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Abstract

Worcester college students do not spend enough time outside due to their workload and limited access to 

nature. This project improved the well-being of Worcester college students by creating a sustainable plan to revamp 

the Worcester Intercollegiate Outdoors Initiative (WIOI).  We gathered data on college students through surveys and 

interviews, ran an outdoor hike, and created a proposal to sustain the program. Hike participants’ self-reported a 

mean increase in well-being of 44.6%. We recommended using email, Instagram, and word of mouth to reach 

students. We also recommended the program be student-run by engaging TerraCorps and Federal Work Study 

students.
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The Short Hike
(Executive 
Summary)
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Our project sponsor, Greg Doerschler, began work at Clark University organizing hikes for college students 

there. In 2018, he began the Worcester Intercollegiate Outdoors Initiative (WIOI) in partnership with the Greater 

Worcester Land Trust (GWLT), with the goal of organizing hikes for all Worcester college students. The onset of the 

COVID-19 pandemic prevented Greg from properly initiating the program. Our project team’s goal is to assist our 

sponsor in launching the WIOI and to provide him with recommendations for obtaining the connections and 

information he needs to get it off the ground.

Nature has the ability to improve one’s well-being simply through exposure. Various experts have conducted 

studies wherein the effects of nature on one’s mental health, cognitive functioning, and physical health were 

observed. When the abundance and quality of green spaces around participants increased, they showed decreased 

incidence of disorders like stress, depression, and anxiety by 30%, 41%, and 34% respectively (Cox et al., 2017). 

Additionally, studies show a positive correlation between time in nature and working memory, which increases 

students’ ability to focus and complete school work. 

Working memory isn’t the only function improved by 

nature connection; spending more time in nature improves a 

person's quality of sleep. Participants in multiple studies 

described feeling better after a short walk in nature and 

showed better sleep indicators by about 30% compared to the 

participants walking in urban settings (Gladwell et al. 2016). 

On top of this, nature can mitigate physical symptoms of 

diseases. Including self-reported physical health 

improvements, participants showed decreases in physical 

symptoms of asthma by 0.93, type 2 diabetes by 0.72, 

all-cause mortality by 0.69, and more as seen in Table 1 

(Twohig-Bennett and Jones, 2018). The mental, cognitive, 

and physical improvements that come with spending time 
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Table 1: This table displays nature's impact 

on different health issues  (Twohig-Bennett et 

al., 2018, 634).



outdoors can greatly impact a college student's life.

Despite these benefits, many Worcester college students do not get to spend time outdoors regularly. While 

transitioning into adulthood, many new responsibilities are thrust upon students, often forcing them to put off things 

such as time outdoors and socializing. Colleges and other organizations should present opportunities for students to 

make new connections in nature, as students may have difficulty finding time to organize such events themselves. 

Time spent in nature can provide college students emotional renewal, stress relief, and opportunities to strengthen 

relationships (Lincoln et al., 2022). College students can physically and mentally benefit from spending 20 minutes 

of their time outdoors (Rogers, 2021). This highlights the importance of outdoor activities for college students and 

their well-being.

On top of getting little time outdoors due to their workload, college students, along with much of the world, 

found themselves confined to their homes by the COVID-19 social restrictions. One study found that 85-95% of 

people in Spain, Israel, Italy, Croatia, Lithuania, and Slovenia visited green spaces prior to COVID-19 (Francesca et 

al., 2020). However, COVID-19 dropped green space usage in these countries from anywhere between 7-54% due to 

general lack of motivation to go outside and fear of spreading the virus (Francesca et al., 2020). The most commonly 

reported motive for visiting green space for all studied countries, except Lithuania, was physical exercise (Francesca 

et al., 2020). Experts Ammar et al. (2020) found that COVID-19 was disincentivizing college students from going 

outside. College students went from sitting an average of five hours daily to an average of eight hours daily. This led 

to an overall decrease in life satisfaction (Hermassi et al., 2021). 

Path of Our Investigation 

Figure 1: College interest survey school distribution results. 

There is good variety even if not fully representative.

This section explores the methods used 

to achieve the project goal. Our project goal 

was to improve the mental and physical health 

of Worcester college students by revamping the 

WIOI and creating a sustainable plan for its 

success. First, we sent a survey to Worcester 

Colleges (Figure 1) to students and interviewed vi



Figure 2: Preparing for an interview.
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Figure 3: Flyer with QR code sign up, 

distributed in interviews (Veccia, 2022).

In our next objective, we planned, promoted, and 

executed an outdoor activity for Worcester college 

students. We completed a practice hike at Coes Reservoir 

with other student groups working in the Worcester 

Community Project Center. Our main hke was a two hour 

journey through The Cascades, based on survey 

information from objective one. Our hike involved 15 

students from four different Worcester schools. Figure 3 

shows our poster for the hike. We conducted pre and post 

hike surveys to learn more about the wellness of students 

and how to reach them for future events.

Finally, we created a proposal for the future of the 

WIOI. We included information learned after conducting 

our hike; the proposal also explored marketing and 

advertising methods researched by us. This proposal is 

useful for our sponsor to help the 

WIOI continue to grow. 

college staff. Next, we planned and executed a hike 

available for all Worcester area colleges. Finally, we 

created a proposal for our sponsor. 

Our first objective was to gather data. We 

distributed a survey that gathered information about 

students’ availability, preference of outdoor events, 

knowledge of local green space, transportation, and 

communication methods. The survey helped us plan an outdoor event, and 263 students across seven Worcester 

colleges completed the survey. We also interviewed 17 faculty and staff members, shown in Figure 2, to gather data 

about their events and advertising, as well as to create a network of support for events.



Treasures Found Along the Trail

This section explores the findings made throughout the project. We discuss our findings regarding the 

benefits of time outdoors and their effects on the students that participated in our hike. Challenges in transportation 

and scheduling are mentioned. We also explore the interest in an intercollegiate outdoors program such as the WIOI 

and in the program being student-run. After that, we reviewed advertising techniques and methods that worked and 

didn't work. These findings will be useful as they provide information on how to run an intercollegiate event and 

how much desire there is for this program. 

Our first finding was that students do benefit from time outdoors. Using our pre and post hike survey data, 

we saw a mean increase of 2.16 on a perceived well being scale of one to ten, or a 44% average increase (Figure 4). 

