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Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission 
2007 Capital Improvements Study 

 

Executive Summary 
 
This capital improvements research study for Genesee County is based on an online survey of 
Genesee County park users and on-site focus groups conducted at various Genesee County 
Parks and Recreation Commission (GCPRC) park sites during the summer of 2007.  Researchers 
from the University of Michigan-Flint Center for Applied Environmental Research conducted the 
study under contract with the Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission. The onsite 
focus groups had 357 participants and the online survey had 278 respondents.  This study 
provides direction for the Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission to formulate a 
Capital Improvements Plan to identify and prioritize potential County Park projects to be 
included in the Five-Year County Parks and Recreation Plan when it is updated in early 2008. 
 
The Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission owns and operates an extensive park 
system.  With more than 11,000 acres of land consisting of 20 distinctive park sites and three 
wildlife areas, the Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission park system is currently 
the largest park system in the state of Michigan.  The challenge for the Commission, with such 
an extensive park system, is to maintain the entire system and to target investments into the 
existing parks in a manner that best meets park user needs. 
 
The extensive nature of the park system presented distinct challenges to the researchers in 
trying to capture information on all park facilities and programming that the Genesee County 
park system has to offer.  To meet this challenge, the researchers limited the number of focus 
groups to select locations where park use was high, and allowed park users to give input 
regarding all of the GCPRC parks through the online survey.  An online format was chosen for 
the survey as the most efficient way to allow all park users to give input on such a large park 
system. It was considered the most cost-effective method to allow a large population of park 
users the opportunity to participate in the data-gathering process.  
 
Though extensively marketed to park users, the online survey had a limited number of 
respondents who completed the survey (278).  In determining the key highlights of the research 
project, results from both the on-site focus groups and online survey were considered, and the 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ άǇŀǊƪ ǳǎŜǊǎΦέ   
 

Definitions 
 
¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ άǇŀǊƪ ǳǎŜǊǎΣέ άǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎέ ŀƴŘ άǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎέ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ used 
to reference those who participated in the on-site focus groups and online survey.  Similarly, 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ άǇŀǊƪǎέ ŀƴŘ άD/tw/έ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǇŀǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission park system, unless otherwise noted. The 
ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴ-site focus groups will be referred 
ǘƻ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎ άŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦέ 
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Key Highlights of the Capital Improvements Study 
 

Rating of the Park System 
 

 The Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission (GCPRC) park system and the 
individual park locations are considered to offer a high overall value to the community.  

 

 Park users have a positive perception of the parks, with most referring to the park system as 
άƎƻƻŘέ ƻǊ άǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘΦέ  ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǿŜƭƭ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘΦ 
aŀƴȅ ǇŀǊƪ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ άƪŜŜǇ ƛǘ ǳǇέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ 
of the parks to deteriorate in the future. 

 

 Participants gave high performance ratings 
to the beauty of the parks and the 
helpfulness of the staff.  The increased 
visibility and presence of park staff and 
rangers was noted as a positive amenity at 
various focus group locations.  Visibility of 
staff also lent to a sense of security, which 
park users indicated was an important 
factor in choosing to visit a park. 

 

Recreation Behaviors 
 

 Park users are most likely to visit park 
ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άŎƭƻǎŜ 
ǘƻ ƘƻƳŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 
frequent users of those park locations.  
However, ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ 
ƘƻƳŜέ ƛǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΤ ǇŀǊƪ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ 
likely to travel limited distances to 
destinations that offer unique amenities, 
ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ άŎƭƻǎŜ 
ǘƻ ƘƻƳŜΦέ 

 

 Park users generally participate in outdoor recreation at various locations (both in and out 
of GCPRC parks) to enjoy nature and the outdoors, relax and for fun and enjoyment.  The 
most common outdoor activities are walking and hiking, hanging out or relaxing, and scenic 
driving.  Also noted were outdoor activities that included picnicking, swimming, visiting 
historical/cultural/memorial/heritage sites, special events, attending shows or special 
events, visiting playgrounds, camping and bike riding on paved trails. 

 

Habitat restoration and preservation were 
top-ranking improvements requested. 
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 The same outdoor recreation activities that park users generally participate in outside the 
parks are also the activities most engaged in the GCPRC parks. There are two notable 
exceptions: swimming and paved trail biking, which occur less at the GCPRC parks than 
outside the park system. 

 

Capital Improvements Suggestions 

 

 Park users like the natural areas 
within the parks.  Green and open 
space, wildlife, trees and nature are 
identified as amenities to preserve 
and maintain.  Habitat restoration 
and preservation are top-ranking 
improvements requested.  
Overdevelopment of the park system 
, which would result in loss of natural 
and open space, is not desired by 
park users.   

