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Introduction  

 

The Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area (NSA) covers over 292,000 acres and spans 

approximately 80 miles on either side of the Columbia River from just east of the 

Portland/Vancouver metropolitan area to just east of Dallesport, WA and The Dalles, OR. The 

NSA is managed by the Columbia River Gorge Commission and the US Forest Service. The 

Vital Signs Indicators (VSI) program was created to capture public values regarding the 

conditions of scenic, natural, cultural, recreation, and economic resources of the NSA and 

develop multiple indicators based on these values to monitor the condition of the resources. 

Several of the indicators were written to gauge public perceptions. The Gorge Commission 

contracted Dr. Robert Burns to design a survey instrument that would provide this information as 

well as collect, analyze, and report it. Ultimately, the results of the analysis conducted for the 

VSI will be used to inform the NSA management plan revision.   

 

 

Executive Summary 

Overview 

 

The principle focus of this study was to better understand the visitorsô and residentsô perceptions 

of the qualities of the Columbia River Gorge Commission (CRG) scenic, cultural, natural, and 

recreation resources and track how they spent their recreation and tourism dollars. Specifically, 

researchers wanted to identify any perceptions of crowding, reasons for recreating, quality of 

facilities, services, and resource conditions, and how others impact their experience.  The 

mechanism used to assess perception and spending patterns was a face to face survey of users of 

public recreation sites or areas.  Those surveyed included both residents of the CRG as well as 

visitors to the area.  Because the respondents were visiting the recreation sites they are heretofore 

referred to as óvisitorsô or órecreationistsô regardless of their place of residence. The final page of 

the survey comprised of either an economic or cultural addition, divided evenly between the 

respondents.  The economic addition sought to identify the recreational spending patterns among 

visitors and residents in the CRG, while the cultural addition looked at visitation habits to 

culturally educational locations in the CRG and the impact these places had on the visitor.   

 

 

Methodology 

Visitors (16 years or older) were asked to participate in a 4 page, face to face interview at 

different public recreation locations in the Columbia River Gorge NSA. These on-site interviews 

were conducted with a total of 729 visitors during the 2010 recreation season (June through 

October), across approximately 60 sampling days.  The survey days were stratified across 

weekday and weekend periods, as well as morning, mid-day and evening timeframes.   

 

Visitor Demographic Profile 

The sample comprised of mostly US Citizens (97%) with a mean age of 44 years.  The vast 

majority (89.7%) of visitors count themselves among a white racial background, while 5.5% 

consider themselves Asian, and the remainder were Native American/Alaskan Natives or 

African-Americans.      
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Executive Summary (Cont.) 

 

 

Trip and Group Characteristics 

A large majority (80.2%) of respondents were aware of the CRGôs status as a National Scenic 

Area, and a similar number (82.6%) were repeat visitors to the sites.  Close to two-thirds (62%)  

of visitors arrived via I-84, while 22.3% arrived from Washington State Route 14 and 11.8% 

travelled the OR Columbia River Historic Highway.  Nearly half (46%) visited with family, and 

another quarter (26%) visited with friends.  On average, visitors spent 44 days visiting the CRG 

sites annually, however the median number of days spent was 10 per year.     

 

Reason for Visiting 

Popular activities reported by respondents include viewing natural features, hiking or walking, 

and general viewing activities/sightseeing.  Results of the study showed visitors seek to 

experience the great outdoors and get away from the regular routine.  Visitors indicated that they 

come to this area because it is a good place to do the outdoor activities they enjoy.  The 

Columbia River Gorge NSA being close to home does not seem to be a factor as to why they 

visit.  Only 5.1% come to the CRG sites because they are close to home.  

 

Crowding 

The majority of visitors to the CRG did not feel crowded on their trip.  Results also showed that 

visitors indicated the number of people they saw was about what they expected.  Nearly two-

thirds of respondents felt that the number of people in the CRG added a little bit to their 

enjoyment of the area.     

