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Executive Summary

Overview

MYPath Trail System, located in Owen County, Indiana, has partnered with Indiana
University's O'Neill School of Public and Environmental Affairs and the Center for
Rural Engagement to seek recommendations on future trail expansion. The
MYPath Trail System is an important asset for the local community’s health, pride,
and economic revitalization. MYPath must grow its community engagement and
marketing strategies, speak to the economic impact of the trail, and strategically
prepare for expansion efforts. This report offers in-depth recommendations on
trail expansion strategies that maintain and uplift community values.

Background

Owen County is a rural community that faces challenges of a declining and aging
population, limited funds, and sparse development opportunities. At the same
time, outdoor recreation has become increasingly important following the COVID-
19 pandemic. Notably, trails have proven benefits for rural communities, including
free recreational opportunities, stronger community identity, tourism, and
economic growth.

The MYPath Trail System is an impactful value-add to Owen County. The existence
of the trail — and the opportunity to expand it — positions Owen County to develop,
maintain, attract, and strengthen its local community.

The Project

MYPath is a network of multi-use trails and sidewalks that extend from the local
YMCA to a trailhead located along the White River. The short-term goal is to
expand the trail to connect to McCormick’s Creek State Park, while the long-term
goal is to connect with regional trail systems throughout Indiana.

MYPath has recognized three areas in which strategic support will help generate
community buy-in for the trail and its expansion: 1) economic impact analysis, 2)
trail expansion strategy, and 3) community engagement and awareness.

Findings and Recommendations

MYPath provides a competitive advantage to the local community as it continues
to develop, and this report offers the following findings and recommendations on
trail expansion:

1) Economic Impact Analysis: Capitalize on the range of benefits that trails
provide by expanding MYPath and increasing its users.
o Trails have been shown to provide the following benefits to their
communities:
» Increasing location desirability for families and businesses;
» Facilitating placemaking and building community pride;

O’NEILL
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» Promoting an active and outdoor-focused culture;
= Improving physical and mental health for users; and
* |ncreasing property values.

o lItis projected that MYPath expansion will increase trail users.
Increased trail usage will correspond to increased dollars being spent
in the community.

o MYPath trail user spending is estimated to fall within the following
ranges per daily trail visit:

= Local User (Day Trip): $7.21 - $11.33;
= Non-Local User (Day Trip): $13.00 - $70.50; and
= QOvernight User: $98.00 - $176.98.

o The MYPath expansion will increase users, particularly overnight
users, providing economic benefits to the community of Spencer and
Owen County.

2) Trail Expansion Strategy: MYPath needs a strategic and targeted
expansion approach that amplifies community voices and intentionally
targets diverse fundraising sources.

o Establish a Trail Expansion Advisory Group to engage key
stakeholders. This diverse group will collaborate, communicate, and
guide decision-making on trail expansion efforts.

o Engage new types of volunteers in the community through targeted
efforts such as school, work, or mission-specific volunteer events.

o Ensure landowners are proactively engaged throughout expansion
efforts, as this will create trust and support for MYPath among this
key group. Explore various opportunities for parking solutions,
understand existing legal protections, and create avenues for
feedback and transparent communication with landowners.

o Explore avariety of funding opportunities to create fiscal support for
expansion. This process should include assessing corporate and
foundation funding that has previously not been utilized, as well as
maintaining and preparing for future government grant opportunities.

3) Community Engagement and Awareness: Getting more people on the trail
will increase community buy-in for expansion.

o Create more opportunities for on-trail activity and education,
including interpretive signage and exercise opportunities.

o Use the Marketing Plan provided in this report to strategically
message to and engage MYPath stakeholders. This marketing plan
will include suggestions to create mission, vision, values, and tagline
statements, streamline consistent webpage information, promote
MYPath through various social media efforts, and more.

o Lean on existing community assets and partnerships to expand
MYPath's reach, such as festivals or fairs, and address the interests
and concerns of the community to build trust.

O’NEILL
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Introduction

Trail Benefits Overview

Trails provide outdoor recreational value, but they offer much more for
communities; trails enhance local health, tourism, environmental conservation,
and economic development. Trails also contribute to long-term health
improvements, reduced transportation costs, and increased property values
(Western Transportation Institute, 2022). In smaller towns, trails are shown to
foster crucial gathering spaces and serve as free, safe environments for families,
seniors, and youth. Studies show that well-marked trails in rural communities can
lead to increased physical activity, stronger community identity, and visitor
attraction (Capital District Trails Plan, 2020). Trails can be an important
community asset.

MYPath Trail System Overview

The MYPath Trail System connects the Owen County, Indiana community through
a network of multi-use trails and sidewalks.

Originally created in 2016, MYPath was born from the community’s desire to
connect McCormick's Creek State Park to the Family YMCA in Spencer, Indiana. It
currently exists as sidewalks from the YMCA, through downtown Spencer, across
Cooper Commons Park, and along the White River on a paved, 0.8-mile-long multi-
use trail (MYPath Trail System, 2025).

The trail has become an important connection point for Owen County residents
and other regional visitors with its natural landscape and nearby local businesses.
The trail offers free family fun, a scenic place to walk or cycle, and connection to
the natural wildlife. By drawing visitors to businesses in downtown Spencer, it has
supported the recent, ongoing economic revitalization of the community.

The Owen County Community Foundation (OCCF) is a key fiscal sponsor of the
trail system. OCCF employs a MYPath Project Manager position to lead day-to-day
trail operations and management. Volunteers, including Friends of MYPath, help
maintain the trail and coordinate volunteerism opportunities and community
events. The trail system has been funded through a series of grants, including
through the Indiana Department of Natural Resources, and generous private
donations. To date, it has not relied on local tax funding from Spencer residents
(Owen County Community Foundation, 2025).

To fulfill the initial objective to connect to McCormick's Creek State Park, MYPath
intends to expand northeast along the riverfront with approximately two additional
miles of multi-use trail. In the long-term future, MYPath hopes to link with other

regional trail systems to foster interconnectedness across Indiana (MYPath Trail
System, 2025).

O’NEILL
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Expansion & Indiana University Engagement
As MYPath considers expansion, opportunities exist to further its strategic project
planning and management.

The Indiana University Center for Rural Engagement partners with rural Indiana
communities on academic and strategic approaches that support thriving Hoosier
communities. Each year, the Indiana University O’'Neill School of Public and
Environmental Affairs, the Center for Rural Engagement, and a local community
client partner for a week-long, intensive consultative project. These projects are
completed by students obtaining their Master of Public Affairs degree in an online
modality with faculty support; students from across the country stay on campus in
Bloomington and visit in person with local clients and communities. Projects
address client-identified public problems, and students produce actionable
recommendations that communities can implement (Paul H. O’Neill School of
Public and Environmental Affairs, 2025).

In August 2025, Indiana University students worked closely with the Owen County
Community Foundation MYPath Project Manager to craft strategic
recommendations to strengthen the community’s awareness, economic impacts,
and expansion strategy of the MYPath Trail System.

The following stakeholders provided insight, expertise, and guidance to U
students throughout this project:

e Kyle Hannon (MYPath Project Manager), Owen County Community
Foundation

Janet Rummel, Owen County Community Foundation

Marce Johnson, Owen County Chamber of Commerce and Economic
Development

Julie Halbig, Regional Opportunities Initiative

Kelli Witmer, Monroe County Parks and Recreation Department

Denise Line, Town of Ellettsville Planning Department

Hunter Stogsdill, Town of Spencer Council Administrator, Liaison & Facilities
Hank Duncan, City of Bloomington Planning and Transportation Department
Andrea White, Tivoli Theater

Darrel White, local resident

Jim Hardy, local resident

Terry Urban, local resident

Brandi Hamilton, local resident

Vickie Basman, local resident

Chris Bault, local resident

Bill Grandi, local resident

O’NEILL
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Stakeholders

The individuals consulted during this project represent an important, but limited
portion of the stakeholders impacted by the trail expansion effort. This report will
define stakeholders differently throughout each section, but stakeholders can
generally be thought of in the following (noncomprehensive, non-exclusive) ways:

Trail Users: Walkers; Runners; Cyclists; Skaters; Bird watchers; Dog
walkers; Residents or non-residents; Volunteers; Students; Local
community-based organizations or groups; Friends of MYPath; Any other
individual, group, or organization utilizing MYPath

Non-Trail Users: Residents or non-residents who do not currently utilize
MYPath

Local Residents: People who reside in Spencer or Owen County

Visitors or Tourists: Non-residents of Spencer or Owen County

Local Businesses: Private industry organizations that exist and engage in
the Spencer or Owen County community (prominent examples include Main
Street Coffee, Civilian Brewing Corps Brewpub, The Dragonfly Gallery, Jit's
Thai Bistro, Boston Scientific Corporation, or Cook Medical)

Local Community-Based Organizations: Nonprofit organizations that
exist and engage in the Spencer or Owen County community (prominent
examples include the Family YMCA, the Boys and Girls Club, the Tivoli
Theater, Spencer Pride, the Owen County Community Foundation, or the
Owen County Chamber of Commerce)

Local Government Organizations and Leaders: For purposes of this
report, local government organizations and leaders will refer to Spencer,
Owen County, other regional Counties, or Indiana State government entities
or individuals that work for those entities (prominent examples include
elected officials, the Town of Spencer Council Administrator, the Town of
Ellettsville Planning Department, the Monroe County Parks and Recreation
Department, or the Indiana Department of Natural Resources)

Property Owners: People or organizations that own property in Spencer or
Owen County — for purposes of this report, this typically means along the
MYPath existing or proposed trail

Donors: Individuals or organizations who contribute financially to MYPath
Volunteers: Individuals or organizations who engage in acts of volunteerism
at or on behalf of MYPath

Trail Expansion Construction-Related Vendors: Includes businesses
engaged for purposes of trail expansion construction-related needs, such as
bridge engineers, signage vendors, or other construction companies

The following report outlines research and recommendations for MYPath and the
Owen County Community Foundation.

O’NEILL
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ECONOMIC IMPACT ANALYSIS

Community trails confer multiple direct and indirect economic and other benefits
to the communities in which they are located. For Owen County, the MYPath trail
expansion provides the opportunity for significant economic benefits. Generally,
Owen County, and the town of Spencer specifically, have foundational assets that
will benefit from the continued expansion of the trail. Expansion will also address
community-identified issues, such as concerns about the size, age, and health of
their population. This analysis reviews these concerns and evaluates the benefits
the MYPath trail can bring to these areas, while also evaluating the overall
economic impact of trails.

Rural trails adjacent to state parks that connect small towns to regional hubs
across the country were selected for benchmarking. The Great Allegheny Passage,
Katy Trail, Missisquoi Valley Rail Trail, and nine Indiana trails were reviewed for the
following metrics: increased dollars spent in local economies, increased revenues
for local businesses, and increased property values. The potential economic
impact of the MYPath trail expansion was evaluated based on this benchmarking.
This analysis found that the MYPath trail expansion is expected to result in more
trail visitors due to increased access and utility of the trail, including overnight
visitors, which increases the overall economic benefit to Owen County.

Economic Observations and Potential
Benefits

Assets in Owen County

Based on reviews of existing plans and data, alongside conversations with
community stakeholders, it is clear that Owen County, including the town of
Spencer (the county seat), has many existing assets that can support continued
growth. These assets include: long-range plans and data collection for county
improvement, organized and driven community leadership, the Tivoli Theatre
renovation, Owen County events, natural attractions, and community pride.
Together, these strengths set the stage for a deeper look at Owen County’s
planning efforts, which provide the foundation for future development.

Plans and Data

Community-informed plans provide a cohesive framework for future development
efforts. Data collected about community members' interests, hopes, concerns,
opinions, and needs will support buy-in, agency, and involvement with expansion
efforts. Owen County has several relatively recent, well-developed plans (with
associated data) to thoughtfully guide its future growth. These include:

O’NEILL
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e 2019 Owen County Quality of Place and Workforce Attraction Plan (Quality
of Place and Workforce Attraction Plan 2019, 2019)

e 2020 Economic Development Strategy (2020 Owen County Economic
Development Strategy, 2020)

e 2022 Comprehensive Plan (Sweet Owen County: Our Indiana Home,
Comprehensive Plan 2022, 2022)

e 2024 Community Needs Assessment (Community Needs Assessment,
2024).

e Cooper's Commons Park Redevelopment Planning (Minnemeyer, 2025)

Each of these plans includes outdoor recreation — and, specifically, the MYPath
trail system — as a priority for Owen County. This clear, documented community
interest in MYPath is an important asset to the trail system moving forward.

Tivoli Theatre Renovation

The renovated, historic Tivoli Theatre in downtown Spencer is a point of
community pride. Nearly all community stakeholders engaged throughout this
project remarked on the transformation of downtown Spencer following the Tivoli
Theatre's reopening in 2013. At least three new businesses opened downtown
shortly after the reopening (Trotzke, 2021). As of August 2025, 22 organizations
(with one more coming soon) added locations in downtown Spencer since the
Tivoli Theatre renovation (Wallace, 2025).

Terry Urban, a longtime Spencer resident, described the transformation as “a
ghost town [to] getting downtown going” (Hamilton et al, 2025). Industry earnings
data support these observations. Owen County’s Arts, Entertainment, Recreation,
Accommodation, & Food Services median earnings have increased 33% ($14,469)
from 2013 through 2023, as shown in Figure 1 below (DataUSA: Owen County
Industries, 2025). This economic revitalization is reinforced by the county’s
vibrant calendar of cultural events, which further strengthens community identity
and attracts visitors.

Figure 1. Owen County Median Earnings by Industry (DataUSA: Owen County
Industries, 2025)

Owen County Median Earnings by Industry: Arts, Entertainment,
Recreation, Accommodation, & Food Services

$70,000
8 $60,000

Z $50,000
c $30,000
= $20,000
< $10,000

$0

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
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https://owencountycompplan.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/owen-cnty-ready-communities-plan-8-15-19.pdf
https://owencountycompplan.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/owen-cnty-ecdev-strategy-2020.pdf
https://owencountycompplan.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/adopted-owen-county-comprehensive-plan-2022-12.5.2022-reduced.pdf
https://www.owencountycf.org/issuu-embed
https://www.theowennews.org/article/plans-continue-for-restroom-and-courts-next-to-cooper-commons#:%7E:text=Plans%20continue%20for%20restroom%20and%20courts%20next%20to%20Cooper%20Commons,-By&text=The%20Parks%20Board%20of%20the,of%20Cooper%20and%20Main%20Streets.

Owen County Events

Owen County has a rich culture of community events
and festivals. The county hosts at least thirteen major
events annually (see “Owen County Annual Events” to
the right) (Owen County Festivals, 2024). It is also
home to several smaller-scale, regular events, such
as a weekly farmer’s market, concerts, and other
activities (Upcoming Events, 2025). Combined, these
diverse events demonstrate an existing culture of
community connection and gathering, an important
factor in the residents’ sense of ownership and
agency over their own economic development (Lee et
al., 2024).

Natural Attractions

As arural locale, Owen County enjoys broad open
spaces and natural environments interspersed with
agricultural lands. In a collection of “What | love about
Owen County” comments from the 2024 Community
Needs Assessment, respondents mentioned “Natural
beauty, scenery, beautiful countryside, and similar
features” at least twelve times, as well as mention of
“the White River, ... freedom, and family farms”
(Community Needs Assessment, 2024). The White
River flows through central and southern Indiana and
is a key feature of the current MYPath trail. It is also
central to MYPath's proposed expansion route. The
White River has a developed tourism infrastructure in
central Indiana, to which Owen County could link with
as its recreational capacity develops (Love the White
River, 2024).

Most notably, Owen County is home to McCormick's
Creek State Park, Indiana’s oldest state park. The
park hosted an estimated 387,511 visitors from July 1,
2023 through June 30, 2024 (the most recent year
for which data is available) (2023 / 2024 Estimated
Fiscal Year Visits for Indiana State Parks, 2024). The
State Park’s popular campgrounds have been closed
due to tornado damage since March 2023; visitation
in the year before the closure was nearly double

Owen County
Annual Events

Indiana Enchanted
Fairy Festival

Vandalia Strawberry
Festival

Ventfest

Owen County Fair
Gosport Lazy Days
Arts, Blues, & BBQ
Chicken Chuck

Apple Butter Festival
Harvest Moon Festival

Cataract Bean Dinner

Spencer Pride Festival

Fiesta Owen County

Christmas at the
Square

Source: Owen County
Festivals, 2024

current levels — 635,449 visitors in 2021-2022 (2022 / 2023 Estimated Fiscal Year
Visits for Indiana State Parks, 2023). Plans to rebuild and reopen the
campgrounds exist. MYPath's “M” stands for McCormick Creek State Park, and
current expansion plans will extend the current route to the park, allowing the
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https://www.in.gov/dnr/state-parks/parks-lakes/mccormicks-creek-state-park/
https://www.in.gov/dnr/state-parks/parks-lakes/mccormicks-creek-state-park/
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http://www.sweetowencvb.org/
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http://www.gosportlazydaysfestival.com/
http://www.in.gov/dnr/state-parks/parks-lakes/mccormicks-creek-state-park/
http://www.gosportlazydaysfestival.com/
http://www.facebook.com/theapplebutterfestival
http://www.owenvalleywinery.com/
http://www.facebook.com/CataractFire
http://spencerpride.org/
http://myowencountychamber.com/
http://myowencountychamber.com/
http://myowencountychamber.com/

community to more fully leverage this important natural attraction. Natural
attractions will continue to be a consistent asset for Owen County’s recreation
economic development efforts. These natural features draw visitors and nurture a
deep sense of local pride among residents. Community members repeatedly
describe Owen County as a place of connection and belonging, which is essential
for sustaining future development.

