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To support the continued growth of the $1.3 trillion

R E< 0 M M E N DA I I o N S outdoor recreation economy and its 5.2 million American
workers, the National Outdoor Recreation Workforce
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' and the Brad and Alys Smith Outdoor Economic

Development Collaborative at West Virginia University—
has compiled the following policy recommendations
through collaboration with colleges, universities, industry
partners, and workforce development leaders from across
the United States. This work is generously supported by
The VF Foundation.

Drawing on the expertise of institutions educating and
training the next generation of outdoor leaders,
innovators, and professionals, these recommendations are
intended to help federal and state policymakers
strengthen workforce pathways, expand training
opportunities, and ensure the outdoor recreation
WORKFORCE workforce can thrive in communities across the country.
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1. COORDINATED LANGUAGE
AND DEFINITIONS

POLICY

DESCRIPTION

UNLOCKING
POTENTIAL

FORMAL RECOGNITION OF
OUTDOOR RECREATION AS
A DISTINCT WORKFORCE
SECTOR

Establish outdoor recreation as a
formally recognized workforce sector
across federal and state workforce
systems to ensure the industry is
appropriately categorized within
workforce development programs,
occupational classifications, and
economic development initiatives.

Formal recognition would provide the foundation for better
workforce data, targeted training programs, and more
accurate labor market analysis. It would also enable workforce
boards, educational institutions, and economic development
agencies to design programs that reflect the full breadth of
outdoor recreation careers—from manufacturing, technology
and entrepreneurship, to guiding, conservation, hospitality,
and public land management.

INCLUDE OUTDOOR RECREATION
LANGUAGE IN U.S. DEPARTMENT
OF LABOR AND U.S.
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
WORKFORCE PROGRAMS

Explicitly include outdoor recreation as an
eligible sector within U.S. Department of
Labor and U.S. Department of Education
workforce programs and guidance,
iIncluding programs administered under the
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act
(WIOA), Registered Apprenticeships,
youth employment initiatives, sector
partnership programs, federal Career and
Technical Education (CTE) and programs,
including Perkins V. Encourage states and
school districts to develop outdoor
recreation career pathways.

Including outdoor recreation within Department of Labor and CTE

programs would expand early-career exposure and training opportunities,

unlock access to existing workforce training resources, and enable local
workforce boards to support outdoor industry employers and training
providers. This would expand opportunities for job seekers while helping
employers fill critical workforce gaps in industries such as guiding,
outdoor retail, equipment manufacturing, hospitality, and conservation.
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2.FUNDING AND INCENTIVES

POLICY

DESCRIPTION

UNLOCKING
POTENTIAL

FEDERAL FUNDING AND
INCENTIVES FOR COLLEGES
AND UNIVERSITIES TO
CONDUCT OUTDOOR
RECREATION WORKFORCE
RESEARCH

Provide dedicated funding opportunities
for colleges and universities to conduct
research on the outdoor recreation
workforce, including labor market needs,
salaries, wages, and compensation,
seasonality and year-round employment
patterns, skill gaps, workforce trends,
career pathways, and other emergent
topics (e.qg., rural development and
health intersections).

Better research and data will help policymakers, educators,
and industry leaders understand the evolving needs of the
outdoor workforce and design training programs that align
with employer demand. This research can also help improve
workforce planning, identify emerging career opportunities
and interdisciplinary approaches, and support evidence-
based policy decisions.

ADAPT EXISTING, AND
SUPPORT NEW FUNDING AND
INCENTIVES FOR

OUTDOOR RECREATION
APPRENTICESHIPS AND
CAREER PATHWAYS

Modernize existing federal workforce,
economic development, and education
funding programs to explicitly include
outdoor recreation as an eligible sector, and
develop new federal and state investments
or incentives that support the creation and
expansion of apprenticeships, internships,
early college courses, and other structured
career pathways within the outdoor
recreation industry. Encourage coordination
across agencies.