 

Cultural Profiles  
The most visited cultural attractions in the CRG were the historic Columbia River Highway, 

Multnomah Falls Lodge, and Vista House.  Non-local users were found to be more than three 

times as likely to visit these sites as local users.  Nearly half (49.6%) of the visitors felt they had 

learned something new while experiencing these attractions, and 43.8% reported that they 

understood something better.  Only about one-fourth (28.4%) of visitors obtained information 

about the CRG prior to or during their trip.  A large proportion (43.9%) of these were non-local 

userss.  Of those who did access information, over one-fourth (29.3%) obtained information via 

the internet, while 26.8% read interpretive signs for their information.  The vast majority (91.3%) 

felt the information obtained was helpful.  Understanding the history and cultural resources of 

the CRG is important to 84.8% of visitors.  

 

Economic Profiles  
Close to half (44.6%) of the visitors to the CRG sites reported they would have gone elsewhere 

to participate in the same activity had they been unable to recreate in the CRG.  On average, 

visitors spent 9 days on their overnight trip to the Columbia River Gorge NSA and an average of 

6 hours on their day trip.  Overall, respondents reported spending an average of 25 days per year 

in the CRG participating in the primary activity, although local users spent significantly more 

time (Mean = 60 days/year) than non-local users (Mean = 15 days/year).  Close to half (43.9%) 

of visitors had paid for just their own expenses for this trip, while one third (32.5%) were sharing 

expenses with others.   
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Comparisons by Activity Segment (Social, Skill or Place)  
Visitors to the CRG sites for activity based reasons were more likely to be repeat visitors (91.8%) and 

visited an average of 57 days per year.  Respondents were segmented into those who were motivated to 

visit because of social, place, or activity-focused reasons.   Social visitors reported the earliest average 

visitation year (Mean = 1985).  Respondents were asked a series of questions designed to understand their 

motivation to visit.  The three categories were ñto experience nature at this place,ò to participate in social 

activities,ò and ñto improve skill or challenge.ò  Over one third (33.6%) of visitors recreating because 

they enjoy the place itself  reported that the CRG was not their primary destination, however the vast 

majority (91.3%) of activity based recreationists and 76.3% of social recreationists were primarily visiting 

the CRG.  Greater than half of those visitors who reported place (55.7%) or social (55.3%) reasons as 

most important were traveling with family.  Activity -based recreationists reported the lowest feelings of 

crowding (Mean = 3.26 on a 9-point scale).  Greater than half (54%) of the activity-based recreationists 

reported that they would have gone elsewhere for the same activity if they werenôt able to go to the CRG.  

About one-third of the place (37.1%) and social-based (32.2%) recreationists reported the same. 
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Demographics 

 

Visitors were asked to provide basic demographic information to allow us to better understand the 

characteristics of people who visit the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area recreation sites.   

 

ü The average age of respondents was 44 years old.   

ü Nearly one-quarter (23.5%) were between the ages of 31-40, while another 21.5% were between 

41-50 years old.   

ü The vast majority (97.3%) of visitors to the CRG sites were from the United States.   

ü Nearly all (96.3%) of visitors were not of Hispanic origin, and 3.7% did have a Hispanic/Latino 

background.  

ü The majority (89.7%) of respondents were White, while 5.8% of respondents were Asian.   

ü Native American/Alaskan, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and African-Americans each made 

up just over 1% of the population.   

 

 

Table 1. Demographics 

 Number of 

Visitors 

Percent 

Age   

16-20 10 1.4 

21-30 138 19.3 

31-40 168 23.5 

41-50 154 21.5 

51-60 138 19.3 

61-70 83 11.6 

Over 70 25 3.5 

 Mean = 44.19 

   

Country of Origin:    

US 696 97.3 

Other 19 2.7 

   

Hispanic/Latino origin    

Yes 26 3.7 

No 679 96.3 

   

Racial Makeup:   

White 629 89.7 

Asian 41 5.8 

Native American/Alaskan Native 8 1.1 

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 5 <1 

African-American 9 1.3 

Other 9 1.3 

Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding. 

 

  



 

10 

 

 

 

 

 

Trip Characteristics 

 

 

Visitors were asked about their awareness of the areaôs status as a designated National Scenic Area.  They 

were also asked to report on their route of travel to get to the CRG sites.   

 

ü The vast majority (80.28%) of visitors were aware that the Columbia River Gorge was a 

designated National Scenic Area.   

