
IMBA 1999 Advocacy Survey Summary

In May 1999 the International Mountain Bicycling Association (IMBA) conducted a postcard
advocacy survey of members and non-member mountain bikers. The survey focused on
overall impressions about trail access, IMBA's role in keeping trails open and the best
methods for improving local mountain biking opportunities.
IMBA mailed 1,000 survey postcards, half to members and half to non-members. 215 were
returned (21.5%). Members were more diligent in completing the survey than non-
members, with return rates of 33% and 10% respectively.
In sum, the majority of respondents said trail access for mountain bikers is better today
than it was three, five and ten years ago. Fifty-seven percent of respondents who expressed
an opinion said IMBA is playing a significant or crucial role in improving opportunities for
mountain bikers. Seventy percent of respondents said there are more or the same number
of trails open today as there were two years ago. Fifty-six percent of respondents said IMBA
should focus on improving interaction with land managers and/or political action and
lobbying. Finally, IMBA members who responded to the survey reported participating in an
average of 18.8 trail work hours in 1998.
The first question of the survey asked "Is trail access for mountain bikers generally better or
worse than it was one, three, five and ten years ago?" Summaries of responses to this
question are as follows. Each chart represents access today versus access dates listed on
the top of the chart:



75% of those surveyed said mountain bike access is better or the same as it was one year
ago, and 65% said mountain bike access is better or the same as it was three years ago.
While the results comparing 1999 and five/10 years ago may appear on the surface to be
less optimistic, in actuality the opposite is true. Both of these categories had a large number
of people who answered "don't know" or "no opinion." This can be explained by the fact that
10 years ago there was a fraction of the total riders that there are today. If the survey
results are examined minus these two categories, the vast majority of people believe access
in 1999 is better or the same as in the past. Using this criteria, 73% of those surveyed said
access is better or the same as five years ago (52% better), and 61% said access is better
or the same as ten years ago (50% better).
Interestingly, non-members seem to be slightly more optimistic about trail access than
IMBA members. Members chose the "worse" category more frequently than non-members.
The differences were slight - between 3% and 13% - but consistent. There are a number of
possible explanations for this:

• Members are more knowledgeable about access conditions - through IMBA Trail
News, clubs, etc. They may have a more realistic view of trail access.

• Members may be so involved in local issues that they perhaps lack a certain
perspective about the overall picture. Certainly members hear more about closures
than non-members, which may make them less likely to remember trails that have
been successfully opened or restored. Perhaps IMBA needs to do a better job
promoting our successes to our members.

• Non-members don't believe there is much of an access problem. This may be a key
reason they haven't joined.

Overall, mountain bikers believe access is better today than it has been in the past decade.
This basic fact is an indication that the work IMBA is doing is paying off, at least in terms of
public perception.



Question two asked, "What role has IMBA played in improving your opportunities as a
mountain biker?" Again, the results were positive, as the chart below displays:

This graph clearly shows that the majority - 57% overall -- of those surveyed say IMBA
plays a crucial or significant role in improving opportunities for mountain bikers. Not
surprisingly, members feel even stronger about IMBA: 63% said IMBA has a crucial or
significant role in trail access. Only 5% of those surveyed said IMBA plays no role in
improving conditions for mountain bikers. This was true with members and non-members
alike.
These results display that there are a large number of people who are not familiar with
IMBA's role in support of mountain biking. Of non-members surveyed, 32% do not know
what IMBA does for the sport.
The third question asked, "Are there more, fewer, or the same number of miles of trail open
to mountain bikes now than there were 2 years ago?" The results were as follows:

The results here are very similar to those found in the first question. Of those surveyed, 70
percent claim there are more or the same number of trails open today for mountain bike
use as there were two years ago. In addition, 36% attest to having more trail miles in their
area. This suggests that conditions are not just remaining status quo, but are actually
improving. Numbers between members and non-members varied little on this question.
It would be remiss to ignore the fact that 20% of those surveyed said there were fewer
trails open in their area. One of five mountain bikers lives in a place where trails are being



closed faster than they are being opened. There is much more work to be done by IMBA and
mountain bikers across the United States.
Question four is perhaps the most significant in the survey. It asks, "What's the single best
way that IMBA can help improve your local mountain biking opportunities?" The results are
as follows:

