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Findings Summary 

This study examines the economic impact of rock climbing in West 
Virginia’s New River Gorge region. Major findings include: 

1. Non-local residents visiting the New River Gorge region to rock climb 

spent an estimated $12.1 million in 2018 in Fayette, Nicholas, and 

Raleigh counties. 

2. Non-local resident climber expenditures supported an estimated 168 

jobs and $6.3 million in wages in the study area.  

3. Over 70% of climbers in the sample had a bachelor degree or higher, 

with one in five possessing graduate degrees.  
4. Altogether, 45% of climbers in the sample made $50K or higher in 

annual personal income, with one in ten reporting six figure annual 
personal incomes. 
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Methodological Summary 
Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to examine the annual economic impact of rock climbing in 

the New River Gorge Region, which consists of three West Virginia counties: Raleigh, 

Fayette, and Nicholas. A map of this area is included in the study area summary.  

Similar Work  

Recent work by Outdoor Industry Association indicates that outdoor recreation users 

spent an estimated $887 billion in the United States in 2017. Likewise, outdoor 

recreation users spent $9 billion in West Virginia alone that year. Recent economic 

analysis of tourism to Southern West Virginia national parks indicated that visitation to 

a four-county (Fayette, Nicholas, Raleigh, and Summers) study region brought $64 

million in expenditures. A previous 2017 study estimated that visitation to the New 

River National River alone contributed just shy of $50 million in expenditures.   

The New River Gorge represents an important climbing destination in Central 

Appalachia and contains over 3,000 climbing and bouldering routes spread across over 

60 miles of cliff line. About half the climbing in this region is on National Park Service, 

Bureau of Land Management, and/or Army Corps of Engineers public lands. No study 

has exclusively focused on the economic impact of rock climbing in the state at this time. 

However, recent economic impact studies in Appalachia (Eastern Kentucky Western 

North Carolina) have found climbing offers important economic benefits in 

transitioning rural economies. Multiple studies (including Eastern Kentucky, Western 

North Carolina, East Tennessee, Colorado, and Montana) find that climbers are well-

educated and well-paid visitors to the region with economic interests that often overlap 

or match local residents’ interests. 

Data Collection 

Data for this study were collected on-site from May to November 2018. Surveys were 

administered at non-public land climbing areas throughout the day three to four days 

per week from May until August and then one to two days per week September through 

October. These areas included Meadow River, Upper and Lower Meadow, Southside 

Crags, and Cotton Top.  

Surveys were not collected on National Park Service, Army Corps of Engineers, or 

Bureau of Land Management land due to grant time constraints. Instead, surveys were 

administered beyond their borders at trailheads, which allowed access to climbers at 

these locations without disturbing or impacting public lands. These areas include 

Kaymoor, Bubba City, Beauty Mountain, and Summersville Lake. Surveys were 

administered throughout the day two to three days per week May through October 

depending on weather conditions.  

Additional survey collection sites were located at American Alpine Club Campground, 

Chestnut Creek Campground, Waterstone Outdoors, and local guide service New River 

https://outdoorindustry.org/resource/2017-outdoor-recreation-economy-report/
https://outdoorindustry.org/resource/west-virginia-outdoor-recreation-economy-report/
https://www.nps.gov/gari/learn/news/tourism-to-national-parks-of-southern-west-virginia-creates-over-64-million-in-economic-benefits.htm
https://www.nps.gov/gari/learn/news/tourism-to-national-parks-of-southern-west-virginia-creates-over-64-million-in-economic-benefits.htm
https://www.nps.gov/nature/customcf/NPS_Data_Visualization/docs/NPS_2017_Visitor_Spending_Effects.pdf
https://www.mountainproject.com/area/105855991/the-new-river-gorge
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jappastud.23.1.0053?seq=1
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54aabb14e4b01142027654ee/t/59d5452c12abd93de5f7b021/1507149106153/OA_NPNF_ClimbingStudy.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54aabb14e4b01142027654ee/t/59d5452c12abd93de5f7b021/1507149106153/OA_NPNF_ClimbingStudy.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jappastud.23.1.0053?seq=1
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54aabb14e4b01142027654ee/t/59d5452c12abd93de5f7b021/1507149106153/OA_NPNF_ClimbingStudy.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54aabb14e4b01142027654ee/t/59d5452c12abd93de5f7b021/1507149106153/OA_NPNF_ClimbingStudy.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/11745398.2018.1488146
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54aabb14e4b01142027654ee/t/5bf323bc1ae6cf04df6390f0/1542661053383/OA_GMUGNF_ClimbingStudy2018.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54aabb14e4b01142027654ee/t/5bf30d20b8a0454ab8a8c8cc/1542655266569/OA_CusterGallatinNF_ClimbingStudy2018.pdf
https://www.climbing.com/news/not-just-dirtbags-the-economic-impact-of-climbers-in-the-red-river-gorge-explained/
https://www.climbing.com/news/not-just-dirtbags-the-economic-impact-of-climbers-in-the-red-river-gorge-explained/
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Mountain Guides from May to November. Surveys were also administered at two public 