 

 Both paved and natural trails are 
enjoyed by park users. In the survey, 
bike and multi-use trails received the 
highest rating as the top priority improvement needed. Expansion of the bike and multi-use 
trail system was the highest-rated new amenity to develop in the GCPRC park system. 

 

 In the survey, development of a water park received the second highest rating as a top 
priority improvement as a new water-related amenity.  Park users overall would enjoy more 
water park or Splash Pad features, although the location for development of such amenities 
is unclear.  Bluebell Beach and park locations in western and southern Genesee County 
were identified as desired locations.  

 

 Improvements to the beaches were the highest rated existing water activity-related 
improvement in the survey. Concerns related to water quality, beach closing and E. coli 
were noted at various focus group sites, as was the need for lifeguards, particularly at 
Bluebell Beach. 

 

 When future improvements to the park system are considered, park users gave high priority 
to modern restrooms and potable water.  

 

 Participants identified the need for more marketing of the park system and its programs.  
Many park users indicated they had limited knowledge of the parks and programs. They 
ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀŘ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ 
offer, and that some parks were underutilized.   

 

In the survey, bike and multi-use trails received 
the highest rating as the top priority improvement 
needed. 
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Rating of Recent Park Improvements 
 

 Participants value the pavilions and new playscapes.  Focus groups reported they enjoy 
being able to rent the pavilions. Parents and children enjoy the new playscapes and would 
like to see more.  One requested improvement was to include swings, both regular and 
toddler, in newly developed play areas. 

 

 Recent improvements to park facilities were supported by participants. Particular 
comments included the Splash Pad, canopy and playscape at Bluebell Beach, improvements 
to Clover Beach in Linden and the bridge to Stepping Stone Falls. 

 

Current & Future Park Programming 
 

 Park users enjoy the parks programming, and support development of additional programs.  
Family programs, followed by nature, environmental and winter programs, were given the 
highest priority.  Participants reported they were unaware of all the programs currently 
offered.  Participants prioritized age groups for development of future park programs: 
Children (ages 5-12); teens (ages 13-17); followed by adults.   

 

 The focus group participants like the Family Fun Guide informational brochure highlighting 
park programs, and thought it needed to reach a larger audience. 

 
Other Findings 
 
Crossroads Village and Huckleberry 
Railroad is the favorite and most 
commonly visited park.  Participants 
indicated they visit the park most 
for holiday programs and special 
events. 
 
For-Mar Nature Preserve and 
Arboretum is the second most 
favorite park in the survey, followed 
by Flushing County Park. The 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƻŦ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜέ 
was often accompanied by a 
ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ άƭƛƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƭƭΦέ 
 
Park users offered direct insight and 
specific recommendations for many of the parks.  Those recommendations are given in detail in 
the On-Site Focus Group results and Online Survey Results sections of this study. 

 
 

 

For-Mar Nature Preserve and Arboretum was 
identified as the second most favorite park in the 
survey. 



5 

 

Introduction 
 

The Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission (GCPRC) is expecting to update its 5-

Year Parks and Recreation Plan by February 2008.  In anticipation of the 5-Year Plan update, the 

Commission would like to formulate a Capital Improvements Plan. This plan would identify and 

prioritize potential County Park projects, including those that would be eligible for grant-

funding consideration.   

 

In an effort to take a data-driven and community-based approach to the planning process, 

GCPRC contracted with the Center for Applied Environmental Research (CAER) at the University 

of Michigan-Flint during spring 2007 to complete a comprehensive survey of Genesee County 

Parks frequent park users.  A survey and public input process was formulated to best identify 

the needs and wants of the community and specifically, park users, in relation to the GCPRC 

parks system. 
 

The research goals of the Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission Capital 

Improvement research project were identified as: 

 To understand perceptions, needs and wishes of frequent users of GCPRC facilities in 
relation to Capital Improvements within the Genesee County Park System. 

 To understand perceptions, needs and wishes of frequent users of GCPRC facilities in 
relation to programming and activities within the Genesee County Park System. 

 

The project goals of the Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission Capital 

Improvement research project were identified as: 

 To identify, rank and prioritize structural improvements to be addressed within the 
Genesee County Park System. 

 To identify, rank and prioritize programming elements to be addressed within the 
Genesee County Park System. 

 To identify and address the needs of Genesee County Park users within the Genesee 
/ƻǳƴǘȅ tŀǊƪ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ CƛǾŜ-Year Parks and Recreation Plan. 

 To ensure that a verifiable and defendable public input process is used in the 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DŜƴŜǎŜŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅ tŀǊƪ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ CƛǾŜ-Year Parks and Recreation 
Plan. 