Our second finding was that hikes have several different challenges. One of these challenges is when students have 

little to no access to transportation. Our survey showed only 90 of 263 participants had reliable private 

transportation, and the issue was mentioned in several interviews. Students are also busy and are not always 

available to go on hikes. On a Sunday afternoon, 115 survey participants said they were available, which is less than 

half of all participants. 
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Figure 4: Pre and 

post hike survey 

results.

We also learned 

that there is interest in 

an intercollegiate 

outdoors program. Our 

interviews included 

staff from every 

Worcester college, but 

only three mentioned programs designed to get students outdoors. Despite that, all faculty and staff stated they were 

interested in promoting our events. Additionally, our survey showed that 63% of respondents engaged in a hike on 

their own time. This shows students are interested in outdoor activities, specifically hikes. The intercollegiate 

outdoors program is most appealing to students and faculty when it is student-run. On the intercollegiate hike we 

ran, multiple students expressed how they preferred the student-run hike. Also, Jeanine Went, founder and 



director of HECCMA, relayed her preference for working with student groups. This is a fact that the WIOI can and 

should take advantage of to facilitate the program’s success in the future. 

To run a successful event, we wanted to reach as many interested students as possible. There is no one 

solution that works best for all college students, thus the most beneficial modes of advertising need to be used 

together to effectively market events. Figure 5 shows how 31.6% of students said social media was one of their main 

ways of keeping updated about clubs, friends, and school events. While nearly 30% of students use email, faculty 

and staff at six of the eight schools we interviewed described the struggle of using email to communicate with 

students. Conversely, club officers are very receptive to emails and will get information to club members through 

internal communication methods. Within clubs, word of mouth works wonders, and in general it is the third best way 

to promote events to students. Successful marketing is great, but a good logo can keep students connected and 

involved. In our survey, 73% of students didn’t know what the GWLT is, and many did not recognize the original 

WIOI logo. A good logo grabs people’s attention, provides the viewer with basic information about its subject 

matter, and improves the recognition of the organization.
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Figure 5: College Interest Survey results for 

what platform students learn about events.

Map of Recommendations 

Based on our findings, we recommended a strong online presence to help the program grow. We created an 

Instagram account for the WIOI, and used the account to promote our hike. Although the Instagram following of the 

project is small, it is able to reach all Worcester schools because 80% of students use Instagram as their primary 

social media platform. We also provided our sponsor with an email list of interested students and faculty to 

promote events to their members. Likewise, a prominent website is important for a proper online 



presence. The current website is outdated and difficult to find, as it is a subsection on the GWLT website. Students 

need a central location to learn about the WIOI, and it is not feasible to do that in person. Logos are also important 

for brand recognition, as mentioned in our findings. A professional should design the logo based on concepts created 

by the team. One possible option to get students involved is a logo contest using our email list. For recognition of the 

WIOI, social media platforms, websites, and a good logo are essential.

Our team also recommended the program work to be student-run. Prepping contacts and resources alone has 

required the dedication of four individuals during a 40-hour work week for seven weeks. Students and faculty also 

liked that we ran the project as a student team. The Terracorps is an organization specializing in environmental 

volunteering and land conservation. The organization has a Community Engagement Coordinator that could work 

alongside the WIOI to get student volunteers engaged with the program. Another resource is the Federal Work 

Study. Students complete work through off campus community service or on campus jobs. As each Worcester 

college has their own Federal Work Study, that uses the same process, 

there could be a consistent stream of students from each school to help 

the program. The Instagram page, in Figure 6, can be run by students 

as well. The WIOI has an opportunity to grow by getting students 

involved in the planning and management of the program. 

End of the Trail

To keep the program on track, we created a Proposal Plan of 

Action for our sponsor to follow. The plan includes suggested next 

steps, based on requests from our sponsor, for the WIOI. These steps 

include suggestions for marketing, email correspondence, and 

grants. As the program continues to grow, we hope to see other 

intercollegiate programs to get students active and beyond just their 

campus. Thank you to everyone who took our survey and 

participated in our interviews, and we hope that you spend time 

exploring the great outdoors.

Figure 6: Event promotion 

on Instagram. x
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Chapter 1: 
Head of the Trail

1



From the Grand Canyon to Nantucket beaches, the outdoors are endless. Spending time in nature, as seen in 

Figure 7, shows a multitude of benefits to a person's well-being. Nature can reduce stress, improve sleep, and 

increase memory. Despite these many benefits, college students in particular do not spend enough time in nature due 

to their busy schedules. Student time outdoors was also greatly reduced by COVID-19, forcing many to spend the 

vast majority of their time indoors for remote learning. College schedules and the size of the city make activities in 

nature difficult.

There are eight colleges in and around Worcester and many students do not know the vast green spaces in 

their area. There are 1000 acres and 60 parks available in Worcester (Park Spirit, 2020). Our project sponsor is the 

Worcester Intercollegiate Outdoors Initiative (WIOI), aided by the Greater Worcester Land Trust (GWLT). The 

program is dedicated to getting Worcester college students into nature. With this project, our main goal was to 

improve the mental and physical health of Worcester college students by revamping the WIOI and creating a 

sustainable plan for its success. This paper explores the benefits of outdoor activities, why college students generally 

lack exposure to nature, the effort to revitalize the WIOI, and findings from the project. 

2

Figure 7: The project team at 

Coes Reservoir (Nollman, 2022).



Chapter 2: 
Following the 

Background Trail

3



Table 2: Table displaying the correlations between green spaces in neighborhoods and depression, 

anxiety and stress (Cox et al., 2017, 150).

4

In this chapter, we began by synthesizing the best practices related to the improvement of mental and 

physical health that are agreed upon by experts in this field. Next, we gave a brief overview of college students' lack 

of exposure to nature that was made more prevalent by COVID-19. We conclude by introducing the GWLT and its 

relationship with the WIOI. 

Nature Improves Mental and Physical Health

Nature, along with its scenic beauty, can be seen to improve a person's mental health, cognitive functioning, 

and physical health. Generally speaking, humans have a tendency to feel at peace in nature; taking walks, going on 

hikes, or even decompressing in the sun after a long day gives a feeling of tranquility. This section gives insight into 

how being outside, even for a short period of time, can greatly improve one's well-being. Spending time in nature 

reduces the effects of mental health disorders, improves sleep, and improves physical health issues. 

