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Trails… a Direct Path to Better Health 

Health Benefits of Trails 
*Physical Activity    *Mental Health  
*Access to Nature  * Emotional Wellbeing 
*Community Cohesion / Civic Pride
*Quality of Life         *Public Resource
*Opportunities for Equity 
*Economic development with potential to 
be sustainable and non-extractive/exploitive  



So if trails are so great for health…

Why aren’t more health 
foundations funding 

them???



*Story of Sunflower… Why Trails?

*Health Benefits… Trail Talking Pts

*Health Philanthropy 101

*Finding the Fit & Making the Case 











In 2005, we were a Small Foundation                      
Facing a Big Public Health Issue… 



First Sunflower Trails RFP in 2005 

First trail grants established some of the same criteria we use today: 

• Public access
• Strongly suggested length/width (depending on geogaphy)
• Must be “more than a sidewalk” – located in a designated place where community 

gathers or creates vital linkages 
• 1:1 dollar match
• Applicant must demonstrate community desire, need and input
• Public-private partnerships encouraged



Community-Based Trails:
School-Based Trails:

Rail-Trails:



Community-Based Trails:

School-Based Trails:
Rail-Trails:
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Trail in a Box Projects 



Community Trails

More than half of all Sunflower Trails are “community-based trails.” They are developed in the outdoor spaces accessible and 

important to community members: public parks, recreation areas and green spaces. The trails range from being a stand-alone 

feature (e.g., trail around a lake or ballfield), to trails that enhance connectivity and allow for active transportation to places of 

education, commerce or services. Since all Sunflower Trails must be publicly accessible, the local municipality is typically one key 

partner. However, the nature of community trail projects – including the need for 1:1 match funding – helps to attract a variety of 

stakeholders and partners. These include parks and recreation, health departments, hospitals and health clinics, schools and 

colleges, chambers of commerce, economic development, private businesses, social service nonprofits, civic groups, libraries, arts 

and culture, and of course, the backbone of trail work: committed volunteers. 



School Trails
School trails account for 35 Sunflower Trail projects at this time, ranging from a large high school in the urban core of 

Kansas City to elementary schools in western counties where the school trail is the only dedicated walking venue in town. 

The school trails not only see consistent daily use due to the “captive audience” of the student population, but there is a 

myriad of ways to use them: pre-test stress walks, after-school marathon clubs, science class outings, and so forth. More 

often than not, school trails also serve as community/neighborhood trails, and many trails become the foundation for 

other outdoor school projects such as gardens, native grass landscaping, art projects and outdoor reading activities. 



Rail Trails 
Sunflower has been a partner on at least 25 rail-trail projects thus far, supporting the development of legally railbanked corridors that 

link small towns across the state. These projects have the highest potential to spur economic development and outdoor recreation

tourism, especially in rural areas, just like the famed KATY Trail in nearby Missouri. The right-of-way on rail-trails is typically “owned” by a 

nonprofit conservancy which does the legal work to preserve the corridor and then develops the trail for public use. Since most 

conservancies in KS are volunteer-led, Sunflower has focused on increasing their capacity with tailored grants that encourage public-

private partnerships as well as special education/networking events. In 2019, the Kansas House Agriculture Committee asked Sunflower 

to hold a series of community conversations and submit a legislative report regarding the role of rail of trails in rural Kansas. We learned 

that while some longstanding tensions still exist among adjacent landowners, a major shift in thinking has occurred – many landowners 

now see rail-trails as drivers of economic opportunity for their small rural towns.



Natural Surface Trails:
Trail in a Box Projects 

The innovative “Trail in a Box” project, spearheaded by the Kansas Trails 

Council (KTC), helps a unique set of trail-builders – those who develop and 

maintain natural-surface trails (i.e., “dirt” trails). These trails don’t need 

expensive materials (concrete), but they do require enormous volunteer 

sweat equity. Sunflower and KTC envisioned a roving “trail trailer” that could 

lend high-quality tools to support these grassroots efforts. The project started 

with 1 pilot trailer in 2014 and has grown to 7 TIAB’s scattered across the 

state. The superior training and technical assistance provided by the 

volunteers at KTC has been key to TIAB’s success, especially for small rural 

towns with few financial resources but the public land and determination to 

build a trail. At this time, there are 30+ TIAB projects either completed or in 

progress. Of note, the majority of the most recent projects have been led by 

women volunteers, eager to learn how to use a Pulaski in order to create a 

safe place in nature for local children and families to enjoy. 



Trail in a Box…                                   
“Just add Volunteers!”  

Go to kansastrailscouncil.org to learn more

Trailer outfitted with everything needed 
to build/maintain a natural surface trail
BONUS: comes with technical assistance! 

SEVEN trailers in circulation across KS 
now.  Local governments & nonprofits 

can borrow to work on public trails.

That’s Mike Goodwin
State’s #1 Trail Guru!



Download the FREE app                      
under the name    
getoutdoorsKS

Several ways to use it…
* FIND a trail - almost 5000 miles mapped!

