyles, provide access and direction to enable visitors and 
users to locate destination points within the parks, enable non-vehicular movement around 
the parks, and help visitors to understand the relationship between different parts of the 
parks. In 2004, the Trails Forever Initiative was established to create a world-class trail 
system throughout the Golden Gate National Parks. The vision set forth by the Trails 
Forever Initiative has proved attractive to conservation philanthropists, parks supporters, 
trails users, and conservation volunteers.  
 
A review of the trails research at the Golden Gate National Parks reveals strong uniformity 
among trail users in many areas. Trails users/visitors at the Golden Gate National Parks are: 

• Nearly evenly split between women and men 
• Generally between the ages of 20 and 55 
• Well educated. (Between 62 percent and 81 percent had college degrees and in two 

separate studies 45 percent had advanced academic degrees.) 
• Coming to the trails alone or in pairs (e.g., party size is 1 – 2 persons) 
• Tend to access certain trailheads more frequently than others 
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• Frequent visitors (75 to 85 percent are return visitors) 
• Arriving in a vehicle (70 – 80 percent) 
• Coming primarily for exercise, rest and relaxation, and time with friends and family 

 
Delving Deeper Into Trails and Trails Usage at the Golden Gate National Parks 

 
Several trail studies at various locations throughout the Golden Gate National Parks provide 
information about the similarities and differences between trail use and users. Key findings 
from these recent studies help us to better understand the importance and values of trail 
users and their trail-related experiences.  
 

Point Bonita & the Marin Headlands (2006) 
 
The Marin Headlands are located just north of the Golden Gate Bridge. Development plans 
in the late 1960s served as a catalyst to the formation of the Golden Gate National 
Recreation Area (Myer, 2006; Rothman, 2004). For many years park partners have offered a 
variety of public programs keeping these parklands visible to Bay Area residents and San 
Francisco visitors.  
 
In addition to the partners’ programs, the Marin Headlands has an extensive network of 
designated and undesignated (e.g., social or informal) trails. Individuals and small groups 
arrive at the Marin Headlands on weekends to share the trail system with mountain bikers 
and equestrians. During the week, the trails network serves as a prime teaching resource and 
transit system for park partners providing youth serving programs. In 2006 an inter-related 
set of studies (Tierney, 2006) sought determine patterns of trail use and to identify 
management strategies to reduce the social trails that interlace the designated trail network at 
the Headlands. A focus group with stakeholders helped to frame the study. An on-site 
survey was conducted in July and October and a waypoint trail use survey helped to identify 
travel paths and patterns. Key findings from each component of the three data collection 
efforts help to develop a more comprehensive picture of trail use in the Marin Headlands. 
 
Study Details: 
An intercept survey with wayfinding elements was preceded by a key informant focus group 
session consisting of __ persons. The intercept and wayfinding survey data were collected on 
weekends and weekdays in the spring and summer of 2006. Seven hundred and seventy eight 
(n=778) usable surveys were completed, a return rate of 93.4 percent. Non-response bias 
measures were not reported. 
 
Key Findings: 
The focus group participants were able to describe the varied uses and users of the 
Headlands trails. Fitness enthusiasts and cyclists use the trail network regularly to workout, 
weekend sightseers explore the Headlands via footpaths and trails, visitors to the hostel and 
to Headlands partners’ special events access the trails, and equestrians view the trails as their 
“last bastion” since so many other trails are foreclosed to them. In addition, the focus group 
participants (Tierney, 2007) indicated that: 

• The lack of signage makes it difficult for visitors to stay on the official trail system 
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• When park partners are allowed to use social trails it sends a mixed message to all 
park users and helps to maintain and legitimize the unofficial social trails 

• Creating loop trails for bicycles, dog walkers, and horses between the Coastal, Wolf 
Ridge, and Miwok Trails would help to reduce trail conflicts, eradicate the need for 
some social trails and add to the trail experience 

• More information about trail status (e.g., closures, trail removal) and more trail 
maintenance are needed in the Marin Headlands 

• A more consistent and visible NPS presence in the Headlands trail system would be 
desirable 

• Volunteers could help to maintain the trail system 
• A functional trail system… “with good circulation” that “allows people to go to 

major attractions” would reduce the number of duplicate and social trails. 
 
