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ABOUT THE NATIONAL RECREATION AND PARK
ASSOCIATION (NRPA)

The mission of the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) is "To advance parks, recreation and
environmental conservation efforts that enhance the quality of life for all people." For more than 40 years, NRPA has
been the voice advocating the significance of making parks, open space, and recreational opportunities available to

all Americans.
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22377 Belmont Ridge Road

Ashburn, VA 20148-4150
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ABOUT INDUSTRY INSIGHTS

Industry Insights has been serving the research needs of trade and professional associations, dealer organizations
and other affiliated groups since 1980. Industry Insights is a professional research firm that specializes in conducting
operating benchmarking surveys, compensation studies, customer satisfaction research, educational programs and
other forms of customized research which assist organizations in better fulfilling the informational and educational

needs of their affiliated members.

Industry Insights, Inc.
6235 Emerald Parkway
Dublin, OH 43016
614-389-2100

www.industryinsights.com

DISCLAIMER

The statistical information contained in this report is believed to be representative of the agencies responding to the
survey. All reasonable efforts were taken by Industry Insights, Inc. to assure data comparability within the limitations
of reporting procedures. However, the data used in this report are not necessarily based on audited data and the
statistical validity of any given number varies depending upon sample sizes and the amount of consistency among
responses for that particular figure. Industry Insights and NRPA, therefore, make no representations or warranties
with respect to the results of this study and shall not be liable to clients or anyone else for any information
inaccuracies, or errors or omissions in contents, regardless of the cause of such inaccuracy, error or omission. In no

event shall Industry Insights and/or NRPA be liable for any consequential damages.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Public parks and recreation opportunities are valuable assets to communities across the United States. These
programs, facilities and places are supported and managed by local government and park and recreation agencies
that seek to provide the highest quality resources that meet the needs of their citizens and improve their quality of

life.

The means by which park and recreation agencies are managed and thus operate varies from one agency to
another. Consequently, the services, resources and opportunities provided by agencies also vary. This report has
been designed to help public parks and recreation agencies evaluate their own operations relative to that of similar

agencies in order to identify improvement opportunities.

The 2009 NRPA Operating Ratio Report provides a comprehensive analysis of components concerning the
management and operations of park and recreation agencies. The resulting report provides baseline data on
community demographics, land area, budget, personnel, programs and facilities. The statistics in this report represent

broad “yardsticks” against which an agency's operations can be measured.

METHODOLOGY

In March 2009, approximately 3,100 agencies were invited to participate in an online questionnaire. Additionally,
the questionnaire was included in NRPA’s monthly member newsletter and posted on the association’s website. A total
of 679 agency responses were received. Assuming a population of 3,100, this represents a 21.9% response rate.
Based on 679 presumably random responses and 3,100 for the total population, this study has a +/- 3.3% margin
of error (MOE) at a 95% level of confidence (In other words, we can be 95% certain that for a question with 679
responses, the survey’s figure would be within +/- 3.3 percentage points of the actual universe’s response). All data
were closely inspected to ensure that the responses were consistent and accurate (based on responses to other survey
questions/items). Whenever data appeared inaccurate or contradictory, clarification was sought from the
participating agency. In a data collection effort of this size, it is inevitable that some questions or items will pose
problems for respondents, either because of the way that they are worded or because of an agency’s unique
circumstances that make it difficult to respond. As a result, there were a few instances in which data were excluded
from the final version of the publication. This is because these questions or items were outliers and/or appeared to
be inaccurate or contradictory with other reported data by the responding agency. This procedure was the
exception and not the rule, and was conducted to ensure that all remaining content in the publication is as reliable

and valid as possible.

RESPONDENT PROFILE

Respondents to the NRPA Operating Ratio Survey represent a mixture of local agencies serving citizens across the
United States. The majority of respondents were municipal agencies (cities, towns, townships and villages) with the
remainder split between counties (including boroughs) and special districts (including authorities and school districts).
Over 80% were park and recreation combined agencies, however when analyzed by jurisdiction type the data
shows that there are more park only agencies in counties and special districts than in municipalities. Most agencies
operate with an advisory or governing board in place with governing boards being the most common board type for
special district jurisdictions. Respondents represent a wide range of population sizes with about 60% serving
populations under 50,000 citizens. There is at least one respondent from every state with the exception of South
Dakota and when reviewing responses by region, the Great Lakes region was responsible for a third of the
responses. The respondent profile is diverse and representative of most types of public agencies serving at the local

level.
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KEY FINDINGS

Land Area. While the median number of park sites managed is similar across jurisdiction types, the county agencies
manage significantly more acreage than special districts and municipalities. The median mileage of greenways and
trails was 10 miles, and the median county agency result is more than double the median miles managed by

municipal and special district agencies.

Budget. Municipal and county agencies report modest increases in operating expenses and revenues projected for
FYO9 as compared to FYO8 and a decline in capital expenses in FYO9 from totals reported in FYO8. However,
special districts are reporting projected gains in all three areas in FY09 as compared to FY08. Staff related

reductions, including hiring freezes, was the most commonly reported area of budget reduction.

Bond Referendums. Less than 20% of responding agencies passed a bond referendum in the last five years.
Between the years 2005-2008, the amount in the referendum increased while the median percentage of the vote for

the referendum decreased.

Staffing. The median number of FTEs showed little increase between 2005-2008 with a slight decline in FTEs
projected for FYO9. In reviewing the distribution of employees among certain roles, nearly half of the FTEs were

direct service providers and another third were reported as maintenance roles.

Volunteers. The results confirm that agencies rely on volunteers with the median number of volunteers overall being

128 and the number of hours worked per volunteer is similar among jurisdiction types.

Support Groups. Use of foundations or advocacy groups to support particular parks or entire park systems is
growing more common. Forty percent of the respondents report having a foundation while a smaller percentage

report having advocacy support. Half of the agencies report receiving in-kind support.

Programs. Agencies offer a variety of recreation and instructional programs. The results of this study indicate that
almost all agencies offer instructional classes and festivals/community events. Rounding out the top five overall, are
team sports, seniors, and summer camps. When evaluated by jurisdiction type, environmental education enters the

top five for counties, and fitness classes enters the top five for municipal and special district agencies.

Facilities. The most common facilities were reported to be playgrounds, picnic areas with shelters and
diamond /rectangular fields. Very few agencies charge a fee to use playgrounds, while just over half of the

respondents charge a use fee for the other areas mentioned.

COMPREHENSIVE RESULTS AND ONLINE DATABASE

The comprehensive report contains a detailed summary with over 50 charts, graphs and tables in addition to detailed
reports with results tabulated by jurisdiction, budget, population, number of parks and FTE ranges. The
accompanying online searchable database allows users to run reports based on these and other variables providing
a flexible and comprehensive way to compare your agency to others in the database. The information contained in
this report represents the most complete, accurate and up-to date data for the parks and recreation profession. The
report and the online database are designed to allow agencies to easily compare their operations with similar
agencies. This report and related products are part of the services provided to NRPA members and the park and

recreation field. To purchase the comprehensive report and access to the accompanying online searchable database,
please visit www.nrpa.org.
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