climbing events: the Craggin’ Classic in October and the New River Gorge bouldering 

competition in November.  

In all, 607 persons completed the survey with nine declining to take the survey due to 

time constraints, weather, or travel plans. Based on comparisons to studies in other 

climbing areas, observation counts, and familiarity with the region, the New River 

Alliance of Climbers and Access Fund estimate there are approximately 6,000 unique 

climbers visiting the New River Gorge. Using 95% confidence levels, and a 4% 

confidence interval, 546 surveys were needed for a statistical sample.  

Data Cleaning 

Prior to the analysis, specific changes were made to the data to provide conservative 

economic impact estimates while reducing the effect of points of influence that could 

inflate estimates. Seven surveys were dropped due providing no economic expenditures. 

Eight cases were dropped due to providing no zip codes, which prevented identifying 

them as local or non-local residents, and nine cases were excluded as they were local 

residents (see methods summary for further detail). One case who reported a trip length 

exceeding or equal to 183 days (half a year) was removed as they met the definition of 

living in the study area. Eleven cases were dropped as their length of visit was outside 

the normal distribution (greater than 31 days) for the sample. Respondents indicating 

they paid for groups of 10 or larger (four cases) were also dropped to reduce the chance 

of inflated means. Eleven cases were dropped as they did not identify their group size. 

This left a total of 556 cases to be used in the analysis.  

Mean Expenditure Creation 

The study follows established outdoor recreation analysis guidelines utilized by the 

National Forest Service, who is a respected expert in economic impact analysis. First, 

attendees were sorted into locals (local residents living in study area zip codes) and non-

locals (non-local residents living outside study area zip codes). Note that non-local 

expenditures are used to estimate the economic impact described later in this report. 

Local expenditures, while important, are not indicative of economic impact as their 

funds are already located within the local economy and are redirected as a result of the 

activity being studied. Local expenditures are not reported in this analysis and are 

excluded from the economic impact estimates. In all, nine respondents had described 

themselves as local residents.   

 

Second, mean expenditures were established for both non-local and local residents 

based on their self-reported expenditures on the following categories: camping, 

hotel/motels, rental cabins/AIRBnB, gasoline, fast food, dine-in restaurants, groceries, 

non-food retail purchases, climbing gear retail purchases, taxi/transports, and rental 

cars. Separate expenditures were tracked for those inside the study area and those 

outside the study are but still within West Virginia. As part of preparing these means, 

individual respondent expenditures were adjusted for group size by dividing the 

respondent’s reported expenditures by their reported group size plus one to include the 

https://www.fs.fed.us/emc/economics/at-a-glance/benefits-to-people.shtml
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respondent based on question wording in the survey. Prior to estimating means, any 

expenditures above $500 were recoded as missing as a precaution against 

overestimation. Inside the study area, this included three cases in rental cabins, one case 

in gas expenditures, one case in full-service dining, and one case in gas station food. 

Outside the study area, this included one case in gasoline purchases and one case in 

groceries. Then, individual respondent expenditures reported higher than the third 

standard deviation were marked as missing data. This technique again addresses 

overestimating economic impact and provides reliable, conservative means. 

Visitation Estimation 

For this study, a visit is defined as departing from a home residence outside the study 

area, visiting the study area with the primary interest of rock climbing, and then ending 

the visit by returning home. Visits in this study can be made by the same climber more 

than once per year, as it is very common for climbers to make repeated visits to the same 

climbing areas in a single year. Climbers may also visit more than one climbing area per 

trip due to crowding or weather, or they may remain in a single climbing area.  

Previous research (Maples and associates, manuscript in progress) is the only known 

formal climbing visitation estimate for the study area. This study estimated there were 

just shy of 200,000 visits (based on a population of 6,000 climbers multiplied by mean 

visits to a list of major climbing areas detailed later in the report). However, this 

estimate does not make any account for a single multi-climbing area visits to the study 

area and allowed for the option of visiting more than one climbing area on a single trip. 