The second component, an intercept survey of trail users included responses from 778 
persons, a 93.4 percent completion rate. Nearly 90 percent of the surveys were completed on 
weekends when trail use was heaviest between noon and four in the afternoon. The average 
trail users stayed just under an hour (57 minutes). Most respondents were from Marin 
County (25.1 percent), San Francisco (25.4 percent), or another Bay Area county (22.6 
percent).  
 
When comparing the Point Bonita respondents and the North Rodeo Beach respondents, 
some interesting variations were noted. Slightly more people visited the Rodeo Beach trails 
than the trails at Point Bonita. Rodeo Beach trail users were more likely to be from Marin 
County or San Francisco and more frequent trail visitors. Point Bonita respondents were 
more similar to other Golden Gate destination visitors, with higher percentages of out-of-
area and first-time visitors.  
 
“Walking/hiking, enjoying ocean views, observing animals and nature, and being with 
friends/family were the most popular activities undertaken while on the trail” and “dog 
walking, ocean views, and being with friends” were rated as most important. Way-finding 
signs, trail system maps on signage, trailhead restrooms, and paper maps to use while on the 
trails were four important information needs. About twelve percent of the respondents were 
willing to volunteer to improve trails.” (Tierney, 2007, ii). 
 
The majority of the respondents (64 percent) indicated that they would stay on a designated 
trail system if safe, defined trails were available. A small percentage of trail users, usually 
young men with lower levels of education, said they were less likely to stay on trails. Six 
possible strategies were ranked in terms of their perceived likelihood of encouraging people 
to stay on designated trails including:  

• Informational signage linking natural resource preservation to designated  
trail use (30 percent)  

• Re-vegetation of social trails (19.9 percent) 
• Better signage (16.7 percent) 

Loop trails, low brush barriers, and safety reminders garnered between 10.1 percent and 6.7 
percent likelihood of encouraging compliance. 
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The third element, the waypoint surveys, confirmed that most trail users selected two points 
of departure, but this findings may reflect the manner in which the surveyors were deployed. 
Nearly 90 percent of the Rodeo Beach users first passed the Coastal Trailhead at North 
Rodeo Beach, and 86 percent of the Point Bonito trail users first passed the Point Bonita 
Lighthouse Trail. These two locations are prime locations for trailhead kiosks and 
welcoming messages about the designated trail system. Trail use is more concentrated on the 
Lighthouse Trail in the Point Bonita area, and much more dispersed in the Rodeo Beach 
portion of the Marin Headlands. 

Lands End Trail Use Study (2005) 
 
Lands End is the western most part of the Golden Gate National Parks in San Francisco 
County. Lands End is bounded by popular Ocean Beach, surrounded by residential 
neighborhoods, and adjacent to the Legion of Honor and the Presidio. Cultural heritage 
attractions include the ruins of the Sutro Baths and the Cliff House Restaurant. The Coastal 
Trail is routed along the bluffs at Lands End and passes above China Beach and Baker 
Beach before crossing into the Presidio and continuing into the Marin Headlands. In 2005 
the Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy received a substantial grant to complete 
landscape scale planning to ensure natural resource protection and enhance the visitor 
experience. Baseline data were collected at Lands End in preparation for substantial 
enhancements to the Coastal Trail corridor.  
 
Study Details: 
After a focus group session with key informants, an intercept survey and visitor count was 
conducted at Lands End. Data were collected mostly on weekends (90.1 percent of all 
surveys) and weekdays during the spring of 2005. A total of 870 surveys formed the basis of 
this study. The response rate was slightly more than 70 percent. Participants answered 
questions about their usage patterns and their preferences for various managerial actions to 
enhance the site and address social trail usage. Non-response bias estimates were not 
reported (Tierney, 2005a; Tierney, 2005b). 
 
