






EDUCATION AND ENGAGEMENT

The route to environmental conservation 

is education. That is achieved through 

both live visitation in the parks and 

through digital media aligned with the 

visitor’s interests. Both public and private

entities have a responsibility to educate 

consumers about conservation – before, 

during and after their visit. By connecting 

visitors to the park system’s natural, 

cultural and historic treasures, we provide

a richer experience that’s equally as 

educational as it is exciting. 

“When people can taste, touch and feel 

things with all of their senses, they’re 

more motivated to want to protect 

and revisit those things,” said Tammy 

Blount-Canavan, CEO of the Monterey 

Convention & Visitors Bureau.

The overall direction for messaging and 

content is clear, more so than perhaps 

any other type of travel destination. 

Visitors are interested in learning what to 

do, where to go and who to meet to align 

with what’s best for the natural resources 

and wildlife within the parks.

The NPS has been called “America’s 

greatest university without walls,” and 

people are genuinely interested in what 

they can learn from the parks.

Say that learning about 

park plants, animals and 

the environment would 

make them more likely 

to visit.

Agree that participating 

in hands-on creative and 

learning activities would 

make them more likely 

to visit.

Would be more likely 

to visit if they could 

participate in experiences 

in the community 

surrounding the park.

Today, among prospective park-goers:

Think it’s important 

for parks to implement 

sustainability initiatives

Agree they want to see 

the world as it is today 

before it changes

consider themselves 

to be environmentally 

conscious 

say they’re more 

environmentally aware than 

they were two years ago

think parks could be 

doing more to implement 

sustainability initiatives

think sustainability efforts 

are important when 

choosing a destination

Like any town or city with an active visitor economy, the 
biggest opportunities for national and state parks today revolve 
around building active communities of locals and visitors with 
like-minded values. It is incumbent on national and state parks 
to provide integrated live and digital platforms for knowledge 
sharing between the public, private and nonprofit sectors 
relating to the stewardship of the environment, wildlife and 
all of the interconnected systems that contribute to these 
magnificent spaces.
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THE FUTURE OF PARKS



THE DIGITAL CONTENT 
EXPERIENCE

The value of a modern, mobile-friendly, 

story-driven website for any travel 

destination can’t be overestimated. 

The best online portals today connect 

readers with the most creative and 

innovative people in the region, 

because driving engagement requires 

more than just showcasing the local 

experience. It’s about communicating 

a purpose and how people in the 

destination are supporting that 

purpose. Web content needs to explore 

and define a brand’s identity from the 

varying perspectives of its audience, 

which in this case is park visitors.

NEXT-GENERATION 
ENGAGEMENT 

One of the major goals around the 2016 

centennial was, and continues to be, to 

“connect with and create the next 

generation of park visitors, supporters 

and advocates.” 

Youth engagement has always been 

a pillar of the NPS, and today nearly 

every site offers education opportunities 

for young visitors. The legacy of the 

Civilian Conservation Corps continues 

through partnerships with conservation 

corps organizations. The Junior Ranger 

Program in the parks primarily teaches 

kids aged 5 to 13 about the particular 

environment through ranger-led 

interactions and activity books. Field 

trips, classroom resources and distance-

learning electronic field trips open up 

new routes to learning.

Volunteering represents an impactful 

way to engage and educate visitors 

while fostering a deeper interest in 

environmentalism. There are a number 

of “Volunteers-in-Parks” programs for 

both individuals and groups, ranging 

from one-day to long-term posts. 

American Express recently funded 

seven grants to support volunteer 

programs, including outreach and 

training. The grassroots Parks Project, 

which supports conservation programs 

through retail, also spearheads several 

volunteer days in public lands. 

By further leveraging technology and 

innovation, it’s possible to reach out 

and educate even before people step 

foot in the parks. In honor of the 

centennial, NPS partnered with Google 

to launch “The Hidden Worlds of the 

National Parks.” The Google Arts & 

Culture interactive documentary offers 

immersive 360-degree tours of several 

national parks. 

NPS also offers live webcams in harder-

to-access parks like Katmai National Park 

in Alaska that broadcast images of brown 

bears and attracted 60 million viewers in 

2017. The Channel Islands Live distance-

learning program lets participants 

virtually interact in real time with NPS 

scuba divers while they are underwater. 