* LOCATE an outdoor event or place
* JOIN the online coalition 

* ADD & PROMOTE your trail, event, park, etc
* CONNECT to other towns & groups 

There is no fee to join or use the website or app. The project is a partnership among 
the Sunflower Foundation, Kansas Trails Council & the Evergy Green Team 







AdvancingTrailsWebinar_CommunicatingwithElectedOfficials

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WHQwhdORheM&list=PLjF5D5y6Vn4kOIIyCrR68ck29_bTrWOCD&index=14


Testimony from 
hundreds of trail 
advocates across 

the state helped push 
the bill for a new state 

park across the 
finish line. 



In summary... 



17 years later… still doin’ that Trail Thang! 



And yet…



This is 

why…



Physical Health Benefits                                                               
of Outdoor Activity/Exercise

Positive Effects on Mental Health: Improved 
Cognition, Enhanced Mood & Emotional Well-Being

Community Pride, Quality of Life, Social Cohesion

A Great Equalizer… (mostly) accessible to people of all 
ages, incomes, abilities and backgrounds 

Economic Potential...                                            
Attracting tourists, visitors and even new residents.

And this…



What makes this an especially 
opportune time for health funders to 

support trails? 



Reconnection to the outside world is fundamental 
to human health, well-being, spirit and survival.” 

Richard Louv



Courtney Schultz, PhD

Courtney@HealthandTechnologyPartners.com

HealthandTechnologyPartners.com

Data on the following 4 slides provided by:











Research shows that the social 
determinants of health can be more 

important than health care or lifestyle 
choices in influencing health. Numerous 
studies suggest that SDOH* account for 

between 30-55% of health outcomes. 
World Health Organization

* Social Determinants of Health



Access to Nature is a 
commonly accepted 

SDOH.



Environ Health Perspectives. 2017 Jul 31;125(7):075001. doi: 10.1289/EHP1663.

Nature Contact and Human Health: A Research Agenda
Howard Frumkin 1, Gregory N Bratman 2 3 4, Sara Jo Breslow 3, Bobby Cochran 5, Peter H Kahn Jr 4 6, Joshua J Lawler 3 4, Phillip S Levin 4 7, Pooja S 
Tandon 1 8 9, Usha Varanasi 10 11, Kathleen L Wolf 4 12, Spencer A Wood 3 4 13

“According to the best available 
evidence, nature contact offers 
considerable promise in 
addressing a range of health 
challenges. Nature contact offers 
promise both as prevention and 
as treatment across the life 
course. 
Potential advantages include low 
costs relative to conventional 
medical interventions, safety, 
practicality, not requiring 
dispensing by highly trained 
professionals, and multiple co-
benefits. Few medications can 
boast these attributes.”



2. Trails: a potentially powerful tool for health equity.



BUT… 

That takes intention.

Wilson State Park in Central Kansas  



“Equality is leaving the door 

open for anyone who has 

the means to approach it; 

equity is ensuring there is a 

pathway to that door for 

those who need it.”





So again, if trails are so great for physical, mental, 
emotional, community, civic and even economic 

health, why do so few health foundations fund them?





Trails are Tangible. Too Tangible. 



PHILANTHROPY VS CHARITY 
• Philanthropy - literally, “love of mankind” - refers to active efforts to 

promote human* welfare. Philanthropies provide resources in the form 
of gifts, grants, technical support, capacity building, in-kind donations, 
community development and strategic planning.

• Charity is used to describe giving that directly fulfills urgent and basic 
needs and alleviate human* suffering.  “DOWNSTREAM”

• Philanthropy is designed to address deeply-rooted, systemic issues that 
cause the human suffering. “UPSTREAM” 

• Example: Food pantry provides emergency assistance food: CHARITY

• Example: Food pantry part of larger initiative to change the quality of 
food offered to clients in order to address the systemic challenge of 
food insecurity’s link to chronic disease: PHILANTHROPY 



Without the right framing, trails can 
be seen as too “downstream.”







MESSAGE
The trail is more than physical infrastructure and the great experience it 

provide to each individual user. 
The trail is a valuable tool that can play a key role to address upstream

community conditions that lead to problems downstream.



Trails have to the potential to be a vehicle or catalyst to advance a 
larger movement; the trail is a tool to reach an even larger goal.

Think: How Can Trails Do the Following? 

* Provide unique benefits – far beyond “getting a workout” - to populations 
with a history of disinvestment, discrimination, and/or neglect? 
* Represent a physical marker to acknowledge and address systemic racism? 
* Increase community resilience, civic discourse, collective understanding? 
* Improve our current strategies around mental health – and its downstream 
deleterious correlates and effects– by optimizing nature-derived benefits? 
* And because it invites and evokes such an individual experience – be a blank 
slate for tangible actions to inspire health equity at population level? 



Can we make this analogy 

work for trails? 