Key Findings: 
Site visitors/users were drawn to Lands End because they wanted to escape to a secluded 
place with great views that was not too far from their urban homes and amenities. When 
asked, they identified the following as important, very important or extremely important 
activities and experiences: 

• Walking/hiking (92.2 percent) 
• Viewing nature/scenery (89.7 percent) 
• Being with friends and family (83.9 percent) 
• Seeing the Golden Gate Bridge (68.5 percent) 
• Learning (54.3 percent) 
• Running/jogging (54.2 percent) 
• Learning history of area (54.3 percent) 
• Beach activities (49.0 percent) 
• Picnicking (44.4 percent) 
• Walking dogs (42.5 percent) 
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Trail users at Lands End were mostly from the Bay Area, only 16 percent were “tourists.” 
Sixty-four percent were from San Francisco and another twenty percent were from the Bay 
Area. For many, Lands End represents “nearby nature” and almost a third of the 
respondents (30.4 percent) lived within .5 mile of the portion of the trail where they were 
intercepted by the survey team. 
 
More than half (54.5 percent) had visited Lands End within the past month and nearly thirty 
two percent (31.9 percent) had visited four or more times in the past month. In contrast to 
this frequent visitor profile, the other half (45.5 percent) was visiting Lands End for the first 
time. This dual profile makes Land End an important site for messaging to new and 
experienced users of the Golden Gate National Parks in San Francisco County. 
 
Trail users were fairly evenly split along gender lines. Men (53.1 percent) slightly 
outnumbered women (46.9 percent). Less than one percent of the persons completing the 
surveys (.9) were under the age of 18, and only 3.3 percent of the respondents were older 
than 65. The majority (84.2 percent) of trail users were between 26 and 65 years of age. The 
remaining age group, 18 – 25 years of age, accounted for 11.6 percent of the survey 
respondents. 
 
Trail users reported high levels of formal educational attainment. Nearly eight percent (79.5 
percent) reported at least a bachelor’s degree and 45.7 percent had a graduate or professional 
degree. Another 14.9 percent had attended some college or had earned an associates degree. 
A small number of respondents (3.4 percent) reported less than some college. 
 
Trail users (68.3 percent) generally drove to Lands End but slightly more than 20 percent 
walked or rode bicycles to the trail. Survey respondents from San Francisco were more likely 
to walk (27 percent), the respondents from other Bay Area counties uniformly drove (93 
percent), and visitors residing outside the Bay Area were most likely to arrive via public 
transportation (19.3 percent). More frequent visitors were more likely to walk, but in all cases 
between 51.5 and 77.6 percent of the trail users drove to Lands End. Nearly sixty percent of 
the trails users who arrived via public transportation entered the trail at Ocean Beach or 
Merrie Way.   
 
An examination of the percentage of users accessing the trail via Merrie Way and Ocean 
Beach suggests some interesting messaging opportunities. A high percentage (59.5 percent) 
of all trail users wre accessing the trail at one of these two locations. Most were going in a 
loop and exiting where they entered. Nearly ninety percent of those entering at Merrie Way 
were returning via Merrie Way and 44.2 percent of those users were driving vehicles. At 
Ocean Beach the respective numbers were 71.3 percent and 20.1 percent. Dual-sided signage 
at Merrie Way and Ocean Beach and signage at the public transportation kiosk(s) at these 
same locations will maximize the communication opportunity with minimal signage. Forty-
two percent of the first time visitors and nearly twenty-six percent of the frequent visitors 
were exiting the Lands End Trail at Merrie Way, making this a good location for retail and 
information provision. Nearly twenty-eight percent of the frequent users were exiting at Sea 
Cliff, suggesting another opportunity (although only about one in five trail users are entering 
or exiting at Sea Cliff.) 
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Survey respondents were asked to rate the importance of a dozen activities along the Lands 
End Trail. The three most important activities and the combined percentage of respondents 
ranking the activity as “Very” or “Extremely” Important were: 

• Walking/Hiking (80.9 percent) 
• Observing Scenery/Nature (75.6 percent) 
• Being with Friends/Family (68.4 percent) 

None of the other nine activities were rated as “very” or “extremely” important by more 
than fifty percent of the respondents. Seeing the Golden Gate Bridge and jogging/running 
were very or extremely important to 45.7 percent and 40.5 percent of the respondents. 
Between 22.9 percent and 32.9 percent of the responding indicated that dog walking (32.9 
percent), beach activities (29 percent) learning about history (28.2 percent), and picnicking 
(22.9 percent) were very or extremely important along the Lands End Trail. Bicycling, dog 
walking, and fishing were deemed relatively unimportant to most of the respondents. 
Between 43 and 60 percent indicated that they would not participate in bicycling (43 
percent), dog walking (39.6 percent), or fishing (59.5 percent).  
 