ü Close to two-thirds (62%) of respondents traveled I-84 to get to the CRG.   

ü Nearly one-quarter (22.3%) traveled WA State Route 14 to arrive in the CRG, and 11.8% used 

the OR Columbia River Historic Highway. 

 

 

Table 2. Trip Characteristics 

The Columbia River Gorge (CRG) is a designated National Scenic Area. 

Were you aware of this prior to being asked this question? 

Number of 

Visitors 

Percent 

Yes 585 80.2 

No 144 19.8 

   

What route did you travel to get to the CRG today? Frequency Percent 

WA State Route 14 (from east/west) 163 22.3 

I-84 (from east/west) 456 62.0 

OR Columbia River Historic Highway (from east/west) 86 11.8 

Columbia River 1 <1 

Other (please list) 24 3.3 

Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding 
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Trip Visitation Patterns   

Respondents were asked questions about their current trip and visitation history to the CRG.   
 

ü The majority (82.6%) of respondents were repeat visitors to the Columbia River Gorge sites.   

ü Just over one-fifth (21.2%) of repeat visitors first visited the CRG between 1991 and 2000, while 

19.9% of respondents had visited for the first time between 1981 and 1990. 

ü Respondents spend an average of 44.76 days at CRG sites each year.   

ü Nearly one-fifth (19.8%) of visitors spend 2 or fewer days at CRG sites each year, and another 

19.1% spend 3 to 6 days at sites each year.   

ü A notable proportion (16%) visited CRG sites more than 51 days each year.   

ü Almost half (46%) of the people visiting the CRG sites were there with their families.   

ü Over one-quarter (26%) of respondents visited  CRG sites with friends.   

 

Table 3.  Trip Visitation Patterns 

 Number of Visitors Percent 

First visit:    

Yes 127 17.4 

No 604 82.6 

   

If no, year of first visit   

Prior to 1970 89 15.0 

1971 to 1980 93 15.7 

1981 to 1990 118 19.9 

1991 to 2000 126 21.2 

2001 to 2005 82 13.8 

2005 or later 86 14.5 

   

Days per year spent in CRG   

2 or fewer 118 19.8 

3 to 6 114 19.1 

7 to 10 83 13.9 

11-20 95 15.9 

21-50 88 14.8 

51 or more 98 16.4 

 Mean = 44.76 

 Median = 10.0 

   

Group type   

Alone 111 15.3 

Family 333 46.0 

Friends 188 26.0 

Family & Friends 80 11.0 

Commercial Group 5 <1 

Organized Group 6 <1 

Other 1 <1 

Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding.  
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Origin of Respondents 

Respondents of the study were asked their home zip code.   
 

ü The respondents tend to visit from both local and non-local destinations. 

ü Although many respondents were residents of the towns in and near the CRG, many were 

residents of the Portland and Seattle metro areas.   

ü A notable proportion of respondents were visiting from the central part of California, and 

visitation from the east coast of the US was notable as well. 
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Activity Participation and Primary Activities  

Visitors were asked to list the different activities they participated in while on their trip.  Of those 

activities they listed, they were asked which one was their primary activity. 

 

ü Popular activities at Columbia River Gorge NSA sites were viewing natural features (84.2%), 

hiking or walking (61.9%), and general viewing activities/sightseeing (59.8%). Of those popular 

activities, visitors also reported hiking or walking (30%) and general viewing activities (20.5%) 

as primary activities on their trip to the recreation areas.   

ü Visitors reported driving for pleasure on roads (40.4%) and viewing a nature center, nature trail, 

or visitor center (30.9%) as popular activities, although they were not primary activities for their 

trip to the recreation areas.   

ü More than a quarter of respondents (28%) reported visiting historic/prehistoric sites although 

fewer than 1% stated it was their primary activity. 

ü Just under one-quarter (22%) of visitors reported picnicking and family gatherings in developed 

sites.  Of those, 4.4% stated it was their primary activity. 

ü A notable proportion (15.3%) reported participation in fishing, however 11.9% said it was a 

primary activity.   
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Table 4.  Summary of Activity Participation and Primary Activities 

14.  In what activities on this list 

did you participate during this visit 

to the CRG? 