More destinations and travel 

companies are also embracing new 

online technologies such as virtual 

and augmented reality, which have 

enormous potential to engage 

audiences in real time. The NPS, for 

example, partnered with TimeLooper, 

a virtual-reality platform creator, 

around the National Mall. The company 

created VR storytelling for several 

landmarks at the mall, including the 

Lincoln Memorial, the Martin Luther 

King, Jr. Memorial and the Vietnam 

War Memorial, relying on the park 

service’s vault of historical archives 

for content. There is especially rich 

potential for enhancing the experience 

on national historic battlefields through 

augmented reality, a technology that’s 

already in place with the U.S. military. 

STORYTELLING 

Our history is immersed in stories. 

Ursula K. Le Guin said it best: 

“The story is one of the basic tools 

invented by the human mind for the 

purpose of understanding. There 

have been great societies that did not 

use the wheel, but there have been 

no societies that did not tell stories.” 

Interpretive programming based 

on dates, names, species and other 

mundane facts is missing the forest 

for the trees with regard to educating 

and engaging visitors. Focus on the 

stories and storytelling skills have 

always been the true path to passing 

meaningful, retainable information. 

Gone are the days where people want 

to memorize facts; we have Google 

for that. We want to hear stories they 

can pass along. 

Concessionaire and Park interpretive 

speakers, need to first come into 

their role as actors, entertainers and 

storytellers, passing cultural history 

much like it was passed from tribal 

leaders to their children. Geology 

needs to be taught as the story of 

what the world long ago looked like, 

before it was immortalized in the 

strata we see in modern fissures. 

Lee Stetson dressed as John Muir or 

Shelton Johnson as a Buffalo Soldier 

presented visitors with the most 

memorable education experiences. 

Advancements in technology are 

bringing amazing changes to the art of 

storytelling. Digital sets and backdrops 

seen in modern theaters are becoming 

more affordable and could easily be 

deployed in park settings. Augmented 

reality can enhance the visualization 

of a guided hike. Hologram projectors 

are more pervasive and could easily 

replace current wildlife props. 

Chat platforms are also beginning to 

influence how travelers engage with 

destinations. San Francisco Travel 

worked with Chatfuel to develop 

a new chat functionality based on 

Facebook’s Messenger platform, which 

helps visitors navigate from the most 

iconic places around the Bay Area to 

highly specific experiences customized 

for the individual user. Chatfuel’s 

artificial intelligence engine evolves 

as the machine-human relationship 

builds over time, helping deliver more 

personalized and valuable information 

based on user behavior.

Travel Oregon was promoting specific 

local experiences across the state 

on all of its website and social media 

channels up until 2018. The strategy 

worked so well that many of Oregon’s 

most pristine environments were 

becoming overwhelmed with too many 

visitors, while also disrupting life for 

many residents. In 2019, Travel Oregon 

pivoted its content strategy around 

the overall magic of Portland’s natural 

environment, supplemented with a 

fantastical animated campaign with 

a magical realism element depicting 

a world run by giant animals. The 

campaign tagline, “Only Slightly 

Exaggerated,” was designed to depict 

the overall vibe of the destination and 

the local values within, versus specific 

locations for a good selfie.
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BRAND PARTNERSHIPS

When managed correctly, connecting 

with like-minded corporate sponsors 

has great potential – in terms of 

both funding and cross-promoting 

campaigns. Naturally, posting company 

logos in and around the parks would 

detract from the natural experience, 

but there are plenty of ways for donors 

to align themselves with the nonprofit 

National Parks Foundation in visible 

yet rewarding ways. Meanwhile, co-

branded campaigns can attract a new 

generation of visitors who are being 

properly educated about everything 

the parks have to offer. 

Currently, Subaru and American 

Express are the premier multimillion-

dollar donors to the National Park 

Foundation. Subaru, which has pledged 

to become America’s first zero-landfill 

auto maker, launched a fully interactive 

site to educate consumers on eco-

initiatives and how to explore parks 

responsibly. Suburu also created  

an immersive digital experience at  

the New York International Auto  

Show, displaying Yosemite, Denali, 

Arches and Yellowstone national  

parks in a 360-degree floor-to-ceiling 

display built from recycled and 

sustainable materials. 

Find Your Park/Encuentra Tu Parque is 

a public-private partnership supported 

by several brands, including Subaru, 

L.L. Bean, Union Pacific, Budweiser and 

Nature Valley, along with the National 

Park Service and the National Park 

Foundation. This interactive bilingual 

site is designed to connect potential 

travelers with the 419 sites in the 

park system through storytelling, 

experience guides and search tools.