When the responses were categorized by place of residence, a few other differences 
emerged. For example: 

• Hiking and running/jogging were more important to San Francisco and Bay Area 
respondents 

• Being with family and friends was more important to San Francisco respondents 
• Observing scenery/nature was more important to San Francisco respondents 
• Dog walking was more important to San Francisco respondents 

 
It may be worth noting that 32.9 percent reported that dog walking was a “very” or 
“extremely” important activity for them along the Lands End Trail. Also, the San Francisco 
respondents were significantly more likely to indicate that dog walking was very or extremely 
important at Lands End Trail. 
 
Respondents were offered nine choices for additional types of information to be provided at 
Lands End. Lands End trail users rate four types of information as very or extremely 
interesting. Each type of information received between 62 percent and 64.7 percent 
favorable interest responses and included: 

• Information on animals and plants on the trail 
• Area map along the trail 
• Trail map on trailhead signage 
• Information about the history of the area 

 
The Lands End site was part of a large landscape scale restoration project that included trail 
improvements to enhance the visitor experience. The Lands End site was laced with social 
(e.g., informal) trails that the planned site restoration activities would remove. An important 
component of the research was to secure feedback from visitors/users on a range of 
strategies to reduce the reappearance of social trails. In response to questions about possible 
management approaches to reduce social trails, survey participants indicated the following: 

• If a well-designed and signed trail system were introduced at Lands End, more than 
three-quarters (76 percent) of the responds indicated that they would stay on 
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designated trails. Twenty-three percent indicated that they were “somewhat likely” to 
stay on safe, defined trails if they were provided. Only five percent indicated they 
“were not at all likely” to stay on the designated trails. 

• There were no statistically significant differences in the likelihood of staying on the 
trail based on place of residents. 

• First time visitors and the most frequent users (6+ times in past month) were more 
likely to stay on designated trails.  

 

Lands End Postscript 1 (2007) 
 
In 2007, the new Lands End Trail was re-opened to the public. Data have not yet been 
officially reported, but site/project managers and PICs (Public Information Coordinators) 
report the following changes in trail/site use (personal communication, 2007): 

• More families coming to the site and more multi-generational groups 
• More older persons and more persons using some type of mobility assistance (e.g., 

cane, walker, personal assistant) 
• More persons of color are visiting Lands End 
• People seem to be staying longer 
• More benches are needed at Lands End 

 

Lands End Community Trailhead Project (2007) 
 
A community trailhead was installed at the Richmond District YMCA as part of the Trails 
Forever Initiative. Located in the heart of the Richmond District and a few blocks from two 
Golden Gate National Park sites (the Presidio and Lands End), the Richmond Y is a 
community hub. The community trailhead was developed to “promote the health benefits of 
recreating in the Golden Gate National Parks and encourage park visitation through 
recreation.” (NSP Community Trailhead Pilot Project, n.d., no page number). The Y is 
located six blocks from the Presidio and 30 blocks from Lands End. All three sites are linked 
by public transit. A questionnaire was distributed through the YMCA to collect information 
about respondents’ fitness practices, general community center and national park usage, and 
demographic characteristics (Heimbinder, 2007). The survey may be repeated sometime in 
2007. 
 
Study Details:  
Questionnaires were placed on the front counter at the YMCA with a sign asking 
respondents to complete the survey and return it to the front desk. One hundred and 
twenty-two (n=122) surveys were returned during the month long distribution period in 
November 2006. No response bias measures were reported.  
 