 15.  Which of those is 

your primary activity for 

this visit to the CRG? 

Question 

14  

answers 

 Question 

15 

answers 

Percent Activity Percent 

8.3 Camping in developed sites (horseback, RV/Trailer, car camping with tent)   4.2 

2.7 Primitive camping <1 

2.2 Backpacking 1.0 

5.3 Resorts, cabins, organization camp use, and other accommodations <1 

22.0 Picnicking and family gatherings in developed sites 4.4 

<1 Hang gliding --- 

84.2 Viewing natural features such as scenery, wildlife, birds, flowers, fish, etc.  2.7 

28.0 Visiting historic sites, cultural sites, or museums    <1 

30.9 Viewing a nature center, nature trail, or visitor center    1.1 

9.2 Nature study <1 

59.8 General viewing activities, sightseeing   20.5 

15.3 Fishingðall types 11.9 

1.0 Huntingðall types --- 

40.4 Driving for pleasure on roads <1 

3.4 Motorized water travel 1.0 

2.9 Other motorized activities (please list)                                                  <1 

61.9 Hiking or walking 30.0 

6.6 Horseback riding <1 

<1 Bicycling, including mountain bikes    3.7 

8.9 Nonmotorized water travel (sailboarding, kiteboarding, kayaking, rafting, etc.)  7.9 

--- Cross-country skiing, snowshoeing  (circle all that apply)                    --- 

5.2 Other nonmotorized activities (please list)                                             3.5 

6.0 Gathering mushrooms, berries, firewood, or other natural products   --- 

19.0 Beach use 4.7 

<1 Rock climbing <1 

**Percentages do not equal 100 because respondents could check more than one activity. 
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Quality Domains    

 

Respondents were asked about their satisfaction levels on several key quality domains regarding the 

recreation areas.  The respondents were shown a scale ranging from 1 (awful) to 5 (excellent), or they 

could indicate that the question did not apply. 

 

ü The greatest percentage (38.7%) of visitors considered the sanitation & cleanliness of the CRG 

sites to be excellent (mean = 4.13). 

ü Over one-third (35.2%) of respondents thought the condition of facilities was excellent (mean = 

4.10).   

ü More than half (54.9%) of visitors felt that the condition of natural environment in the CRG was 

excellent (mean = 4.39).   

ü 50.7% rated the responsiveness of public recreation site staff as excellent (mean = 4.30).  

ü The greatest percentage (39.4%) consider the safety & security of the CRG to be excellent, while 

37.5% thought it was very good (mean = 4.10). 

ü The majority (84.1%) reported that the attractiveness of the CRG landscape was excellent (mean 

= 4.80).  

ü About one-third (34.5%) of respondents thought the amenities in local communities were 

excellent, however 16.9% felt this question was not applicable (mean = 3.95).  

 

 

 

Table 5. Quality Domains 

 Awful  Fair  Good Very Good Excellent N/A Mean 

----------Percent----------  

Sanitation & Cleanliness <1 2.8 18.1 29.8 38.7 1.0 4.13 

Condition of Facilities 1.0 2.4 17.1 44.1 35.2 4.0 4.10 

Responsiveness of Staff 1.5 1.5 13.1 33.1 50.7 54.1 4.30 

Condition of Natural Environment <1 2.6 9.5 32.7 54.9 <1 4.39 

Safety & Security 1.0 4.1 18.0 37.5 39.4 6.4 4.10 

Attractiveness of CRG landscape <1 <1 2.9 12.6 84.1 <1 4.80 

Amenities in local communities 1.3 5.6 24.6 33.9 34.5 16.9 3.95 

Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding. 

Response Code: 1= ñAwfulò and 5 = ñExcellentò 

Not applicable responses coded as missing and deleted from computation of mean. 
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Overall Satisfaction   

 

Visitors were asked to rate their overall satisfaction with their visit to the Columbia River Gorge National 

Scenic Area on a scale of 1 to 10, where 10 is the highest score possible.   

 

ü Overall, visitors were very highly satisfied with their trip to the CRG. 

ü Nearly half (46.8%) rated their overall satisfaction of their visit a 10.   

ü Close to one-quarter (24%) rated their overall experience as a 9.   