 

Methods 
 

The Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission Capital Improvements Study was based 

on the development and implementation of two separate but complementary research tools.  

The tools were developed and refined by researchers at the Center for Applied Environmental 

Research, with input from GCPRC staff, to ensure that the study accurately reflected the large 

and diverse park system operated by the Commission.  The researchers met with park staff on 

three occasions to discuss research questions and tour the park system during development of 

the research tools. 
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The research tools developed for Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission were an 

online, web-based survey and a public input method for in-situ park users (i.e. on-site park user 

focus groups) at various GCPRC facilities.  An in-depth overview of each research methodology 

and the results obtained during the course of the study are included in the next sections of this 

document.  The development of the research tools was based on the following objectives: 
 

Public Input Objectives 
 
¢ƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǊƪ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ DŜƴŜǎŜŜ 
County Park amenities: structural, programmatic and activities-based, and to identify areas that 
can be improved and incorporated into the Parks and Recreation 5-Year Plan.  The public input 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŜŘ ŀ άǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƳŜǘƘƻŘέ ŀǘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ D/tw/ ǇŀǊƪ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ƛƴǇǳǘ 
from park users on site. 
 

Survey Objectives 
 

¢ƻ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦȅ ǇŀǊƪ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ DŜƴŜǎŜŜ 
County Park amenities: structural, programmatic and 
activities-based, and to identify areas that can be 
improved and incorporated into the Parks and 
Recreation 5-Year Plan.  The Web-based survey will 
allow for public input from targeted park users within 
Genesee County.  The targeted mailings promoting a 
Web-based survey would solicit input from individuals 
on the database of Genesee County Park users, which is 
maintained by GCPRC, and frequent voters in Genesee 
County. 
 

Once the research tools were developed, the surveys, 

questionnaires, study procedures and all recruitment 

material was reviewed and approved by the University 

of Michigan-Flint Institutional Review Board (IRB) Committee. The IRB Committee monitors all 

research involving human subjects.  Implementation of the study began July 12, 2007 once IRB 

approval was received.   

 

Overviews of the research design and results are included here for each portion of the study.  

An overview of the results can be found in the Executive Summary at the beginning of this 

document.

The survey identifies park 
program suggestions that could 
be incorporated into the 5-year 
plan. 
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Public Input Process:  
Onsite Focus Groups 

 

Wolverine Campground 
was one of eight park 
sites chosen for focus 
groups. 
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Public Input Process: Onsite Focus Groups 
 

Overview of Research Design for Onsite Focus Groups and Public Input Process 
 

The researchers worked with the Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission to identify 

park facilities where direct public input was desired from users on site. Park facilities were 

identified based on the knowledge of the park staff. They considered locations where park 

usage was consistent, and sites where a public input process had not been recently engaged.  

The following parks were identified: 
 
Focus Group Locations 

1. Bluebell Beach and Splash Pad 

2. Crossroads Village and Huckleberry Railroad 

3. For-Mar Nature Preserve and Arboretum  

4. Flushing County Park 

5. Goldenrod Disc Golf 

6. Linden County Park/Clover Beach 

7. Richfield County Park 

8. Walleye Pike Boat Launch 

9. Wolverine Campground /Buttercup Beach 

 

The GCPRC staff worked with CAER researchers to identify questions appropriate to each facility.  

This process was completed in conjunction with development of the online survey, allowing for 

complementary information to be gathered from both research tools allowing for cross-analysis 

of results. A pre-approved script was developed by GCPRC staff and CAER researchers and was 

used with all focus groups to gather input from park users at those facilities.   

 

A minimum of three valid onsite focus group sessions at each facility over a two-day period was 

the goal for the public input process.  A valid focus group session was identified as one with a 

minimum of four and a maximum of 12 participants.  Both adults, and minors who were 

accompanied by a parent or guardian, were welcome to participate in the onsite focus groups.  

Inclusion of minors in the focus group sessions occurred for two reasons: 1) park use is often a 

family activity and it was unlikely to get participation if part of the family was excluded from the 

activity, and 2) children use the park facilities and could provide valuable input about what 

attracted them to the parks.  Focus group sessions were held for groups that did not meet the 

validity requirements (i.e. three or less participants or 13 or more participants). Input from 

those groups has been included in the final analysis of the data, however, they were not 

included in the count determining validity of the focus group site.  At most locations the 

minimum number of focus group sessions (three) was exceeded. Only one location, Richfield 

County Park, did not reach the identified minimum of valid onsite focus group sessions.  For 

that reason, comments collected from Richfield County Park are included in Appendix B and 

were not considered in the overview of results. 