Union Pacific is also the largest private 

sponsor of Open OutDoors for Kids, 

a partnership with the National Park 

Foundation. Field trips, camps and 

teacher training initiatives create  

new pathways for youth to connect 

with the parks, providing free  

access and education in these  

natural learning environments. 

With so many additional opportunities 

to engage potential new audiences – 

through culinary experiences, wellness 

retreats, hands-on environmental 

education, diversity outreach and 

much more – the opening for corporate 

partnerships is robust and beneficial 

across the board.

VISITOR DIVERSITY

By 2045, the U.S. 
Census projects that 
the nation will become 
“minority white” because 
of the higher growth of 
multiracial populations, 
Asians and Hispanics.  
And yet, among the 
consumer survey 
respondents for 
this report, 78% of 
respondents were  
white/non-Hispanic;  
8% black/non-Hispanic; 
7% Hispanic; 6% Asian; 
and 2% other.

BECOMING “CHINA-READY”

The explosive growth of Chinese 

inbound travelers to the U.S. has dipped 

for the first time since 2003, but that 

doesn’t mean they’ve stopped traveling. 

The Hamburg-based China Outbound 

Tourism Research Institute predicts that 

Chinese overseas travel will increase 

from 149.7 million in 2018 to more 

than 400 million by 2030. Therefore, 

it’s important to continue to appeal to 

this audience while keeping an eye on 

methods to improve the experience 

from every perspective. 

As the benchmarks of increasing visitor 

numbers and hotel nights are evolving 

to also include visitor sentiment and 

community happiness, it’s essential 

to create an environment that is 

welcoming to overseas travelers. Basic 

elements within parks and resorts 

include Mandarin-language signage and 

brochures. And, as we saw recently in 

Utah parks, appropriate signage helped 

inform guests of the proper way to use 

toilets after a series of broken seats. 

Currently, the big hitters like 

Niagara Falls, the Grand Canyon 

and Yellowstone top the list among 

international travelers, while day 

trips to Yosemite are part of circuits 

that include San Francisco and Napa. 

However, tertiary parks such as 

Sequoia, Joshua Tree and Zion are 

also moving up on the list as they’re 

included in longer-circuit tours, which 

suggests that there is an appetite for 

experiences beyond the traditional 

bucket list. Increasing dispersion even 

further begins with educating and 

adding inventory among wholesalers, 

tour operators, advisors and OTAs. 

Brand USA, which has worked with 

its 900 partner organizations to 

generate 6.6 million incremental 

visitors to the U.S. over six years, 

will have an especially powerful 

hand in promoting alternative 

destinations. Destinations and travel 

brands also benefit when they reach 

out to Chinese travelers through 

their preferred digital platforms – 

such as Baidu and Dao Dao – and 

capturing this market requires a deep 

understanding of WeChat as a tool for 

direct marketing, native advertising 

and transactions through WeChat Pay.

People of color have long been a vastly 

underserved population in outdoor 

recreation, and the national park 

audience does not reflect the makeup 

of our society. Our projects indicate 

that the majority of park visitors are 

and will continue to be white over the 

next five years, even though Hispanic 

growth will outpace it.

However, there is every indication that 

this is a growing and thriving potential 

audience that is particularly interested 

in the outdoors. For five years in a 

row, the North American Camping 

Report has found new campers are 

much more diverse than the overall 

U.S. population. And in 2018, the 

percentage of new campers from 

multicultural groups (51%) outpaced 

new campers who were white (49%). 

Hispanic visitors, especially, are most 

likely to engage in multigenerational 

camping and to camp in large groups.

The emergence of nonprofit advocacy 

groups has increased visibility in the 

parks. Latino Outdoors brings the 

tenets of “cultura y familia” to the 

outdoor narrative. Outdoor Afro has 

successfully built a community of 

Black travelers who are inspired by 

the outdoors and care deeply about 

the future of public land. 

Meanwhile, in an effort to 

accommodate the growing 

international audience, the park 

service is offering various printed  

and digital materials, signage 

and guides in multiple languages. 

Many parks are also are recruiting 

employees who can speak foreign 

languages, including Spanish, 

Mandarin and French. 

But to make an impact, change needs 

to start at the top. Hiring diverse 

employees, interpreters and rangers 

helps visitors to connect and make 

them feel like they have a place  

within the community. In addition  

to historic and memorial sites, the 

parks themselves are a part of Black 

history – like the Buffalo Soldiers who 

became some of America’s first park 

rangers in Yosemite and Sequoia. 