Figure 2. McCormick Creek State Park (Photo by Cruise America)

Community Pride

As one community stakeholder expressed, “[Spencer has] lots of connection and
pride about the community and what it does” (Hamilton et al, 2025). In its “What |
love about Owen County” responses, the 2024 Community Needs

Assessment similarly found at least twelve mentions of “great people, friendly
people, nice people” (mentioned at least twelve times); at least eight mentions of
“small-town feel”; and at least six mentions of “quiet, rural feel with a slower pace
and lower traffic and crime” (Community Needs Assessment, 2024). Indeed,
Owen County’s crime rate is just 0.1% (Metrics for Development, 2025). Pride in
community is a critical enabler of many of Owen County’s other specified assets -
redevelopment, festivals, plans, and other quality of life improvements do not
happen without interest and engagement.
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Needs Identified by Owen County

In addition to the identified assets, community conversations and existing
materials showed that Owen County has a clear interest in addressing community
concerns. Broadly, these are focused on attracting and retaining community
members and improving health conditions, as further detailed below.

Shrinking Population

The State of Indiana projects that the Owen County population will decrease by
0.1% between the 2020 and 2030 censuses, compared to a 7% increase for
Indiana as a whole, as shown in Figure 3 (Population over Time, 2025). Community
stakeholders noted that the population rate changes leveled off in 2024, but that
efforts to focus on sustained growth remained important (Halbig et al, 2025).
Further, the 2024 Community Needs Survey found that respondents were
interested in “sustained growth — not too fast” (Community Needs Assessment,
2024).

Figure 3. Owen County and Indiana State Population Over Time (Population Over
Time, 2025)

Population by Year Change 2020-2030
2020 2024 2030* Population | % Change
Owen 21,321 21851 | 21307 14 0.1%
County
Indiana | 6,484,050 | 6,924,275 | 7,013,509 529,459 8%

*Projection based on 2020 Census population estimates

Aging Population
The 2020 Census found that the median age of Owen County is 44.7 years old, 6.4

years higher than the Indiana median age (38.3 years). Additionally, 49.6% of
Owen County residents are aged 45 or older, compared to the 41.4% of Indiana
state residents aged 45 or older (Population Estimates by Age, 2024, 2024).
Further, a 2019 Owen County survey found that “almost 70% of the young people
who took [the] survey said they planned to leave Owen County or were undecided”
(Quality of Place and Workforce Attraction Plan 2019, 2019; p. 65).

Workforce Attraction

Community stakeholders noted that Owen County's economic resilience relied on
attracting new businesses and the associated workforce. Specifically, they noted
“family-friendly amenities without high monetary costs have been identified as
community needs and important to the community” (Halbig et al, 2025).
Reflecting the need to attract more residents, Owen County School District, a
major community employer, has 31 open positions as of August 6, 2025 (Openings
as of 8/6/2025, 2025).
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Health

A 2021 assessment found that 31% of Owen County’s health indicators were in the
bottom quartile of all Indiana counties. These factors included: “health factors,
length of life, premature death, adult obesity, access to exercise opportunities,
primary care physicians, dentists, social and economic factors, some college,
unemployment, children in poverty, social associations, injury deaths and long
commute — driving alone” (2021 Community Health Needs Assessment, 2021).
Specifically, Owen County faces:

e Adult obesity: Owen County has a 36.4% adult obesity rate, compared to
29.0% across Indiana.

¢ Inadequate access to exercise: 50.4% of Owen County’s population has
adequate access to exercise opportunities, compared to 84.0% across
Indiana’s total population.

¢ Reported health barriers: Owen County residents reported a lack of places
to exercise and obesity amongst residents.

Social Isolation

Community members have concerns about loneliness. MYPath Project Manager,
Kyle Hannon, observed that, “according to census records, Owen County has
2,500 people living alone in a county of less than 22,000 people” (Hannon, 2025).
Community stakeholders noted that the MYPath trail system is “also convening
groups to combat loneliness and isolation, especially among elderly folks” (Halbig
et al, 2025).

Community Benefits of Trails

Specific to Owen County, the completed MYPath trail system will connect
McCormick’s Creek State Park to downtown Spencer (please see the Trail
Expansion Strategy section of this report for additional details). The completed
trail will allow visitors at the State Park to readily access downtown Spencer’s
economic corridor, fostering spending and economic development. This will be
particularly beneficial when McCormick’s Creek campground reopens and
overnight visitors return to the area. The following information outlines how trails
benefit communities, further showcasing the economic impact the MYPath trail
expansion can have.

Location Desirability

Families and businesses often have coinciding interests in affordable
neighborhoods with a high quality of life. For example, “parks and recreation
improves the quality of life in communities and benefits the local economic
development of a region. More than 80% of corporate executives responding to a
2019 Area Development survey rated quality-of-life features as an important
factor when choosing a location for a headquarters, factory or other company
facility” (The Economic Impact of Parks, 2017). Related, families are drawn to
communities with trail amenities due to their benefits. In a community, attracting
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families and businesses creates synergy, as families seek employment and
businesses seek talent.

Placemaking and Community Pride

Placemaking brings communities together in a community-created, shared sense
of identity and culture. Trails can be a key component of placemaking that
“facilitate human connectivity and reduce isolation” (The Case for Healthy Places,
2016). Recreation, including trails, can transform towns’ vibrancy, happiness, and
sense of community (The Economic Impact of Parks, 2017; p. 10). Further, trails
can become an aspect of a town’s identity, supporting community health and
economic growth (The Trail Town Guide, 2015).

Research specific to Indiana supports these findings. In 2017, nearly half (49%) of
residents living near a trail felt that community quality improved after the trail was
completed, while only 8% reported a decrease in quality. In the same study, an
overwhelming majority (89%) of respondents reported that community pride was
an important aspect of trail development (Wolter et al, 2018).

Community support increases as trails are completed. A survey of Indiana trail
neighbors found that support for trails increased by 16% after a nearby trail was
completed (compared to when it was proposed). Neighborhood trail users value
outdoor experiences, accessibility, low (or no) cost of access, and a convenient
location. They also found multiple important benefits, including the promotion of
exercise and health (highlighted by 92% of respondents) and social interaction
(reported by 87% of respondents) (Wolter et al, 2018).

Active Living and Generational Health

Trails allow communities to develop an active, healthy culture by centering life
around outdoor activity. In an Indiana-wide trail survey, 63.5% used the trail for
physical activity, 13.5% used the trail for recreation, and others used the trail for
stress reduction, dog walking, and aesthetics (Wolter et al, 2018). The Centers for
Disease Control reports that “activity-friendly communities can contribute to
economic improvements and social well-being” by making physical activity
accessible and part of regular life (Strategies for Physical Activity Through
Community Design, 2025).

In Owen County, effective programming entices community engagement with the
trail in a few ways. MYPath's longstanding Wednesday Walks garner regular
participation rain or shine (Hannon, 2025). A 2024 Indiana Office of Community
and Rural Affairs Building Socially Connected Communities grant will support
community gatherings on the MYPath trail (Building Socially Connected
Communities, 2024; p. 5). MYPath has an agreement with the Owen County Boys
& Girls Club to use the trail as part of their programming (Hamilton et al, 2025).
The “Y” in MYPath references the YMCA, an established community center for
family activities. The trail is a flat paved surface away from traffic, offering children
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a safe place to learn to ride bicycles. Users noted regularly seeing children with
parents and grandparents on the existing MYPath trail (Hamilton et al, 2025).
Taken together, these activities are strong indicators of potential active trail use
for all ages, abilities, and interests. Further recommendations for growing such
activities can be found in the “Community Engagement and Awareness” section of
this report.

Physical and Mental Health

A 2017 study of 9 Indiana trails in urban, suburban, rural, and mixed communities
found significant positive physical and mental health benefits of community-based
multi-use trails (Wolter et al, 2018). Key findings include:

¢ Primary trail activities: biking (52%), walking (29%), and running or
jogging (19%)

¢ Primary trail user ages: 45% of trail users are 46-65 years old; 20% are
more than 65 years old; rural trails had the oldest average user age of 40
years old

e Social aspects trail use: 47% of trail users use the trail with another
person, of those, 51% use the trail with family

¢ Increased physical activity: 67% of respondents reported increased
exercise since they began to use the trail

¢ Significant health benefits: compared to non-trail-users, trail users
reported sleep improvements, less physical pain, fewer headaches, and less
worry, sadness, and anger

Increased Property Values

Trails provide a clear economic benefit for nearby homeowners. Across various
types of communities, property values consistently increase for homes near trails.
An Indiana study found that two-thirds of residents near trails reported increased
property values (Wolter et al, 2018). The National Association of Realtors found
that homes in proximity to trails experience property value increases “an average
of 3-5% and sometimes even as high as 15%" (Trails and Greenways, 2025).

Further, 61% of homeowners reported that it was easier to sell homes with
proximity to the trail (Wolter et al, 2018). A 2019 survey found that 85% of
respondents reported “that they seek high-quality parks and recreation amenities
when choosing a place to live” (The Economic Impact of Parks, 2017; p. 8).
Another survey found that 63.8% of respondents said that the presence of a trail
positively impacted their decision to buy a home in a given neighborhood, and
75% of respondents “identified a correlation between trails and a positive impact
on the quality of life in their neighborhood” (Eastin, 2025). These increases in
property values and housing desirability have a direct positive impact on
community resources, namely through property taxes and other economic drivers.
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Economic Impact Benchmarking

While the general benefits of trails are clear, it is important to understand how
these benefits may apply to Owen County. To do so, multiple case study examples
were carefully examined and selected to benchmark specific benefits: increased
spending in local economies, increased revenues for local businesses, and an
increase in property values. The selected case studies provide important,
applicable economic benefit information for MYPath, which holds true regardless
of length or other site-specific details.

Rural Trails Case Studies

The selected case studies reflect the nature of the MYPath trail under the following
criteria: rural trails, adjacent to state parks, nearby rivers, and connect small
towns to regional hubs.

Review of the selected trails demonstrates economic benefits for communities
located near trails. Across case studies, trail counters, surveys, stakeholder
working groups, and economic projection software calculate each trail's economic
impact. These tools and data may be important for MYPath's future consideration.

Greater Allegheny Passage

The Greater Allegheny Passage (GAP) is a non-motorized, 150-mile trail from
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to Cumberland, Maryland (Fourth Economy, 2021). The
GAP trail is a significant economic driver that links various towns and rural
communities. The trail receives around 1.4 million visitors annually (Fourth
Economy, 2021). Most visitors use the trail for biking, while other common uses
are day hiking or walking for exercise (Fourth Economy).

The development of Figure 4. Great Allegheny Passage Just Outside
GAP increased Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (Photo by Milo Bateman)
economic mobility
throughout its trail
impact zone. An
average user visiting
the trail spends $7.21
on the low end, and an
average overnight
visitor spends $98
(Fourth Economy,
2021). The towns along
the trail have also
experienced significant
business expansion, with 44% of businesses created to serve GAP users (Fourth
Economy, 2021). The top sectors include food & accommodation, retail, arts and
entertainment, and recreation. Over 1,393 jobs are supported by the trail, which
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have an average wage of $37,800 (Fourth Economy, 2021). Each community
nearby the trail experienced increased property values, with the median property
value increasing by 12% over 4 years across Pennsylvania and Maryland (Fourth
Economy, 2021).

Katy Trail
The Katy Trail is a unique, 240-mile trail built on the former Missouri-Kansas-

Texas Railroad that runs between Clinton and Machen, Missouri. It is the longest
developed in the country. The trail has 400,000 annual visitors. Primary uses
include biking (for non-local users) and walking (for local users) (Synergy Group,
2012). The trail connects to various Midwestern towns, offering opportunities to
explore local community cultures.

The average user Figure 5. Katy Trail State Park (Photo by Scott
spend per day along . : |

the Katy Trail is $11.33,
while an overnight user
spends on average
$122.60 (Synergy
Group, 2012). New
construction and
business expansion
along the trail have
created 267 jobs
(Synergy Group, 2012).
The increased traffic
along the trail has
benefited local
businesses. Surveyed
businesses along the
trail reported 50-75% of customers were trail users (Synergy Group, 2012). In
addition, property owners have seen a benefit in the trail being nearby. Along the
trail, 71% of property owners believed the trail would make their property easier to
sell (Bai & Stanis, 2013). However, only 56% of property owners surveyed believed
that the trail increased their property value, a deviation from the GAP trail findings
(Bai & Stanis, 2013).

Meyers)
:F J'. ,!-'r.;’.__ |

Missisquoi Valley Rail Trail

The Missisquoi Valley Rail Trail (MVRT) is a scenic, 26.3-mile crushed stone trail in
Vermont. The trail has 79,814 annual visitors (SE Group, 2023). Visitors primarily
use the trail for biking and hiking (SE Group, 2023). Along the scenic route, trail
users on average spend $11.31, and overnight users spend an average of $176.98
(SE Group, 2019). The redevelopment and increased tourism along the trail
supported 31.9 full-time equivalent jobs. Business owners experienced increased
revenues with a 20% increase in non-local traffic (SE Group, 2019). Property
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owners experienced a moderate benefit along the trail, reporting a median
increase of 3.8% in property values (SE Group, 2019).

Figure 6. MVRT (Photo by State of Vermont Department of Transportation )
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Indiana Trails Study
Indiana University's Eppley Institute selected nine of Indiana's trails for evaluation
in 2017 (Wolter et al., 2017). These include the Erie-Lackawanna, Pumpkinvine,

Ri Nickel Plate,
vergreenway, ticke! Fate Figure 7. Nickel Plate Trail (Photo from Wlklpedla)

Cardinal Greenway, Monon
Indy & Carmel, People Trail, *t.f X X
and B-line Trails. The trails e 2
vary, the longest being 62
miles and the shortest 7.5
miles. Biking is the most
popular activity along these
trails (52% of users), while
some users engaged in
walking (29%) or running or
jogging (19%). Bicycling has
increased in usership (up from
41%) since the authors’
previous study in 2001. The
average distance travelled
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while biking is nine miles, and an average of 3 miles is traveled while walking. The
average trail user spends $47.30 daily, with an average high of $77.40 on the
Monon path and an average low of $19.90 on the Columbus path. Of the
businesses that existed before the trail expansion, 60% have seen an increase in
sales. The trails also attracted new businesses (a 17% increase in businesses in
local communities). Property owners expect an 8% increase in property values.
Overall, 96% of trail neighbors felt that the trail had either a positive or neutral
effect on the resale value of their property (Wolter et al., 2017).

Benchmarking Analysis: Direct Economic Impact of MYPath Trail
Expansion Resulting From Increased Trail Users

Based on the information considered in the above case studies, this section
discusses the direct economic impact of the MYPath trail expansion on the Owen
County community. Direct economic impact will be measured in terms of dollars
spent by trail users per daily trail visit. The projected range of MYPath individual
trail user spending is calculated by benchmarking against trail user spending for
the three trails discussed in the section above (Greater Allegheny Passage Trail
(GAP), Katy Trail, and Missisquoi Valley Rail Trail (MVRT)). The analysis concludes
that the expansion of MYPath will increase the number of daily trail users and the
number of overnight trail users; these increases will have a direct, positive
economic benefit on the community by increasing the total amount of dollars
spent in the community.

Assumptions
The analysis in this section is based on the following assumptions:

e Dollars spent by trail users are dollars that would not otherwise be spent in
the community.

e Spending habits of trail users are generally consistent regardless of region
or trail length. This assumption is consistent with the Eppley Institute’'s 2017
Indiana Trail Study Summary Report, which demonstrated a lack of
correlation between trail length and user spending (Wolter et al., 2017).

Dollars Spent by Trail Users

As noted above, the GAP, Katy Trail, and the MVRT were selected as they exhibit
characteristics similar to MYPath. These trails will be used to provide an estimated
range of dollars spent by users of the MYPath Trail System. Figure 8 places trail
users into three categories (local, non-local, and overnight) and then provides the
average number of dollars spent by trail users per trail visit.
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Figure 8. Spending by User Type, in Dollars (Fourth Economy, 2021; Synergy
Group, 2012; SE Group, 2023)

User Type Trail
GAP Katy Trail MVRT
Local — day trip 7.21 11.33 11.31
Nonlocal — day trip 13.00 30.50 70.50
Overnight 98.00 122.60 176.98

Based on the user spending data for the GAP, the Katy Trail, and the MVRT,
MYPath trail user spending is estimated to fall within the following ranges per daily
trail visit:

e Local User (Day Trip): $7.21 - $11.33
e Non-Local User (Day Trip): $13.00 - $70.50
e Overnight User: $98.00 - $176.98

These ranges reflect the lowest and highest numbers in each category from the
listed comparison trails. The validity of these ranges, specifically the day trip
ranges, is supported by the Eppley Institute’s 2017 Indiana Trail Study Summary
Report, which found that the average day trip trail user spent $47.30 per daily visit
(Wolter et al., 2017). The study did not distinguish between local and non-local
users. The average day trail user spending of $47.30 is comparable to the average
day trip spending of $38.85 for the above ranges.

Trail Expansion Provides Direct Economic Benefits to the Community

The expansion of the MYPath is projected to provide direct economic benefits to
the community by increasing the amount of dollars spent in the local economy.
The expansion of the trail will increase the amount of dollars spent in two primary
ways:

1. Trail expansion will increase the total number of users, which will
increase the average amount of dollars spent by trail users in the
community; and

2. Trail expansion will increase the number of overnight users, which will
increase the average amount of dollars spent per trail user.

Trail Expansion Increases the Number of Trail Users

Trail expansion is projected to increase the number of trail users. As the
number of trail users increases, the aggregate amount of dollars spent by
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trail users will increase, resulting in an increase in direct community
economic benefit. Trail expansion is anticipated to increase the number of
trail users based on the following three factors:

1. Trail user numbers will increase because the trail expansion will
connect community nodes, facilitating recreational movement
between popular community locations.