Mental Health disorder symptoms decrease with an increase in quality green space experience. A study done 

by Puhakka (2021), collected personal anecdotes from students that took part in outdoor recreation with their college 

introduction program. She writes that one student said, “how interacting with nature improved their mood, increased 

positive feelings such as joy and happiness, and decreased anxiety and negative feelings” (5). As quoted, we can see 

that the students had a decrease in anxiety and depression. To further explain why people feel better after being in 

nature, we looked at Cox et al. (2017), a study on how neighborhoods with more green space decrease depression, 

anxiety, and stress (150). This study defined vegetation cover by the amount of plants, trees, and animals in the 

surrounding area of a person's neighborhood; in Table 2, it is seen that vegetation cover has a negative correlation 

with both depression (-0.41), anxiety (-0.34), and stress (-0.30). This study showed an increase of plants in your



neighborhood decreased participant depression by 41%, anxiety by 34%, and stress by 30%. Additionally, a 

BioScience book by Bratman et al. (2019) delves deeper into the evidence of associations between green space 

experience and a decreased incidence of disorders (3). Some of these disorders are seen in college students, 

including anxiety disorders, depression, and attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).  A study, reported 

on by Twohig-Bennett and Jones (2018), showed that an increase in green space activity provided positive health 

effects (628). This study found a decrease of 0.05 in participants salivary cortisol and 2.57 in heart rate when 

participants spent more time in nature. These numbers are physical indicators of stress; salivary cortisol is related to 

the stress of a person which will inevitably lead to more adverse effects, such as an increased heart rate. The data 

presented shows a decrease of physical stress indicators as a result of exposure to nature. When more time is spent in 

nature the effects of mental health disorders are lessened.

Studies show a positive correlation between time in nature and working memory. In Figure 8, the graph on 

the right displays working memory in relation to nature experience  (Bratman et al., 2019, 4). A majority 

of the groups displayed an increase in their working memory’s ability to process information with more time in 

nature. Group B did not show an increase, because the participants became more stressed when in nature (Bratman et 

al., 2019, 4). This is useful information, as some individuals get stressed when in certain natural environments. 

However, when you find a green space that you enjoy, the positive effects seen in other groups occur.

 To add to his first study, Bratman et al. (2015) saw that a person's reported rumination and prefrontal cortex 

blood flow decreases. The perceived rumination pre-walk to post-walk had a mean change of -2.33, and MRI scans 

taken of participants showed the blood flow rate in the brain of -6.89 (Bratman et al., 2015). Rumination is a process 

where one cannot stop thinking,  

mainly in the prefrontal cortex. 

Additionally, the blood flow indicates

 where the brain is functioning, thus 

more blood flow means more brain 

activity. In most people there is less 

activity in their prefrontal cortex as

they grow up because this area of the 

Figure 8: Two graphs describing the relationship between nature 

experience and stress on the left and working memory on the right 

(Bratman et al., 2019, 4). 5



brain makes impulsive decisions (Kolk et al. 2022). Less activity in the brain means one will have less thoughts and 

impulses which will improve one’s focus and working memory. To ensure there was no physical reason for these 

improvements, heart rate and respiratory rate were checked and showed an increase in both urban and natural areas, 

meaning no effect was from physical changes. Working memory improves when walking in nature when one 

perceives a decrease in their rumination or stress. The improvement of students' working memory increases their 

ability to focus and complete school work.

Spending more time in nature improves a person's quality of sleep. Ma et al. (2022) compared the impacts of 

urban and park settings and how they affected the sleep of university students. The participants completed 30-35 

minute walks at a moderate pace, evaluating their sleep with the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index and personal 

feedback. The study concluded that there was a medium effect of time spent outdoors on improved sleep (Ma et al., 

2022). The pre-test to post-test evaluations of perceived sleep and quality of sleep increased no matter the walking 

environment. However, there was a greater improvement of sleep quality for the participants that walked in nature  

versus in an urban setting. Similarly, Gladwell et al. (2016) studied the sleep quality of participants in relation to the 

natural or urban walking setting they took during lunch breaks. To show the changes in sleep, this research focused 

on heart rate variability (HRV). The people who walked in green areas had sleep durations 20 minutes longer than 

Figure 9: This graph shows the decrease mean 

sleep scores from before taking a walk and after 

taking a walk which shows an improvement in sleep 

quality (Ma et al., 2022, 6).
6

those who walked in urban areas (Gladwell et al. 2016). While 

the researchers reported the sleep duration difference in Figure 

9 as not significant, they found that the HRV reports were 

significantly different (Gladwell et al. 2016). These HRV 

variables all had around a 0.33 effect size, meaning the people 

walking in nature had better sleep indicators by about 30% 

compared to the people walking in urban settings (Gladwell et 

al. 2016). Perceived sleep and statistically analyzed sleep 

variables show improvements in a person’s quality of sleep with 

outdoor activity in nature.

On top of mental health and sleep, nature can

 impact physical health risks of diseases.



Twohig-Bennett and Jones (2018) report on a study that showed positive health effects with an increase of green 

space activity (628). Reported in Table 3, some important benefits to note are a later occurrence of type II diabetes 

by 0.72, all-cause mortality by 0.69, cardiovascular mortality by 0.84, and an increase of good self-reported health of 

1.12. These numbers show the correlation of more green space to an improvement of health conditions or a decrease 

in the likelihood of an illness occurring.

 

Table 3: This table displays nature's impact on different 

health issues  (Twohig-Bennett et al., 2018, 634).

 An article reviewed by Daniel Bubnis and Emily Swaim, (2022) presents a study by James, et al.(2016) that 

concluded women living in more green neighborhoods were 34% less likely to die from respiratory diseases. The 

main reason is the better air circulation in nature which means less pollen going through your body. On the topic of 

air circulation, the article suggests how this aspect of nature helps slow the spread of diseases such as COVID-19. 