Outdoor recreation careers often rely on hands-on training
and field-based experience. Expanding apprenticeships
and career pathway programs would help employers train
workers with the specialized skills needed for outdoor
occupations and encourage development of
interdisciplinary pathways while providing workers with
clearer career advancement opportunities and long-term
career stability.
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3.REGIONAL WORKFORCE INNOVATIONS

POLICY

DESCRIPTION

UNLOCKING
POTENTIAL

INVESTMENTS OR
INCENTIVES TO HELP
DEVELOP REGIONAL
OUTDOOR WORKFORCE
PARTNERSHIPS

Provide funding or incentives (like
Outdoor Workforce Zones) that
encourage collaboration among
employers, colleges and universities,
workforce boards, state outdoor
recreation offices, tribes, nonprofits, and
government agencies to develop

regional outdoor workforce partnerships.

Regional partnerships allow institutions and employers to
align training programs with real workforce needs, share
resources, and build scalable workforce solutions. These
partnerships can help develop internships, apprenticeships,
and applied learning opportunities that connect students
and job seekers directly with outdoor employers. Outdoor
Workforce Zones would concentrate resources in
communities where outdoor recreation plays a major
economic role, helping build regional workforce pipelines,
incentivizing incubators and accelerators, and attracting
investment. These zones could support training
infrastructure, employer partnerships, sustainable tourism
management, and workforce housing solutions in gateway
and rural communities where outdoor recreation jobs are
concentrated.

HOUSING AND COST-OF-
LIVING RESEARCH ON
INTERVENTIONS FOR
OUTDOOR RECREATION
WORKERS

Develop policies and programs
that address seasonal and year-
round housing affordability and
cost-of-living challenges faced
by outdoor recreation workers in
gateway communities and other
regions with strong outdoor
economies.

Housing affordability is one of the most
significant barriers to workforce
recruitment and retention in outdoor
recreation communities. Addressing
these challenges would help employers
attract and retain workers, support
year-round career opportunities, and
ensure that workers can live in the
communities where outdoor recreation
jobs are located.
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4. CAREER PATHWAYS

POLICY

DESCRIPTION

UNLOCKING
POTENTIAL

BOLSTER CAREER PATHWAYS
FOR OUTDOOR RECREATION
PROFESSIONALS, WITH
EMPHASIS ON YOUTH

Strengthen and expand career pathways
that prepare and transition young people
and early-career professionals into
recreation, conservation, and land
management roles within federal, state,
local, and municipal agencies. This
includes enhancing internship programs,
youth corps initiatives, and partnerships
between government agencies,
educational institutions, and nonprofit
organizations that provide training and
hands-on experience in outdoor recreation
management and stewardship.

The outdoor recreation workforce must compete for
prospective workers just as any other mature sector
of the economy does. By highlighting the diversity
and quality of technical and interpersonal skill
development acquired in the outdoor workforce, as
well as quality-of-life benefits, the outdoor recreation
workforce can establish its value to prospective talent
from diverse backgrounds.

OUTDOOR RECREATION

WORKFORCE
COMPENSATION AND
BENEFIT STUDIES

Collect better data on
outdoor recreation
compensation and benefits
across roles and career paths
to inform talent, identify areas
of strength, and note
opportunities for increased
attention/improvement.

Current compensation and benefit
research is regional, incomplete, or
utilizes varying definitions of outdoor jobs
and roles. More widespread research can
help increase the sophistication of talent
recruitment and retention in the outdoor
industry.
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Together, these recommendations
outline a pathway for strengthening the
workforce that powers the nation’s $1.3
trillion outdoor recreation economy. By
improving recognition of outdoor
careers, aligning federal workforce and
education programs, supporting
regional partnerships, and addressing
barriers faced by workers and
employers, federal and state
governments can help ensure the
outdoor recreation workforce remains
strong, resilient, and accessible to the
next generation of professionals.

The National Outdoor Recreation
Workforce Consortium and its member
institutions stand ready to partner
with policymakers to advance these
solutions and build a modern
workforce system that supports
communities, public lands, and the
continued growth of the outdoor
recreation economy.
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