To reduce risk of overestimating economic activity, the study utilizes a conservative 

estimate of 140,000 visits per year. In conversations with New River Alliance of 

Climbers and Access Fund, they confirmed this was a reasonable and conservative 

estimate to use for the study. New River Alliance of Climbers estimated that 5% of 

climbers in the population live in the study region (around 300 climbers), and the 

research team attributed 20,000 visits (or twice the mean of visiting climbers to the 

region) to persons living in the study region.  

IMPLAN Analysis 

Mean expenditures (having now accounted for group sizes and points of influence) and 

conservative visitation estimates are built within IMPLAN, an industry-leading 

economic impact calculation system, to explore how non-local expenditures shape the 

local economy. IMPLAN uses input-output modeling to establish economic impact 

across three measures: output, value added, and job income. These are defined and 

explained later in the report. IMPLAN also bases its outcomes on how specific industries 

behave within the study area. These common categories are explored in detail later in 

the report and are supported by prior research. 

 As part of the analysis, local purchasing percentages are set at 100% which is 

appropriate for this kind of study. Where possible, retail purchases are modeled back to 

their source (e.g. gasoline is modeled back to refineries). Where less is known about the 

retail purchases (e.g. general retail), retail purchases are margined to give a more 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jappastud.23.1.0053?seq=1
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nuance perspective on their impact while leaking the economic activity created by 

transportation, manufacturing, and the like. The researchers make the assumption that 

climbing gear purchases are expressly made to pursue climbing in the New River Gorge 

which supports including them in the analysis, and these retail purchases are also 

appropriately margined.  

 

Visitation estimates are modeled in IMPLAN to examine economic impact. In IMPLAN, 

means are treated as a typical single visit, and the number of estimated visits are 

included when setting up the activity being modeled. For this study, 120,000 visits 

attributed to persons living outside the study area are used in modeling. 

Study Area Summary 
Economic impact study areas are built around the location where the activity being 

studied occurs and the cities and towns where visitors are most apt to spend funds as 

part of their trip. For this analysis, three West Virginia counties (Fayette, Nicholas, and 

Raleigh) are being used as the study area. This study area was constructed as a result of 

locating and examining economic activities and services are available in the region, 

major roadways, and climbing destinations, as well as open and informal interviews 

with climbers who are familiar with the area. Conversations with New River Alliance of 

Climbers also helped inform selecting this study area.  

Table One lists descriptive economic indicators for the study area. This study area’s 

economy includes $4.6 billion in gross regional product, over $4.8 billion in personal 

income, over 63,136 workers in nearly 218 industries. The county covers approximately 

1,920 square miles and holds an estimated 146,235 residents and 59,991 households. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table One. Economic Indicator Summary of Study Area 

Indicator Study Area Estimates 

Gross Regional Product (in 1,000s) $4,665,322,455 

Total Personal Income (in 1,000s) $4,867,642,000 

Total Employment 63,136 

Number of Industries 218 

Land Area (Square Miles) 1,920 

Population 146,235 

Total Households 59,991 
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Table Two describes the major employment sectors (based on number of employees) 

within in the study area. The table includes government-funded jobs at the local, state, 

and Federal levels, which are occasionally excluded in tables on employment structure. 

In this study area, the largest employment sectors are in public education (2,860 jobs 

and $160 million in labor income), followed by fast food (limited-services, 2,553 jobs 

and over $51 million in labor income), and general retail (2,140 jobs, $45 million in 

labor income). Other important employers are dine-in (full service) restaurants, 

physician offices, wholesale trade, hospitals, and local, state, and Federal positions.  

 

Figure One is a map of the study area and its greater region. Major climbing areas are 

noted in red. The New River Gorge National River is noted in green. Note that climbing 

is located in both Fayette and Nicholas counties, which include city destinations of 

Fayetteville and Summersville. Raleigh (which includes the City of Beckley) does not 

contain climbing, but represents a common destination for economic activity.  

This map helps indicate the rationale behind one important difference in recent 

National Park economic impact modeling and the present study’s use of study areas. 

National Park research included Fayette, Nicholas, Raleigh, and Summers counties, 

while the present study excludes Summers. Summers represents an important part of 

understanding the New River National River’s economic activity based on geography 

and economy. However, climbers are far more apt to use economic services in the 

northern end of the National River, particularly Summersville, Oak Hill, Fayette, and 

Beckley as these are more centrally located around the preponderance of climbing 

opportunities. Recall also that around half the climbing studied in this report occurs in 

the national park.  

