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Engaging youth and 
embracing diversity

through change 

keeping up and 
keeping it real

CA Trails and Greenways Conference 2011

Nina S. Roberts, Ph.D.
Director, Pacific Leadership Institute

Associate Professor, SF State University

(Source:  Census.gov)
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308 m

2100
over 
500m!

9.2%

Four Demographic Trends that Matter Most
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50.4                     35.3
196.8                   194.5

37.6                     33.9
14.4 10.1

2.2                      2.0
>1.0                    >1.0 
>1.0                    >1.0
9.0 7.0

(millions)

42.7%

42.5%

Note:  Racial groups include only non-Hispanics.  Hispanics are of any race

(Source:  Census 2010, Pew Research Center, 2010)

2010 U.S. Population (308,746 million)
Racial Demographics

Projected U.S. Population
Racial Demographics:  2050

1 out of every 6
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20%    
since    
2000

Photo: Mavin

People of 
color

make up over 
62% of 

California's 
population
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Foreign 
Born

26.8%

(U.S. Census, 2010)

“home to more than 25 percent of 
the nation’s immigrants”
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Nearly 8% Between ages 13 and 17
(2.8 million youngsters!)

30% live in households earning less than $40,000/yr

37% live in households earning more than $80,000/yr 

(Source: Public Policy Institute of CA, 2009)

47% Hispanic/Latino
31% White
14%     Native American
10% Asian/Pacific Islander
8% African American/Black

Approximately 1.5 million children 
between the ages of 5 and 13 lack 

access to afterschool programs in CA

(Source: CalSac2010, CJCJ2009)

The decline in youth incarceration over the last 
decade coincides with the largest decline in 

youth crime rates ever recorded in CA

Childhood obesity rates have 
skyrocketed in CA ~ 

32% of adolescents ages 12 to 17 
and 1-in-3 children ages 9-11 

are at risk of, or already 
“overweight”

What’s up with the kids!?
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Trendsetting
Recognizing the power of 

being first, they constantly 
seek the opportunity 

for something new

Entertainment
Part of the absorption mentality!

To get their attention
it has to be engaging

Technology
Using technology to multi-task, 

retain “speed” and gather information 
is an integral part of their lives

(Source: ChildTrends, 2008; Columbia University, 2007; “Teens Today”, 2005))
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The “faster is better” generation!

• Generation “X” More attracted to extreme sports. Teens now 
treat a near-death experience as a “badge of honor” or right of 
passage

• Youth culture:   Reflected in music, sports, fashion, car design, 
magazines, advertising, entertainment (TV, movies, video 
games) . . . 

How can you tap into all THAT?

(OIF, 2010; NSRE 2009; NRPA, 2008)

3 out of every 10 Black and Latino children under age 18 live in 
neighborhoods that are “never or sometimes safe” 

compared to 1 in 10 white children

(Source: DOE, 2007; NRPA 2008)

Yet what about neighborhood safety?
(including parks & playgrounds)

1960

Caution:

Children 
at 

Play

Drug and
Gun 

Free Zone

2000
Juveniles are now 

responsible for 1 in 5 
violent crimes

(S
ou

rc
e:

  D
O

J,
 2

00
9)



7/11/2011

6

“You don’t plan your future, 
you just take it as it comes. 
Life’s a constant struggle ‘cuz
you can’t count on anything. 
You don’t know for sure 
what’s even gonna happen the 
next day. 

You could get shot walkin’ 
down the street. You get more 
respect for carryin’ a Uzi than 
for goin’ to school  .  . .

. . .Ain’t nobody gonna
cheer you on with “I hope 
you do well, go onto college 
now ya hear.”  Lyin’ by 
getting’ high, drinkin’ beer, 
smokin’ weed, lyin’! Yeah, 
boy, that’s our future.  

The future be dead.”

(Source:  Urban Sanctuaries)

Makes it challenging to determine “relevance”

Relevance is the foundation for 
people to care about what happens to 
trails/parks and the larger categories 
of resources that they represent

Means people see trails as related 
to their own interests, fitting into 
their lifestyles, integral to their 
cultures and responding to their 
own sense of enjoyment

“A degraded environment leads to poor 
health, and lack of education … if kids do 

poorly in school they sometimes end up in 
jail … We need to give them something to 
believe in, and something to hold on to!”

~  Majora Carter
Founder, Sustainable South Bronx

“100 Most Creative People in Business”

Major youth influences over 60 years  
what do they believe in? 

who are they listening to?!

1950

Home
School
Church
Peers
Television

2009

Peers
Hip Hop Music
Television
Home
School 

(Child Trends Databank, 2009; Harris, 2008) (P
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“Street life… it’s the only life I know...”

~ The Crusaders, 1975

Drop out rates, overall, have declined in the 
last 10 years YET Latino youth = Highest H.S. 

drop out rate at 41% nationwide 

Blacks = Historic low of 11% 
Asians = only 3%

(Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 2009)

It costs approximately $30,000 to incarcerate a 
juvenile offender for one year.  If that money were 
available to Parks and Recreation, we could:

(Source:  MRPA Review, 2003)

Take him swimming twice a week for 5 months

Give him 4 hours at the 
zoo plus lunch

Enroll him in 50 
community center 

programs

Give him 2-weeks of tennis lessons

Enroll him in 2-weeks of day camp

Let him play three rounds of golf

Participate in 1 fishing clinic

Take a 4-week pottery class

(Source:  MRPA Review, 2003)

After which, we could return to you
$29,125 and one much happier kid!