This is because, based on a study by Bulfone. et al. (2021), viruses are 18.7 times more likely to be transmitted

7

indoors than outdoors. Also, being out in nature can 

expose you to less lethal microorganisms to give your 

immune system practice at fighting them off. A person 

can greatly improve their physical health by spending 

more time outside rather than indoors. The mental, 

cognitive, and physical improvements that come with 

spending as little as 30 minutes a day outdoors can 

greatly impact a college student's life.

College Students Lack Exposure 

to Nature

College students don't spend enough time in 

nature. This is the result of many factors, from 

workload to other obligations. The COVID-19 

pandemic also caused many college students to not 

spend crucial time outdoors in nature. College 

students have a lot of stress and newfound 



responsibility, making time outdoors essential for their wellbeing.

College students often struggle to find time to spend among nature. During childhood, the time we spend 

outdoors is often determined and facilitated by our parent(s) or guardian(s). As we grow older, and need to learn how 

to live on our own, keeping track of time spent outdoors becomes one of many things we must learn. For college 

students especially, the transition to adult life can be difficult and chaotic. College life can be overwhelming on its 

own, but having to learn to live without the support of a parent or guardian is difficult. For college students, 

spending time outdoors may not be something at the forefront of their minds when they have tests and homework to 

consider. This is why it is up to colleges and other organizations to create opportunities for college students to spend 

that necessary time outdoors among 

nature. Without specific events and 

activities designed for them, it can be

difficult for college students to find the

 time to be outdoors. 

Figure 10: Perceived stress level changes over time 

by Adventure Activities (Chang et al., 2019, Figure 6). 

Figure 11: Mean perceives stress level changes 

over time (Chang et. al, 2019, Figure 2). 8

College students can reap many 

benefits from time spent in nature. Time 

spent in nature provides college students 

opportunities for emotional renewal, 

strengthening of relationships, and relieving 

of stressors (Lincoln et al., 2022). College 

students are usually in positions where as 

little as 20 minutes of time spent outdoors 

can show increased physical health and 

stress reduction (Rogers, 2021). Figure 10 

and Figure 11 show the perceived lowering 

of stress levels in college students as they 

prepare for, and later go out on an outdoor 

activity.             



With only one activity, these college students have a decrease in stress. This shows the importance of outdoor 

activities for college students and their wellbeing.

On top of getting little outdoor time due to their workload, college students, along with much of the world, 

found themselves confined to their homes by the COVID-19 social restrictions. Francesca et al. (2020) conducted a 

study on the changes of visitation of green spaces during COVID-19 in Spain, Israel, Italy, Croatia, Lithuania, and 

Slovenia, as well as the subject’s motivations for visiting green spaces. In this study, they found that 85-95% (varies 

between countries) of individuals visited green spaces frequently before COVID-19 (Francesca et al., 2020). Due to 

fear of spreading the virus and general decreased motivation to go outside, green space excursions in most of the 

observed countries had dropped during COVID-19; with the exceptions of Lithuania and Slovenia, which both 

surprisingly increased by less than a percent (Francesca et al., 2020). Croatia’s green space usage dropped by 9%, 

Israel’s by 7%, Italy’s by 53%, and Spain’s by 54%, making COVID-19’s impact on global outdoor recreation 

evident (Francesca et al., 2020). The most commonly reported 

Figure 13: Participant life excellence before and 

after COVID-19 (Hermassi et al., 2021).
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Figure 12: Participant life satisfaction before 

and after COVID-19 (Hermassi et al., 2021). 

motive for visiting green spaces for all studied countries, except 

Lithuania, was physical exercise (Francesca et al., 2020). Experts 

Ammar et al. (2020) found that because COVID-19 was acting 

as a disincentive for going outside, overall physical activity 

during the pandemic had also dropped: college students went 

from spending an average of five hours a day sitting to an 

average of eight hours a day. In one of Hermassi’s studies 

(2021), males and females rated their satisfaction of life in a 

questionnaire, wherein the total score could range from five to 

35 arbitrary units. As seen in Figure 12, males rated their life 

satisfaction before and during COVID-19 as 28.8 ± 4.26 and 

16.4 ± 5.25 respectively, and females rated their life satisfaction 

before and during COVID-19 as 27.5 ± 5.26 and 11.8 ± 6.67 

respectively. A similar trend occurred with Hermassi’s life 

excellence questionnaire shown in Figure 13. 



Figure 14: Photograph of the Cascades, an 

example of Worcester public land (Greater 

Worcester Land Trust, n.d.).

Knowing the benefits of the time spent in nature, how college students don't spend enough time outdoors, and how 

COVID-19 further restricted physical activity, there are organizations that help get students outdoors.

A Trail to Connect College Students to Nature

The Worcester Intercollegiate Outdoors Initiative (WIOI) recognizes the importance of spending time in 

nature. The Clark Outing Club and Nature Connection served as the initial inspiration for the program. The Outing 

Club focused on all kinds of trips, while the Nature Connection focused more on GWLT land. Over the span of 14 

years, our project sponsor facilitated 450 activities with 1400 unique students across both groups (G. Doerschler, 

personal communication, November 21, 2022). In 2018, the program began working with the GWLT to expand the 

WIOI. The vision for this collaboration included not only engaging with a wider spectrum of students, but creating 

pathways for students from different campuses to interact with one another. Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic 

brought most of the Intercollegiate Outdoors efforts to a halt because of the struggle to keep connections with 

colleges and students.

The GWLT, founded in 1987, works to conserve Worcester lands. This land extends all across the city, 

including locations such as the Cascades, as seen in Figure 14, and Donker Farm. In order to protect the conserved 
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land, the GWLT runs volunteer events for the community to get 

outside and clean up trails. There are also community events like 

group hikes and photo opportunities (Worcester Telegram & 

Gazette, 2007). Much of this conserved land is near the various 

Worcester Institutions, making the land a great local opportunity to 

experience all the benefits of nature. Due to the benefits of nature 

and how college students do not spend enough time outside, a 

program like the WIOI is essential for the Worcester area colleges.

The WIOI reached out to the Worcester Community Project 

Center to revive and bolster their efforts, and help make the 

initiative sustainable. Our team is working with the WIOI to 

connect the colleges and get students out into nature. 