Table Two. Major Employment Summary of Study Area 

Employment Type Jobs Represented Labor Income 

Local government, education 2,860 $160,572,000 

Limited-service restaurants 2,553 $51,472,160 

Retail, general merchandise 2,140 $62,048,160 

Full-service restaurants 2,077 $45,004,200 

Offices of physicians 2,014 $147,837,800 

Wholesale trade 1,987 $120,377,400 

Hospitals 1,942 $115,235,300 

Federal government, non-military 1,792 $186,736,400 

Local government, non-education 1,605 $69,596,980 

State government, non-education 1,596 $85,952,300 
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Visitation Estimates 
Table Three (next page) introduces visitation estimates to the study area from a 

previous study (Maples and associates, manuscript in progress) on the New River Gorge 

climbing community. The table describes mean visits to major crags (or climbing areas) 

in the study region based on New River Alliance of Climbers and Access Fund’s 

population estimate of 6,000 unique climbers using the study area, five percent of which 

live in the study area. At this time, there are no other known estimations of climbing 

visitation in the study area. The study’s authors estimated visitation at just under 

200,000 visits per year. However, this estimate allowed for visits to more than one crag 

during a climbing trip, meaning that the estimate is high. Climbers may stay at one 

climbing crag on a visit (working on a project route, for example) or they may travel to 

multiple crags on a visit (e.g. allowing for different climbing levels in the group or 

addressing multiple projects). Weather and crowding may also shape these behaviors.  

In conversations with New River Alliance of Climbers and Access Fund, the research 

team elected to model expenditures on a more conservative estimate of 140,000 

climbing visits per year. To address (and remove) local visits from this estimate, the 

researchers worked with New River Alliance of Climbers’ estimate that 5% of the 6,000 

unique climbers visiting the New were local residents (something reinforced by this 

study’s response rates). The researchers allowed locals twice the mean visits of non-

locals (20,000 visits in all), leaving a visitation estimate of 120,000 visits per year to the 

study area by persons living outside the study area.  
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Table Three. Climbing Visitation Estimates to Study Area in 2017 

 Climbing Crag N Min Max Mean 
Std. 
Dev 

Annual  
Estimate 

South Nuttall   6000 0 20 0.27 1.397 1,628.141 

Kaymoor   6000 0 50 2.38 4.946 14,291.46 

Butcher's Branch   6000 0 25 1.36 3.481 8,170.854 

Sunshine Buttress   6000 0 5 0.17 0.592 994.9749 

Cotton Top   6000 0 40 1.12 3.424 6,708.543 

Bubba City: Sandstonia   6000 0 64 1.34 4.022 8,020.101 

Bubba City (excluding Sandstonia)   6000 0 64 0.74 3.464 4,432.161 

Junkyard Area  6000 0 100 2.27 6.781 13,628.14 

North Bridge Wall   6000 0 100 0.63 5.895 3,768.844 

Bridge Buttress  6000 0 100 2.07 7.990 12,422.11 

Ambassador Buttress   6000 0 5 0.07 0.411 407.0352 

Fern Buttress   6000 0 20 1.36 3.173 8,170.854 

Endless Wall   6000 0 125 4.62 9.828 27,723.62 

Beauty Mountain   6000 0 89 2.10 6.466 12,587.94 

Keeney's Buttress   6000 0 19 0.06 0.958 361.809 

Lower Meadow   6000 0 50 1.62 4.132 9,738.693 

Upper Meadow   6000 0 40 2.26 4.668 13,537.69 

South Side Crags  6000 0 50 1.45 4.292 8,683.417 

Carnifex Ferry  6000 0 2 0.03 0.205 165.8291 

Gauley Crag  6000 0 3 0.03 0.239 165.8291 

Ambassador Buttress   6000 0 5 0.02 0.274 120.603 

Summersville Lake Long Point   6000 0 38 0.61 2.404 3,633.166 

Summersville Lake Main Area   6000 0 30 2.61 3.922 1,5648.24 

Summersville Lake Whipporwill   6000 0 50 1.50 4.276 8,984.925 

Summersville Lake Lost World  6000 0 10 0.09 0.681 527.6382 

Domino Point  6000 0 7 0.05 0.426 316.5829 

Needle's Eye Park   6000 0 15 0.07 0.808 437.1859 

Hawks Nest (Bouldering)   6000 0 30 0.64 2.631 3,844.221 

Short Creek (Bouldering)   6000 0 50 0.38 2.880 2,261.307 

Meadow Top (Bouldering)   6000 0 60 0.81 3.812 4,854.271 

Other areas in the Region Not 
Listed  

6000 0 50 0.58 3.859 3,467.337 

Totals 199,703.5 
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Mean Expenditures and IMPLAN Categories  
Table Four describes mean expenditures within the study area for non-local resident 

climbers on visits to the New River Gorge. The table breaks expenditures down by 

categories (e.g. lodging, transportation) and by specific categories that are modeled in 