Key Findings: 

• Respondents generally lived close to the Richmond Y. Seventy-three percent lived 
within twenty blocks (about 2 miles) of the Y. 

• Seventy-three percent of the respondents lived in two zip codes: 94121 and 94118. 
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• Exercise was the primary reason respondents visited the Richmond Y. Eighty-six 
percent visited to exercise, and sixty-eight percent preferred to run or walk. Using 
cardiovascular equipment (52 percent), aerobics/yoga/dance (47 percent), 
weightlifting (43 percent), and biking (32 percent) were other popular fitness options. 

• More than half (61 percent) run or walk for a period of time between 30 and 60 
minutes. Eighteen percent workout for up to 30 minutes and 17 percent workout for 
more than an hour. 

• Walking and running on trails and dirt paths was popular (56 percent responded 
“yes” to this questions), but forty-two percent indicated that they did not walk or run 
on trails. Those who did not run on trails and paths indicated that lack of 
information about trail locations (17 percent) and safety concerns (16 percent) were 
constraints. 

• From a list of six choices, respondents ranked the following as the greatest factors 
preventing visitation: lack of knowledge on how to get there and where to go (18 
percent), not a priority (11 percent), and other (9 percent). “Feels unsafe” (7 
percent), “too far” (6 percent), and “do not feel welcome” (1 percent) were reported 
by smaller percentages of respondents. 

• Many respondents (58 percent) were interested in walking on park trails if 
accompanied by a guide. 

• Almost three quarters (74 percent) of the respondents recognized that the National 
Park Service manages the Presidio and Lands End.  

• Respondents visit these sites often (e.g., 64 percent visit the Presidio at least once a 
month). Sixteen percent of the respondents had never visited the Presidio and 21 
percent visited about once a year.  

• Thirty-two percent of the respondents had never visited Lands End. Thirty nine 
percent visited Lands End at least once a month and thirty percent visited at least 
once a year. 

• Sixty-seven percent had visited the Crissy Field Center. 
• The most common reasons for going to the Presidio or Lands End were to walk or 

run (54 percent), to meet a friend (25 percent) or tour with visitors (22 percent). 
Biking (19 percent), visiting a historic site (13 percent), and picnicking (9 percent) 
were also reported. Twenty one percent of the respondents selected “other” as a 
choice indicating that a wide variety of additional reasons support visitation. 

• Respondents were more likely to be female (64 percent) than male (36 percent). 
• Most (54 percent) were between 20 and 49 years of age. Eleven percent were less 

than 18 years of age, and 30 percent were older than age fifty. Seven percent declined 
to state a date of birth. 

• Forty-eight percent of the respondents were White, 33 percent were Asian or Pacific 
Islander, and five percent were Hispanic/Latino. One percent was Black/African 
American and one percent was American Indian/Alaska Native. Ten percent 
declined to state an ethnic or racial group. 

Mori Point and Sweeny Ridge (2004)  
 
In 2004 students enrolled in a research methods class at San Francisco State University 
completed a class assignment to gain applied experience in a field research design and data 

 



Unedited draft. Please limit circulation 12/5/13 | Page 17 Refer to KeyFindings_GOGA_Visitors  

collection. Data were collected at two San Mateo sites–Mori Point and Sweeney Ridge–that 
had recently been added to the Golden Gate National Parks. The purpose of the study was 
to “identify current park users and explore their user patterns, awareness levels, expectations, 
resource values, and potential involvement in the newly acquired lands of the GGNRA in 
San Mateo County” (Tierney, 2004, p. 2) 
 
Study Details: 
 
This unfunded research project, completed during a five-week portion of the class, had two 
parts: qualitative interviews to aid in survey instrument development and self-administered 
questionnaires. The on-site portion was further divided into a systematic sample of site users 
at five different sites during a two-day data collection period in April and an observational 
recording of all persons passing through the sampling sites to record approximate age, 
gender, and activity. Sampling strategies varied by site, but the observational recording was 
designed to capture information about all users/visitors. Information about a total of 299 
persons was recording on the observational sheets. Thirty-one (31) respondents completed 
the on-site survey. Nine of the survey respondents were intercepted at Sweeney Ridge sites 
and twenty-two survey respondents were intercepted at Mori Point sites. Non-response 
measures were not reported. Due to the short time frame and the small number of 
completed surveys the researcher cautioned that the “best use of this information may be as 
a guide or overview to what is occurring in these areas of GGNRA and the views of many 
visitors, rather than viewing the data as final definitive conclusions” (Tierney, 2004, p. 5). 
With these cautions in mind, some key findings from the San Mateo observations and 
intercept surveys appear below. 
 