Indigenous voices are an essential 

part of the national park story 

when told through the lens of land 

acquisition and partnerships that still 

inform decision-making to this day. 
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TECHNOLOGY AND CONNECTIVITY

It’s not a question of if or when. Improving technology  
on every level is critical to addressing the needs of future 
national park travelers while preserving the land around them. 
The volume of visitors is only going to increase, and the parks 
are naturally restricted in their ability to hire staff due to 
ever-present budget concerns and limited housing options in 
and around federal lands. Automating systems and improving 
connectivity will provide solutions for many of the compounding 
issues, including long lines, congestion, interpretive education, 
safety and personal enjoyment. 
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While the impetus behind going out into nature 

may be to “disconnect,” modern travelers 

prefer that to be an option, not a requirement. 

Today, 66% of travelers expect cell phone 

coverage in some areas of national and state 

parks, and 68% state that cellular connectivity 

(or Wi-Fi) would make a positive impact on 

their experience. Millennials, more so than 

older generations, indicate they are more likely 

to visit if they have connectivity everywhere 

they go in the park. The percentage of people 

seeking consistent connectivity in parks will 

only continue to grow in coming years.

To be clear, the demand for digital connectivity 

relates to the front country where there is 

already basic infrastructure in place, such 

as roads, rest stops and hiking trails. At this 

point, no one is advocating to establish cell 

phone towers or broadband access in the 

backcountry.

The primary reasons behind the demand for 

greater connectivity are varied, ranging from 

life-saving necessities to personal lifestyle 

choices. They include:

 1.  fear of being disconnected from family 

and loved ones in case of an emergency 

back home; 

2.  safety and security inside national and 

state parks where there are concerns 

about dangerous terrain, inclement 

weather, getting lost, wildlife, etc.; 

3.  accessing maps, general information 

and additional context about a visitor’s 

immediate surroundings; 

4.  the ability to purchase tours and 

activities on-demand; and 

5.  the surge of sharing experiences on 

social networks.

The NPS has taken steps toward providing 

greater connectivity in the parks with Wi-Fi 

access points in more than 100 sites, including 

visitor centers and partner facilities. Safety 

and security are a primary motivation for 

doing so, with 48% of people concerned about 

getting lost or hurt when visiting a national or 

state park.

66% expect cell 
phone coverage 
in some areas 
of the park

58% expect apps 
to notify me about 
park closures, 
traffic etc.

59% expect park-
specific maps 
designed for 
mobile devices

52% expect wi-fi 
in some areas of 
the park

AccessParks is a National Park Service concessioner with experience developing broadband 

hotspots in hundreds of remote military bases worldwide. In 2017, the NPS issued its first 

concessions contract for wireless internet service to AccessParks for high-speed connectivity 

in Lake Mead National Recreation Area, located just outside of Las Vegas. The company is 

also installing cell signal boosters near visitor centers in parks like Chaco Culture National 

Historical Park in New Mexico. According to Kurt Rausch, Acting Chief, Commercial Services 

Program at the NPS, “It works really well at Lake Mead because they were able to access the 

Bureau of Land Management tower and bounce the signal down directly into the park.”

StarLink is a SpaceX venture aiming to launch up to 42,000 low earth orbit satellites 

blanketing the Earth with broadband access. The venture would especially benefit remote 

regions like National and State Parks. The expectation is that SpaceX will begin offering 

broadband service in North America in 2020, and with global coverage expected to be 

offered by 2021 after 24 launches of satellite clusters. The original plan was to offer initial 

service to the U.S. government which could benefit National Park connectivity initiatives, 

but after an outpouring of interest the company is now focused on it’s consumer 

business. Initial tests produced data throughput of 610 megabits per second.

How important is it that you are 
able to do each of the following 
from your mobile device when 
visiting a national or state park?

Learn more about 
my surroundings

Stay up to date on
park information

Trip planning 

Check in with 
friends and family

Share my 
experiences via 
social media

Check in with work 

70%

68%

65%

56%

39%

22%

TRIP PLANNING 
AND THE RISE OF 
MOBILE BOOKINGS

Personalizing the consumer 

experience drives higher sales, 

brand loyalty and customer 

lifetime value. Therefore, 

companies across every industry 

today are shifting from a product-

centric approach to a customer-

centric one by customizing the 

engagement journey from the 

initial brand contact through 

post-experience advocacy. 

Consumers generate unfathomable 

amounts of data by using their 

mobile phones daily, including 

when they travel. In the 2019 

MMGY Travel Intelligence 

Consumer Survey, 65% of 

respondents think it’s important 

for trip-planning tools to be 

available on a mobile device, 

and that number will continue 

to increase in coming years.