Mountain bikers have strong opinions about what IMBA should do to improve riding
opportunities. Interacting with land managers combined with political lobbying garnered
56% of the support of those surveyed. Two other popular methods selected were building
up the sport's image (17%) and encouraging more volunteerism (14%). While these options
only represent 50% of possible answers (there was an eighth option "We're doing okay, we
don't need IMBA's help" that received no votes) they account for 87% of the actual
answers. This is a staggering percentage, and should help IMBA focus its advocacy efforts
more on these methods.
Interestingly, only 3% of those surveyed said education was the single most important way
to improve mountain biking opportunities. It is true that education -- teaching etiquette,
proper trail techniques - may not directly prevent an imminent closure. These situations call
for more urgent action, and this was expressed by those surveyed. Yet education builds the
roots that lead to proper riding manners, correct trail building techniques and other factors
that are essential to keeping trails open. In addition, one could argue that at least three of
the options that accounted for the 87% selected - political lobbying, land manager
interaction and improving the sport's image -- are directly tied to education. While these
three methods may not be the typical image of classroom teaching, they all involve giving
someone information to make an informed decision: the very definition of education.
Education by itself does not seem as proactive as some of the other methods in the survey,
which seems to be a likely reason why it was not the first option selected.
Conversely, what might be perceived by some as the most proactive method in the survey,
lawsuits against agencies that set unwarranted trail restrictions, garnered a low 3% support
rating. This is significant because lawsuits, unlike education, are a very direct way to battle
trail closures. Yet those surveyed, including non-members, overwhelmingly rejected
lawsuits as a method IMBA should pursue.
There was some disagreement between non-members and members on the question of
what is the single best way to improve local mountain biking opportunities. The results are
displayed on the following chart:



The most significant difference between members and non-members was found with the
options "Land manager interaction" and "Improve mountain biking's image." Among
members, 33% chose "land manager interaction" as the best way to improve MTB
opportunities, while 23% of non-members chose this option. Conversely, 29% of non-
members selected "improving mountain biking's image" as the most effective method
versus 13% for members.
IMBA members, who are probably more in tune to the processes of opening a trail, naturally
will favor interaction with land managers. It is a process they are quite familiar with. That
said, it's important to recognize and act on the non-members' choice to improve the sport's
image.
Finally, this survey asks members and non-members to "tell us how many hours of
volunteer work (trailwork, attend public meetings, etc.) you did in 1998." Here are the
results:

While not quite reaching the aspirations of IMBA's 20-20-20 vision, these numbers are
impressive. If the average member is participating in 18.8 hours of trail work, multiplied by
15,000 members, the result is 282,000 hours of trail work in 1998 by IMBA members
The average hours of trailwork figure may not be statistically valid. It is possible that people
who responded to the survey are people who are also more likely to participate in trailwork:
they're doers. Yet even if these numbers are discounted, it still equates to a huge amount of
sweat equity put into trails by IMBA members.



Another surprising result from this question is that responding non-members participate in
an average of 9.6 trailwork hours per year. It's encouraging to see that the concept of
sweat equity is inspiring mountain bikers not involved with IMBA.

Conclusion

IMBA's 1999 Advocacy Survey sheds light on mountain bikers' viewpoints about trail access,
and also provides valuable information about the direction IMBA should take in the future.
While it is important to receive feedback from all possible sources - land managers, industry
leaders and access gurus - the opinion of the typical mountain biker is of striking
importance.
Generally, the results of the survey are positive. More trails are being opened than are
being closed. Mountain bike access has improved greatly since 1990. IMBA members are
putting large amounts of time into keeping trails open. A discernable number of non-IMBA
members are participating in trailwork.
Methods that IMBA currently utilizes to keep trails open - land manager interaction,
encouraging volunteerism, political lobbying and improving the sport's image - are strongly
supported by mountain bikers across the United States. Based on the results of the survey,
these are tactics that IMBA should continue to employ. IMBA members and non-members
overwhelmingly favor positive, consensus-building methods to gain trail access instead of
lawsuits against agencies.
The survey also raises some points of concern. A large percentage of mountain bikers
continue to experience trail closures in their area. There are also cyclists who know very
little or nothing about IMBA. The results of this survey show that IMBA is definitely heading
in the right direction, but that there is still a great deal of work to be done.
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