2. As the trail expands, it will be closer to more potential local users,
encouraging increased use. The 2017 Indiana trail survey found that
87% of trail users come to the trail from home, while 11% of users
come from work (Wolter et al., 2017). Bringing the trail closer to
more homes and places of work for potential users will result in
increased use.

3. Expansion of the trail will result in the trail being more attractive to
users. The 2017 Indiana Trail Study Summary Report found that the
primary activity of trail users was biking, followed by walking and
running or jogging. The distance covered averaged 9.5 miles (Wolter
et al., 2017). Accordingly, as the trail expands to accommodate
use for distances closer to 9.5 miles, it will better facilitate use
for preferred activities and encourage increased use overall.

Trail Expansion will Increase Overnight Users

Trail expansion will likely increase the number of overnight trail users.
Overnight trail users are projected to spend more dollars ($98.00 -
$176.98) than local and non-local day trippers ($7.21 - $70.50).
Accordingly, an increase in overnight trail users will increase the
average amount of dollars spent per trail user.

The planned MYPath expansion will connect the YMCA to McCormick's
Creek State Park. McCormick’s Creek State Park provides a range of
overnight accommodations, including the Canyon Inn, cabins, and
traditional campgrounds (currently closed for remodeling). By connecting
these overnight accommodations to other community nodes, it is likely that
the overnight guests of McCormick’s Creek State Park will utilize the trail
during their visit.

Economic Impact Conclusion: Trails
Rock!

Analysis of the research on trails, including studies on general trail impacts and
the selected case studies, shows that trails have significant indirect and direct
benefits on the communities in which they exist.
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Indirect benefits include improved
physical and mental health,
increased community connection
and pride, higher property values,
and higher neighborhood
desirability. The planned MYPath
expansion is expected to provide
these benefits to Owen County,
and each benefit will contribute to
the community’'s economic
growth.

In terms of direct benefits, the
planned MYPath expansion will
likely create direct community
economic benefits by increasing
the amount of dollars spent in the
local economy in the following two
ways:

1. Trail expansion will increase
the number of trail users,
which will result in an
increase in aggregate
spending by trail users in the
community; and

2. Trail expansion will increase
the number of overnight trail
users, which will result in an
increased amount of average
spending per trail user.

Increased spending will result in
an overall increase in local
business revenue. This revenue,
alongside increases in property
values and potential for job
creation, will have a meaningful
impact on Owen County’s
financial position, community

Economic Impact of Increased
Trail Users

As an example of how an increase in trail
users can provide direct economic
benefits to the community consider the
following scenario:

If trail use can be increased by 300
overnight users (a number equal to
5% of annual current users), the
community is projected to see an
additional $29,400 - $53,094 spent in
the local economy.

The current number of annual users of
MYPath is estimated to be 5,779. This
number was calculated by:

e Adding trail head trail count numbers

for 26 months (25,129);

e Dividing the resulting number by 26 to
calculate an average monthly user
count (25,129 / 26 = 966.5);

e Multiplying the resulting number by 12
months (996.5 x 12 =11, 598); and

¢ Dividing the resulting number by two
in order account for the double
counting that often occurs (11,598/2 =
5,799). This is consistent with the
Eppley Institute's observation that the
number of users is often equal to one-
half of the number recorded by trail
counters, given the down-and-back
nature of trail use (Wolter et al., 2017).

connections, and quality of life for its residents. While these economic benefits are
significant, realizing them fully requires a thoughtful approach to trail expansion.
The next section outlines strategies for extending MYPath in ways that maximize
both community and economic impact.
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TRAIL EXPANSION STRATEGY

A strategic trail expansion plan can help get expansion off on the right foot. A few
important factors will help guide implementation, including frequent engaging of
stakeholders and landowners, strategizing on who should be involved in formally
advising the expansion process, and evaluating financial resources that can be
harnessed to facilitate development.

The following recommendations have been identified as key components to
support MYPath’s expansion:

o Stakeholder engagement strategy: Establish a Trail Expansion Advisory
Group to guide community-led expansion efforts

e Community activation and landowner coordination: Grow community
involvement to create more MYPath volunteers, supporters, and willingly
engaged landowners

¢ Identify funding sources: Build philanthropic opportunities that can
support expansion today, tomorrow, and well into the future

Near-Term Expansion

The key objective of the MYPath trail expansion is to connect the Owen County
Family YMCA to McCormick's Creek State Park.

The MYPath Trail System currently connects a 2.7-mile path of sidewalks and a
multi-use pathway along the riverfront. The existing trail passes through a number
of different settings, including rural areas, forested sections, neighborhoods, and
riverfront beauty. The trail features an ADA accessible path, natural trails,
wetlands, prairie land, and bird watching stop-offs. Parking is available near the
riverfront trailhead. Following the trail north and west, visitors cross the White
River to Cooper Commons Park, then through downtown Spencer and its
neighborhoods. On one side, the trail ends at the local YMCA (MYPath Trail System
- MYPath Trail System, 2024). On the other side, the trail ends approximately two
miles from the entrance to McCormick’s Creek State Park.

Implementing the extension to McCormick’s Creek State Park would provide
multitudes of visitors connections to natural attractions, local businesses, and
various forms of trail activities (Hiking Trails - McCormick’s Creek State Park,
Indiana, n.d.). Expansion will enhance current community culture, events, and
connections for both residents and visitors.
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Figure 9. Map of MYPath's Proposed Expansion to McCormick’s Creek State Park
(Provided by Kyle Hannon, MYPath Program Manager)
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Figure 10. Map Distance Calculator (Google Maps Distance Calculator, 2025)
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Several factors are key to advancing this near-term trail expansion, including
stakeholder engagement, implementation and maintenance, and funding. These
will be discussed below, with recommendations to follow. Additional mapping
information is provided in Appendix 1.
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Steps to Implementation

Implementing a trail expansion will require a roadmapped plan with multiple steps.
Suggested below are some of those key steps. The following sections will provide
in-depth coverage of stakeholder engagement strategies, community activation
and landowner coordination, and identifying funding sources. These three steps
are the most timely areas of focus, and actionable recommendations will be
provided to help MYPath mobilize on each. Trail layout, feasibility, design, and trail
construction are lightly

touched upon in this report. i1 Generate Greater Community Buy-In
As these steps will occur

further onin the £ Stakeholder Engagement Strategy
implementation process, the

recommendations provided & Community Activation and Landowner Coordination
in this report may need to be

adjusted based on preceding 2 Identify Funding Sources

efforts. Finally, generating

greater community buy-inis  m% Trail Layout Feasibility and Design
addressed in the following

“Community Engagement 4" Trail Construction

and Awareness” section of

this report.

Stakeholder Engagement Strategy

The scope of interested stakeholders will grow as MYPath progresses in its
expansion efforts. So, too, will the importance of enhanced communication and
community inclusion in planning processes. ldentifying the appropriate levels of
influence and interest for each stakeholder will help MYPath identify the strengths
and necessary contributions of those participating in expansion planning. Several
factors need to be considered for each stakeholder, such as frequency of
engagement, expertise, and level of communication as it relates to MYPath.

Stakeholder Framework Model

The model shown below is an adapted stakeholder framework. It is a tool that can
help MYPath better understand their key stakeholders by mapping individuals and
groups based on their interest in the project and their involvement in the decision-
making on the trail expansion.

Below is a discussion of each quadrant, including factors to consider when
grouping relevant stakeholders, examples of who may be considered to be
included in each quadrant for this project, and strategies to engage each group in
the trail expansion efforts. A complete list of stakeholders that have been
identified is included in Appendix 2. This is not by any means an exhaustive list,
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but it should be used as a starting point for identifying stakeholders relevant to the
trail expansion process.

Importantly, this model is not static; the locations where stakeholders are mapped
initially can (and, likely, will) change. The engagement strategies identified can
significantly influence a stakeholder’s interest in the project and, potentially, their
influence on the decision-making process. This model can also be used as a
strategy to determine stakeholders MYPath would like to move into different
locations, as well as to garner further support for the process amongst key
individuals or groups.

Figure 11. Stakeholder Framework (adapted from Service, 2020)

A

Actively Consult Regularly Engage

Power

Keep Informed Maintain Interest

— »

Interest

Bottom Left Quadrant: Keep Informed

This quadrant consists of stakeholders who currently have low interest in
the trail and low involvement in decision-making for the trail expansion.
Examples of stakeholders that may fall into this category may include
visitors to the area or local community members who are not yet trail users.
The strategy to engage stakeholders in this quadrant is to keep them
informed through consistent communication on MYPath's website and
social media platforms, as well as provide engaging trail resources, such as
updated maps with mileage and accessibility points. Prioritize getting and
keeping this group informed through consistent, light-touch efforts.

Bottom Right Quadrant: Maintain Interest

This quadrant consists of stakeholders who currently have a high interest in
the trail, but a low influence over the decision-making process for the trail
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expansion. Examples of stakeholders in this category may include general
trail users and other community stakeholders who have an interest in the
trail but will not be actively involved in its expansion. The strategy to engage
stakeholders in this quadrant involves hosting ongoing events and volunteer
opportunities that allow them to participate. These individuals are also the
eyes and ears on the trail and within the community, so prioritize creating
positive on- and off-trail experiences for these individuals.

Upper Left Quadrant: Actively Consult

This quadrant comprises stakeholders with a low interest in the trail, but
have or will have high influence over the decision-making process for the
trail expansion, even if they are not currently involved. Examples of
stakeholders in this quadrant may include regulatory agencies, regional
planning staff, and some public officials and community leaders. The
strategy to engage this group of stakeholders includes one-on-one
meetings or smaller focus groups to ensure that their perspectives are
captured and that they are aware of the process for the trail expansion.
Prioritize listening and flexibility for each stakeholder in this group, as the
needs in these quadrants are diversely focused and may require a time
commitment.

Upper Right Quadrant: Regularly Engaged

This quadrant consists of stakeholders who have a high interest in the trail
and have a high influence over decision-making for the expansion. These are
ultimately the key stakeholders for the trail expansion process. Examples of
stakeholders in this quadrant may include key community organizations
and funders, representatives of trail user groups, and nearby landowners. A
key strategy for engaging this stakeholder group is to establish a Trail
Expansion Advisory Group, which is discussed further below. It is important
to prioritize a proactive approach and gain long-term, active commitment
from these key stakeholders. This will help pull in needed resources to
achieve short-term trail expansion while building long-term trail champions.

All four quadrants contain unique and vital stakeholders for MYPath's success.
Leverage different stakeholders’ strengths and expertise, communicate to key
stakeholders accordingly, and revisit this mapping exercise frequently, as
stakeholders’ positions will change. Ensure stakeholders are consistently engaged
based on the quadrant that fits their skillset and level of commitment.

Trail Expansion Advisory Group

It is recommended that the MYPath Trail System create a Trail Expansion Advisory
Group that will provide input on trail expansion implementation strategies and
champion the project within the local community. This advisory group should be
comprised primarily of stakeholders in the “regularly engaged” quadrant above.
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This group will review current trail practices and usage, conduct program
evaluation, and provide recommendations on expansion steps. This direct and
ongoing approach to gathering and implementing community feedback will ensure
that the trail expansion efforts are reflective of the multiple community
perspectives that influence the trail's forward progress.

This group would be different than Friends of MYPath, which is a long-standing,
community-driven group that supports the trail through organizing events,
maintaining the trail, volunteer work, advocacy, and fundraising. This Trail
Advisory Group will be an ad hoc group, utilized during times of path expansion
and transitions, beginning with the near-term trail expansion for connectivity to
the state park.

The goal of this group is to have eight to ten individuals who have been identified
through the stakeholder framework model above. Primarily, it should be
individuals who are “regularly engaged,” with a high interest in the trail and a high
influence on decision-making for the trail expansion. The diverse nature of the
group should represent multiple perspectives and include representatives of
individuals and groups that are impactful in the community. As the group begins to
develop, the MYPath Program Manager will be responsible for initiating initial
meetings and guiding the group in identifying any key roles, such as chair or co-
chairs, from the stakeholder representatives.

Once the advisory group has been established, the group should identify the
appropriate frequency of engagement. This may include in-person meetings,
emails, virtual calls, or a combination of methods. Monthly meetings may suffice
during peak planning and engagement efforts. The group may meet less
frequently when there are not active expansion projects to advise on. The
meetings should be structured with an agenda and include voting on
recommendations, action items, and project leadership. Minutes or notes should
be taken to record discussion, decisions, and key recommendations. As the trail
expands and new strategies and future projects are undertaken, additional
support may be required from beyond the Owen County Community Foundation,
such as the parks and trails capacity within the Owen County government.

Community Activation and Landowner Coordination

Public trails go through many steps to successfully secure land for usage,
including coordination with landowners and adhering to the regulations of all levels
of government. Public trails must follow zoning ordinances and receive
government approval on design and use. To use private land for a trail may require
easements, licenses, considerations for liabilities, and willing landowners. Delays
can arise during the approval process, as many stakeholders influence land usage.
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Landowner Concerns

When change occurs, some affected parties may feel a sense of uncertainty and
fear. This is true of trail expansion, especially when paths travel through
landowners’ properties or neighborhoods. Landowners adjacent to the proposed
MYPath expansion have raised concerns about an increase in people visiting their
area, which could create potential safety issues. Much research suggests that
trails create visibility and increase community presence, reducing crime in nearby
areas (Read, 2019). To reassure landowners near MYPath, the following
suggestions can help transparently address such concerns.

Possible Low-Cost Solutions

To address safety concerns raised by MYPath stakeholders, including
landowners, consider implementing the following solutions:

Share responsibility and oversight: Recruit “trail stewards” to walk
the trail regularly and serve as community eyes and ears.

Set clear usage hours: Dawn-to-dusk policies promote safety
management.

Increase trail usage activities: More users will naturally discourage
suspicious activity and reassure nearby homeowners that the area is
well-observed.

Add signage or landscaping: Visual buffers and clear signage (e.g.,
“No Trespassing” markers) assist owners and users in feeling
protected.

Consider QR codes or other measures to report safety concerns:
A digital way to notify local authorities can address safety concerns.

Parking Solutions

Another concern raised by MYPath stakeholders was the sufficiency of safe
parking. Visual aids can help clarify plans and foster greater confidence in
the project. Additionally, proactive communication with various nearby
locations, such as churches, residential neighborhoods, and schools, will be
crucial for determining where shared use agreements may be possible.
Consider:

Create shared-use agreements: Outline where to park and existing
lots available for public use. This approach avoids new construction
costs and utilizes underused spaces already in existence.

Prevent residential spillover: Install directional signs guiding users
to official parking to help avoid neighborhood disruptions.

Identify low-cost trailhead opportunities: Beside the existing
parking lot, identify one or two trail access points with enough
roadside space to create gravel parking areas. This approach keeps
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infrastructure simple, affordable, and functional without extensive
investment.

Property Use Concerns

Be sure to directly and openly address concerns related to property use.
MYPath should consider:

Conduct landowner consultations: Conduct individual meetings
with adjacent landowners. Use GIS maps to explain exactly what part
(if any) of their property will be affected, and reassure them of
property rights and protections (see “protections” below).

Use volunteers from Indiana University: Use volunteer planning,
topography students, or interns to prepare parcel overlays.
Leveraging local educational institutions is a cost-effective approach
that offers students practical experience.

Ensure voluntary land acquisition: Proactively communicate that
the trail will only use public land, easements, or land that is voluntarily
donated, making clear that no eminent domain will be used or
required for the project.

Offer non-monetary incentives: Recognize landowner donors with
plaques and offer privacy enhancements like plants or trees. Such
gestures demonstrate appreciation and encourage landowner
collaboration while remaining budget-friendly.

Protections

Understanding and communicating around the following legal protections
and options can help ease fears amongst community members and
landowners:

Indiana Code 14-22-10-2 No Duty of Care: Provides that
landowners have no duty of care to keep premises safe for
recreational users to alleviate fears of unforeseen lawsuits (Indiana
Code Title 14. Natural and Cultural Resources § 14-22-10-2 | FindLaw,
n.d.).

Clarify boundaries, maintenance responsibilities, and liability
protections in writing: Formal agreements set clear expectations
and prevent disputes down the line.

Provide a legal summary and draft agreement template prepared
with assistance from a local attorney or land trust: This ensures
landowners receive professional, reliable legal information tailored to
their interests.

Carry liability coverage and build responsibly: Owen County
should transparently obtain this additional layer of protection to
reassure landowners that all risks are minimized and well-managed.
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Proactively addressing landowners' concerns through visible safety measures,
equitable access design, and inclusive planning reinforces trust and builds the
social license needed for sustained success. These efforts demonstrate that
MYPath is not just a trail through someone's backyard; it's a thoughtfully managed
public space that balances individual property rights with collective community
benefit.

Volunteerism

The MYPath trail serves many purposes, including promoting health, fostering
connections, and strengthening community pride. As noted in the Economic
Impact Analysis, this pride provides a strong foundation for volunteer
engagement. Volunteer service not only supports day-to-day maintenance but
also builds a lasting legacy, reflecting both community dedication and the trail’'s
commitment to residents.

Volunteer Engagement Strategies

There are several ways to involve community members in sustaining and
improving MYPath:

e Trail build days: Community workdays focused on clearing
vegetation, spreading gravel, planting, installing signage, or building
benches.

e Trail stewards: Individuals who regularly walk or bike a section of the
trail, reporting maintenance issues, safety concerns, or litter.

¢ Landscaping and beautification: Activities such as planting
pollinator gardens, maintaining vegetation buffers, or installing
protective tubing for plants enhance ecology and user experience.

¢ Adopt-a-Trail program: Local businesses, civic groups, or school
clubs take responsibility for a portion of the trail, fostering ongoing
engagement and public recognition of supporters (Adopt A
Park/Trail Program, n.d.).

e Student volunteer workdays: Supervised opportunities for youth to
contribute while developing civic responsibility and community pride.

e Corporate and foundation workdays: Partnerships with businesses
and nonprofit organizations to coordinate larger volunteer initiatives.