IMPLAN. Overall, a few expenditures stand out. First is camping (average of $16.29 per 

trip) in the study area. Based on other areas measured (hotel/motels and cabin rentals), 

camping was the far more popular lodging selection. Next, climbers spent on average 

$28.88 in the study area while moving among climbing areas. Third, climbers spent a 

large portion of their expenditures in food service, particularly full-service restaurants 

(which include wait staff and generally more jobs than fast food). In all, climbers spent 

around $100 per visit to the study area.  

Table Four also links the study’s mean expenditure categories to IMPLAN modeling 

categories. Lodging options included camping, hotel/motels, and rental cabins. 

Camping includes any camping opportunities in the study area, including free camping. 

Hotel and motel includes any paid lodging in a room for rent scenario. Rental cabins 

include the many rental cabins and homes in the study area, as well as AirBnBs.  

Transportation includes gasoline, taxis, and rental cars. Gasoline includes gasoline 

purchases at gas stations. This category is modeled as a commodity chain back to 

refineries rather than as a gas station retailer to provide a more accurate depiction of 

profit margins in the chain.  

 

 

Table Four. Mean Expenditures for Non-local Resident Climbers Inside the 
Study Area while Visiting the New River Gorge to Climb 

Category 
Obs Mean St Dev Min Max 

IMPLAN 
Category 

Lodging 
Camping 537 $16.29 16.07 $0.00 $64.00 500 
Hotel and motels 548 $0.82 6.76 $0.00 $75.00 499 
Rental cabins/houses/Airbnb  533 $0.70 5.63 $0.00 $70.00 500 

Transportation 
Gasoline 537 $26.88 23.86 $0.00 $100.00 156 
Taxi/Transport 555 $0.06 1.09 $0.00 $25.00 412 
Rental Car 547 $0.07 1.05 $0.00 $19.67 442 

Food Purchases 
Full-service restaurant  517 $21.52 20.92 $0.00 $93.33 501 
Limited-service restaurant  545 $6.05 10.43 $0.00 $50.00 502 
Convenience/gas station food 541 $5.62 6.88 $0.00 $25.00 402 
Groceries 535 $8.58 13.82 $0.00 $70.00 400 

Retail purchases 
Retail non-food purchases 546 $3.89 9.17 $0.00 $50.00 405 
Climbing gear retail purchases 538 $10.42 22.92 $0.00 $125.00 404 

Total Mean Expenditures Per Visit  $100.90 
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Food purchases covers fast food, dine-in restaurants, gas station food purchases, and 

groceries. Fast food (e.g. McDonalds) is modeled as limited-service, while dine-in 

restaurants (which includes wait staff) is modeled as full-service. Convenience food 

includes purchasing snacks at gas stations. Groceries include buying food at food and 

beverage retail stores.  

Retail purchases included general non-food purchases and climbing gear. General retail 

(such as Walmart) is included as general non-food retail. In some economic impact 

studies, these purchases can be modeled as commodity chains. However, in this study, 

this was not possible as the exact kinds of goods being purchased is unknown, so it is 

instead margined. Climbing retail purchases (also margined) includes climbing gear 

purchased in the study area. The research team makes the assumption that these gear 

purchases were for use in the study area, which warrants their inclusion.  

Table Five reflects non-local resident climber expenditures outside the study area but 

inside West Virginia as a result of trips to the New River Gorge. These indicate travelling 

funds required to get to the New River Gorge. Overall, non-local climbers are spending 

around $17.47 outside the study area but inside West Virginia on their way to and from 

the New River Gorge. Note that these expenditures are not modeled in the economic 

impact analysis and are included only for reference purposes. 