Key Findings: 

• The observation/tally sheet data noted the following: 
o The gender of users/visitors was approximately equal. Slightly more than 

fifty percent (50.9 percent) of the visitors were female. 
o Seventy percent of the visitors were estimated to be between 19 and 50 years 

of age. Fifty-one percent were estimated to be between 26 and 45 years of 
age. About fifteen percent (15.5 percent) were under the age of 18, and a 
similar number (13.9 percent) were estimated to be older than age 56. About 
seven percent were estimated to be older than age 66. 

o The most common activities were: 
 Beach activities (23.2 percent) 
 Dog walking (20.7 percent) 
 Being with friends/relatives (17.1 percent) 
 Hiking/walking (12.9 percent) 
 Activities reported less than ten percent of the time included: biking 

(8.9 percent), observing scenery/nature (6.1 percent), 
jogging/running (5.4 percent), fishing (2.5 percent), surfing/skim 
boarding (1.4 percent), and other (1.8 percent). 

 Note. Almost two thirds of the intercept surveys were collected at 
Mori Point. 

• Selected findings from the self-administered survey: 

 



Unedited draft. Please limit circulation 12/5/13 | Page 18 Refer to KeyFindings_GOGA_Visitors  

o The gender of respondents was about equal. Forty-eight percent (48.4 
percent) of the respondents were female. 

o More than ninety percent (93.5 percent) of the groups were composed of one 
or two people. 

o Most had visited before, many frequently. About twenty-six percent (26.7 
percent) were first time visitors. More than forty percent (43.3 percent) had 
made six or more site visits. 

o About twenty percent arrived by muscle power (e.g., walked or biked). Eighty 
percent drove. 

o About half of the respondents (54.8 percent) lived within two miles of the 
site where they were intercepted. Another 35.5 percent were from the Bay 
Area (but lived more than 2 miles from the site). About 10 percent (9.7 
percent) were from outside the Bay Area. 

o Sixty-three percent had at least a four-year college degree, and twenty-three 
percent had a graduate or professional degree. Twenty-three percent had 
attended some college or had an associate degree. About thirteen percent had 
no college-going experience. 

o Eighty-three percent (83.3 percent) indicated that they were between the ages 
of 19 and 55 (Eighty percent were between 26 and 55 years of age. Nearly 
seventeen percent (16.7 percent) were older than 55. Almost thirty-five 
percent had children still living at home.  

o Most (67.7 percent) of the respondents knew they were within the GGNRA. 
o The three most important activities reported by the survey respondents 

included observing scenery/nature (90.3 percent), hiking/walking (67.7 
percent), and being with family/friends (61.3 percent). Other activities and 
the percentage reporting them as “very” or “extremely important” include: 
bird watching (46.6 percent), beach activities (41.9 percent), dog walking 
(35.5 percent), surfing/skimboarding (29 percent), biking (19.4 percent), 
fishing (17.1 percent), jogging/running (13.0 percent). Note. Almost two 
thirds of the intercept surveys were collected at Mori Point. 

o Activities that were reported as important (very or extremely) relatively more 
often at the Mori Point sites included beach activities, dog walking, 
surfing/skimboarding, fishing, and jogging/running. Activities that were 
reported more important (very or extremely) at Sweeney Ridge included bird 
watching and biking. 

o The three most importance site characteristics for Mori Point were parking, 
disability access, and on-site cleanliness. The three most important 
characteristics at Sweeney Ridge were on-site cleanliness, parking, and trail 
maintenance. These four characteristics (e.g., on-site cleanliness, parking, and 
trail maintenance, and disability access) were most important to the 
respondents when the data from all respondents were pooled. There was a 
consistent gap between perceived importance and perceived quality of these 
and other site characteristics. 