ü The average rating for overall satisfaction was 8.98.   

 

 

Table 6. Overall Satisfaction 

Overall 

Satisfaction 

(%)  

(1) (2) (3)  4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) Mean 

<1 <1 <1 <1 1.9 1.2 6.5 18.8 24.0 46.8 8.98 

Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding. 

Response Code: 1 = ñPoorò and 10 = ñPerfectò 
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Importance of Visitor Experiences, Most Important Reason to Visit and Experience Preferences  
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Importance of Visitor Experiences 

 

 

Respondents were provided a list of possible reasons to visit the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic 

Area.  They were given nine different options under three categories (nature, skill and challenge, and 

social).  The respondents were asked to rank them on a scale of 1 (not at all important) to 5 (extremely 

important). 

 

ü The most important reason visitors gave for recreating in the CRG was to experience natural 

surroundings (mean = 4.64).  

ü Additional reasons that were ranked high in importance included to be outdoors (mean = 4.47) 

and to get away from the regular routine (mean = 4.39).   

ü Recreationists reported that the least important reason for visiting the CRG was to develop my 

skills (mean = 2.85).  

ü Visitors also gave lower importance to for the challenge or sport (mean = 3.26), and for family 

recreation (mean = 3.50). 

 

 

 

Table 7. Importance of Visitor Experiences (Motivations) 

  
Not at all 

Important 

Somewhat 

Important 

Moderately 

Important 

Very 

Important 

Extremely 

Important 
 

 Percent Mean 

To be outdoors <1 <1 6.9 35.5 56.5 4.47 

For relaxation 1.1 3.2 14.4 36.6 44.8 4.21 

To get away from the 

regular routine 
1.1 2.1 9.3 31.7 55.8 4.39 

For the challenge or 

sport 
13.3 13.4 28.9 22.7 21.7 3.26 

For family recreation 13.3 8.4 20.6 30.3 27.3 3.50 

For physical exercise 5.9 9.4 22.5 31.8 30.4 3.71 

To be with my friends 9.4 6.9 20.3 31.6 31.8 3.69 

To experience natural 

surroundings 
<1 <1 4.7 31.1 63.4 4.64 

To develop my skills 24.5 16.1 26.0 16.9 16.5 2.85 

Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding. 

Response Code: 1= ñNot at all Importantò and 5 = ñExtremely Importantò 
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Most Important Reason to Visit 

 

 

Visitors were given a choice of four common reasons people visit outdoor recreation areas, and asked 

which one was the single most important reason for them.  

 

 

ü Nearly one-half (45.8%) of respondents said the most important reason to visit the CRG was 

because itôs a good place to do the outdoor activities I enjoy.  

ü Almost one third (32.8%) felt the most important reason to visit was because they enjoy the place 

itself. 

 

 

Table 8.  Summary of Most Important Reason to Visit 

Which of the following was the most important reason for this visit to the 

CRG? 

Number of 

Visitors 
Percent 

I enjoy the place itself 236 32.8 

Itôs a good place to do the outdoor activities I enjoy 329 45.8 

I wanted to spend more time with my companions 116 16.1 

It was close to home 37 5.1 

Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding. 
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Perception of Crowding, Crowding and Visibility of Others and Waiting Time Preferences 
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Crowding and Visibility of Others 

 

 

Visitors were asked how the actual number of people they saw related to the number of people they 

expected to see while on their trip, and their feelings of crowding during their visit to the CRG (based on 

a scale of 1 to 9 where 1 was ñNot at all Crowdedò and 9 was ñExtremely Crowdedò.  Visitors were also 

asked to respond to the effect that crowding had on their enjoyment of their visit. 

 

ü The greatest proportion (41.9%) of visitors felt that the number of people they encountered while 

on the CRG was about what they expected. 

ü Less than one-fifth (18.3%) said they encountered a little less than they expected, while 13.1% 

encountered a little more than they expected. 

ü On average, visitors felt they were only slightly crowded while recreating on the CRG (mean = 

3.53). 

ü Nearly two-thirds (65.4%) of respondents felt that the number of people at the CRG during their 

visit added a little to my enjoyment, however another 14% felt that the number people there 

detracted a lot from my enjoyment. 