Volunteerism provides visible evidence of community ownership and ensures that
MYPath remains a shared asset. At the same time, passion alone cannot sustain
expansion. Just as volunteers are essential for hands-on support, adequate
funding will be equally critical to the trail’s long-term success. The following
section explores potential sources of financial support.
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Identify Funding Sources
A variety of funding sources, including governmental, nonprofit, and private, can
support the MYPath expansion.

Government Grants
The ability to successfully apply for
governmental grant funding is a key skill for

Identify and clearly

trail expansion initiatives. Grants not only define funding priorities

award funding but also demonstrate a belief in

long-term project management and e Why is MYPath

community growth. Ensure grant opportunities engaging in this

are in alignment with MYPath's funding funding

priorities (see “ldentify and clearly define opportunity?

funding priorities” to the right to help guide e \What is the benefit

MYPath's funding applications). to all involved?
o e Whois the target

Due to a reduction in grant funds at the federal audience?

and state levels, opportunities to secure

government-sponsored funding are limited.

Despite funding reductions, grant readiness must be prioritized to ensure
applications can be submitted once funding opportunities resume. This includes
maintaining updated documents for applications, as well as ensuring shared
responsibility so applications can be submitted quickly.

Federal

Owen County is in a unique position, as it does not have a parks and
recreation department. MYPath is dependent on volunteers and grant
funding to sustain operations. Federal grants may be an opportunity for
MYPath to consider in the future.

Funding opportunities at the federal level fluctuate with varying political
agendas. In recent months, federal programs, such as the Transportation
Alternatives Program and the Recreational Trails Program, have been
halted due to a funding freeze (“Thanks to Federal Funding Cuts, Hiking
Organizations Say Trails Will Suffer This Summer — Explore the Arizona
Trail,” 2025). Despite current downturns in such federal funding
opportunities, future re-prioritization of these sources may occur.

Preparation for future federal grant opportunities is vital. Ensure MYPath
and the Owen County Community Foundation maintain an ongoing review
of grant opportunities and keep up-to-date grant language that can support
future federal applications.
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State

At the state level, funding reductions continue due to budget cuts in
opportunities like the Indiana Department of Natural Resources' (IDNR)
Next Level Trails (Parks, 2022). When funding is available, the eligibility for
the grant is offered to both government and 501(c)(3) non-profit
organizations with a 25-year outlook and a 30-day window for application
submission. While funding is not currently available, it will be important to
align initiatives so that if it becomes available in the future, there can be a
case made for further funding need, continuity planning, and talent
development. In addition, collaboration with McCormick’s Creek State Park
and its current initiatives in disaster recovery could also result in future
funding for parks and trails efforts in the county.

Case Study: Meadowbrook Park in Prairie Village, Kansas (Urban Land
Institute, 2020)

Meadowbrook Park is funded and managed by the Johnson County Parks and
Recreation District. A 136-acre plot of land was purchased by a local developer,
VanTrust Real Estate, who initially hoped to turn the whole plot into private
development. After realizing the value a public park would add, VanTrust sold 80
acres to the city of Prairie Village, who in turn transferred it to the Parks and
Recreation District to own and operate. The purchase and development of the
park were supported by Tax Increment Financing (TIF), which leverages additional
tax revenue generated when properties increase in value. New property tax
revenues generated from the land used for private development helped pay off
$19 million in public bonds, and the partnership between the city, District, and
developer has allowed for denser development and rezoning, which may not have
occurred at all without this collaboration. Altogether, Prairie Village was able to
create a much-needed neighborhood park, the town’s tax base increased, and tax
revenues were redirected to support both the park and its ongoing maintenance.
Maintaining relationships and capitalizing on governmental funding and
partnership opportunities when they arise can be a key way to expand parks and
recreation.

Nonprofit Grants

Nonprofit grant proposals are great avenues for securing funding in the
community through collaboration. At a high level, the Indiana Housing and
Community Development Authority provides grants for supporting recreational
infrastructures. “United Way of Central Indiana Grants addresses several basic
needs, education, financial stability, and family well-being” (United Way of Central
Indiana Awards $17.8 Million to 72 Nonprofits in Region — United Way of Central
Indiana, n.d.). The meaningful relationships MYPath will build with community
partners (see more directly below) will help when it comes to securing nonprofit
grants.
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Community Partnerships

With less opportunity for government funding, MYPath should embrace creativity
and new relationship-building in its philanthropic efforts. Involve the local
community — particularly nonprofit and private sector organizations — to create
long-term, sustainable partnerships.

The YMCA, Boys and Girls Club, Tivoli Theatre, and Spencer Pride, to name a few,
are key nonprofit partners with whom relationships should be maintained and
fostered. Similarly, the three largest employers in the county (Cook, Boston
Scientific, and the Owen County Community School System) should be
consistently engaged by MYPath.

These partnerships can result in word-of-mouth sharing, volunteerism, and
financial support for the trail expansion efforts. Be bold in your partnerships, both
asking for support when it is needed and providing the support you can back to
your community. Importantly, such deep relationships will help create long-term
sustainability and resources for the trail systems in the county.

Fundraising initiatives across the community will also be impactful, as they help
build and sustain community partnerships while also creating opportunities for
Spencer and Owen County residents to increase their awareness and support for
MYPath. An annual event that includes sponsorships, donations, silent auctions,
and community volunteers is a source of revenue, increasing awareness and
connection opportunities for future events that are revenue-generating.

Community fundraising opportunities include:

1K/5K run during festivals

Expert-guided hike

Scavenger hunt

Guided bird watching tour

QR code with suggested donation in the community and Owen News
Forest bathing

Meditation walks

Fitness group in the meadow

Brewpub to name a brew, donating percentage to MyPath (ex., Eagle’s
Brew)

e Donation Boxes

Case Study: Public-Private Partnerships in Lawrence, Massachusetts (Urban
Land Institute, 2020)

The Spicket River Greenway is a 3.5-mile-long public trail owned by the city that
connects green spaces and walking trails in Lawrence, MA. The trail, completed in
2013, was the vision of the local non-profit Groundwork Lawrence who brought
together and coordinated residents, community groups, state agencies, and the
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private sector throughout the construction process. Capital costs for the trail
came from a mix of federal and state grants and private sector investments and
donations. The trail weaves through an affordable housing development owned by
WinnDevelopment, who in turn maintains their portion of the trail and provides
annual funding to support Groundwork'’s overall trail maintenance.
WinnDevelopment President Larry Curtis stated “Investing in the Greenway
benefits our project, residents, and the surrounding community. It adds vibrancy
and value.” Since its completion, the trail has brought together residents,
students, and business for annual events like the Spicket River cleanup, group
walks, and 5K run/walk.

Trail Expansion Implementation and Maintenance

As the prospect of trail expansion comes to fruition, several tasks must be taken
into consideration. Initiating contact to meet and discuss options with adjacent
landowners will help determine the length of the next path. Establishing support
through transparent education about the scope of the plan helps ensure the
community is on board. Verifying formal easement permissions will minimize the
option for “right to withdrawal” and assists in building rapport with landowners.
Then, complying with regulations and ordinances at all levels of government is a
long-term must-do for MYPath.

Trail Layout Feasibility and Design

Engaging an engineering or design professional early in the process to address
challenges in trail layout and design is essential. One of these challenges is the
topography of the area, particularly when considering the ability to make the trail
ADA accessible. Below is a topographic map showing the contours of the area for
expansion, as well as a shaded relief map of the area that shows the first mile of
the expansion is relatively flat and more significant grade changes occur in the last
mile to the state park entrance.

Figure 12. CONTOURS 24K USGS IN - 10-Foot Contours 24k (IndianaMap)
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Flgure 13. Indlana 2016 2020 DEM, Shaded Relief (IndlanaMap)

An additional challenge is that about a mile of the trail expansion is within the

floodplain of the White River, which can impact aspects such as the selected trail

path material, trail amenities’ ability to withstand flooding events, and potential

challenges with maintaining ADA accessibility for these sections during and after

floods. The map below shows the floodplain areas near MYPath.

Figure 14. Floodplain Areas Near MYPath (Owen County GIS Map)
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These challenging factors will need to be kept in mind during the trail layout and
design, but they should not prevent the ultimate implementation of the trail
expansion. There are many examples of trails that are constructed near rivers and
within the floodplain, such as the Katy Trail or the Missisquoi Valley River Trail
previously discussed in the Economic Impact Benchmarking section above. There
are also examples of ADA accessible trails that overcome significant grade
changes, discussed below.

To be ADA accessible, a solution for the elevation challenges will be necessary,
such as a longer switchback trail or regular resting spots along the path. This is
where early coordination with the engineers and adjacent landowners to define the
area available to build trail improvements will be critical. Some examples of ADA
accessible trails that address grade challenges are provided below as comparisons
to begin the investigation into solutions for this trail:

e Flagg Mountain Trail in Alabama: 0.5 miles of fully accessible ADA-
compliant trail to the top of a mountain and observation tower, 60in wide
poured cement trail with many switchbacks.

e Brooklyn Botanic Garden Robert W. Wilson Overlook: 600 feet long
switchback trail up a hillside with sloping ramps and sculptural retaining
walls.

e Pittsburgh August Wilson Park: Switchback trail with landings of resting
areas at each turn to make a fully accessible path.

Amenities

Assess the amenities required for the trail expansion and opportunities to enhance
user experiences. Below is a categorized overview of infrastructure, safety,
accessibility, environmental, and engagement needs. Each category shares best
practices in trail development, serving as a roadmap for resource allocation,
partnership development, and long-term stewardship.

Trailhead Amenities

As the usage and path continue to grow, consider parking, bike racks, trash
containers, and recycling receptacles that support convenience and
cleanliness. The park’s entry points serve as the public’s first

impression (Trail Amenities: What Will You Need? n.d.).

Lighting

The usage of solar lights at crossings or trailheads increases user visibility
and safety. It also extends the opportunity for usage as seasons change and
daylight hours shorten. Well-lit locations promote people traffic that assists
in deterring trail misuse (Lighting: Trail-Building Toolbox - Rails to Trails
Conservancy | Rails to Trails Conservancy, n.d.).
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Rest Areas

Families, groups, and individuals alike benefit from rest stations. Include
tables and benches at key locations along the path and provide shade.
Placing picnic tables at scenic or central points encourages more extended
visits and creates welcoming spaces for families and groups (Trail
Amenities, n.d.). Rest locations encourage community interaction and
accommodate multi-generational use.

Safety and Wayfinding

Installing distance markers and clear signage for street and trail
connections helps users navigate the trail confidently, minimizing
directional confusion and enhancing user experience. Marking loops and
route options will also create enhanced experiences by offering flexibility for
different fitness levels, abilities, and timeframes (Trailheads - Rails to Trails
Conservancy | Rails to Trails Conservancy, n.d.).

ADA-Compliant Entry Points

Designing trails that ensure accessible surfaces for all users, regardless of
mobility challenges, is an inclusive approach. ADA-compliant infrastructure
is not only legally required, but it also reflects a broader commitment to
equity, safety, and public value.

Restrooms

Access to restroom facilities at trailheads or along the trail route
significantly enhances comfort and convenience for all users, especially for
families or seniors. The presence of restrooms encourages longer visits and
supports equitable access. In areas where permanent facilities may not be
feasible along the trail, there may be opportunities to partner with nearby
businesses, community organizations, or public buildings that can provide
access to restrooms.

The expansion and improvement of the MYPath trail represents more than
physical infrastructure upgrades; it also represents a long-term investment in
Owen County's health, environment, recreational access, and social fabric. By
thoughtfully identifying and addressing the needs across trailheads, safety
features, rest areas, and accessibility, MYPath offers a welcoming and resilient
community space for residents, visitors, and prospective community members
alike.

Projected Costs

The trail expansion material is an important consideration. As approximately one
mile of the planned route falls within the White River floodplain, asphalt will be the
preferred surface to withstand flooding and prevent washouts. In sections outside

O’NEILL
SCHOOL OF PUBLIC AND
ENVIRONMENTAL AFFAIRS 43




the floodplain, where erosion is less of a concern, crushed stone may be used
instead. Asphalt will require less maintenance, while crushed stone will require
more frequent upkeep.

Asphalt and crushed stone have differing costs, and estimates for each were
developed using the INDOT Trail Planning-Level Cost Calculator. The unit price
inputs were updated to reflect 2025 INDOT Unit Costs, since the original model
was based on 2017 figures.

Three cost estimates are provided in Appendix 3. The first assumes the entire trail
is paved in asphalt, which is the most expensive option but requires the least
maintenance. The second assumes the entire trail is gravel, which is the least
expensive option but requires more maintenance, particularly in floodplain areas.
The third is a mixed approach, with approximately one mile in gravel and one mile
in asphalt.

Timeline for Implementation

Timeline 1 below highlights specific strategies and recommendations discussed
above for trail expansion implementation. This timeline should be one of the first
points of discussion with the Trail Expansion Advisory Group to assess the status
of each step and the feasibility of suggested milestones. Alter this timeline as the
community sees fit.

Timeline 1. Suggested timeline for trail expansion implementation

Phase Timeframe Key Focus Recommended Actions
Areas
Stakeholder - Complete Stakeholder mapping

Engagement using quadrant model

- Engage key stakeholders to
establish Trail Expansion Advisory

Group
Landowner - Hold one-on-one meetings with
and adjacent landowners
Community i . .
Activation - Provide follow-up information to
address landowner concerns
Phase 1: - Recruit trail stewards and
Initial Engagement 0-6 months volunteers
and Planning Funding - Identify local corporate sponsors
Readiness and community fundraising
partners
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- Identify fundraising and income
opportunities

Trail Feasibility

and Design
Prep

- Hire or consult with an
engineering or design professional
for topography / floodplain
analysis

- Begin identifying feasible ADA
design solutions

- Map preliminary route and
identify constraints and
opportunities

Landowner /
Regulatory
Coordination

- Secure formal easements and
agreements on land

- Address liability and maintenance
responsibilities in writing

- Ensure compliance with zoning

Phase 2: and regulations
Formal Agreements 6-12 months Grant and - If available, apply for federal /
and Fund Fundraising state grants
Initiatives
Development - Launch local fundraising
opportunities
- Formalize partnerships with
corporate and nonprofit partners
Finalize Trail - Finalize trail layout and materials
Design : i i
- Plan trailhead locations, parking,
and amenities
Trail - Construct trail per design

Phase 3:

Construction

- Install trailheads, parking, and
amenities

. . Communit - Organize volunteer days to hel
Trail Construcylon 12-24 months Activation ’ withgelements of trail bti/ild or "
and Cc_)mn?umty amenities installation

Activation
- Launch adopt-a-trail program
with community groups,
businesses, and schools
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Maintenance - Determine regular maintenance

and schedules
Monitoring o L .
- Maintain communication with
24 months and landowners and volunteers
beyond
Phase 4: Assess - Add additional amenities to
Trail Management Upgrades and | existing trail and expansion
and Maintenance Amenities - Explore partnerships for restroom
access or install facilities
Sustainable - Continue fundraising and donor
Community engagement

Engagement
- Host regular volunteer and

engagement events

- Maintain partnerships with
nonprofit and employers for
financial and volunteer

Future Planning and Connectivity

As the MYPath Trail System expands, connections will extend beyond Spencer and
Owen County, linking to regional corridors such as the Monon South Trail and
communities as far as Mitchell, Indiana. Local leaders recognize the value of
regional trail connectivity, including links through Ellettsville into Monroe County
and other neighboring systems. Each new segment strengthens these regional
networks, creating opportunities for collaboration and shared growth.

Owen County has positioned itself at the center of these future connections.
Moving forward, progress must be measured regularly, and communication
maintained across all partners. Once MYPath reaches McCormick’s Creek State
Park, nearby destinations such as McCormick’s Creek Elementary and Flatwoods
Park will also become accessible, further extending the trail's benefits to families
and future generations. A regional trail map is provided below, with additional
mapping details in Appendix 1.

Successful expansion will require consistent implementation and maintenance.
Regional, county, and municipal leaders, as well as community organizations and
residents will need to collaborate to identify priorities and align resources. Beyond
the efforts of current MYPath staff and volunteers, Owen County should
strengthen its long-term capacity for parks and trails planning at the county level.
Building this infrastructure will ensure that the work of today continues into the
future.
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Sustained momentum will also depend on continued engagement with
landowners. Transparent dialogue and clear agreements such as easements and
other formal permissions are essential to building trust and ensuring regulatory
compliance. As routes are finalized, reconvening with landowners will foster
stronger buy-in and demonstrate respect for their role in making the trail possible.

Figure 15. Regional Trail Connections (Google Maps Distance Calculator, 2025)
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Trail Expansion Conclusion: Engage
Stakeholders, Raise Funds, and
Implement!

The MYPath trail expansion is more than a physical project, it is a long-term
investment in Owen County’s quality of life. A well-designed trail will support
current residents, attract future generations, and demonstrate the community’s
commitment to sustainable growth. Success will require open and ongoing
dialogue with leaders, stakeholders, landowners, organizations, and residents
alike.

o Stakeholder engagement strategy: The establishment of a Trail
Expansion Advisory Group allows diverse representation that brings
invaluable expertise and knowledge to the group. These individuals also
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have wide reach and bring information back to the group. In essence, being
a champion in the community for the path expansion.

¢ Community activation and landowner coordination: Encouraging
stewardship through volunteering on the trail. Starting programs such as
Adopt-a-Trail and community workdays bring people together while
maintaining the current environment.

¢ Identify funding sources: Pursuing dollars to bring into the community
through philanthropic opportunities such as partnerships with the private
and nonprofit sectors on grants, fundraising initiatives, and building
opportunities for supplemental income to support immediate and future
infrastructure demands.