Think beyond the public 
access and the actual 

physical structure. It’s also 
about intentional efforts 
for inclusion, creating a 

space where everyone can 
have their own unique and 

important experience. 

Elk River Hiking Trail, Elk City State Park, KS



JC Harmon High School 
Walking Trail… 
so much more than                                                        
a strip of concrete! 

THIS is part of the 
bigger picture! 



“We’re building a trail.” 

“We’re changing the world.” 

VS.



THAT is the 
message to 
convey to 

health funders. 



Working with    
philanthropy 

requires a different 
set of tools. 



Less about Pulaski’s… 
More about 

Partnerships, People 
and Possibilities

Less single focus
(“build more trail”); 

more big picture 
(“what does this trail 

represent?”)

Less about 
Benchcutting… 

More about Cross-
cutting Collaboration 

and Community 
Connectivity



Get (even more) familiar with these phrases…
• Social Determinants of Health (SDoH)

• Upstream, Downstream (“Water Always Wins” LOL)

• Health Equity and DEIB/DEIA/JEDI

• PSE’s: Policy, Systems and Environment

• Community Resiliency and its relationship to Health 

• Connection of Health Disparities to Historically Underserved Communities

• Trust-Based Philanthropy

• Access to NDHB (Nature-Derived Health Benefits)

• Notice what words are NOT on this list… (obesity, fitness, competition, etc) 

Then explain how a trail fits in the picture.



Show the How,
Where, and Why of 

trails as an 
essential part of a 

healthy 
community.  





Philanthropy is different than government funding.



It’s more like 
this… 

Not like this! 



Learn the Lingo… Grantmakers in Health 



Learn who’s out there…









Potential Funding Partner? Do some research.



Take the time to really READ the website.
• Most important – what is the service area? 
• Mission, values, philosophy 
• What do they fund? Areas of interest?

• Don’t be fooled by broad phrases like “healthy living”
• Read annual reports and lists of grant awards – then visit 

websites of successful grantees
• Sign up for any e-news type service 



Learn the protocols.
• Do they encourage phone calls and emails?

• Do they ever take unsolicited requests or RFPs only?

• You have nothing to lose by sending a polite, introductory email with 
no funding request; just information about your work, how it might 
relate to foundation’s work, ask for a brief meeting to share more. 

• Some foundations appreciate and understand the benefits of learning 
directly from those actually doing the work and welcome the 
opportunity to talk more. 

• Always stress your interest in learning about foundation’s priorities. 



Be Polite. Be Patient. Don’t be Patronizing.                                                           
Most health funders are educated, hardworking and 

passionate, juggling many variables and stressors, just like 
you. Many secretly wish they could fund EVERYTHING!  



Philanthropy is less 
interested in people 
already using trails, 
and more 
interested in those 
NOT using trails.

Sorry, not many health 
foundations will fund this guy.  



Ribbon Cutting for Jersey Creek Trail in Kansas City, Kanas 



• Remember the original goal of philanthropy – address the root 
cause of human suffering and societal injustice.

• Health philanthropy is currently leaning quite progressive – critical 
to show inclusivity. 

• Demonstrate intention to reach out to non-trail users – or share 
data if you already have. 

• The more sedentary the population, the greater ROI in regards to 
health benefits from physical activity. 



Opportunities to Illustrate Upstream Value of your Trail…

• Historically marginalized communities – BIPOC, low-income, 
differently abled; how can trails benefit their unique needs? 

• Mental health benefits of nature; role of trails 

• Healthy civic environment; role of trails 

• Areas with disproportionate low access to nature; role of trails 

• Rural – yes, rural! Lack of people does not mean access to trails.



1 in 3 Americans do not have access to 
therapeutic green space and nature.



• Communities of color are 3x more likely than white communities to live 
nature deprived places.

• 70% of low-income communities across the country live in nature-
deprived areas.

• Nature destruction has had the largest impact on low-income 
communities of color





Health Philanthropy, like most of the world, does 
not understand the care and feeding of trails. 



• If asked about trails, most people will 
think it’s the job of local 
government/municipality with a 
dedicated budget & staff. You know, like 
roads! 

• Few people realize that trails are 
birthed by a powerful (if fragile) process 
of persistent leadership, technical 
expertise, grants and fundraising, and 
volunteer sweat equity. 

• Even fewer people realize this same 
process is necessary to support these 
trails… in perpetuity (“Failure to Launch” 
) But not a bad thing! 



Stress to health funders the 
volunteer aspect of trail 

development & maintenance. 
Volunteerism is strongly correlated 

with improved mental health.



Final Reason Why Health Foundations                         
Are Not Funding Trails? 



Trails are Fun! 



Philanthropy is designed to address societal problems and 
injustices, preferably in a very upstream, permanent way.
Your challenge is to demonstrate how THIS (smiles) will 

accomplish that.  



Plus, you need to ask. 



Trails… a Direct Path to Better Health 

You were here…

Now you’re here…???

Elizabeth Burger
eburger@sunflowerfoundation.org