 

 Table Five. Mean Expenditures for Non-local Resident Climbers 
Outside the Study Area but within West Virginia while Visiting the 
New River Gorge to Climb 

Category Obs Mean StDev Min Max 
Lodging 

Camping 547 $0.31 2.13 $0.00 $25.00 
Hotel and motels 553 $0.12 2.36 $0.00 $55.00 
Rental cabins/houses  554 $0.00 0.11 $0.00 $2.50 

Transportation 
Gasoline 551 $11.13 20.33 $0.00 $100.00 
Taxi/Transport 554 $0.00 0.00 $0.00 $0.00 
Rental Car 554 $0.00 0.00 $0.00 $0.00 

Food Purchases 
Full-service restaurant  549 $1.29 4.99 $0.00 $40.00 
Limited-service restaurant  549 $1.98 5.37 $0.00 $40.00 
Convenience/gas station food 550 $1.20 3.35 $0.00 $20.00 
Groceries 546 $0.91 4.26 $0.00 $35.00 

Retail purchases 
Retail non-food purchases 545 $0.18 1.29 $0.00 $15.00 
Climbing gear retail purchases 550 $0.35 3.59 $0.00 $50.00 

Total Mean Expenditures Per Visit $17.47 
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Economic Impact Terminology 
In the following paragraphs, we use three terms to describe economic impact: direct 

effect, indirect effect, and induced effect. Direct effect is the economic result created 

by the money spent as a result of visitors being present in the study area. This direct 

effect can generate further change in the local economy via indirect and induced effects. 

Indirect effect is economic activity created when local businesses purchase goods and 

services from other local industries as a result of the direct effect. For example, indirect 

effect could include a local restaurant buying vegetables to create future meals for sale. 

Finally, induced effect is the estimated expenditures by local households and 

employees as a result of the initial direct impact. For example, a local restaurant 

employee may choose to spend his/her wages at another local business, creating 

additional rounds of local economic activity.  

These three terms can also be further divided by their employment impact in the region, 

value added to the local economy, and output. Labor income impact is measured by 

the estimated labor income created by the economic activity in the region. Labor income 

impact is a conservative estimate of economic impact and is the approach highlighted in 

this report. Value added indicates the true economic wealth added to the local 

economy after subtracting the cost of inputs needed to conduct everyday business. Value 

added includes expenditures in profit, employment compensation, and taxes.  Finally, 

output is value added plus total revenues and sales from economic activity. 

Economic Impact Estimates  
Based on non-local mean expenditures per visit ($100.90, see Table Four) and non-local 

visitation estimates of 120,000 visits per year (see Table Three and its related 

discussion), the researchers estimate that non-local climbers spend an estimated 

$12.1 million in the study area per year as a result of their visiting to climb.  

Table Six describes economic impact estimates for non-local resident visits to the study 

area to climb. The table includes three measures of economic impact which are 

described in the previous section. Annual climbing expenditures by non-local 

visitors to the area support an estimated 168 full or part time jobs in the 

study area. Additionally, non-local climber visitor expenditures supports $6.3 

million in labor income in the study region.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table Six. Economic Impact Summary of Non-local 
Climbing in the Study Areas 

Impact Type Jobs 
Supported 

Labor 
Income 

Value 
Added 

Output 

Direct 125.7 $4,725,520 $6,155,659 $9,720,907 
Indirect 14.0 $566,621 $961,229 $1,810,501 
Induced 28.6 $1,016,490 $1,908,891 $3,317,223 
Total Effect 168.2 $6,308,631 $9,025,779 $14,848,631 
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Table Seven details employment industries where climber expenditures make the 

most notable impact. Job creation estimates in IMPLAN are based on portions of jobs 

created or supported by the presence of expenditures. This includes both full and part-

time jobs, and can also include entrepreneurs and proprietors.  

Overall, expenditures create the most support for jobs in dine-in restaurants (around 55 

full or part-time jobs) and convenience stores (an estimated 25 jobs). Campgrounds, the 

most popular overnight lodging location for climbers in this study, saw support for an 

estimated 11 jobs, as did retail climbing gear stores. Other areas included wholesale 

trade (nine jobs), grocery stores (five jobs), general retailers (around three jobs), real 

estate (two jobs), and hospitals (around one job).  

It is important to note that these job estimates are the result of climbers’ initial 

expenditures as well as economic activity created by those dollars as they move through 

the economy.  