Future success depends on the contributors who support MYPath today and on
cultivating new partners who share the trail’s vision. Stakeholders, government
leaders, residents, and volunteers are all essential to sustaining the trail. Building
on this foundation, the next section examines how community involvement and
public awareness can further ensure the success of expansion efforts.
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT &
AWARENESS

MYPath is an incredible community asset, but not all members of the community
are aware of its existence. In order to get more people aware of the trail, on the
trail and visiting downtown Spencer, and — ultimately — bought in to the
importance of the trail and its expansion, MYPath must increase its community
engagement and awareness tactics.

The following section will outline three key ways in which MYPath can increase
awareness and support for the trail:

1. Increase education and engagement along the trail;
2. Implement a strategic marketing plan; and
3. Tailor messaging to generate community buy-in.

Education and Engagement

Building on Owen County’s sense of pride, engagement efforts should emphasize
local ownership of the trail. Education and engagement strategies can highlight
existing assets while creating new opportunities for residents to connect with
MYPath. In and of itself, the MYPath trail offers visitors the chance to immerse
themselves in the flora and fauna of Indiana’s Upland Region. While trail users
often flock to MYPath to view blacked-eyed susans, follow the meandering White
River, or catch a glimpse of the bald eagle, MYPath can expand its trail offerings
and solidify the trail as premier destination for families, youth, and the community
at large. Through investment in interpretative signage, expanded trail offerings,
and community engagement activities, MYPath can generate greater appreciation
for the trail, emphasize the important role it plays in the town of Spencer, and
generate the excitement needed to secure a broad base of support for eventual
trail expansion.

This section will review MYPath'’s current on-trail assets and then outline three
topline recommendations to improve community engagement and awareness of
the trail:

1. Expand on-trail educational opportunities

2. Invest in on-trail fitness options
3. Leverage community events to build affinity for MYPath
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Current Trail Assets

At the beginning of the MYPath trailhead is a food forest, with paw-paws, pecans,
mulberries, and other edible plants. As users travel along the paved trail, they are
encouraged to view a rotating StoryWalk project by the Owen County Library and
tree forestation project. The path crosses birdwatching areas, wetland
conservation corridors, and towering flower patches. After traversing the newly
installed bridge, users are greeted by a series of 12 trailside sculptures, eventually
ending at the New Meadow Pollinator Garden, flushed with bees and monarchs.
The multi-use nature of the trail encourages bikers and runners to exercise
outside, and walkers to join Weekly Trail or Full Moon Walks.

Recommendation One: Install Interpretative Signage

Each trail is an educational opportunity for students, families, and even the
curious adult to learn more about the area, interact with the natural world, and
promote environmentally friendly behaviors that preserve the area. Interpretive
and wayfinding signage highlights points of ecological or cultural interest with the
goal of educating visitors and providing a memorable experience. Interpretative
signage can provide multiple advantages for trails. They are accessible to visitors
at all times, which helps conserve resources in the long term by removing the need
for consistent interpretation personnel. They also draw attention to key
ecosystem features and areas of interest, helping to create safer environments by
communicating potential hazards. While interpretative signage can be costly and
requires occasional maintenance, the installation of interpretive signage will
create a better user experience, especially given current limitations around staff
capacity and resource availability. There are several options for MYPath to
consider regarding interpretative signage to improve ecosystem awareness,
encourage engagement with key trail features, and cultivate a sense of pride in
MYPath.

Interpretative Educational Signhage Along Trail

One of the primary reasons people visit MYPath is to get outside and interact with
the natural world. It is important for MYPath to utilize the natural features along
the trail and display signage that explains what makes the area so unique. This will
increase visitor enjoyment of the trail and provide an organic word-of-mouth
awareness opportunity as visitors share facts about what they learned with
friends, family, and classmates. Potential spots for MYPath to implement
interpretative signage include:

¢ Food Forest: Include wayfinding signage indicating the location of the
forest, which trees are there, and the history and/or usage of the edible
items.

¢ Pollinator Garden and Monarch Way Station: Signage describing what
plants make up a pollinator garden and why it is critical to protect habitats
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for pollinators like monarchs and bees will provide visitors with important
information and inspire them to act in their own communities. This also
helps position MYPath as an educational destination for area schools and
families, while outlining ways each resident can make a positive impact on
Owens County at large.

¢ Flood Areas: MYPath's location next to the White River presents both a
challenge and an opportunity for the trail. Marking areas where past flood
waters reached will educate visitors about the topography of the region, and
providing signage at eroding shorelines can alert visitors about trail hazards
while communicating best practices for flood safety.

Additional topics for sighage may include:

e Information regarding the cultural or historical significance of the trail or the
surrounding area.
Animal and plant life.
Other natural conditions, like seasonal variations, ecosystem changes, or
viewpoints.

e Safety and preventative measures like poison ivy warnings, notifications
about police presence in the area, or closed sections of trails.

The Owens County Boys and Girls Club, Middle, and High School are situated near
the MYPath trail. The installation of interpretative, engaging signage may attract
students from schools or in after-school programs to travel to the trail for field
trips or experiential learning opportunities. MYPath can eventually be viewed as an
educational excursion for local youth and families, further emphasizing the
important role the multi-use trail plays in the Spencer community.

Telling the Story of MYPath

The creation of the MYPath Trail System is a story of community partnership,
collaboration, and dedication. Not only does the trail showcase the natural
wonders that make Owen County so unique, but it also provides a much-needed
connection to Spencer neighborhoods and downtown commerce. While the
communications audit (found in the “Marketing Plan” section below) will identify
potential digital communication strategies to help spread awareness about the
trail, it is important that visitors to the MYPath trail are aware of the history of the
trail's creation and value. A better, shared understanding of this history can help
residents perceive the MYPath trail as a community-driven project and generate
excitement rather than hesitation about potential expansion. It is recommended
that trailhead signage be installed that tells the story of MYPath's creation, its
community significance, how the community was engaged throughout the
process, and the benefits the trail has already brought to Spencer.
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Case Study: Directive Trail
Signage in Missoula,
Montana (Hellman, 2023)
The Missoula, Montana Parks
and Recreation Department
recognized they had a trail
management problem. Hikers
consistently ignored signage
along the Sunlight Area
trailhead that asked hikers to
keep dogs on leash 200 meters
from the trailhead, and to use a
boot brush to stop the spread
of invasive plant species. To
solve this issue, the
Department partnered with
undergraduate students from
the University of Montana and
the University of Kansas on a
research project. Together, the
students designed six signs
with varying positive messages
and imagery to assess how
trailside signs influence users’
behavior and which is the most
effective in catching hikers'
attention. Students observed
hikers in the field for 106
collective hours and recorded
which signs (along with a
control sign with a hand-
scrawled message) drew the
most attention and influenced
user behavior. The signs that
garnered the most interest
while positively influencing
hiker behavior were those that
employed a “typography as
image"” approach (Treatment
6). Researchers found that
signage that enables the reader
to take in both words and
imagery at the same time - like
the incorporation of plants in
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Best Practices for Interpretive Signage

(American Trails, 2018)

Know your audience: By identifying
who presently uses the trail, and
future users MYPath hopes to attract,
the trail can offer interpretative
signage that is interesting and
engaging for all users.

Draw visitors in: Encourage visitors
to travel the trail by using multiple
signs to tell a story, such as a
monarch’s migration or the impacts of
climate change on the trail.

Use eye-catching imagery: images
and limited, readable fonts that
represent a landscape, evoke an
emotion, and tell a story can speak
1,000 words!

Avoid sensory overload: Sighage
should inspire visitors to learn more
about a topic and provide guidance on
where they can learn more...

Make signage fun! Signs that ask
questions, provide entertaining yet
informative answers, and relate back
to the users can encourage visitors to
keep reading. Consider bringing
stakeholders into the design and
review process to promote community
engagement and produce an
interpretive trail project that meets
community and visitor needs.
Maintain the panels: Create a plan to
update the panels when they become
illegible, information is out of date, or
certain amounts of time have passed
to keep visitors interested. Trim
vegetation around signage to ensure
visibility.
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the “Wipe Your Shoes” tagline — captures the attention of passersby and increases
the likelihood that they'll read additional sign content. Similar studies with the

same results have been conducted at the Grand Canyon to stop visitors from

inching too close to the canyon’s eroding rim.

Figure 16. Signage treatments used by the University of Montana and the

University of Kansas researchers (Hellman)

WIPE YOUR SHOES

AND
SUPPORT NATIVE
PLANTS ALONG

COMMUNITY TRAILS,

Treatment 1

WIPE

éj? -

'.’

g Commant

No pre-existing
signage pertaining to
invasive plants or shoe
cleaning was present.
Control conditions for
shoe-cleaning consisted
of no signage.

]

Treatment 4 Treatment 5

Signage Options

Treatment 6

Detail of “Type as Image”

Interpretative signage and associated costs vary based on materials used, frame

type, size, and amount of text. See Figure 17 below for additional information

about types of interpretative trail signage options, and Appendix 4 for information
about sign financing and vendor options MYPath might consider.

Figure 17. Types of Interpretative Trail Signage

Type of Use Materials | Advantages | Disadvantages | Cost
Sign
Temporary | Seasonal Frame: Easy to Needs regular | $100 -
displays, new | Wood or install, maintenance/ | $200
developments | Metal flexible, replacement, per
, message inexpensive, | less sign
testing Face: allows user | professional
Laminated | to be looking
Paper or responsive
Cardboard | to changing
conditions
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Permanent | Features of Frame: Long Costly to $200-
interest, year- | Metal, lasting, produce, signs | $1,500
round Wood, or need less may become per
displays Stone maintenanc | obsolete, not sign

e, can easy to change
Face: withstand
Baked storms and
Enamel, flooding
Vinyl,
Plastic, or
Aluminum

Evaluation Measures

Evaluation is an essential piece of any strategic endeavor as it provides the
information needed to assess the efficacy of an action and identify areas for
improvement. MYPath should identify three to four core messages to convey on
the trail and conduct an informal field experiment using different types of signage,
as in the Missoula, Montana study. Volunteers stationed by the signs can conduct
behavioral observations (assessing if hikers slowed down, read the signs, or
changed their behavior) or conduct post-trail surveys asking trail users if they
noticed, recalled, or learned anything from the signage (see Appendix 5). To
strengthen the survey pool, MYPath should rotate sign placements to control for
location effects and ensure a diverse sample of trail users are engaged. These
evaluation methodologies will help MYPath ascertain which types of interpretative
signage are most useful in promoting certain trail behaviors or increasing trail user
knowledge.

Key Takeaways: Sighage

Trail visitors vary in age, ethnicity, capabilities, and interests, and use the trail for
different purposes - running, biking, walking groups, dog walking, and more.
Carefully planned interpretative signage will help instill a sense of appreciation in
MYPath and the benefits it provides Spencer to a diverse group of trail users.
Increased understanding and awareness of MYPath can support the ultimate aims
of MYPath expansion and interconnection. In addition to educational signage,
physical activity opportunities along the trail can further strengthen community
use and engagement.

Recommendation Two: Invest in Exercise Opportunities Along Trail
Physical activity is positively associated with a variety of health outcomes,
including reductions in cardiovascular disease risk and type 2 diabetes, as well as
improved mental health and stress levels. A 2024 study conducted by the Indiana
Park & Recreation Association found that respondents who visited parks weekly
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were 1.6 times more likely to report an improvement in physical health compared
to respondents who only visited a few times a year, and 91% agreed that visiting
parks positively impacted their mental health.

According to U.S. Census Data health indicators, 25% of Owens County residents
are deemed physically inactive, and 32% are classified as obese (Center for Rural
Engagement, 2025). There is currently one gym option available in Spencer for
residents (the Owens County Family YMCA), emphasizing the important role that
trails like MYPath play in promoting community physical and mental wellness.
Current MYPath trail users range from casual walkers to cross-country runners, to
bicyclists, and hikers. By investing in exercise classes and equipment along the
trail, MYPath can further position the trail as a location for exercise, increase
awareness to a wider range of Spencer residents, and improve community health
outcomes.

Short-term: Host Workout Classes Along Trail

MYPath volunteers currently organize mid-morning Wednesday walks and Sunday
dog walks for residents along the trail. While these offerings are valuable for
individual health and community-building, they may not be accessible for a wide
range of residents who are unavailable during the day or on weekends. Here are
some short-term options for MYPath to promote a variety of low-cost, positive
exercise experiences:

e Current Users: Survey current trail users to identify community assets — a
visitor could be a yoga instructor, or another a football coach at Owen Valley
High School. Trail users like these may be willing to host community
workouts during a range of times.

e Purdue Extension: Reach out to the Purdue Extension in Owen’s County to
inquire about potential health offerings they can lead for the community at
MYPath, such as aerobics or calisthenics.

e YMCA: The YMCA offers a variety of group workout classes like High Impact
Interval Training and Dance Cardio. Instructors may be willing to host one
outdoor class a month for community members along the trail.

Long-term: Invest in Exercise Equipment

Outdoor fitness stations allow people of all ages, abilities, and incomes to easily
access fitness equipment close to home. When a community invests in inclusive
outdoor fitness equipment, they are providing every member of the community
with the opportunity to improve their emotional and physical well-being at no cost.
Outdoor fitness stations expose users to nature and make it easier for users to fit
aerobic or muscular fitness into their routines. Strategic placement, such as
alongside trails, can bring together residents from different backgrounds to
encourage, motivate, and connect with each other. MYPath should consider
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placing three exercise stations along the .8-mile-long path. Recommended
equipment can be found in Figure 18 below.

Figure 18. Recommended Equipment for MYPath Trail

Equipment Purpose Cost*

Sit-Up Bench A strength station targeting the $1,120
core.

Push-Up Station A strength station targeting the $1,238

arms, back, and core.

Double Station Leg Press | A strength station targeting the $1,884
quadriceps and hamstrings.

Accessible Chest Press A doublesided arm strength $7.775
station with room for mobility
device.

*Price reflects current 22% steel surcharge; price subject to change

Funding Options
The National Fitness Campaign works with municipalities across America to plan,
design, fund, and activate healthy communities of the future, with a goal of funding
5,000 free outdoor fitness courts within a 10-minute bike ride of every U.S.
resident. The Campaign provides support to municipalities to solicit community
input, select sites and equipment, master planning, installation, maintenance, and
more. Grant funding is currently available for qualified cities and towns. A specific
focus of the Campaign is to create “healthy

hubs” within integrated parks and trails to build  Figure 19: A Fitness Court®

out interconnected fitness and health (National Fitness Campaign)
infrastructure. A Fitness Court® installed by
the campaign is active on Indiana University
— Bloomington's campus.

As the trail explores expansion, a strong
case can be made for the MYPath trail to be
the next outdoor fitness studio for the
organization to meet its ambitious mission.
Current grant funding opportunities for
these projects are available at
nationalfitnesscampaign.com.
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https://outdoorworkoutsupply.com/collections/outdoor-fitness-equipment/products/playground-equipment-single-station-sit-up-bench
https://outdoorworkoutsupply.com/collections/outdoor-fitness-equipment/products/actionfit-push-up-station
https://outdoorworkoutsupply.com/collections/outdoor-fitness-equipment/products/playground-equipment-double-station-leg-press?variant=41565379920081
https://discountplaygroundsupply.com/chest-press-accessible/
https://nationalfitnesscampaign.com/

MYPath can also explore philanthropic funding or community sponsorship
opportunities to secure individual pieces of workout equipment. Potential
sponsors include the Community Foundation, Owen Valley Sports Complex,
Purdue Extension, and the YMCA.

Evaluation

As noted previously, evaluation and monitoring are essential for strategic projects
to ensure they stay aligned with goals, use resources efficiently, and deliver
measurable impact. To evaluate participation and enjoyment rates of outdoor
fitness classes, class instructors should ask users to sign in with their name and
zip code and indicate if they are repeat attendees. This will provide MYPath with
useful data on participation numbers, enjoyment levels (noted by the number of
repeat attendees), and user demographics to help inform whether classes should
be adjusted or added. For on-trail fitness equipment, MYPath should conduct two
to three community listening sessions and distribute trail surveys to users to
solicit input on what types of equipment fit could best serve their fitness goals.
Once equipment is installed, MYPath can track usage metrics (like daily/weekly
usage or peak hours), engagement metrics (frequency of use, duration of use),
and efficacy metrics (like self-reported health outcomes or perceived well-being)
to quantify the positive impact the equipment has on the community and identify
potential barriers to use.

Case Study: Warner Park — Chattanooga, TN

Warner Park is an outdoor park with a playground, zoo, fitness center, and softball
complex. The City of Chattanooga partnered with the University of Tennessee at
Chattanooga (UTC), Chattanooga Parks and Recreation UTC students, community
members, and the PlayCore company to “provide outdoor fitness and wellness
opportunities to the Chattanooga community that will promote healthy lifestyles
and physical activity.” (Action Fit, 2015). 16 outdoor fitness stations were set up
along the .66-mile trail with varying degrees of difficulty to increase usage across
user demographics. UTC professors and fitness experts provided guidance on the
most effective equipment to install to maximize health impacts, and informed
what directive signage accompanied each station to ensure proper use. The site is
used by families, students, and community groups alike, with fithess classes and
fire academy training taking place along the circuit. When speaking about the trail,
Rick O’Rear, the Recreation Division Manager for the City of Chattanooga, shared
“With exercise, the magic pill is keeping it simple. There is nothing simpler than
free, accessible equipment outdoors.” (Action Fit).

Key Takeaways

Access to and use of trails can have a large impact on an individual's mental and
physical health. Owen County'’s lack of fitness facility options, combined with its
lower-than-average median household income and high obesity rates, only
emphasizes the need for accessible options for physical activity in the region. By
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investing in on-trail fitness offerings and workout equipment, MYPath can provide
the community with a diverse array of free and effective outlets to improve
physical health, foster healthy community connections, and attract new users to
the trail. Beyond on-trail activities, partnerships with local organizations provide
another avenue for building community connection and visibility.

