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Overview

The goal of our project is to identify the range of motivations, perceptions, 
expectations, and experiences of visitors to the southern side of El Yunque 
National Forest, with a focus on the Rio Sabana Recreation Area and the 
surrounding community of Cubuy, Naguabo. 
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The Rio Sabana 
Recreation Area

● August, 2021: 
recreation area 
co-management 
proposal
○ In process of 

being approved

● Existing information 
about visitor 
motivations and 
experiences is limited



Research
Questions
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What do 
social media 
posts reveal 

about tourists’ 
attitudes 

toward EYNF?

What kinds of 
experiences do 
tour operators 

perceive as 
desirable to their 

customers?

What can we learn 
about visitors from 

the insights of USFS 
employees, 

community leaders, 
and business owners?

What are the 
motivations and 
experiences of 

visitors to Cubuy 
and the Rio Sabana 

Recreation Area?
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*interviewee visited both Casa Cubuy and the Rio Sabana Recreation Area
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Activities Settings Experiences Benefits

The Recreation Demand Hierarchy
(Adapted from Driver and Brown, 1978)

Analytic Frameworks



10

Cochrane’s Typology 
of Tourists

Analytic Frameworks



Research Question 1

What do social media 
posts reveal about 
tourists’ attitudes 

toward EYNF?
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Online Reviews
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Collected from Rio Sabana Recreation Area  
Reviews from Google Maps

Frequency Analysis:

Collected from Rio Sabana Trail Reviews 
from AllTrails

Collected from the Infinity Pool Trail Reviews from 
AllTrails

Rio Sabana Recreation Area Rio Sabana Trail Infinity Pool Trail



Words/Phrases to Investigate
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Rio Sabana Recreation Area Rio Sabana Trail Infinity Pool Trail

Facilities are Detrimental

Abandoned

Children

Secluded

Unmaintained Trails

Worth It

Rewarding

Risky

No Signs



Specific Interests
● Experienced spiritual connection with nature, 

individually and through therapeutic forestry 
programs

● Participated in plant identification and education 
workshops

● Explored El Hippie Waterfall and petroglyphs 
with a local guide

● Played card games and dominoes in the 
pavilions

● Hiked the Rio Sabana Trail
● Hiked the Infinity Pool Trail
● Geocached
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Differences in Experiences
Six of the nine written reviews of the Rio Sabana 
Trail mentioned that it is overgrown.
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Research Question 2
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What kinds of 
experiences do tour 
operators perceive 
as desirable to their 

customers?

(San Juan, Puerto Rico, n.d.)

Interview Length Total Interviews

10-20 min 7
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Other Tourism Companies

PR Paradise Tours

Nature-Based Tourism 
Companies

Enchanted Eco Tours

Las Tortugas

Get Shopped PR

Clue Murder Mystery

PR Historical Building Drawings

Puerto Rico Tourism Company



Findings
● Less demand for southern 

El Yunque
○ Guides believe not 

enough 
attractions/activities

○ Guides believe not 
maintained enough

● Guides see El Yunque 
tourists interested in areas 
more developed for tourism
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“Don’t want to go and risk something 
happening”

For tourism, the south side “needs 
more investment” 



Findings
● Preference for smaller, 

specialized, or educational 
tours

○ 4/7 tour guides prefer 
specialized/educational

○ Better for both tourist 
and guide
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“Small tours are better for customers because 
they are more private”

People want  to “understand what [they] see” and 
is “why people like these tours”

“wanted to be a teacher” and sees that being a 
guide as accomplishing that



Research question 3

What can we learn about 
visitors from the insights of 

USFS employees, community 
leaders, and business owners?
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Mariny Vázquez

Findings

● Tourism is changing: 

millennials want 

experiences

● Visitors to the south 

are seeking a 

different experience 

than those to the 

north

#
#
#
#
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Mariny Vázquez, continued

Findings● Community-based tourism is the 

tourism of the future

● Currently, tourists are “ghosts” to 

community

● Community wants to understand 

who comes to the southern side of El 

Yunque ● The south needs a market 

where it is promoted

○ South would focus on 

“slower” tourism

● Currently, south mainly has 

informal tours

#
#
#
#


Findings
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● Community and visitor demand 

drives creation of new amenities

● Interaction of tour operator and 

visitor demand influences how and 

where tour operator and other 

permits are distributed

● Road trips



Research Question 4

What are the motivations and 
experiences of visitors to Cubuy 
and the Rio Sabana Recreation 

Area?
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Visitor Interviews
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Our setting is Rio Sabana Recreation Area 
and El Hippie:

Findings:
Visitor Interviews

● Saw and interviewed a variety of 
groups

○ Families, dog walkers, friends, 
elderly, etc.