 

Table Eight also describes the tax benefits of non-local climbing visitation Visitors 

supported an estimated $1.2 million in state and local taxes and another $1.1 million in 

Federal taxes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table Seven. Industries Most Affected by Rock Climbing Expenditures 

Employment Type Jobs Represented Labor Income 

Full-service restaurants 55.8 $1,224,742 

Retail, gasoline stores 25.0 $699,705 

Campgrounds/rental cabins 11.7 $1,758587 

Limited-service restaurants 11.4 $232,663 

Retail, sporting goods 11.4 $205,514 

Wholesale trade 9.2 $570,360 

Retail, grocery stores 5.0 $145,625 

Retail, general merchandise 2.9 $85,261 

Real estate 2.6 $31,013 

Hospitals 1.6 $96,725 

Table Eight. Annual Estimated Taxation Generated by  

Tax Type State/Local Amount Federal Amount 
Employee Compensation $5,410 $552,299 
Proprietor Income $0 $93,048 
Tax on Production and Imports $1,078,219 $132,537 
Households $155,230 $300,262 
Corporations $10,398 $99,445 
Totals $1,249,257  $1,177,591  
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Expenditures beyond Study Area 
Recall that the researchers also measured expenditures beyond the study area but still in 

West Virginia as a result of climbing trips to the New River Gorge. Based on non-local 

mean expenditures per visit ($17.47, see Table Five) and non-local visitation estimates 

of 120,000 visits per year, non-local resident climbers spend an estimated $2 million 

beyond the study area but inside West Virginia’s borders as a result of their visits to the 

New River Gorge.  

Sample Demographics 
Table Nine A-C includes three descriptive statistics for the sample in this study 

covering topics from climbing visitations and use, common demographics, and job 

types.  

Note that variables indicating a min of zero and max of one have been dichotomously 

coded, meaning that the means may be interpreted as a percentage of respondents 

falling into that category. For example, .44 (or 44%) of respondents list trad as a main 

climbing interest. Other continuous variables can be interpreted as mean values.  

Table Nine A provides new insight on climbers in the New River Gorge. The average 

climber there began climbing around 2010 and spends around 16 days per year climbing 

outdoors and over 100 days per year climbing indoors. They spent three nights in the 

New River Gorge on their most recent trip and traveled in groups of around 1.6 persons. 

Overwhelmingly, New River Gorge climbers are interested in four areas: sport climbing 

(90% of respondents), gym climbing (63%), bouldering (62%), and trad climbing (44%). 

Other climbing types included crack, aid, dry tooling, deepwater soloing, first ascent 

climbing, mountaineering, setting, and urban. Climbers in the sample are most 

concentrated in the 5.10-5.11 range.  

Table Nine B examines common demographic measures. Around thirty four percent of 

the sample identified as female. The average age was around 28. Respondents were 

invited to self-select all racial categories that define them. Racial categories were based 

on 2020 Census categories. In all, 86% identified white as part of their racial makeup. 

Likewise, almost ten percent identified Asian as part of their racial makeup.  

Two things in Table Nine B stand out. First, climbers are very well educated. In all, 72% 

of the sample has a bachelor degree or higher, with one in five possessing graduate 

degrees. Second, climbers have high personal incomes. Altogether, 45% make $50K or 

higher with one in ten making six figure personal incomes. 

Finally, Table Nine C explores more detail about employment type. Around 20% of 

climbers have jobs in outdoor recreation industries. One in ten owned their own 

business, a small percentage of which is based in outdoor recreation.  
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Table Nine A. Sample Demographics, Visit and Use 

Variable Obs Mean StDev Min Max 
Year first began climbing 551 2010.37 6.74 1978 2018 
Days spent climbing outside in any state 549 16.36 24.80 0 201 
Days spent climbing in gyms in any state 541 109.67 71.31 0 365 
Nights spent on most recent trip 556 3.05 3.08 0 30 
Group size 556 1.61 1.24 1 9 
Which of the following describe your main climbing interests? (Check all that apply) 

Trad 556 0.44 0.50 0 1 
Sport 556 0.90 0.29 0 1 
Bouldering 556 0.62 0.49 0 1 
Alpine 556 0.13 0.34 0 1 
Mixed 555 0.11 0.31 0 1 
Ice 556 0.11 0.31 0 1 
Gym 556 0.63 0.48 0 1 
Toprope 556 0.11 0.32 0 1 
Other 556 0.03 0.16 0 1 

Which of the following best describes your climbing skill category? 
Toprope only 555 0.03 0.18 0 1 
Up to 5.9 555 0.04 0.20 0 1 
5.9s 555 0.08 0.28 0 1 
5.10s 555 0.25 0.43 0 1 
5.11s 555 0.29 0.46 0 1 
5.12s 555 0.21 0.41 0 1 
5.13s 555 0.07 0.26 0 1 
5.14s and above 555 0.01 0.10 0 1 
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Table Nine B. Sample Demographics, Common Demographics 