Bluebell Beach was one of the focus 
group locations for the research. 
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CAER researchers worked with the GCPRC to identify dates and times best suited for obtaining 

public input.  The public input timeframe occurred between mid-July and the end of August 

2007, which are some of the peak usage months of the parks and recreation facilities. Where 

appropriate, the onsite focus groups were scheduled to coincide with programming at the parks 

in an effort to reach the most park users. 

 

Focus group participants were recruited through two methods.  One to two weeks prior to the 

scheduled onsite focus groups, posters and/or flyers were posted at the park locations. These 

notices explained the onsite focus group process and listed scheduled times. In case of 

inclement weather, alternate dates and times were posted.  On the day of the focus group, 

flyers were distributed by the researchers and, where possible, by park employees.  These 

flyers contained an overview of the focus group process, a schedule, and incentives offered to 

participants. Focus groups were held at scheduled times if participants were available, and 

ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 9ȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 

recruitment material can be found in Appendix A. 

 

Onsite focus group participants received incentives for their participation.  Incentives were 

refreshments (drinks such as water and juice boxes, snacks such as cookies or crackers), GCPRC 

Frisbees for participating children and a coupon to be used in the parks.  The GCPRC coupon 

could be exchanged at the Administrative Offices for a single day pass or one-time use pass to 

one of the following: Wolverine Campground, Boat Launch, Crossroads Village, Genesee Belle 

Boat Tour or a 25% off discount coupon. It was valid through December 2008. 

 

All participants signed informed consent forms as per University of Michigan-Flint Institution 

Review Board regulations, with parents or guardians signing forms for participating minors.  

Focus group participants also completed a mini-survey before the start of the focus groups.  

Participants then received the incentive coupons and Frisbees before the Capital Improvements 

Study was outlined from the approved script.  Participants also were given a copy of the GCPRC 

park map to assist them in understanding the context and scope of the questions being asked. 

Copies of the informed consent forms, mini-survey tool, focus group script and GCPRC park 

map can be found in Appendix A. 

 

The researchers then asked participants a series of seven questions.  The first four were framed 

as being specific to the park location where the focus groups were held. The last three 

questions were generally framed as relating to the entire GCPRC Park system.  Two researchers 

were present at each focus group.  One researcher, a project coordinator with the Center for 

Applied Environmental Research (CAER) at the University of Michigan-Flint, facilitated the 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ /!9w ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀƴǎǿŜrs on flip charts.  

 

Participants were encouraged to read the recorded answers and provide clarification, 

corrections or additional information. When applicable for larger groups, the focus groups were 
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also audio-ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ allowed researchers to check ambiguous 

responses recorded on the flip chart and to clarify context of responses.  Primary analysis of 

results was conducted from the responses recorded on the flip charts.     

 

The questions asked of all participants in the focus groups were: 

 

1. What do you like the best about (PARK NAME)? 

2. What improvements would you like to see at (PARK NAME)? 

3. hŦ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŦƻǊ όt!wY b!a9ύΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

important improvement be? 

4. What is the most important thing that you would keep the same or preserve at (PARK 

NAME)? 

5. How often do you visit the Genesee County Parks and Recreation Commission parks?   

6. What is your general perception of the Genesee County Parks and Recreation 

Commission park system? 

7. (Note: Have the County Parks map on hand in case participants are not familiar with 

which parks fall under the GCPRC.) 

8. What recommendations do you have for improving the Genesee County Parks and 

Recreation Commission park system in general? 
 

Onsite Focus Group Results: Number of Participants and Participant Distribution 
 

During the course of the focus group process, 64 focus groups were conducted.  Between one 

and 23 participated in each focus group.  In the onsite focus group discussions at valid park 

locations, 357 participated with an additional 23 participants at Richfield County Park, for a 

total of 380. Of these, 350 completed the focus group mini-survey.   
 
 

Total Participants for All Focus Group Locations 

Total Participants 350    

 Male  Female  

Adults (18+) 122 34.9% 120 34.3% 

Minors (<18) 60 17.1% 40 11.4% 

No Response 4 1.1% 4 1.1% 

 
Table 1.  Focus Group Participant Distribution by Age and Gender 
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Focus Group Distribution by Home Zip Code (as indicated by mini-surveys collected): 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Total focus group participant distribution by Zip Code.  Information was collected using mini-
surveys distributed to focus group participants.  Of 350 participants, 329 are mapped.  Eight respondents 
resided in Zip Codes outside of the map extent: 49855=1, 48622=1, 48625=5, 49009=1. Thirteen 
participants did not respond and eight participants returned an answer that was not applicable. 
 