Chapter 3: 
The Path of our 

Investigation

1
1



This section explores the methods used to achieve the project goal. Our project goal was to improve the 

mental and physical health of Worcester college students by revamping the Worcester Intercollegiate Outdoors 

Initiative and creating a sustainable plan for its success (Figure 15). To start, we conducted 17 interviews with 

college wellness centers, clubs, and organizations with similar interests to our project. We also sent out a survey to 

more than 10 student groups to gather information and gauge interest. Next, we planned and executed a hike 

available for all Worcester area college students. Finally, we created a proposal for our sponsor to help keep the 

initiative thriving in the future. 

Figure 15: The goal and objectives mapped out to show the process taken to complete the process.

Ethical Considerations

We received approval from the Worcester Polytechnic Institute (WPI) Institutional Review Board (IRB) to 

complete our studies. The approval letter can be found in Supplemental Materials, and the IRB approved the surveys 

and interviews with record number: IRB-23-0174. In order to keep the survey ethical and fair, all information was 

anonymous. Participants were given a basic introduction of the scope of our project, risks, and potential benefits. 

Unless a student wanted to provide their contact information, separate from their survey answers, no identifiable 

data was collected. Similarly, all interviews asked for consent to note taking, as well as whether they wanted to 

remain anonymous. 
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Objective 1: Gather data and conduct interviews to gauge interest and 

establish connections 

We distributed a survey, shown in Figure 16, that gathered information about students’ availability, 

preference of outdoor events, knowledge of local green space, transportation, and communication methods to find 

out about events. We also interviewed faculty and staff members to gather data. These interviews focused on 

creating a network of support for events.

 We utilized a survey to contact students at all Worcester colleges in the limited time frame of the project, 

although surveys can be biased, unrepresentative, and time consuming if done incorrectly. We received survey 

responses from the outdoors and outing clubs of Assumption University, Clark University (Clark), College of the 

Holy Cross (Holy Cross), WPI, and UMass Chan Medical School (UMass); Massachusetts College of Pharmacy and 

Health Sciences (MCPHS) Student Government Association; Clark’s Arboretum Advocates Club; WPI’s Green 

Team and Adventure Club; and UMass’s Community Garden Interest Group and Wilderness Medicine Group. To 

address this, we created multiple drafts, received feedback, and designed the questions to be impacted by these 

limitations as little as possible (Finke, 2017). We distributed the survey through a brief email explaining the project, 

as many students would not read the email if it was too long (Mejia, 2017). Converse et al. (1986) suggests 

implementing the survey as a pretest to uncover any issues there may be. Therefore, we tested the survey on a test 

group of students before contacting these schools. The survey was open and regularly monitored for the duration 

of the project, to ensure students from all schools responded.

Figure 16: College interest survey school 

distribution results. There is good variety 

even if not fully representative.
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from Clark, Quinsigamond Community College (QCC), 

WPI, UMass, Assumption University (Assumption). Anna 

Maria’s Student Activities; WSU’s Fitness Center; Holy 

Cross professors of Environmental Studies; and the 

Community Engagement services of Clark. Wellness and 

Counseling focused on promoting well-being events, 

Student Activities promoted events to all students, the 

Fitness Center focused on student fitness activities, 

Environmental Studies focused on outdoors activity, and 

Community Engagement specialized in volunteering and 

engaging with the community. Figure 18 shows the flyer 

sent and distributed at the Worcester colleges. These 

different staff members were able to provide us 

Conducting Interviews With Organizations and College 

Staff Advertises Event and Creates Connections

Faculty and staff were another good resource for student 

activities promotion and wellness at the eight schools. We used 

the interviews to gather information and to establish a network 

of support for the WIOI. The network was important to assist us 

with distributing information about our event and survey to 

students at every school. Figure 17 shows a volunteer event that

 helped promote the WIOI. Rowley (2012) conveys how asking

 the same questions to be consistent gives you the ability to compare people's views. From this, we designed our 

faculty interviews to have similar questions, focusing around events for student wellness and how these events were 

promoted. Goldstein (2002) describes how interviews can lead to biased results, as only groups with interest will 

respond to our request. To mitigate the bias, we interviewed and advertised with Wellness and Counseling Centers 

Figure 18: Flyer with QR code sign up, distributed 

in interviews (Veccia, 2022).

Figure 17: Photographs from a volunteer event 

where the WIOI was promoted (Nollman, 2022) 

(Doerschler, 2022).
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 with differing perspectives on student activities and their planning, as well as establish connections for our events.

We contacted the Higher Education Consortium of Central Massachusetts (HECCMA) and Mass Audubon to 

interview them on their connections between the colleges in the area. Based on recommendations from Goldstein 

(2002), we created interview questions, found in the Supplemental Materials, to give us insight into how colleges are 

already connected, as well as potential connections. The information gained from HECCMA, Mass Audubon, and 

other colleges, provided us with valuable data and helped us promote events. 

Objective 2: Plan, promote, and execute one or more outdoor activities for 

Worcester college students and collect feedback on their experience.

We planned, promoted, and executed an outdoor activity for Worcester college students. The activity was a 

short hike through The Cascades, based on survey information from Objective 1. We conducted pre and post hike 

surveys to learn more about the wellness of students and how to reach them for future events. 

Practicing and Preparing for our Main Hike Ensured its Success 

After reaching out to students and faculty to promote the event, we engaged with other students working on projects 

in the Worcester Community. Together, we

explored Coes Reservoir Boardwalk, shown

in Figure 19, which helped us learn to

facilitate a hike. This event allowed us to test 

our pre and post hike surveys.

After practicing, we prepared for the 

main intercollegiate hike. The hike occurred 

in The Cascades on November 19th, with 

attendees coming from WSU, WPI, UMass, 

and Clark. This hike helped establish 

connections and generate interest in other 

events. As our sponsor Greg Doerschler says:

“in order to run events, one needs students.

Figure 19: Photograph from Coes Reservoir 

Boardwalk. (Veccia, 2022)) 15



But, to get students, one must run events.” Figure 20 shows a photograph from the event.

Pre-Activity and Post-Activity Surveys to Conduct

 We gauged the participants' perceived well-being before and after the hike. The conducted pre and post hike 

survey data gathered students' reaction to the event, contact information to be used for other events, and possible 

improvements to the hike. This information will be useful to help our sponsor pitch the project to other students and 

organizations that showed interest. Student feedback helps our sponsor run other events and reach students.