Recommendation Three: Partner with Community Organizations to
Promote MyPath

At the root of MYPath's Trail marketing strategy is to leverage existing community
events to promote awareness of the trail system. MYPath can expand on this
strategy and partner with community organizations and groups to bring more
visitors to the trail. Partnering with established organizations will only add to
MYPath's legitimacy, increase trail usage, and cement the trail as an exciting and
ever-changing destination for residents of Spencer and beyond.

The existing MYPath 5k is a perfect example of this recommendation at work. The
inaugural 2024 race attracted competitors of varying skill levels, spectators
cheering on their friends and family, and volunteers supporting race logistics. The
event also attracted community sponsors, improving the feasibility and longevity
of the event. MYPath should work with community groups to emulate the 5K
community engagement model to bring new and returning users to the trail. One
approach for MYPath to consider would be:

Step One: Survey Local Businesses and Organizations

Spencer staples like the Pride Center, the Tivoli Theater, the YMCA, and the Owen
County Art Guild attract a diverse range of visitors to the town and are deeply
engaged in the Spencer community. MYPath representatives should meet with
these organizations to gauge their interest in participating in joint events held on
the trail. These organizations can share information about existing events they
host, what their core audiences are most interested in, and any ideas they have for
partnership opportunities. Engaging these organizations early on will help ensure
these events are community-led and that partners feel invested in the endeavor.

Step Two: Create a Partnership Agreement

Once interested parties are identified, MYPath should create a short agreement
with the partnering organization to clarify overall objectives and responsibilities
for the event (see Appendix 6).

Objectives can include increasing visibility, raising funds, providing fun events, or
building connections within the Spencer community. Responsibilities for the event
should cover topics like funding the event, community outreach and visibility,
event facilitation, and volunteer coordination. Getting clear early on who is
responsible for what aspect of the event will reduce the potential for conflict and
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keep project planning on track. MYPath may even consider charging a small
“hosting fee” for the events, in addition to event costs, with funds raised going
towards trail investments like maintenance and signage. Clarity on a partnership
agreement will codify these expectations to further reduce conflict.

Step Three: Develop a MYPath Event Calendar

Once potential events are identified, MYPath should create an event calendar to
publish on its digital platforms and in the Owens News. MYPath should also work
with event partners to advertise the calendar in high-traffic areas, the Tivoli
Theater, and at local events. Events should be scheduled with at least two months'
notice to ensure proper time for planning and that residents can add the events to
their calendar. See Appendix 7 for a sample calendar.

Step Four: Host the Event

There is no shortage of event partners and ideas for MYPath. While solicitation of
ideas from local organizations and residents is recommended, some potential
ideas can include:

e Owen County Art Guild: The Art Guild hosts painting competitions and
events throughout Spencer, including at the Owen Valley Winery. MYPath
can consider partnering with the Guild to host art walks along the trail that
highlight local artists with work available for purchase or hold nature
painting classes with small surcharges along the River Trail.

e Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW): The local VFW hosts pancake
breakfasts, karaoke nights, and Memorial Day events for the Spencer
Community. The VFW is located on the MYPath Trail in Downtown Spencer.
MYPath can consider hosting a Memorial or Veterans Day Trail Walk with
the VFW to celebrate our troops while drawing attention to the trail route.

e Spencer Pride: Spencer Pride is the largest rural LGBTQ+ Pride Festival in
Indiana, bringing hundreds of people to downtown Spencer. MYPath should
consider expanding the parade route along the River Trail or holding a Pride
event, such as a drag show, along the path.

e Earth Day: Between the 4-H Club, Friends of MYPath, and the local schools,
there are plenty of residents who could participate in a nature walk and trail
cleanup in celebration of Earth Day. MYPath should consider hosting an
Earth Day event and fundraiser, with proceeds going towards trail
maintenance and signage.

Evaluation and Monitoring

MYPath can use formal surveys and data tracking to assess the impact and
influence of collaborative events on the familiarity, usage, and enjoyment of trails
by the community. Data from trail laser counters will illuminate if there are spikes
in trail usage during events, which will in turn indicate if events are an effective way
to increase trail use. Surveys conducted post-events via paper or online will
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provide MYPath with useful information about the types of events that community
members would like to see on the trail, how they heard about the event, and their
opinions about the trail itself. Additional data to collect may also include zip code
and frequency of trail visits. When viewed together, this data will help MYPath
better understand the impact collaborative events may have on trail usage and
awareness, the types of events that bring Spencer residents out to the trail, and if
said events are also attracting visitors from outside Spencer or Owens County.

Key Takeaways

These events are just a few among many that MYPath can use to spread
awareness of the trail, facilitate community building, and create a sense of shared
ownership of the trail and all it offers. As awareness and community support of the
trail grows, more visitors from surrounding communities will flock to MYPath,
generating additional economic investment into Spencer and excitement for
potential trail expansion.

Marketing Plan

Effective trail marketing is about building public trust, shaping perception, and
driving participation. Infrastructure alone is not enough. Even the best trail
infrastructure won't succeed without a supportive and engaged public
(Destination by Design, 2023).

According to the Rural Marketing Playbook (Badlander Digital, 2023), marketing in
small towns must reflect authenticity, local values, and word-of-mouth credibility.
In Spencer, this means leveraging community events, storytelling, and platforms
like Facebook alongside traditional tools like flyers and local news stories. Without
marketing, potential users may never know the trail exists or may misunderstand
who it's for.

Purpose of Community Awareness Strategy

The purpose of this strategy is to increase local awareness, engagement, and
support for the MYPath trail system through a coordinated mix of marketing,
outreach, events, and partnerships. This includes families, local businesses, civic
leaders, and everyday trail users. With thoughtful planning and targeted outreach,
the trail will not only be seen but also embraced.
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Importance of Public Buy-In for Success

No matter how well-designed a trail is, it will only
thrive if the public sees its value and feels a sense of
ownership. Public buy-in leads to higher trail usage,
stronger volunteer support, and greater success in
securing future funding, maintenance help, and
expansion opportunities. Especially in small
communities, local attitude plays a critical role in the
sustainability of public initiatives. This strategy
prioritizes messaging that builds trust, counters
misinformation, and highlights both the personal and
collective benefits of the trail system (Destination by
Design, 2023).

Mission, Vision, Tagline & Values

Having clearly articulated guiding statements,
including a mission, vision, tagline, and values, is
critical for long-term success. These foundational
statements can strengthen stakeholder alignment,
enhance public messaging, and provide clarity in
community outreach and funding efforts. As
BoardSource (2024) notes, a mission guides daily
work, a vision provides a long-term destination, and
values define the principles that guide behavior
across stakeholders. These elements can help build
cohesion and trust.

The following examples for mission, tagline, and
values are provided as samples to prompt the
generation of additional ideas. It is strongly
recommended that these guiding principles be
developed alongside community members and
stakeholders to ensure the MYPath mission reflects
the voice of the community.

Mission

A mission statement explains why the trail exists and
how it achieves its goals (Tempel et al., 2016). For
MYPath, the mission should reflect its grassroots
nature and emphasize health, connection, and local
pride.

Sample MYPath
Mission, Vision, &
Tagline

Mission Statement:
To connect people in
Spencer and Owen
County to nature,
health, and each other
through safe,
welcoming, and
accessible community
trails

Vision Statement:
A vibrant Spencer
where trails are a
source of pride,
wellness, and
everyday connection
for all residents.

Tagline Options:

e “Your path. Our
community.”
“Find your path in
Spencer.”

“A trail for every
neighbor.”
“Where Spencer
moves.”

This mission statement should highlight the who (people in Spencer and Owen
County), the what (connection to nature, health, and one another), and the how
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(through accessible trails), aligning with the core _

function and community goals of the trail.
Sample MYPath

Vision Values
The vision statement serves as the ideal result of the
organization's efforts and “is the future state your
organization seeks to create for the community you
serve” (BoardSource). While MYPath does not have a
formal organizational structure, defining a shared
vision enables trail volunteers, community leaders,
and partner organizations to work toward a common
goal.

Values:

o Accessibility: We
believe the trail
should be free,
safe, and
welcoming to all.
Community: We
build connections
among neighbors,
families, and local
organizations.
Stewardship: We
care for the land

This vision should emphasize local ownership of the
trail, the role of recreation in community identity, and
the goal of long-term, intergenerational impact.

Tagline
A strong tagline reinforces the trail’s identity and

makes its purpose memorable to the public. While
MYPath does not currently use a consistent tagline

across its platforms, a concise and engaging phrase aﬁd infristrﬁcturgl
can unify signage, print materials, and digital f)oczs?l;fe e the trai
ioations, _
communications e e
Each recommended option encompasses themes of support phys:ca[,
local ownership, movement, and connection, which mental, and social
are key pillars of the MYPath effort. A tagline should health through
be selected and used consistently to build familiarity outdoor activity.
and brand recognition. Partnership: We

work together with
volunteers, civic
groups, and public
agencies to grow
and sustain the
trail.

Values

Core values represent the beliefs and principles that
guide the actions of all stakeholders involved in trail
development, maintenance, and promotion. Values
should be few in number, easy to remember, and
shared across collaborators.

These values must reflect the collaborative nature of MYPath and provide an
ethical and operational framework for how the trail should be maintained and
promoted.

Role of Communication in Owen County

In a town like Spencer, where traditional media, word-of-mouth, and in-person
interactions remain central, communication efforts must be adapted to local
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realities. While digital platforms are essential, they cannot fully replace the impact
of church bulletins, school flyers, and face-to-face engagement at events. This
plan accounts for these dynamics and recommends a balanced communication
mix to reach diverse segments of the population, from older residents to young
families and local business owners.

Marketing Audit

A marketing audit is an in-depth examination of an organization’s current
marketing activities, communication channels, and engagement strategies to
determine their effectiveness and identify opportunities for improvement. For the
MYPath trail system in Spencer, Indiana, this audit evaluates how well current
outreach efforts are raising awareness, fostering community involvement, and
building long-term support for the trail.

Spencer is a small, rural community where traditional forms of communication,
like flyers in community spaces and in-person conversations, remain highly
influential. Yet, digital channels like Facebook and community websites are
increasingly shaping public perception. Therefore, this audit considers both
grassroots and digital strategies, recognizing that successful trail marketing must
blend these approaches to reach diverse audiences. The purpose of this audit is
to:

1. Assess the effectiveness of existing communication tools and messages in
promoting MYPath.

2. ldentify strengths, gaps, and missed opportunities in connecting with target
audiences.

3. Recommend actionable strategies to enhance visibility, increase trail usage,
and strengthen partnerships with local organizations.

Channels Evaluated
In order to review how effective existing methods of communication are, take
inventory of the channels in which MYPath currently operates:

¢ Local media: The Owen News has published supportive content about the
trail, including an April 2025 column by Kyle Hannon that highlighted the
MYPath Trail's value. However, coverage has been episodic rather than part
of a sustained campaign.

e Social media: The MYPath Facebook page has approximately 1,700
followers, but engagement rates are low, and content is inconsistent. The
Instagram account has not been updated since 2021, missing opportunities
to reach younger audiences with visual storytelling.

¢ Events and promotions: Regular activities such as the Wednesday Walks
and the annual MYPath 5K are held, yet community awareness appears
limited due to a lack of cohesive event promotion and digital marketing.

O’NEILL
SCHOOL OF PUBLIC AND
ENVIRONMENTAL AFFAIRS 64



o Email marketing: A centralized email list for trail supporters, volunteers,
and community members does not currently exist, resulting in missed
opportunities for direct communication and donor development.

o Partnerships: There is little ongoing collaboration with key stakeholders
such as schools, churches, and small businesses. These groups offer
untapped potential for spreading awareness through existing local
networks.

Summary of Key Issues

According to the Independent Sector (2017), an organization’s online presence is
essential for transparency and accountability, while Joyaux (2008) emphasizes
the value of two-way engagement via social platforms. Applying these principles,
MYPath should focus on consistent messaging, visual storytelling, and real-time
updates. Incorporating engagement tools like polls, contests, and volunteer
spotlights can boost participation and deepen community ties. Strategic calls to
action, for example, encouraging followers to share photos, attend events, or
donate, should be included in every outreach effort.

MYPath has the foundational elements of a strong communications strategy but
lacks integration and consistency. To build lasting community support, the trail
must be visible, understood, and valued. Enhancing communication across digital
and traditional platforms while leveraging local partnerships will help the trail
system become a central part of life in Owen County.

Assumptions

The recommendations and analysis within this marketing plan are based on
several working assumptions about the MYPath Trail System, the town of
Spencer, and the surrounding community. These assumptions guide the scope of
the plan and inform the proposed strategies.

¢ Community size & demographics: Spencer is a small, rural town with a
population of approximately 2,500 residents, with a broader reach into
Owen County. The population skews toward families, retirees, and middle-
aged residents, with a limited influx of new residents.

e Communication habits: Residents rely heavily on localized communication
methods such as the Owen News, church bulletins, school flyers, and direct
word-of-mouth. Social media, particularly Facebook, is widely used for local
updates and personal networking rather than broader regional outreach.

¢ Digital infrastructure: The trail currently has an existing Facebook page
and a basic website presence, but no dedicated email marketing list or
consistent digital content schedule. Engagement on social platforms is
sporadic, and visual storytelling could be more fully leveraged.

¢ Community values: Safety, health, local economic vitality, and family-
friendly recreation are high priorities for residents. Messaging that connects
the trail to these values is assumed to resonate strongly.
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e Current awareness levels: While MYPath is known among some local
residents, awareness is inconsistent across different demographic groups.
Residents may be aware of the trail’'s existence but not understand its full
benefits, current amenities, or future expansion plans.

¢ Partnership potential: Schools, small businesses, local nonprofits, and
civic organizations have the potential to be strong partners in promoting the
trail, but these relationships are currently informal or underdeveloped.

e Budget & resource constraints: The MYPath marketing plan will likely be
implemented with limited financial resources and no dedicated full-time
marketing staff, relying on volunteers and in-kind community partnerships.

These assumptions will need to be periodically revisited as the community grows,
new infrastructure is developed, and the trail’s profile evolves. Recognizing and
validating these assumptions through surveys, stakeholder feedback, and
performance metrics will help ensure the marketing strategy remains relevant and
effective.

Marketing Strategy & Objectives

The marketing strategy for the MYPath Trail System is designed to build sustained
community awareness, increase trail use across diverse audiences, and foster
long-term support for trail-related initiatives. It blends digital engagement with
grassroots outreach to ensure messaging resonates in a small-town context like
Spencer, Indiana. It will help meet the following four objectives:

Increase public awareness of the MYPath Trail System and its benefits
Boost trail usage among local families, youth, and retirees

Strengthen partnerships with local schools, businesses, and civic
organizations

Build a base of long-term supporters who advocate for and help maintain
the trail

A wpe

The following marketing strategy will make recommendations on key messages,
target audiences, marketing approaches, and engagement tactics for MYPath.
Additional information to support marketing approaches can be found in Appendix
0.

Key Messages
Consistently use key messaging that resonates with MYPath and the community’s

values:
“MYPath connects you to nature, and to your community.”
e “Thetrail is free, local, and open to everyone.”
e “MYPathis your path.”
e “When you support the trail, you invest in healthier, more connected Owen
County.”
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Target Audiences
The following primary and secondary audiences should be targeted in MYPath's
communications:

e Primary
o Families with young children (ages 5-15)
o Adults ages 30-65 seeking outdoor recreation
o Seniors looking for connection and wellness activities
e Secondary
o Teens and young adults (ages 13-30) interested in outdoor recreation
o Visitors to McCormick's Creek State Park or nearby attractions
o Local business owners and civic leaders

Marketing Approaches
The following approaches represent key ways to garner community buy-in for
MYPath via marketing tactics:

Community Engagement Through Local Events

At the heart of the MYPath Trail marketing strategy is a commitment to
embedding trail promotion within existing community events that take
place in downtown Spencer and near the trail system. The strategy focuses
on engaging with well-attended gatherings to increase visibility and
community participation. Examples include setting up booths or interactive
activities at events such as Spencer Pride, downtown farmers markets, or
seasonal festivals. These touchpoints offer organic opportunities to connect
with residents, distribute materials, and promote trail benefits in a casual,
familiar setting. Campaigns like Trail Bingo, selfie contests, and story walks
can be launched in alignment with these events to further attract families
and younger audiences.

Partnership Development

Strong local partnerships are essential to expanding MYPath's reach and
reinforcing community ownership of the trail. Schools play a critical role and
can be engaged through tactics like sending flyers home with students,
incorporating student art into trail signage, and organizing field trips for
physical education classes. Businesses offer another key collaboration
opportunity. By developing co-branded flyers, offering sponsor shoutouts at
events, or contributing prizes for scavenger hunts and contests, local
businesses can gain visibility while supporting a shared community asset.
Nonprofits and churches can also help amplify trail communications by
including MYPath updates in their newsletters, announcements, and
community bulletins.
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Multichannel Communications

The MYPath strategy emphasizes the importance of using a diversified and
consistent communication mix. Social media platforms, particularly
Facebook and Instagram, will serve as core tools for engaging the public,
sharing timely updates, and showcasing impact through visual storytelling.
The trail's website will act as an information hub, offering details on
upcoming events, trail maps, volunteer opportunities, and key contacts.
Print materials, such as posters, flyers, and brochures, will be strategically
placed at community gathering spots like libraries, businesses, and town
offices. To build a more direct line of communication with supporters, a new
email marketing system will be developed to deliver newsletters and event
updates. Press releases will also be used to share major milestones with
local and regional media outlets.