o Seventeen respondents suggested “needed changes” but there was little 
similarity between their suggestions. Five tended in a “no development” 
direction and four suggested that more information of various types was 
needed.  
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Presidio Trails and Bikeways Master Plan Survey Report (2000) 
 
In 2000 a Bay Area planning firm (MIG, Inc.) used an on-site or mail-back survey to gather 
trail and bicyclist user data to inform and support the planning process the Presidio Trails 
and Bikeways Master Plan. Other components of the master planning process included site 
and environmental analysis, public involvement, and plan development. Pubic involvement 
(e.g., public scoping meetings, focus groups, user intercept survey, concept alternatives 
workshop, and a public review and comment period for the draft master plan) continued 
throughout the development of the master plan (Presidio Trails, 2000). 
 
Study Details: 
 
Data were collected at eight (8) sites in the Presidio and included entry areas and popular 
destination areas. Crissy Field was not included in this survey effort nor had it been included 
in two, separate user counts in 1999. A total of 757 completed surveys were collected on one 
weekday (n=274), one weekend day (n=235) or via the mail-back survey (n=248). (About 
two thirds (67.2 percent) of the responses were collected on-site and the remainder (32.8 
percent) were returned by mail.) All surveys were distributed in July of 2000. Presidio Trust 
and NPS personnel assisted MIG in the development of the survey instrument. It was pilot 
tested on agency staff. Sex, relative age, party size, and mode of travel were recorded for 
each person approached. Sex and relative age were used to help to determine non-response 
bias. 
  
Key Findings: 

• More men (58.4 percent) than women (34.9 percent) completed the survey. A small 
number (6.7 percent) declined to state gender. 

• Over ninety percent (90.6 percent) of the respondents were between 22 and 65 years 
of age. Nearly eighty percent (77.8 percent) were between 22 and 50 years of age. 

• Nearly ninety percent (89.3 percent) were from the Bay Area including San Francisco 
(74.1 percent), Park Presidio (7.0 percent), East Bay (3.7 percent), Marin County (2.8 
percent), or the Peninsula (1.7 percent). Another 1.5 percent reported that they lived 
in some other part of California. Less than ten percent reported a response other 
than California residency including out-of-state (3.8 percent), international (3.2 
percent) and some other or no response (2.2 percent). 

• Seventy-three percent of the respondents indicated that they used trails at least once 
a week in the past six months. Twenty percent used the trails daily, another thirty 
eight percent used the trails two to four times a week, and fifteen percent used the 
trails once a week. Ten percent used the trails between one and three times a month. 
Twelve percent were less frequent (less than 5 times in the last six months) users.  
Nine percent were first time users. 

• The most used trails were:  
o Crissy Field Promenade (43 percent) 
o Coast Trail (33 percent) 
o Lovers Lane (21 percent) 
o Bay Area Ridge Trail (21 percent) 
o Ecology Trail (16 percent) 
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o Other (19 percent) including trails that respondents could not name, roads 
instead of trails, and point-to-destination descriptions. 

• Respondents were attracted to a particular trail or bikeway for the views (71 percent), 
exercise (69 percent), nature (66 percent), and a sense of solitude (52 percent). 

• Walkers and hikers were most likely to use the Crissy Field Promenade (40 percent), 
Coast Trail (30 percent), Bay Area Ridge Trail (21 percent), and Lover’s Lane (20 
percent). 

• Bikers were most likely to use the Coast Trail (33 percent), Bay Area Ridge Trail 
(23%), Lover’s Lane (19 percent), and Ecology Trail (12 percent). Note. Off street 
bicycle use was/is restricted at the Presidio but many respondents reported using 
prohibited trails for off-street bicycling. 

• Commuters were most likely to use the Crissy Field Promenade (46 percent), Coast 
Trail (27 percent), and Bay Area Ridge Trail (23 percent). 

• Exercising (51 percent), recreating (30 percent), and commuting to work (10 percent) 
were the primary reasons for using the trails. 