Objective 3: Create and present a proposal to promote and execute more 

outdoor activities using the framework of the current WIOI. 

The last step of this project was to create a final deliverable with recommendations for the WIOI. The 

proposal contains information from the surveys conducted, interviews completed, and other research to benefit our 

sponsor. Penrod (2003) outlines how to create a good proposal, including commentary about our goals and thoughts 

for the initial run of the event. He then suggests possible improvements based on the experience of running an event. 

After running the outdoors event, we collected information on what was successful to reach and engage students. 

Although the project time frame was limited, the information and comments in our recommendations were valuable 

to our sponsor. Some information came from student suggestions for improvements from the post-hike survey and 

comments. In the coming chapters, we will discuss our findings and recommendations. We provided these questions 

to our sponsor to help plan for future events and make adjustments as needed. 
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Figure 20: Photograph from the 

intercollegiate hike.



Chapter 4: 
Treasure Found 
Along the Trail
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This section explores the findings made throughout the project. We discuss our findings regarding the 

benefits of time outdoors and its effect on the students that participated in our hike. Challenges in transportation and 

scheduling are mentioned. We also explore the interest in an intercollegiate outdoors program such as the WIOI and 

the preference for it being student-run. After that, we review advertising techniques and methods that worked and 

didn't work. These findings will be useful as they provide information on how to run an intercollegiate event and 

how much desire there is for this program. 

Finding 1: Time Outdoors Improves Mental Health

Mental health benefits are seen when college students go outdoors. Participants on hikes showed 

improvements in their mental health and well-being. Anecdotes from interviewees and hike surveys confirmed the 

importance of outdoor activity. 

When we led participants on a hike on November 19th, we conducted pre and post hike surveys, where we 

compared perceived well-being of students before and after the activity. Prior to the hike, participants had a mean 

perceived well-being of 6.17 out of 10. In the post survey, the results jumped to 8.92 on a perceived well-being scale 

from 1-10 seen in Figure 21. This aligns with our observations, as students got to meet others with similar interests 

to them, and interacted with each other enthusiastically. Although the sample size is small, there is a noticeable 

increase of 44.6% in well-being. This well-being increase aligns with a study done by Puhakka (2021) that showed

a positive correlation between outdoor 

activity and college student well-being; 

these findings are corroborated by Cox et 

al. (2017) and Twohig-Bennett and Jones 

(2018).  Data from outside research and 

our own research both show the 

importance of time outdoors on 

well-being.Figure 21: Pre and post hike survey results.

18



Our observations of the hike also align well with what we learned from our interviews with the eight schools. 

When speaking to our interviewees on well-being, three interviewees at two schools mentioned the concept of “the 

eight dimensions of wellness”, and all interviewees targeted at least one dimension of wellness (Swarbrick, 2012). 

According to wellness center staff members, the eight dimensions of wellness are: physical, environmental, social, 

spiritual, intellectual, occupational, emotional, and financial; all of which are interdependent. The dimensions of 

social and physical wellness were evident in the hike event that we ran. For colleges wondering what kind of events 

will improve student well-being, an intercollegiate hike is a great opportunity.

Finding 2: Outdoor Activities Have Many Obstacles

Hikes have several different challenges. One of these challenges is when students have little to no access to 

transportation. Students are also busy and are not always available to go on hikes.

Many college students do not have reliable transportation. Only 90 of the 263 survey participants had reliable 

private transportation, as shown in Figure 22. Transportation was mentioned as an issue to many of the faculty and 

wellness staff that helped run off campus events. No schools were available to provide shuttles or vans, and 18 

survey participants mentioned transportation as an issue. The WPI outing club reached out to us to carpool outing 

club students to the event which was only possible because our team had people to drive them. Transporting students 

to events is an issue for organizing intercollegiate events.

Figure 22: Survey results 

on transportation.
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Availability and time was also

an issue. The most convenient time 

across schools was Sunday afternoon,

with 115 survey participants available

at that time, as shown in Figure 23. 

Less than half of participants were 

available at any given time, which

makes event planning difficult. There

were also nine students who said they 

were interested but unable to attend. As college students ourselves, we understand the lack of free time. Despite 

these difficulties, many students find a way to get outside.

Figure 23: Survey results on availability.

Finding 3: There is Interest in Intercollegiate Outdoors Programs

One of the main goals of the WIOI is to connect colleges through outdoor activities. Faculty and staff 

interviews showed interest in a program to get students outdoors and involved with other schools. Survey results 

also showed an interest in intercollegiate activities. 

In our interviews, only Clark, WPI, Worcester State University, and Holy Cross had wellness staff mention 

that their school runs programs specifically designed to get students outdoors, as seen in Figure 24. Despite that, all 

interviewees stated their interest in further promoting events. To be as representative as possible, we included at least 

one faculty or staff member from each Worcester college in our interviews.

Figure 24: 

Schools’ responses 

on whether their 

wellness centers 

hosts activities.
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Audubon not only expressed a similar preference for working with students, but even had experience hiring students. 

This enthusiasm for working with student groups is something that assisted us in our project and can benefit the 

WIOI as well. 

Student-run outing clubs also had success in getting other students to attend. Three of the outing clubs we 

discussed events with did not mention student involvement as a problem. However, six out of eight schools 

mentioned student attendance as an issue. Faculty found it difficult to reach students, but students did not have 

difficulty doing so.

 

We found that student-run events 

were much more appealing to both 

students and organizations. Jeanine Went, 

founder and director of HECCMA, 

expressed her preference for working with 

student groups. HECCMA was not the 

only organization that had a preference for 

student-run programs however. Mass 

Wellness center staff interest coincides with student interest in outdoor events. Of our 263 survey responses, 

63% of students engaged in a hike on their own time. One survey question asked students what activities they would 

be interested in, and the most popular event was a hike. Students were interested in all options and some added other 

possible event ideas. Along with this, we engaged with 15 students from four different Worcester institutions on our 

intercollegiate hike. Multiple hike participants asked if there would be any other activities in the future, expressing 

their interest in future events. The three outing clubs we interviewed also mentioned great participation in their 

outdoor events. This shows students are interested in outdoor activities, especially hikes. 