Engagement Tactics

To translate marketing goals into action, MYPath will adopt a series of coordinated
engagement tactics designed to build visibility, deepen connections with local
audiences, and create a sense of shared ownership of the trail. These tactics are
grounded in best practices from rural marketing and trail development literature,
while remaining flexible enough to adapt to local dynamics in Spencer, Indiana.
Tangible examples of engagement tactics, including sample social media posts,
flyers, and activities like bingo, can be found in Appendix 8.

Social Media Strategy

An effective digital presence can enhance transparency, accountability, and
community trust. Social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram will
serve as the primary digital tools to engage users in real time, promote
events, share trail updates, and celebrate community stories. The website
will complement these efforts by serving as a centralized hub for trail maps,
volunteer information, contact details, and seasonal campaigns.

According to Independent Sector (2017), an organization’s online presence
is a key vehicle for communicating progress and building trust, while Joyaux
(2008) notes the potential of social media for two-way engagement.
Utilizing social media practices that include pathways for two-way
engagement creates opportunities for interaction and conversation
between the brand/organization and its audience. This allows users to like,
share, and comment on posts, extending a brand’s reach while also
generating brand advocates who continually interact on social media posts.
Therefore, MYPath's digital strategy will include the following best
practices:
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e Consistent and Regular Posting: Maintain an active presence by
posting trail news, photos, and upcoming events at least twice per
week.

e Use of Visual Content: Prioritize photos, graphics, and short videos
to increase reach and engagement.

¢ Interactive Elements: Encourage followers to participate in polls,
share their trail experiences, and engage with user-generated
content.

e Impact Storytelling: Feature testimonials from families, retirees,
and trail volunteers to humanize the trail’s impact.

e Clear Calls to Action: Each post will end with a prompt (e.g., “Join us
on Wednesday Walks,"” or “Share your favorite trail memory.")

Website Strategy

The MYPath website should serve as the central information hub for all
things trail-related, offering accessible, up-to-date content for both
residents and visitors. A well-maintained website builds credibility, fosters
transparency, and makes it easy for users to engage with the trail.

Currently, multiple webpages exist with varying information about MYPath.
This includes the MYPath webpage, Owen County Community Foundation
MYPath landing page, and the Soil and Water Conservation District MYPath
landing page. While having multiple websites featuring MYPath is certainly
beneficial, all webpages should have consistent language and information.
Standardize the following information across webpages:

Maps of the trail

The MYPath Program Manager’s contact information
Link for donations

Links to social media profiles

Calendar of events

Ensure the link to the primary MYPath website is hosted on the other pages,
and that it is the site that is driven to through flyers, community
engagement events, or other outreach.

Key website features should include an updated events calendar,
downloadable trail maps, trail rules and guidelines, contact information, a
link for donations, and forms for volunteer sign-up or inquiries (such as
information on Friends of MYPath). A blog or “News & Updates” section
could be used to spotlight seasonal highlights, community partners, and
personal stories from trail users, which creates a sense of shared ownership
and momentum.
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The website should also provide clear calls to action encouraging visitors to
sign up for email updates, follow MYPath on social media, or get involved in
upcoming events. A mobile-friendly design is essential, as many users will
likely access the site on their phones while out on the trail or attending
community events. Visual appeal matters. Use high-quality photos of the
trail, local families, and seasonal scenery to reinforce the sense of place.
Finally, include strong cross-links to the Facebook page, Instagram account,
and other promotional materials to ensure consistency across
communication channels. A clean, user-friendly, and regularly updated
website will significantly enhance MYPath's outreach efforts and
community connection.

Website development platforms like Wix or Squarespace offer easy options
for website design and maintenance that do not require the use of a website
developer. Programs like Canva can also allow users to easily design
marketing materials for the website and social media sites.

Digital Responsiveness

Creating a trail experience that people want to share about is key to
generating buy-in amongst the community (Trail Town Guide, 2015, pg. 35).
However, some people’s experiences with MYPath will begin before they
ever step foot on the trail - it will begin online.

Monitor the ways people are engaging with MYPath digitally. They might be
sending questions through direct messaging on Instagram or emails. They
might be posting about upcoming trail events in community pages on
Facebook. They might be leaving Google Reviews about their experiences
on the trail. Being aware and responsive to all of these forms of outreach is
crucial. People will remember if their question was answered in a timely and
helpful manner, or if they received a nice comment from MYPath on their
Facebook post. Avoid engaging in controversial public posts, but be aware
of how public perception might be shaping online. Work to reinforce or
change that public perception through other digital and in-person
interactions that stay true to MYPath's brand.

Being able to easily utilize and engage with MYPath digitally will create
feelings of positivity from community members toward MYPath that they
will share with their friends, family, and other community members. This
type of engagement and positive word-of-mouth sharing - especially as the
trail looks to expand - will create buy-in and ownership amongst the
community.
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Event Partnerships

The MYPath strategy prioritizes partnering with existing community
festivals, celebrations, and traditions that already draw strong local
participation. These partnerships allow the trail to become a visible, valued
part of the community’s cultural fabric, while reducing the burden of
planning and promotion. By integrating trail-focused activities into well-
loved events, MYPath can introduce new users to the trail system, promote
healthy recreation, and strengthen local goodwill.

One example is the Spencer Apple Butter Festival, one of the area’s largest
annual events. MYPath could set up a “Trail Station” near the festival route
with trail map handouts and kid-friendly activities like Trail Bingo. Branded
signs could direct festival attendees to trail entrances just a few blocks
away, encouraging them to take a short walk or bike ride during the event.
Additionally, MYPath could collaborate with vendors or local sponsors to
offer small prizes, like apple-themed stickers or buttons, for participants
who complete a short trail activity. This approach not only introduces
attendees to the trail in a low-pressure way but also reinforces the idea that
the trail is a fun, accessible community space tied to Spencer’s identity.

Similar collaborations could be explored with other events like Spencer
Pride, Farmer’s Markets, and seasonal holiday parades, therefore ensuring
that MYPath has a regular, welcoming presence at gatherings where people
already feel connected.

Advertising and Partnerships

In a small town like Spencer, advertising is most effective when it feels
relational rather than transactional. Word-of-mouth, trust, and mutual
support are core to how residents engage with local initiatives, and
advertising should reflect that. Rather than relying solely on traditional paid
placements, MYPath should pursue advertising and sponsorships that
highlight local partnerships and shared community values. The goal is not
only to raise awareness of the trail but to strengthen the sense that it
belongs to everyone.

One key opportunity lies in partnering with beloved local institutions, such
as the historic Tivoli Theatre. MYPath could work with the theatre to display
an ad before showtimes featuring a simple call to action like “Walk the Trail.
Support Spencer.” In exchange, MYPath could promote Tivoli events on its
social media and include Tivoli logos on select trail signage or print
materials. This kind of cross-promotion feels organic, reinforces local pride,
and supports two important community assets at once.
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Similar collaborations could be developed with coffee shops, fithess
studios, hardware stores, or locally owned restaurants. For example, a
downtown café could display a MYPath flyer or host a “Trail Tuesdays”
discount for trail users, while MYPath highlights the business in a
“Community Partner Spotlight” on social media. These reciprocal
partnerships are not only cost-effective, but they build the kind of authentic,
lasting engagement that public infrastructure projects rely on for long-term
success.

Monitoring & Control

Ongoing monitoring and control are essential to ensure that the MYPath
marketing plan remains effective, responsive, and alighed with community needs.
Regular evaluation will identify what is working, where adjustments are needed,
and how resources can be used for maximum impact.

Progress should be tracked through a combination of quantitative and qualitative
measures. Social media analytics, website traffic, and event participation numbers
should be reviewed monthly to assess the reach and effectiveness of marketing
efforts. Community feedback through surveys, informal conversations, and
partner feedback will provide insight into perceptions, needs, and potential
challenges.

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)

To measure the success of the MYPath Marketing Plan, the following KPls
will be tracked:

Awareness & Reach

e Increase in Facebook page likes and engagement rate (goal: +15%
engagement in 12 months)

e Number of media mentions in Owen News or regional publications
(goal: 6+ per year)

e Number of printed materials distributed (goal: 500+ annually through
events and partners)

Trail Usage & Engagement

e Estimated increase in trail users, based on event counts and visual
observation (goal: +10% annually)

e Number of participants in MYPath events or partner events held near
the trail (goal: 50+ attendees per signature event)

e Number of participants in seasonal campaigns (e.g., Trail Bingo,
selfie contests)

Partnership Development
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¢ Number of active local business, school, or nonprofit partners
engaged in marketing activities (goal: 10+ active partnerships)

e Number of co-branded or partner-led promotions executed (goal: 4+
per year)

Community Feedback

e Positive sentiment in surveys or informal feedback (goal: 80%+
favorable rating on awareness and value of the trail)

e Number of new volunteers or advocates recruited through marketing
efforts (goal: +10 annually)

Monitoring Tools & Methods

The MYPath Trail marketing efforts will be monitored using a combination
of digital analytics, partner reporting, and direct community feedback.
These tools and methods will ensure data-driven decision-making and
timely adjustments to tactics.

Digital Analytics

e Facebook & Instagram Insights: Track post reach, engagement,
follower growth, and click-through rates.

e Website Analytics (Google Analytics): Monitor page views, time on
site, event page traffic, and referral sources.

e Email Marketing Reports: Measure open rates, click rates, and
subscription growth.

Partner & Community Feedback

e Partner Check-Ins: Quarterly discussions with local schools,
businesses, and nonprofits to review co-promotion efforts and collect
feedback.

e Event Feedback Forms: Short surveys at or after events to gauge
satisfaction, awareness, and suggestions for improvement.

e Informal Conversations: Board members and volunteers can gather
anecdotal feedback during trail walks, at community events, or in
local businesses.

Media & Public Awareness Tracking

e Media Monitoring: Keep a record of local news articles, radio
mentions, and online features highlighting the trail.

e Material Distribution Counts: Track the number of flyers, brochures,
or posters placed in local businesses and community hubs.
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Observation & On-the-Ground Data

e Trail User Counts: Seasonal counts at key trail entry points to
estimate usage trends.

e Event Attendance Tracking: Maintain records of attendance for
MYPath-led or partner events near the trail.

This blended approach of digital data, community feedback, media
monitoring, and direct observation will allow MYPath to understand both the
reach and the impact of its marketing activities, ensuring the strategy
remains relevant and effective.

Course Corrections & Escalation

Marketing is most effective when it is flexible and responsive to real-world
feedback. The MYPath marketing strategy will include a structured process for
making course corrections when tactics are underperforming or unexpected
challenges arise.

Regular Review Cycle

¢ Marketing performance data and feedback will be reviewed quarterly
by the Trail Expansion Advisory Committee.

e Strategies and tactics that are consistently underperforming will be
revised, replaced, or paused to redirect resources toward higher-
impact activities.

Rapid Response Adjustments

e |n cases where community sentiment, safety issues, or major local
events require immediate changes to messaging, adjustments will be
made within 48-72 hours.

e Social media and website content will be updated promptly to reflect
new information, ensuring accuracy and maintaining trust.

Escalation Process

e If anissue emerges that could negatively affect the reputation of the
trail, such as misinformation, safety concerns, or negative media
coverage, it will be escalated to the designated communications lead
within 24 hours.

¢ A coordinated response plan will be developed, focusing on clear,
factual communication that addresses concerns while reinforcing the
trail's benefits and safety.
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Learning & Continuous Improvement

e All course corrections will be documented, noting the issue, actions
taken, and results.

e Lessons learned will inform future strategies, ensuring that MYPath's
communications become more effective over time.

By implementing a straightforward process for course corrections and escalation,
MYPath ensures that marketing efforts remain agile, community-focused, and
aligned with the organization’s long-term vision.

Contingency Plan

While the MYPath marketing strategy is designed for steady implementation,
external factors such as weather events, budget constraints, staff or volunteer
turnover, or shifting community priorities can disrupt planned activities. A
contingency plan ensures that essential communications and engagement efforts
continue even in the face of unforeseen challenges.

Priority Messaging

¢ Inthe event of unexpected disruptions, priority will be given to
messaging that maintains community trust, reinforces the trail's
value, and provides timely updates to stakeholders.

e Clear and consistent information will be shared across all channels,
with a focus on reassurance and transparency.

Alternate Channels & Approaches

e If certain outreach channels become unavailable (e.g., event
cancellations, print delays), digital platforms such as social media,
email newsletters, and the MYPath website will be used as primary
communication tools.

e Pre-prepared content, such as “evergreen” posts about trail safety,
benefits, and community impact, will be used to keep engagement
high during downtime.

Resource Reallocation

e If budget or volunteer availability is reduced, resources will be
reallocated toward the most effective, high-visibility tactics, such as
partnerships with local businesses, targeted social media campaigns,
and low-cost, high-impact events.

Scenario Planning

e Potential risks, such as trail closures due to weather, construction, or
safety concerns, will be discussed quarterly.
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e For each identified risk, an alternate communications strategy will be
documented in advance, ensuring MYPath can respond quickly
without losing momentum.

By anticipating potential obstacles and outlining clear backup approaches,
MYPath can ensure that marketing and outreach efforts remain resilient,
adaptable, and community-focused no matter the circumstances.

Messaging to Generate Community Buy-In

The existence of MYPath - and any expansion of it - is fundamentally shaped by the
community in which it exists. Therefore, the community’s values, concerns,
considerations, questions, and excitement toward the trail all must be addressed
to garner community buy-in. This is especially true amidst trail expansion efforts.

Various community stakeholders will have different communication needs to help
them feel connected to MYPath. Transparent messaging that acknowledges
concerns, promotes community values, and creates positive anticipation will allow
the community to feel ownership of and pride in MYPath. The following section
outlines four steps MYPath can take to determine what topics are most salient to
which stakeholders, what existing studies say about those topics, and examples of
how to message to different audiences.

Step One: Create and Maintain Ways for People to Share Interests and
Concerns

Community members, tourists, and other stakeholders will want an opportunity to
express their concerns, receive answers, or share their experiences about the trail.
Some will value quick and easy access to information, while others will want
greater, ongoing involvement with trail communications. This type of outreach
from community members will also be beneficial to helping MYPath understand
and recognize which topics, interests, and concerns are most salient to which
stakeholders; this will inform Figures 20 and 21 below.

Importantly, when a community member asks a question or shares an opinion,
they will want to feel heard. Prioritizing transparent and timely responses will help
create community trust and buy-in related to MYPath.

Consider creating and/or maintaining the following to gather some of the
community’s outreach about the trail:

Email inbox (mypathspencer@gmail.com)

Contact form on the MYPath website

Direct messaging through the MYPath Facebook and Instagram

QR codes (linking to the MYPath website homepage or contact form)
In-person conversations with the MYPath Project Manager (at community
events, trail walks, and other in-person opportunities)
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Step Two: Outline Community Interests, Concerns, and Existing Research

Recognizing which key interests and concerns the community holds is crucial to
understanding what messaging the community needs to hear to buy into the trail.
Consider what existing studies say about those interests and concerns. Figure 20
below offers some examples of interests and concerns raised by community
stakeholders throughout the course of this project, as well as some existing,

related studies:

Figure 20. Outlining Community Interests, Concerns, and Existing Research

Community Interests

Community

Studies* Show...

restrictions

Concerns
Safety e Reduction in vehicular o User e Physical activity
traffic and accidents misconduct levels increase in
e High visibility leads to (property communities with
safer neighborhoods damage or trails
privacy e Many concerns of
breeches) property damage
e User accidents or user
or incidents misconduct never
materialize
Health e |ncreased opportunity for | e Useraccidents | e Trails decrease
physical activity, can or incidents community
reduce disease and healthcare costs
healthcare costs
e Qutdoor time benefits
physical and mental health
Community e Free activity ¢ May impact e Residents living
Engagement, | ¢ Creates community pride “small town” close to or using a
Recreation & | ¢ Opportunity for feel trail often have
Social connections with fellow high attachment
Benefits community members to the trail and its
e Opportunity for place
volunteerism, education, e Trail activities
or local organizations to have a positive
get involved effect on family
time and
friendship
Economic e Generates spending for e Property e Trails increase
Impact local businesses ownership income of certain

businesses
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e Creates opportunity for o
new businesses to set up

e |ncreases property values | e

e Increases desire to live in
this community

Increases
property values
Increases taxes

e Trailsincrease
local tax base

e Property values
stay stagnant or
increase with the
presence of a
nearby trail

e Property salability
is positively
impacted by a
nearby trail

*Per “Multiuse Trails: Benefits and Concerns of Residents and Property Owners” (Corning et al., 2012)

Step Three: Craft Targeted Messaging for Key Stakeholders on Salient

Topics

After understanding what interests and concerns the community has about the
trail, as well as what existing studies and data show about those topics, consider

your stakeholders and messages.

Frame your messaging to address the concerns and interests of different
audiences. For example, trail users will care deeply about their safety while using
the trail, and property owners will want to know that damage to properties near
the trails rarely occurs; while both of these messages address safety concerns,
they should be separately communicated to assuage specific stakeholders. Figure
21 below highlights some examples of messages MYPath might consider using

with different audiences:

Figure 21. Suggested Messaging for Select Key Audiences on Salient Topics

Trail Users Tourists Property Local
Owners Businesses
Safety e Trails are e Trails are safe | ¢ MYPathis e N/A
safe for our for our committed to
community community to being a good
to use use neighbor
e Spenceris e Spenceris e Trails rarely
committed committed to bring users
to keeping keeping its who cause
its residents visitors safe misconduct
safe or property
damage
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Health MYPath e MYPath offers [ ¢ N/A N/A
offers physical and
physical and mental health
mental benefits
health
benefits
Community MYPathisa |e MYPathisa e Our MYPath can
Engagement, free activity free activity community is help you
Recreation & for all! for all! proud of connect with
Social Our MYPath, and the local
Benefits community you are a key community
is proud of steward The local
MYPath community
will pour back
into your
business
Economic Visit your o Visit o MYPath will MYPath will
Impact local stores Spencer’s only work increase
—such as local stores - with willing spending at
coffee such as landowners your local
shops, brew coffee shops, (no “taking” businesses
pubs, brew pubs, land) MYPath will
shopping, shopping, and | ¢ Home values make it
and more - more — just near MYPath attractive for
just steps steps away will increase new
away from from MYPath! [ ¢ Local tax businesses to
MYPath! dollars are open — and
not spent on stay open —in
MYPath; the Owen County
trail has been
funded
through
grants and
private
donations

Step Four: Revisit and Refresh Messaging

Other topics of interest likely exist or may come up as a priority throughout the life
of the trail; a similar fluctuation or addition of key stakeholders is likely to occur
over time. Ensure the information in Figure 20 is updated semi-frequently to best
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address the changing interests and concerns of community members. Use up-to-
date studies, or even existing MYPath data (such as that provided in the Economic
Impact section of this report), to craft messaging for different stakeholder groups.