• Other activities that respondents “always” or “sometimes” pursued on the trails 
included hiking/walking, wildlife viewing, visiting the beach, relaxing, and road 
cycling. A second tier of activities included run/jog, visit cultural/historical sites, 
bike off road, attend special events, picnic, and play sports. 

• Favorite destinations were the Golden Gate Bridge, Crissy Field, Bake Beach, and 
Fort Point. The largest number reported that they were passing through and did not 
specify a destination. 

• Trail users rated the current conditions of trails and bikeways. Slightly more than half 
(54 percent) rated trails and bikeways conditions as good or very good. Thirty one 
percent rated the trails and bikeways as average. Nine percent rated the conditions as 
poor or very poor. 

• Respondents were also asked if better trail connections were needed. About forty 
percent felt better connections were needed. Another thirty-five percent did not. 
Twenty-five percent had no opinion. 

• Respondents were presented with a list of nine policy suggestions to enhance the 
trail experience and asked to prioritize them. Closing trails where use threatens 
cultural or natural resources (58 percent), closing streets occasionally to vehicles (48 
percent), increasing the number of designated off street bicycle trails (39 percent), 
developing multi-use trails (38 percent or 36 percent depending on how the question 
was phrased), and developing sanctioned off-lead dog areas (32 percent) were among 
the higher-ranking policy ideas. Prohibiting off street cyclists was not a priority. 

• When asked to prioritize from a list of trail improvements improving dangerous 
intersections (62 percent), providing clear, safe trail connections (48 percent), and 
better signage (36 percent) were prioritized. 

 
Trails Research Summary: 
 
Trails research around the park confirms the importance of a coherent and integrated trails 
network to: 

• Help people explore and discover the parks 
• Help people maintain their fitness and wellness routines 
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• Help reduce the number of social (e.g., informal) trails 
 
Further: 

• Trail use is often part of a multi-activity park experience 
• Important messaging opportunities exist at trailheads 
• Interpretive signage would add to the trail experience 
• About twelve percent of the trail survey respondents indicated a willingness to 

volunteer 
 
Trail users share many similarities, but there are also some important differences. For 
example: 

• The Rodeo Beach and Point Bonita trails have high percentage of tourists and first-
time visitors. 

• Ten to twelve percent will volunteer if asked 
 
Trail findings are not uniformly positive. About five percent of the survey respondents 
indicated that they would not stay on the designated trails, even when asked. 
 
In the trails studies at least half, and sometimes as many as 85 to 89 percent, of the 
respondents reported walking or hiking on trails. Other research, not specifically focused on 
trails use, also illustrates the importance of trails as part of the visitor experience. For 
example: 

• More than half (53 percent) of the respondents in the 1989 Muir Woods study 
reported hiking as an activity pursued while visiting Muir Woods.  

• In the 2003 VERP study at Muir Woods almost 42 percent of the visitors reported 
hiking as an on-site activity and 20.6 percent reported dog walking. A small 
percentage (1.3 percent) reported horseback riding. 

• Hiking, running, or walking was reported by nearly 85 percent of the respondents to 
a 1998 community based stewardship survey as their most common recreational 
activity (Farrell, 2003). 

• Intercept surveys completed as part of the transportation management plan for the 
Marin Headlands and Fort Baker revealed that 43 percent of the spring and 22 
percent of the summer visitors included hiking or walking as part of their visit to the 
Headlands (Golden Gate, 2002). 

• Thirty-five percent of all visitors to five national park destinations in Marin County 
reported hiking or jogging as one of their reasons for visiting. This is the highest 
reported activity (National Park Service and Marin County, 2002). 

 
Trails serve as the pathways to the heart of the parks and help people to experience the 
parks in a personally meaningful manner. The high value that people attach to trails and trail 
access has helped to elevate the visibility and importance of the community engagement 
components of Trails Forever. The initiative has become a change agent inside and outside 
the parks, making Trails Forever an appropriate subject for research on managing change. It 
is clear that trails connect and draw a wide cross-section of people as short-term and long-
term volunteers. This is another area for a systematic program of social science research. 
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