Finding 4: Student-Run Initiatives are Preferred

Student-run programs are generally preferred by college staff, college students, and other organizations. This 

highlights an opportunity for the WIOI to grow. Figure 25, shows us preparing for our interviews. Our interviews are 

where we learned about many college staff’s preference for student groups.

Figure 25: Preparing for an interview.
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Students are more willing to work with other students rather than non-student faculty or organization heads. 

One of those we interviewed from Mass Audubon was a WPI alumni. We found they were particularly eager to assist 

us as they were familiar with the WPI project culture. Our interview with a Clark student project group reflected a 

similar sense of student community and cooperation. We shared resources and were able to mutually assist each 

other with our project goals. Finally, multiple students from our pilot hike expressed to us they preferred that the 

hike was student-run. Colleges, their students, and other organizations prefer working with students and student 

groups. This is a fact that the WIOI can and should take advantage of to facilitate the program’s success in the future.

Finding 5: Promoting Events Needs Multiple Resources

To run a successful event, we wanted to reach as many interested students as possible. There is no one 

solution that works best for all college students. Therefore, the most beneficial modes of advertising need to be used 

together to effectively market events.

Figure 26: Pie chart showing the ranking of promoting resources.

students directly, but the officers of interested 

clubs. Emailing club officers allows them to 

make the information more digestible for their 

members through the use of other platforms. 

For example, the WPI Outing Club received our 

email with the information on the hike, then 

relayed it to their members via Slack, 

resulting in a third of our hike 

          

Nearly 30% of survey respondents use email to find out about what is happening at their college, as shown in 

Figure 26. Students have mentioned how they use email for clubs, classes, and jobs; because of this, there are many 

emails that students skip, especially ones they don’t recognize. A similar account was given by staff from different 

schools. They send out newsletters, weekly updates, and weekly activities that are happening, but have not seen 

much attendance for events only promoted this way. Faculty and staff at six of the eight schools we interviewed 

described the struggle using email to communicate to students. With this in mind, we focused our emails not on   
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participants being WPI Outing Club members. This also displays the importance of maintaining relationships with 

club officers as their internal communication methods are a very effective means of marketing events to students. 

However, email is not the only way to reach students, various social media platforms are available.

Much of marketing happens on social media and the vast majority of students are using Instagram as their 

primary platform. From the survey (Figure 20), 31.6% of students said social media was one of their main ways of 

communicating with clubs, keeping up with friends, and learning about school events. Of the survey participants that 

said they use social media, 80% reported using Instagram as their primary social media platform. This is consistent 

with the interviews we conducted, as faculty and staff at six of the eight schools we interviewed described Instagram 

as the most reliable platform to reach students. With these facts in mind, Instagram is an excellent tool for marketing 

events.

Word of mouth easily gets students to attend events. The interest survey displayed that word of mouth is the 

third most prevalent way students learn about activities. The students we talked to expressed they are more likely to 

attend an event because a friend or peer told them about it. Similarly, in the interviews we conducted, half of the 

interviewees said word of mouth was a method they used to promote events. In one such interview, Dr. Michael 

Hirsh mentioned an event their wellness center ran where students informed their friends about the festivities during 

the event which at least doubled the number of attendees.

Figure 27: Our logo concept to 

represent the outdoors and 

Worcester colleges.

A well designed logo and an eye 

catching color pallet can be beneficial 

when marketing the WIOI. People, 

especially college students, use logos to 

quickly gain information about 

organizations and programs. A good logo 

grabs people’s attention and provides the 

viewer with basic information about its 

subject matter. Our logo concept is shown 

in Figure 27, while the original WIOI logo 

is shown in Figure 28.

Figure 28: The original WIOI 

logo (GWLT, n.d.).
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The college interest survey showed that 73% of students don’t know what the GWLT is, and those who did 

know mainly said they had only heard of it. Additionally, in the post hike survey we asked the hikers what they 

thought of the original logo as well as a basic design we created, shown in Figure 29. The main outcome was that 

there were too many words on the logos, but they preferred the professional quality of the original logo. Also, there 

was overwhelming approval of the new color palette and symbolism of the new logo compared to the old logo. A 

simple effective logo should be professional to effectively market to college students.

Colleges, especially in Worcester, are closed off from one another. Because of this, physically going to 

college campuses is almost a necessity for event marketing. This is where tabling comes in as an effective way to 

promote events. Tabling is when the organizers of an event sit in a central area of campus in order to advertise said 

event to students as they walk by. Tabling was recommended by four of the colleges we interviewed, who cited it as 

a particularly effective marketing strategy for events. Outdoor clubs, college staff, and our sponsor have used tabling 

to successfully promote events in the past.

Emailing known contacts, establishing a social media presence, word of mouth communication, creating a 

memorable logo, and tabling at colleges are all effective methods to promote an event. When all methods are used in 

conjunction to communicate with and reach students, the WIOI will grow. In order to maintain large event 

attendance, it is imperative to keep all these aspects in mind and utilize as many of them as possible. 

Figure 29: Post hike 

survey results about our 

logo.
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Chapter 5: 
Map of 

Recommendations
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This section explores our recommendations after working to revitalize the WIOI. We discuss the need for an 

online presence in order for the program to grow. We also explain how the WIOI requires a team to run effectively. 

These recommendations are prepared for our project sponsor, but they are applicable to any faculty or staff who wish 

to run events.

Recommendation 1: Marketing Helps the Program Stay on Path

In order for the WIOI to continue growing and attracting new members, an online presence should be 

established. This includes maintaining an Instagram page, as well as a website to discover more about the program. 

A professional logo also helps for recognizability and promotion. Figure 30 shows the aspects of marketing that we 

recommended using.

Figure 30 (above): Flow 

chart of the recommended 

marketing plan.

Based on the results of Finding 5, we 

created an Instagram account for the WIOI, and 

used the account to promote our hike. Figure 31 

shows a post from the Instagram page. Before 

following many college accounts, we received 

less than six likes on our posts. We then 

followed Worcester college accounts related to 

the outdoors and wellness in order to reach 

groups with a similar interest. After following 

these accounts, our posts jumped to 26 likes. 

