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“I just don’t know where to find the volunteers that 

have the skills I need to get our Forest’s particular 

projects done.”
~ 2019 National Trail Survey



Need for Consistent, Accessible, 
High-Quality Trails Training

Our challenge is to develop or renew relationships between 

NGOs and the FLMAs which takes levels of coordination and 

leadership that has only begun to become established or 

coordinated. 



Need for Trails Training

Surveys Conducted

§ 2011 National Trail 
Training Needs Survey

§ 2019 Active Strategies 
Market Research on the 
Trails Industry

§ 2019-2021 Regional 
Training Needs Survey

Needs Identified

§ 65.6% - Publicizing and 
promoting training 
opportunities

§ 64.4% - Coordinating 
workshops and 
instructors for local 
host sponsorship

§ 59.8% - Helping 
groups/agencies 
develop local training 
programs

Why Should We Care

§ Growth in the need for 
trails is requiring a high 
level of consistent skills

§ Persistent trail 
maintenance backlog 
on public lands requires 
a more sustainable trail 
system

§ Retirement and aging 
out of existing trail skills 
require a pathway for 
the next generation of 
trail professionals



(/"$(')*+$01*++,$2'&3"45$6&)+,$

A%"#./&-."/.#3%,7&,2&

/.;.-17,2@)&N,2"-,K,2@&"2/&

="2"@,2@&5%.&$1#.&

$1=7.5.2$,.3&"2/&

J4,-/,2@&"&3%"#./&

$1==42,58&1N&7#"$5,$.&

M.J&7-"5N1#=G

?(@")+A$&"&7/">+,+/)&/;&
2"(,)$(%

<&#1J435&35"B.%1-/.#&

145#."$%&7#1$.33&

,2$-4/,2@&U./.#"-&-"2/&

="2"@.=.25&"@.2$,.3)&

?RV3)&5#,J.3&"2/&5#,J"-&

1#@"2,K"5,123)&"2/&

"$"/.=,"G&

9",+/)">&3$,&/;&7/($&
7/#B$,$)8+$%

0122.$5,2@&"--&M,5%&

5#",2,2@3&,25.@#"5./&M,5%&

5%.&"@#../&4712&$1#.&

$1=7.5.2$,.3&"2/&

/.-,;.#./&J8&3B,--./&

@1;.#2=.25"-)&N1#D7#1N,5)&

"2/&2127#1N,5&7#1;,/.#3G

->+@)&C("+>%&C("+)+)@%&
9",+/)D+.$

!"#$
%&'()*+*$
,-.)/



Trail 
Competency 
Framework 
Project

PURPOSE
This project sought to enhance professionalism as well as a 
higher level of skill for those working in trails through shared 
language around trail skills and expertise. 

Our purpose was to develop a competency framework that 
would create opportunities to align, integrate and coordinate 
trail trainings nationwide; communicate needs for technical 
trail expertise; and increase the overall skill level of the trail 
workforce.
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Why now? Outdoor Participation is growing

2021 Outdoor Participation Trends Report (2021). Outdoor Foundation. https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/03/2021-Outdoor-Participation-Trends-Report.pdf

https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/2021-Outdoor-Participation-Trends-Report.pdf


Why now?

Great American Outdoors Act
• Up to $1.6 billion invested annually for deferred 

maintenance projects on public lands & at tribal schools
• Support of tens of thousands of jobs
• Seeking to improve public access and visitor experiences
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Future Initiatives
Guide the 
development of the 
web platform (Trail 
Skills Finder).

Met Consistently in 
2021 & 2022
Drafted initial Core 
Competencies and 
definitions, provided 
structure, led Expert 
Outreach, and 
oversaw process.

NATIONAL TRAIL 
TRAINING CORE 
COMPETENCY 
TEAM
Representation from

• American Trails
• Bureau of Land 

Management
• Eppley Institute for Parks 

and Public Lands
• Federal Highway 

Administration
• National Park Service
• Professional TrailBuilders 

Association
• Trailhead Consultants
• United States Forest Service
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Employing a Modified Delphi study design to develop and validate this set of core competencies, the 
study adopted a two-phase approach. 