● Majority of people we saw and 
interviewed came in the middle of 
the day
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Young Vacationing New Englander 
Activity Benefit Experience Setting

● Swam 
● Read by river
● Ate lunch on rocks
● Explore the river
● Socialized
● Hiking

● Private Casa Cubuy 
river 

● Rio Sabana 
Recreation Area 

● Casa Cubuy
● Hiking trail

● Satisfied with 
relaxing by the 
river 

● Enjoyed nature 
● Frustrated with 

trail
● Interacted with 

new people 

● Escaped from 
the demands of 
being an 
innkeeper 

● Reconnected 
with Puerto Rico 
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Man Retired to Cubuy
Activity Benefit Experience Setting

● Walks ● Streets of Cubuy 
● Rio Sabana 

Recreation Area 
path

● gate was open

● Loves the 
nature and the 
walks 

● 20-30 cars 
disrupted peace

● Peace and 
tranquility of the 
forest calms him 
after the many 
years of doing a 
high stress job
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Group of Senior Citizens (Online Review)
Activity Benefit Experience Setting

● Picnicked
● Walked
● Played cards and 

table games

● Rio Sabana 
Recreation Area

● Picnic Pavilions with 
tables

● Flat paved road

● Enjoyed being 
immersed in 
nature

● Felt relaxed by 
rain showers

● Enjoyed 
company

● Increased Social 
bonding 

● Feel young and 
active
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Activities Settings Experiences Benefits

Hiking

Picnicking

Swimming

Relaxing

Birdwatching

Plant 
Identification

Playing games

RSRA:

Calm River

Overgrown Trail

Picnic Pavilions

Paved Pathway to 
Recreation Area

El Hippie:

Waterfall

Swimming Hole

Bonding with 
friends and family

Exercise

Overcame fear 

Escaped from 
outside world

Feeling 
accomplished

Expanding sense of 
social connection

Refreshed and 
relaxed

Hungry

Enjoyed challenge 
of overgrown trail

Discouraged by 
overgrown trail

Interacting with 
new people

Cars disrupt peace 

Gazebos were lively
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Elite

Special Interest

General Interest

Backpacker Plus

Backpacker

Mass

Explorer

Cochrane’s
Typology
of tourists
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Note: 
Typologies
adapted from
Cochrane
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● Willing to pay a lot of 
money for a special 
experience

● Like private trails, 
swimming holes and 
waterfalls

● Usually from the U.S. 
and Europe 

● Interested in small local 
tours

Exclusive
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Tranquil

● Come to the forest for a 
quiet and meditative 
way to connect with 
nature

● Are often by themselves 
or with one other 
person

● Concerned about 
visitors being noisy and 
playing loud music in 
the recreation area
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Social

● Visit the Rio Sabana Recreation 
Area to swim in the calm river, 
have picnics in the pavilions, and 
relax

● Usually in larger groups and 
multigenerational families

● May bring dogs
● Not particularly adventurous, 

just interested in exploring the 
recreation area

Pictures Here
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● Interested in short to mid 
distance hikes

● Hike for exercise, to 
explore, and to connect 
with nature

● May come with 
family/dogs

● Range in ages

● Prefer groomed trails and 
directional signs

Hiker 
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● Come for mid to long distance 
hikes 

● Hike the Infinity Pool Trail and 
Rio Sabana Trail

● Usually groups of able bodied, 
experienced  adult hikers

● Looking for a specific location/ 
hike and willing to travel for it 
(Infinity pool)

Hiker Plus
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Special Interest

● Have a specific motivation/hobby that 
brings them to the forest

● Birdwatching
● Nature education

● Geocaching
● Petroglyphs
● Waterfall chasing
● Interested in small tours with local guides



Limitations

● Language Barrier

● Day of week/Time of day

● Time of Year - Not peak tourist 
season

● No central meeting location
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Key Findings and 
Conclusion
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Visitors have a wide range of 
motivations and  experiences in 
southern El Yunque
Tour operators believe that 
tourists prefer 
○ experiences, smaller and 

specialized or educational 
style tourism, and areas more 
set up for tourism

We see the most frequent tourist 
types as being tranquil, social, and 
hiker

#
#
#
#


Areas for future 
research

● Explore appropriate entrepreneurial and 
tourism development opportunities connected  
to the Rio Sabana Recreation Area as related to 
our findings

● Find how sustainable and local business 
opportunities can be applied to the Rio Sabana 
Recreation Area
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Thank you
 Questions or Comments?
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#