A forward-thinking technology 

and digital media approach can 

change how travelers plan and 

book their national and state park 

experiences. It will also elevate the 

visitor experience by opening up 

a portfolio of activities that they 

may not even be aware is possible. 

The future of mobile in travel is an 

evolution from digital engagement 

to digital conversion based on the 

increasing sophistication of live 

inventory platforms and booking 

engines for small tour operators.

NPS.gov is one of the top-

performing sites in the 

government, and 50% of its 

visitation comes from mobile 

devices. In time for the centennial, 

the site was upgraded with a more 

mobile-responsive design and trip-

planning tools. Concurrently, the 

park service’s reservation system, 

Recreation.gov, was optimized and 

upgraded – generating more than 

4 million reservations across 300 

facilities in 150 parks. 

A deeper dive into the user 

experience, including collecting 

and responding to individual 

feedback from consumers, may 

reveal that a number of other 

tools and features could pay off in 

engaging audiences across every 

digital platform. Those potential 

upgrades include:

Chatbot to provide 

recommendations on the go

Website personalization to 

present information to users 

based on their preferences 

Enhancing content to promote 

dispersion to less-visited areas

Event API for a dynamic feed 

of activities around the parks 

Tour operators to reserve 

activities on one platform

Retargeting ads to the NPS.gov 

and/or Recreation.gov sites

Leveraging original media 

assets from influencers and 

user-generated content

While many social media 

enthusiasts are in search of 

their next backdrop, they’re not 

necessarily looking for death-

defying perspectives. Improved 

signage for photo ops and pullover 

points is a tried-and-true solution 

to encouraging “safe selfies.” 

There is also great value in 

creating original guides through 

web content and downloadable 

apps that redirect them from iconic 

shots to alternative spots – thereby 

satisfying the appetite for fresh, 

less-crowded points of view. 

Promoting responsible geotagging 

leans into the situation rather 

than trying to stop it in its tracks. 

In 2018, the Jackson Hole Travel 

& Tourism Board launched a 

campaign, “Tag Responsibly, 

Keep Jackson Hole Wild.” The idea 

is if uploaded media is tagged 

with a more generic location, 

rather than the specific trail or 

scenic point of interest, followers 

are less likely to set out on their 

own to replicate the experience 

in unprotected areas.

SOCIAL MEDIA

Countless stories today rail against 

Instagram and other social media 

networks as a scourge behind the 

rise of overtourism in pristine 

natural environments and iconic 

cultural attractions worldwide. 

Instagram, Vero and the next big 

social media platform are clearly 

here to stay, and a lack of Wi-Fi 

won’t stop travelers from seeking 

their next great shot. (They’ll just 

post a #latergram.) 

That said, social media can be a 

powerful tool that encourages 

visitors to explore less crowded 

areas while delivering messages 

to help protect environmentally 

fragile areas. “People across all 

ages are much more educated 

about the parks because of 

Instagram,” says Jonathan 

Farrington, executive director 

of the Yosemite Mariposa County 

Tourism Bureau. “Instagram 

causes both overtourism in heavily 

trafficked areas, and it disperses 

visitors to quiet places that 

can be easily overwhelmed 

by mass travel.”

HARNESSING THE 
POWER OF DIGITAL 
MARKETING

Cutting through digital clutter is an 

art form, but delivering targeted 

messages is the key to attracting 

and retaining consumers at every 

stage of the purchasing funnel.

Instagram now provides a solution 

for driving purchase conversion, 

with in-app options to “Book,” 

“Reserve,” “Get Tickets or “Start 

Order” that connect with the 

platform’s new native payment 

feature. Tourism boards such 

as Visit Dubai and London & 

Partners have already adopted this 

technology, creating Instagram 

content that links to online content 

with seamless click-to-buy options.

In the state park realm, Custer 

State Park in South Dakota is 

known for its annual Buffalo 

Roundup, which draws more 

than 14,000 spectators per 

year. As part of the event’s 

integrated marketing promotions, 

a social media influencer was 

invited to attend the event and 

create original content assets 

as part of the agreement. Her 

70 photo assets and 85 social 

media posts earned more than 1 

million impressions – including 

South Dakota Tourism’s top-

performing post of its fiscal 

year, which generated more than 

30,000 engagements at a 13.9% 

engagement rate.