Study Design

Phase 1: Draft Competency Statements

Drafted competency statements from existing 
literature in the field and the input of the 
project team members.

Phase 2: Online Feedback

Employed an online survey. This survey 
sought feedback on several measures per 
competency: 
§ Level of consensus (seeking 90%)
§ Agreement for each skill level. More than 

500 participants were recruited through 
expert referral & snowball sampling.



Consensus Standards
Research suggests that 
minimum consensus 
levels can be set as low 
as majority consensus 
or up to and exceeding 
70% agreement 
(Keeney et al., 2011). 

90% Threshold
With this context, the 
project team chose 90% 
agreement. This higher 
threshold was selected 
to provide further 
validation to the 
resulting competency 
framework

Determining Consensus
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Survey Snapshot
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Survey Respondents by Institutional Category

Study Participants by Years of Trail Experience



Survey 
Respondents 

Profile
(continued)

U.S. State of Respondents



Competency Framework

1. Trail Construction
2. Trail Maintenance
3. Project Preparation
4. Project Planning & Design
5. Project & Crew 

Management
6. Program Administration & 

Leadership

Construction Specifications
Corridor Clearing
Hand-Built Trail Construction
Mechanized Trail Construction
Trail Finishwork
Water Management/Drainage 
Features
Water Crossing Structures
Retaining Walls
Tread Hardening
Trailside Structures / 
Dispersed Recreation
Decommissioning Trails

Maintenance Specifications
Inventory & Assessment
Corridor Clearing: Power tools
Corridor clearing: Hand tools
Tread Maintenance - Hand 
tools
Tread Maintenance -
Mechanized Equipment
Drainage Features/Water 
Management

Land Use Plan Alignment
Define Purpose and Need of 
Project
Corridor Planning
Stakeholder Engagement
Justice, Equity, Diversity, and 
Inclusion (JEDI) Principles

Project Cost Estimation
Implementation Plan
Trail Specifications
Design
Trail Plans
Interpretation
Permitting
Universal Design/ADA 
Accessibility

Crew Recruitment
Crew Management
Jobsite Safety
Jobsite Risk Management
Performance Management
Field-based Resource Protection

Program Budgeting
Communications
Contract Administration
Education and Public Outreach
Funding/Grants
Inspections/Monitoring
Partnership and Collaboration
Policy/Directives/Law
Visitor Use Management and 
Monitoring
Agreement Development



Example: Trail Maintenance



Example: Project Planning and Design



Specialty 
Group Suggested Specialty Competency

Original

Relocated • Visitor Communications
• Trail Use Permits

Additions

• MTB-optimized trails
• Bike Parks and trails
• Blasting
• Bridge Design/Construction; 

Boardwalk Design/Construction
• Data/GIS/Mapping
• Horsemanship, Packing & Stock 

Management
• Paved Trails
• Rigging/Highlining

• Road to Trail Conversion
• Stonework
• Turn Development (Climbing turn, 

Switchbacks)
• Technical Trail Features (TTF)
• Viewing Platforms
• Water Trail Put-in/Take-out
• Equestrian Trail
• OHV Trail

• Aviation/helicopter support 
• Rail trail management/construction 
• Multi/shared-use and/or adaptive 

trails, including motorized & non-
motorized (MTB, hiking, snowshoeing, 
cross-country ski, surfaced trail) 

• Emergency Response (e.g., Wilderness 
First Aid)

• Special tool/equipment use (e.g., 

clinometer, welding/fabricating, saws)
• Advanced drainage structures (e.g., 

french drains, groundwater seeps, 
ledge drainage)

• Backcountry travel
• Leased land or easement projects

Revised List of Specialty Competencies
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TrailSkills.org 
Shared Community of Practice Website

American Trails will lead in the development of a shared community of practice virtual space in which all 

of the trails community can be excited to fully engage and support into the future. The home for this new 

initiative will be “www.TrailSkills.org" and will be managed and maintained by American Trails, with the 

support of the full trails community. Key elements of this platform include: A universally agreed upon set 

of Trail Training Core Competencies, a Trail Skills Finder for connecting individuals and organizations, 

and a Training Calendar and Resource Center.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wJhw4q2iof0

http://www.trailskills.org/
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