(Source:  MRPA Review, 2003)(P
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(Source:  CA Dept of Justice, 2008)

CA Youth Imprisonment  1960-2009

300

Teens overcoming challenges can 
start in the great outdoors!

Studies across the U.S. have found that children/youth 
who directly experience the natural world are healthier in 
every major way —

Intellectually, emotionally, socially, spiritually, physically

(Chawla, 2009; CORP, 2008; NRPA, 2009; Wells, 2002) 

Studies show local park facilities and 
programs help reduce crime and 

juvenile delinquency

(Source:  NSRE, 2009; NRPA, 2008)
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Most people are introduced to the 
outdoors between ages 5 and 18

(NSRE, 2005; OIF, 2010)
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(Source:  OIF, 2010) (Source:  OIF, 2010; NSRE 2002)

Gateway Activities

fishing, running,
camping, bicycling and

hiking . . .

. . .often lead
to participation in other

outdoor activities
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Urban youth who skateboard: 

More  likely to take part in other “traditional”
outdoor activities such as: 

• Camping (41%)  (RV/car/backyard)

• Fishing (47%)

• Day hiking (24%) ( OIF, 2007)

So why don’t some kids 
spend time outside more 

often or at all?

Youth ages 6 to 17 who do not 
participate in outdoor activities 
cite a lack of interest as their 
primary constraint 

“FUN” is the most 
common motivation for 
participating in outdoor 
activities

(Source:  OIF, 2010)

School-work is the number one reason African American, 
Asian/Pacific Islander and Hispanic youth ages 6 to 17 

don’t get outdoors more often 

(Source:  OIF, 2010)
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keep it real ~

• “I’m afraid”

• “I might get dirty”

• “I don’t know 
what’s out there”

• “None of my 
friends want to go”

• “I don’t feel 
comfortable there”

(Outley, 2009; Roberts, 2003)  

Significance of language as 
a barrier to participation in 
outdoor activities among 
Hispanics/Latinos depends 
greatly on age

Among ages 45+ and up
40% = language is a barrier

Among younger Hispanics 
the percentage was far less

(Source: OIF, Pew Research Center, 2009)

Nearly one-third 
(31.3%) 
Californians 
‘agreed’ that 
they do not feel 
safe using 
certain outdoor 
recreation areas 
and facilities

(Source: CORP, 2008)

When youth were asked to select 
actions that could help them 

participate in outdoor activities 
“more often” . . .

1) more recreation opportunities 
closer to their home (65%)

2) providing areas for activities that
are just for kids their age (56%)

(Source:  CORP, 2009)
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San Francisco voters passed 
Clean and Safe Neighborhoods Parks Bond (2008) - $185 million!   

$5m allocated to the SF Urban Trails Program 

To improve access and connectivity, promote conservation of natural 
resources and sensitive habitat, and to improve public safety

(CA Recreational Trails Plan, Progress Report, 2011; Clean and Safe Neighborhood Parks Bond Report2008)

Programs in Action
Resources for Change

Change =Action

Ph
ot

o 
N

in
a:

 R
ob

er
ts

outdoornation.org
SF July 29-31, 2011
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“All Snoop Dogg has 
to do is go camping 
in Yosemite and it 
would change the 

world.  If Oprah 
Winfrey went on a 

road trip to the 
national parks, it 

would do more than 
I have done in my 

whole career.”

“It is so not true that black people don’t 
go camping.  Our family has camped for 
more than 25yrs.  I am very proud to 
know there is one black ranger 
employed there.  Looking forward to 
seeing more.  Camping is addictive! 
Enjoy your next trip…” 

(Source: blog.oprah.com)

Oprah Visits Yosemite National Park 

“My family and I are the 1% 
of African Americans that 
visit Yosemite regularly.  It 

makes me sad to know 
other black people will 

never take the chance to 
behold the beauty that 

God created”
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Why does all this matter?

People of Color = Natural Green Allies
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(Photos: Nina Roberts)

The New Demographics: 
Power in Numbers

• There are over 110 million people of color in 
the U.S. today

• More voters and more elected officials 
means increased political power 

• Growth sectors represent new “business” 
opportunities

Growth Sectors Among Ethnic Minorities Represent New 
Opportunities for Outdoor Recreation
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Enjoying increased 
buying power! 

(American Multicultural Marketing, 2009)

People of color 
represent one of 

the fastest 
growing sectors in 
the travel industry
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Letter to a “Big 10” environmental organization CEO

July 2010

“Expanding the Palette is a racist, anti-White article.  You should 
print an apology, but you won’t because you suffer from White Guilt.

These immigrant families are economic immigrants.  They don’t give 
a damn about the United States and its national parks. They want to 

establish their culture, language and religion in the United States.  
They want ethnic Diasporas in America.  

To them, the United States is an ATM, 

not a country with a rich history and culture”
~ Resident of CA
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What will you do to help 
break down the barriers?
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How can you make a difference
with young people today?

Engage through effective communication

Empower by providing roles & responsibilities

Encourage by offering leadership opportunities

“Change is certain, but we 
tend to resist changes we 
don't understand. Help one 
another understand what 
we foresee.  Let us shape 
the future, not fight it.”  

~ Robert Stanton 
DOI Deputy Assistant Secretary 

for Policy, Management and 
Budget

(Former NPS Director)

Without kids in parks 
and on trails!?
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