 Obs Mean StDev Min Max 
Sex 

Female 550 .34  0 1 
Male 550 .65  0 1 
Another Sex 550 <.01 .04 0 1 

Age 548 28.80 7.07 16 59 
Race (check all that apply) 

American Indian 547 <.01 .08 0 1 
Asian 547 .09 .29 0 1 
Black 547 <.01 .07 0 1 
Native Hawaiian 547 <.01 .04 0 1 
Latino 547 .03 .18 0 1 
Middle Eastern/North African 547 <.01 .07 0 1 
White 547 .86 .33 0 1 
Another Race 547 <.01 .07 0 1 

Education 
Less than high school degree/GED 547 <.01 .08 0 1 
Completed high school or GED, no college 547 .03 .18 0 1 
Completed some college, but no degree  547 .16 .37 0 1 
Completed two year degree 547 .05 .22 0 1 
Completed Bachelor's degree 547 .52 .49 0 1 
Completed Master's degree 547 .14 .34 0 1 
Completed Doctorate or terminal degree 547 .06 .24 0 1 

Personal Income 
$0-$19,999 548 .18 .38 0 1 
$20,000-$29,000 548 .09 .28 0 1 
$30,000-$39,999 548 .10 .30 0 1 
$40,000-$49,999 548 .12 .33 0 1 
$50,000-$74,999 548 .20 .40 0 1 
$75,000-$99,999 548 .14 .34 0 1 
Greater than $99,999 548 .11 .31 0 1 

Table Nine C. Sample Demographics, Employment Data 

Is your job is directly related to outdoor recreation? 
Yes, it is. 540 .19 .39 0 1 
No, it is not. 540 .79 .40 0 1 
I'm not sure. 540 .01 .11 0 1 

Do you own your own business? 
Yes, I do. 546 .10 .04 0 1 
No, I do not. 546 .87 .31 0 1 
I’m not sure.  546 <.01 .33 0 1 

Do you own a business that is directly related to outdoor recreation? 
Yes, I do. 548 .03 .17 0 1 
No, I do not. 548 .95 .20 0 1 
I’m not sure 548 <.01 .06 0 1 
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Omissions and Considerations 
During the research process, the research team identified minor issues that should be 

noted. First, as is always the case with economic impact studies, the findings in this 

report must be treated as estimations. This economic impact study utilizes mean figures 

to estimate expenditures that may vary from year to year, visit to visit, event to event, 

and person to person.  

Second, this study does not directly account for length of visit. As point of reference, 

visitors in the study indicated staying an average of three nights per visit with a range of 

zero to thirty nights stayed. The most common visit length was two nights (n=242). 

Recall that visits outside the normal distribution of visits (in this case, 31 days) were 

dropped from the analysis, as was a respondent who indicated staying more than half 

the year in the New River Gorge.  

Third, self-reported economic expenditures data include error or inflation. For example, 

respondents rounding expenditures to the nearest dollar, forgetting expenditures, or 

unintentionally misstating expenditures are common issues in any economic impact 

study. Depending on when the respondent completed the survey (e.g. at the start versus 

end of the trip) can also shape expenditures. As such, the research team recommends 

repeating this study in a future year to validate the estimates.  

Fourth, due to limited knowledge about the population being sampled, the research 

team cannot be certain that the sampling is representative of the population. That said, 

measures of education, income, sex, and race all match what is seen in similar recent 

studies on climbing (see studies in Eastern Kentucky, Western North Carolina, East 

Tennessee, Colorado, and Montana) which support in principle that this sample is 

representative of the New River Gorge’s climbing visitors.  

Fifth, visitation estimates used in this study, while the best available data for this study, 

should be verified by future group counting efforts and future studies 

Sixth, the researchers make the assumption that respondents’ primary purpose of their 

trip to the New River Gorge and the study area is to rock climb. This does not exclude 

climbers engaging in other activities, but posits that climbing is the primary purpose for 

visiting the region. Likewise, the researchers make the same assumption with visitation 

estimates. 
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Contact Information for Future Studies  
Our research team regularly conducts economic impact studies and outdoor recreation 

research across the nation. If you or your organization is interested in conducting a 

study, please contact lead researchers Dr. James Maples at james.maples@eku.edu or 

Dr. Michael Bradley at michael.bradley@eku.edu for further information.   
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