 

Table 9.  Crowding and Visibility of Others 

How did the number of people you saw in the CRG compare with what 

you expected to see? 

Number of 

Visitors 
Percent 

A lot less than you expected 47 6.5 

A little less than you expected 132 18.3 

About what you expected 302 41.9 

A little more than you expected 94 13.1 

A lot more than you expected 52 7.2 

You didnôt have any expectations 93 12.9 

   

How crowded did you feel during visit to the CRG? Mean = 3.53 

   

How did the number of people at the CRG today affect your overall 

enjoyment of your visit? 
  

Added a lot to my enjoyment 67 9.3 

Added a little to my enjoyment 470 65.4 

No effect on my enjoyment 14 1.9 

Detracted a little from my enjoyment 67 9.3 

Detracted a lot from my enjoyment 101 14.0 

Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding. 
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Columbia River Gorge VSI 

 

Cultural Section 
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Sites Visited  

 

Visitors to the CRG sites were asked to report on additional attractions that they might have visited while 

on their trip.   

ü Close to one-quarter (22.4%) of visitors spent some time on the Historic Columbia River 

Highway.  

ü Slightly less than one-fifth (16.0%) of visitors visited the Multnomah Falls Lodge.  Similarly, 

15.7% visited the Vista House.   

ü Visitors also enjoyed visiting interpretive signs on Historic Columbia River Highway (9.7%), 

historical markers on WA State Route 14 (3.9%), and Cascade Locks Historical Museum (2.5%). 

 

Table 10. Summary of Sites Visited 

Did you visit any of the following places on this trip?  
Number of 

Visitors 
Percent 

Historic Columbia River Highway (any segment) 81 22.4 

Multnomah Falls Lodge 58 16.0 

Vista House 57 15.7 

Visitors Center at Bonneville Dam 49 13.5 

Interpretive Signs and Markers on Historic Columbia River Highway (in 

Oregon) 
35 9.7 

Historical Markers on Washington State Route 14 14 3.9 

Cascade Locks Historical Museum 9 2.5 

Confluence Project at Sandy River Delta 7 1.9 

Columbia Gorge Interpretive Center (Stevenson) 7 1.9 

Discovery Center/Wasco County Historic Museum (The Dalles) 5 1.4 

Indian rock art at Horsethief Lake in the Columbia Hills State Park 4 1.1 

The Dalles Mountain Ranch (at Columbia Hills State Park) 3 <1 

History Museum of Hood River County 1 <1 

Troutdale Historical Society 1 <1 

Visitors Center at the Dalles Dam 3 <1 

Interpretive programs at USFS, Oregon or Washington State Parks 

campgrounds 
2 <1 

Visitors Center at Hark O. Hatfield Trailhead for Historic CR Hwy --- --- 

Other 10 2.8 
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Role of Interpretive Information    

 

Visitors were asked to report on the extent to which learning and connections were established during 

their visit in the CRG National Scenic Area (based on a 5 point scale where 1 was ñNot at Allò and 5 was 

ñA Lotò).   

 

ü Responses from the interviewees suggests there was not a strong degree of connectivity or 

learning that occurred, but some nonetheless.  

ü Visitors were most likely to report that they learned something new (Mean = 3.31), they 

understood something better (Mean = 3.12), and they formed a connection to the history of the 

CRGNSA (Mean = 3.04). 

ü The respondents were slightly less likely to say they thought about something differently (Mean = 

2.79) or formed an intellectual connection to the significance of cultural resources (Mean = 

2.66). 

 

Table 11. Summary of Interpretive Information 

During your visit, indicate the extent to 

which you:  (%) 

Not at All ------------------------------Ą A Lot 
Mean 

1 2 3 4 5 

Learned something new 19.0 5.8 25.5 24.8 24.8 3.31 

Understood something better 21.9 6.6 27.7 24.8 19.0 3.12 

Formed a connection to the history of the 

CRG 
22.1 11.0 26.5 22.1 18.4 3.04 

Thought about something differently 30.1 11.0 25.0 17.6 16.2 2.79 

Formed an intellectual connection to the 

significance of cultural resources 
31.6 15.8 20.3 19.5 12.8 2.66 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  