We associated the increase in post interaction 

with following the college accounts. Although 

the Instagram following of the project is small, 

it is able to reach all Worcester schools and any 

clubs with an outdoors or 

Figure 31 (right): Event 

promotion on Instagram.
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environmental focus. This benefits our sponsor for faculty promotion, but reaffirms what many faculty suspected as 

the best way to reach students. We recommended that the Instagram page be used to promote events and to grow the 

WIOI following. Posts should come weekly, and content related to the outdoors gets the most likes.

Email is still used by many students to learn about events. Finding 5 shows the widespread usage of email to 

promote events. These emails can be sent out to the Worcester colleges using contacts established through our 

interviews. We provided our sponsor with an email list of interested students and faculty for events and event 

promotion. It was not published, in order to protect these students and faculty. The list contains 35 contacts, with 

every school represented, including names contacted by us and given to us by other interviewees. The list should be 

used for informing student groups to promote events to their members. Each contact has information about how 

responsive they are to highlight which contacts would be most useful. This email list is an important tool for 

promoting events and maintaining relationships across the many Worcester college campuses. 

Likewise, websites are important for a proper online presence. Between history, schedules, and event 

information there is a lot to know about the WIOI. While it would be ideal for each person to learn about the WIOI 

in person on a hike, this is not feasible. That is why it is important to have a central location where all that 

information is stored and accessible. Having a standalone website can be an extremely useful marketing tool. The 

current website presence, as seen in Figure 32, is outdated and difficult to find, as it is a subsection on the GWLT 

website. The ideal new website should be 

professionally designed, as a clean website 

requires knowledge of multiple programming 

languages. Professional web designers can also 

help make the page visually appealing. By 

creating a new website, the WIOI can continue to 

grow its online presence. 

Logos are also important for brand 

recognition, as mentioned in Finding 5. A 

professional should design the logo based 

on suggestions given by the team. 

Figure 32: Worcester Intercollegiate Outdoors 

Initiative website home page (GWLT, 2022).
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Student feedback of the old logo and our suggestions are included in Finding 5, to help the designer. One possible 

option to get students involved is a logo contest using our email list. There are many creative students in Worcester 

that can help the WIOI. Students can provide our sponsor with logo designs, as well as learn about the program. This 

is a fun way to get logo suggestions, aside from what the team created. A professional logo creates recognition for 

students when in person or online.

 In order to establish an organization such as the WIOI, a multifaceted communications strategy is needed. 

The vast majority of college students use social media, email, and websites as their main form of communication. 

Instagram, email, and a website are essential for promoting events and marketing necessary information to 

Worcester college students. Finally, a well designed logo will facilitate brand recognition, while an eye-catching 

color pallet is essential for design work. While there is a lot of work that goes into maintaining an online presence, it 

will allow the program to expand and grow into the future with ease. 

Recommendation 2: Run in a Pack

Initiatives need a team to function properly. We spent our project term prepping contacts and resources for 

the WIOI. That work alone has required the dedication of four individuals during a 40-hour work week for seven 

weeks. All of this shows it takes a lot to run an initiative like the WIOI, especially at its inception. 

The program needs to be student led. Multiple interviewees described our initiative as inviting, interesting, 

and credible because it is student led. This was further supported at our hike event when students said they liked the 

fact that the hike was organized and run by students. These anecdotes display the need for student involvement to 

keep the WIOI connected to colleges and be welcomed by them. Furthermore, the inspiration for the program ran 

successfully for many years at Clark, and thus can benefit from having a credible ally to make connections and 

potential grants.

To get students involved, there must be incentives for them to participate. The main suggestion is to work 

with career centers at colleges to organize internship opportunities and volunteer lists for potential college helpers. 

This is a concrete place designated at each college where interested students can learn more about the program and 

get involved. Since we are not continuing with the initiative after the project, getting students consistently 

involved is an important step. Terracorps, which is an organization that believes, “Land is the foundation



29

of health and well-being”, as seen in Figure 33 (Terracorps, 2022). The Terracorps specializes in environmental 

volunteering and land conservation. The organization has a Community Engagement Coordinator that could work 

alongside the WIOI to get student volunteers engaged with the program. The GWLT hosts a Land Stewardship 

Coordinator, but the WIOI could be expanded by working with a community engagement specialist. 

Another resource for students is the Federal Work Study. Students apply as part of their student aid package at 

their college. Then, students complete work through off campus community service or an on campus job. The 

community service students could help the WIOI run events as part of their required hours, if the program is approved 

by the respective schools (WPI, n.d.). As each Worcester college has their own Federal Work Study that uses the same 

process, there could be a consistent stream of students at each school to help the program.

Hiring students or professionals in design will bolster the program's foundation. Without assistance to 

complete tasks it can be challenging to get everything done that is desired. Their skills will improve the internet 

presence, increase the reach of the program, and keep sustainable connections. A recognizable logo is also something 

that would be useful for people who are already familiar with the WIOI and looking for more events to attend. A 

professional should design this logo, as logo design is difficult. We provided our project sponsor with logo concepts 

to give to a professional designer. What ties logo design to other design work such as flyers and websites is a color 

palette. We even benefited from having a set color pallet and were able to create basic designs for this paper.  

Students want initiatives that are student-run. The WIOI has an opportunity to grow by getting students 

involved in the planning and management of the program. Schools have integrated platforms to reach students about 

volunteer opportunities that the WIOI can use to get a long term stream of students to work with. Additionally, many 

faculty and staff members are willing to collaborate in the future. Lastly, there are a great number of professionals

to manage the design and structure of the WIOI marketing to widen its horizon. 

Figure 33: Terracorps website home page  

(Terracorps, 2022).



Chapter 6: 
End of the Trail
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To keep the program on track we created a Proposal Plan of Action for our sponsor to follow. The plan 

includes next steps, based on requests from our sponsor, for the WIOI. These steps include suggestions for 

marketing, email correspondence, and grants. As the program continues to grow, we hope to see other 

intercollegiate programs to get students active and beyond just their campus. Thank you to everyone who took our 

survey and participated in our interviews, and we hope that you spend time to explore the great outdoors. The Trail 

Blazers thank you for reading (Figure 34)!

31
Figure 34: Trail Blazers.
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