The analysis in Figure 21 should also be reassessed and updated frequently to help
inform communications to key stakeholders. Utilizing this messaging, consider
creating tailored talking points, one-pagers, or other messaging for different,
targeted audiences.

Community Engagement and Marketing
Conclusion: Share About MYPath!

MYPath is an important community asset to Spencer and Owen County, but
residents and visitors alike cannot reap the benefits of the trail if they do not know
about the trail’'s existence.

Creating engagement opportunities on the trail through on-trail education and
activities can draw new users to connect with MYPath. Similarly, utilizing a
targeted marketing plan that focuses on getting word out about MYPath in a
strategic, community-centered way will create new trail users, economic value for
the local community, and, ultimately, help create support for expansion.

Getting people aware of the trail, using the trail, and being bought in to the trail will
allow the expansion of MYPath to reflect a true community effort.
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Review of Recommendations

As the MyPath Trail System looks to expand, it must recognize its status as an
important asset to the community.

It both directly and indirectly impacts the economic spend in the local community,
the attraction of businesses and residents, and an increase in the value of nearby
properties. The analysis shows that opportunities for more extended visits
significantly increase the dollars spent in the community:

1) Economic Impact Analysis: Capitalize on the range of benefits that trails
provide by expanding MYPath and increasing its users.

o Trails have been shown to provide the following benefits to their
communities:

* [Increasing location desirability for families and businesses;
» Facilitating placemaking and building community pride;

» Promoting an active and outdoor-focused culture;

= Improving physical and mental health for users; and

* |ncreasing property values.

o lItis projected that MYPath expansion will increase trail users.
Increased trail usage will correspond to increased dollars being spent
in the community.

o MYPath trail user spending is estimated to fall within the following
ranges per daily trail visit:

= Local User (Day Trip): $7.21 - $11.33;
= Non-Local User (Day Trip): $13.00 - $70.50; and
= QOvernight User: $98.00 - $176.98.

o The MYPath expansion will increase users, particularly overnight
users, providing economic benefits to the community of Spencer and
Owen County.

As the trail expands, the vision to connect locally, across counties, and regionally
brings a new set of objectives and goals. This will require community involvement
that builds supporters, advisors, and contributors to maintain and expand the trail:

2) Trail Expansion Strategy: MYPath needs a strategic and targeted
expansion approach that amplifies community voices and intentionally
targets diverse fundraising sources.

o Establish a Trail Expansion Advisory Group to engage key
stakeholders. This diverse group will collaborate, communicate, and
guide decision-making on trail expansion efforts.

o Engage new types of volunteers in the community through targeted
efforts such as school, work, or mission-specific volunteer events.
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o Ensure landowners are proactively engaged throughout expansion
efforts, as this will create trust and support for MYPath among this
key group. Explore various opportunities for parking solutions,
understand existing legal protections, and create avenues for
feedback and transparent communication with landowners.

o Explore avariety of funding opportunities to create fiscal support for
expansion. This process should include assessing corporate and
foundation funding that has previously not been utilized, as well as
maintaining and preparing for future government grant opportunities.

Transparency is vital through community engagement with a focus on education,
marketing, and addressing not only community concerns but also excitement for
trail expansion. Providing opportunities for access to communications through
word of mouth, a digital presence, and targeted communications will elevate
awareness and, ultimately, support and use of the trail:

3) Community Engagement and Awareness: Getting more people on the trail
will increase community buy-in for expansion.

o Create more opportunities for on-trail activity and education,
including interpretive signage and exercise opportunities.

o Use the Marketing Plan provided in this report to strategically
message to and engage MYPath stakeholders. This marketing plan
will include suggestions to create mission, vision, values, and tagline
statements, streamline consistent webpage information, promote
MYPath through various social media efforts, and more.

o Lean on existing community assets and partnerships to expand
MYPath's reach, such as festivals or fairs, and address the interests
and concerns of the community to build trust.

Additional details on recommendations can be found throughout previous
sections of this report.
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Conclusion

The MYPath Trail System expansion project reflects a vision that contributes to
community growth, economic vitality, and public engagement within Owen
County.

The strategic expansion approach will center on economic impact analysis,
targeted trail expansion strategies, and community engagement and awareness.
The report provides a framework to engage on all of these aspects in a way that
accounts for present and future community needs, requiring involvement at all
levels within the Owen County community.

Leveraging current local assets, building stakeholders’ relationships, and
strengthening partnerships creates buy-in, awareness, and transparency
throughout the community. Encouraging recreational and educational
opportunities not only supports the current path but fosters future social and
economic opportunities. The importance of educational signage, on-trail activities,
and community outreach serves as a first step towards increased awareness,
usage, and community involvement with MYPath.

The MYPath Trail System is not just about building a path; it's about contributing
to the sustainability of the Owen County community for years to come through
connection.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. MYPath and Regional Trail Mapping

MYPath Expansion. Maps showcasing the expansion of MYPath's Riverfront Trail

to McCormick’s Creek State Park. (Map Distance Calculator, Google Maps
Distance Calculator, 2025)

Distance: 4301.3 m | 4.30 km | 2.67 mi | 14112 ft | 4703.9 yd | 2.32 nm
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MYPath Regional Expansion. Maps showcasing regional expansion opportunities
to connect MYPath to other localities.
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Appendix 2. List of MYPath Trail Expansion Stakeholders to
Consider for Stakeholder Modeling

Landowners — especially those along the routes

Chamber

OCCF

Town of Spencer

Owen County

Industry / Corporate

School District

Trail users / associations (walkers, runners, bikers, families, dog walkers,
birders, etc.)

Medical professional

Other key community nodes and organizations (Boys and Girls Club, Pride
Center, etc.)

Business Owners — Spencer, Owen county in general

Large production/franchise vs small businesses

Community leaders — pastors, community groups

Accessibility organizations — Disabled Hikers (https://www.disabledhikers.com/),
Birdability (https://www.birdability.org/)

Trail Users

Non-Trail Users

Local Residents

Visitors or Tourists

Local Businesses

Local Community-Based Organizations

Local Government Organizations and Leaders

Property Owners

Donors

Volunteers

Trail Expansion Construction-Related Vendors
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Appendix 3. Four Cost Estimate Calculations for Trail Expansion

(2-mile and 1-mile; asphalt and gravel)

Cost Estimate 1. Trail costs for 2-mile expansion with full asphalt (INDOT Trail
Cost Calculator — updated with 2025 INDOT Unit Prices)

- - TOOLE
Trail Planning-Level Cost Calculator DESIGN
Trail Descriptor VELELIE
Surface Asphalt
Length (miles)* 2
Width 10
Setting/Location Rural
Terrain Hilly
Former railroad grade No
Along stream/river hank Yes
Constuction Subtotal § 2,184,000 |
Construction Contingency | 3ﬂ5ﬁ| 5 656,000 |
Estimated Construction Cost of Trail 4 2,840,000 |
Estimated Cost of Design 5 437,000 |
Funding Source Design Escalation | Local | 5 - |
Total Estimated Cost of Trail S 3,277,000
Average Cost per Mile s 1,639,000 |
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Cost Estimate 2. Trail costs for 2-mile expansion with crushed stone (INDOT Trail
Cost Calculator — updated with 2025 INDOT Unit Prices)

Trail Planning-Level Cost Calculator

TOOLE

DESIGH

Trail Descriptor VETEL]E]

Surface Crushed Stone

Length [miles)* 2

Width 10

Setting/Location Rural

Terrain Hilly

Former railroad grade No

Along stream/river bank Yes

Constuction Subtotal 5 1,129,000 |

Construction Contingency | 30%)| § 339,000 |

Estimated Construction Cost of Trail 5 1,468,000 |

Estimated Cost of Design 5 225,EHZH}|

Funding Source Design Escalation | Local | 5 - |
otal Estimated Cost of Trail 5 1,604,000

Average Cost per Mile 5 847,000 |
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Cost Estimate 3. Trail costs for 1-mile expansion with asphalt and 1-mile
expansion with crushed stone (INDOT Trail Cost Calculator — updated with 2025
INDOT Unit Prices)

. . TOOLE
Trail Planning-Level Cost Calculator OOLE
Trail Descriptor Variable
Surface Asphalt
Length (miles)* 1
Width 10
Setting/Location Rural
Terrain Hilly
Former railroad grade No
Along stream/river bank Yes
Constuction Subtotal $ 1,092,000 |
Construction Contingency | 30%] S 328,000 I
Estimated Construction Cost of Trail $ 1,420,000 |
Estimated Cost of Design 3 219,000 |
Funding Source Design Escalation | Local [ S - |
Total Estimated Cost of Trail $ 1,639,000
Average Cost per Mile $ 1,639,000 |
- - TOOLE
Trail Planning-Level Cost Calculator qg;.s..
Trail Descriptor VELEL
Surface Crushed Stone
Length (miles)* 1
Width 10
Setting/Location Rural
Terrain Hilly
Former railroad grade No
Along stream/river bank Yes
Constuction Subtotal g 565,000 |
Construction Contingency | 30%| 8 170,000 |
Estimated Construction Cost of Trail 5 735,000 |
Estimated Cost of Design S 113,000 |
Funding Source Design Escalation | Local | S - | Total
combined
Total Estimated Cost of Trail 5 248,000 cost =
Average Cost per Mile 5 848,000 | $2'541’000
’
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Appendix 4. Sign Making Options

Indiana University Center for Rural Engagement

Within Indiana University’s Center for Rural Engagement is the Rural Placemaking
Studio — a project that facilitates relationships with IU faculty and students in
comprehensive design and creative placemaking. To be considered, a project
must enhance public space, benefit a rural community of 50,000 people or less,
and participate in Rural Placemaking Studio events and site visits. If selected,
project participants will meet with Studio staff to discuss program goals, set
milestones, and schedule community planning sessions to get needed input. From
there, students will submit design options to project partners and then support
participants in the resourcing and project development needed for
implementation. Applications for the program typically open in November. As a
first step in the sign-making process, MYPath should apply for the program in
November 2025.

Interpretative Signage for Construction or Purchase
Interpretative trail sighage can come in many shapes, sizes, formats, and designs.

Below are examples of effective trail signage options and messages that are in line
with the best communication and messaging practices (Vackersign).

SIGNAGE EXAMPLES

Pole Banners Trail Connection
Signage

K‘E\ CAPITAL
\ S/ TRAILS

XYZ TRAIL

Trail Head Signage

Kiosk
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FOOD FOREST

A food forest is a place to forage and enjoy fresh food. In
addition, it provides shade, habitat for wildlife and
attracts pollinators.

A food forest, sometimes called a forest garden, is a planting that
consists of layers of edible plants. The various layers are intended to
mimic the layers in a natural forest. As in nature, planting in layers
allows more plants to fit in an area and helps prevent one plant type

from outcompeting another.

Layers of a Food Forest

P g p—

NW-42SS Food Forest

O’NEILL
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There are many different edible plants
located in this diverse food forest. Can
you spot any of these?

A Natural Cycle

This food forest will grow year after year without
fertilizer or pesticides. The forest will sustain itself
through a natural cycle that begins with the
sprouting of seeds and ends with old trees dying. In
nature, disturbances like strong winds or fire can
cause old trees to fall or die. As time passes, fallen
tree decay or ash returns nutrients to the soil. With
sunlight able to reach the newly exposed forest

floor, growth is stimulated and the cycle begins again!
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ANGLED STORYWALK®° FRAME

WITH ALUMINUM POST

A 18"x24" frame mechanically attaches to
a3"x3" aluminum post with a 6"x6” welded
plate at 45 degrees.

Removable bottom rail for changing out
display content and enhanced drainage.

Frame gap for up to 1/4” thick book page

materials and clear acrylic.
TYPICAL STORYWALK®DISPLAY AVAILABLE TEXTURE POWDER-
COAT COLORS*
Backer panel ot included) . Standard Black . National Park
Service Dark Brown
=] Moisture resistant book
page materials.
10 Mil thickhotlaminate recommended National Park Service Custom colors available
StoryWall frames are not waterproof* Medium Brown with set-up cost of $285

Clear acrylic sheet (included)
Common styles and sizes stocked in black. Other colors

can effect lead time.

VACKERSIGN.COM ©2025, ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. VACKER INC.

Interpretative Signage and Wayfinding Vendors

Nutron Outdoor Signs & Markers

Vacker Sign

Engraphix
Kalitec

Pannier
Bureau of Correctional Enterprise

O’NEILL
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% VACKERSIGN

SIGNS FOR PARKS AND TRAILS

INSTALLATION OPTIONS

IN-GROUND SURFACEMOUNT
60" post length. 40" postlength
Extended post with 6"x6" surface
length available. mount plate.

[SWPS-K]
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https://www.kalitec.com/en/product/interpretive-signs/
https://www.panniergraphics.com/interpretive-signs
https://pdfs/PR_INT_0321_R5%20Interpretive%20Catalog.pdf

Appendix 5. MYPath Trail Signage Feedback Survey

Your feedback helps us improve how we share information about the trail and local habitat.
Please take a moment to answer the following questions.

1. Did you notice any educational or interpretive signs along the trail today?
[ Yes I No ] Not sure

2. Which of the following messages (if any) do you recall from the signs? (Select all that
apply)

U Information about local plants or animals

L] Requests to stay on the trail or avoid sensitive areas

U1 Cultural or historical facts about the area

L1 Ways to reduce environmental impact

[ I don’t remember any specific messages

3. Did the signs influence your behavior while on the trail today? (e.g., staying on the path,
avoiding trail hazards, taking trash out)

LI Yes, definitely

1 Maybe / Somewhat

I No, not really

LI Not applicable / I didn’t see any behavior-related messages

4. How engaging or easy to understand did you find the signs you saw? (Circle one number)
1 2 3 4 5
*Not at all engaging/clear Very engaging/clear*

5. What, if anything, did you learn from the signs today? (Please describe in your own
words)

Optional: How often do you use this trail?
U First time 0] Occasionally O Frequently (weekly or more)

Optional: What is your zipcode?

Thank you for your input!
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Appendix 6. Example Partnership Agreement

MYPath Event Partnership Agreement

This agreement is made between MYPath and [Partner Organization Name] to work together on a
community event in Spencer, MA. The goal is to support fun, meaningful events that bring people
together and support local trails.

1. Shared Goals

Together, we aim to:

e Raise awareness about MYPath and its trails;
e Bring people together through a fun, well-run event;
e Build community connections.

2. Who's Doing What

To keep things running smoothly, we agree to split the responsibilities:

MYPath will:

e Coordinate with town/trail officials and help with trail logistics;
e Make sure trail safety and signage are covered;

e Use any hosting fees to support trail upkeep and future events.

[Partner Organization Name] will:

e Help promote the event and spread the word;
e Organize and manage volunteers, if needed;

e Co-lead or support event activities;

e Pitch in on event costs if agreed upon.

3. Event Costs and Fees
Both sides agree to talk openly about costs and who's covering what. MYPath may charge a small

hosting fee to help fund trail improvements. Any extra shared expenses will be worked out and
agreed on ahead of time.

4. Sign-Off

Name:

Signature:

Date:

Name:

Signature:

Date:
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Appendix 7. Example MYPath Marketing Calendar

[0 °
Ay
September Happenings &,
Sunday ] Monday ] Tuesday ] Wednesday] [ Thursday ] Friday ] Saturday ]
-~ -~ , N ( —~ -~ -\
Wednesday
e 2y Walk @ 10am
J )
1 ) [ w r ) r ) ™) ™y
Dog Walk @ Wednesday
1pm J Walk @ 10am
~ ~ N N ~ ~ ~
Wednesday
J Walk @ 10am
~ = -——j — [——\ = =
Dog Walk @ Wednesday
1pm J Walk @ 10am
~ ~ N Y - ~ ~
)
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Appendix 8. Sample Marketing Materials for Community
Engagement

1. Sample social media post

,VP' ¥4

WEDNESDAY WALKS

AT MYPATH

EVERY WEDNESDAY %

AT 10 AM

788 Pottersville Road Spencer, IN 47460

O’NEILL
SCHOOL OF PUBLIC AND
ENVIRONMENTAL AFFAIRS 926



NWil/
S

A,

3 J! FREE
‘e FAMILY
ill

WALK WITH US!




3. Sample regional flyer
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Appendix 9. Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats
(SWQOT) Analysis
A SWOT analysis can help determine what is working well, what is not, and where

MYPath might have room to grow, and what challenges to prepare for. ASWOT
Analysis for MYPath can be found in the figure below.

Strengths

Weaknesses

Strong local support from a small,
engaged community

active Facebook presence
established local events

Limited digital engagement
lack of direct outreach tools
such as email

absence of structured
marketing calendar

Opportunities

Threats

Expand partnerships with schools
and civic groups

utilize church bulletins and school
flyers

reintroduce Instagram with targeted
visual campaigns

Rural broadband gaps
communication silos
misinformation or lack of
understanding about the trail’'s
purpose

O’NEILL
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