THE FUTURE OF WEARABLES

Large travel and tourism companies have been 

testing various wearable devices to create 

seamless, personalized experiences for visitors 

while reducing chokepoints and increasing 

traffic flow. Looking ahead in the long term, 

national and state parks could look at adopting 

the same types of technologies to customize 

the experience for the individual.

For the past decade, Vail Resorts has 

implemented RFID technology, connecting 

a chipped ski pass with sensors in the ski 

lifts that track data behind the scenes. 

Skiers can collect information on how much 

they skied, vertical feet and more details 

to map out their day, but it’s only designed 

to “gamify” their experience if they choose 

to engage. The RFID tracking is also part 

of safety protocol, and naturally provides 

the resort a way of gathering massive 

amounts of data regarding ski patterns and 

preferences. 

In a park setting, wearable devices offer 

myriad functions to help ease congestion, 

personalize the experience and ensure safety 

without being burdened by electronics in an 

outdoor setting.

On an efficiency level, this technology can be 

used to streamline check-in services, act as a 

digital key to accommodations, and provide 

seamless payments to concessioners and park 

partners. Information-led solutions that show 

available parking spots and which trails are 

open can ease congestion.

Non-invasive technology that tracks data in the 

background like current altitude, the distance 

of a hike or calories burned can personalize 

the guest’s experience should they choose 

to engage with it. There is also potential for 

guests to act as “citizen scientists” by tracking 

wildlife or other informative data, providing 

new and creative ways to learn about 

their surroundings.

Last, but certainly not least, safety is one 

of the most obvious benefits of wearable 

technology. Being able to track guests’ 

locations via GPS, triggering an emergency 

beacon, and providing a communication 

method for out-of-range electronics (similar 

to the goTenna Mesh device) are all paramount 

to guest safety.

SMART PARKS

In Northern England, 

Lancaster University 

and the Lake District 

National Park Authority 

co-produced a report, 

“Smart Parks: Bringing 

New Technologies to National Parks and Urban 

Greenspaces.” The document explores how 

parks should start using emerging platforms to 

deliver new efficiencies, because budgets for 

public parks are declining in the UK. 

Real-time information from environmental 

monitors and sensors could soon inform 

rangers of the conditions of footpaths and 

monitor the effects of climate change. Bins 

could send alerts when they are full to reduce 

unnecessary emissions due to bin collections. 

Your phone could sense when you tire during 

a walk, notifying you of the nearest pub for a 

rest stop. It could even send you the menu, or 

make a reservation on your behalf.

Visitors are already making use of intelligent 

connected devices through apps like Google, 

Ordinance Survey and Booking.com for 

things like navigation and accommodation 

bookings. Some areas of the world are 

already drastically cutting traffic pollution by 

introducing ‘smart’ car parking systems, for 

example, directing individual motorists 

to available car parking spaces.



THE FINAL WORD

Starting with the premise that we continue to need nature as a 

counterbalance to our “civilized” lives, we see some of the risks and 

concerns from the future. Will we have simply shifted the buzz of 

civilization into the tranquility of nature? John Muir’s picture-perfect 

nature scene certainly didn’t include long lines, traffic and crowds. 

But there is a light at the end of the tunnel, and it comes by way of 

technology and analytics. We can leverage these forces of the future 

to increase the speed of transactions – entry, purchases, parking – and 

better understand the flow of visitation, so we can optimize behavior 

through variable pricing and enhanced content. 

Infrastructure investment is also critical to the future of parks. No one 

believes that we should “pave paradise and put up a parking lot.” But 

we should make strategic investments to support future visitation while 

identifying opportunities to improve the experience.

And let’s not forget marketing. We have seen the success of awareness 

programs for several national parks and their ability to drive visitation in 

significant numbers. A concerted effort to modernize our conversations 

with visitors is not only possible but critical. The classic image of 

Horseshoe Bend has become less newsworthy than the images of 

crowded lookouts on social media. We know there’s a smart-park future 

on the horizon – and it’s not hard to imagine personalized, AI-driven 

communications with guests. We can leverage technology and develop a 

strategy that both reduces the visitor impact on the park AND improves 

the overall experience.

Because at the end of the day, we all want what John Muir, Theodore 

Roosevelt and Stephen Mather wanted: to preserve and protect nature 

for the enjoyment of the people. Using that as our North Star will guide 

us through the change of the uncertainty of the future – leading us to a 

better, brighter place. 

A place with WIFI, of course.

Andy Grinsfelder

Vice President, Delaware North Parks and Resorts






