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Curriculum to Build Entrepreneur Friendly  
Outdoor Recreation Communities  

 

Abstract 

The poster presentation shared a community entrepreneurship curriculum in Outdoor 

Recreation, a sector contributing 2.2% of the U.S. gross domestic product or $1.2 trillion in 

2023, also representing more than five million jobs. (ORR, 2023). Focused on gateway and 
rural communities, the initiative addresses the potential of these areas to thrive in this 

diverse, expanding industry.  

 
In 2025, with funding from the North Central Regional Center for Rural Development 

(NCRCRD), a team of educators from Ohio State University Extension and University of 

Minnesota Extension partnered to create a curriculum tailored to help the vital outdoor 
recreation sector grow. 

 

Keywords: outdoor recreation, entrepreneurs, community leaders, rural communities, 

gateway communities 
 

 

Introduction  

 
Outdoor recreation is a major contributor to the U.S. economy, larger than oil and gas 

development, vehicle manufacturing, air transportation and the film industry (Outdoor Recreation 

Roundtable, 2021). Both Ohio and Minnesota boast a variety 

of assets and activities in the outdoor recreation landscape, 

representing an opportunity for entrepreneurs in these states 

to meet the growing demand for outdoor recreation 

experiences, goods, and services, which in turn will create 

jobs, support local businesses, and enhance opportunities for 

residents and visitors. State-specific data was presented on 

the conference poster as detailed in Figure 1, p.3.  

 

Outcomes, Impacts, and Practical Implications 

The team co-developed and published an online self-

paced version of the outdoor recreation sector online 

curriculum. This course provides community leaders and 

elected officials the resources, training, and tools to develop, 

grow, and sustain community capacity within the outdoor 

recreation economy. It helps leaders understand 

entrepreneurs’ contribution to the local economy, identify 

and plan strategies to grow and sustain local entrepreneurs, 

and strengthen their community’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

 

Image: Sandstone Ice Climbing 

Festival at Robinson Park, 

exploreminnesota.com 
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For Cooperative Extension educators and practitioners, they “can play an important role in strengthening 

local economies through supporting and enhancing community-based entrepreneurship. In addition, by 

employing effective community development strategies, Extension can be a catalyst to build leadership 

capacity within the business community,” (Bassano & 

McConnon, 2008, pg. 7). Emphasis on the Outdoor 

Recreation sector also aligns with other Cooperative 

Extension areas of emphasis such as enhancing 

wellness and mental health as well as supporting youth 

development (Borisova, 2016). 

 

About the Curriculum: Key Components and 

Methodology 

The team adapted an existing Ohio State 

University Extension Entrepreneurship curriculum for 

the outdoor recreation sector, tailoring it for 

community leaders and stakeholders interested in small 

business development strategies supportive of the 

outdoor recreation economy, a promising and 

expanding market. 

Available both online and in-person, the 

curriculum begins with a short introductory session that 

helps communities assess whether they want to 

continue with the full 12-hour program. Communities 

that choose to continue will identify and engage key 

leaders to complete three additional modules. 

The peer-reviewed curriculum is replicable to 

other rural communities and provides each 

participating community with a customized strategic 

plan, along with suggestions for strengthening 

community policies and supports that foster an 

entrepreneurial economic development base.  

Designed to build the capacity of local 

community leaders, not just entrepreneurs, the 

curriculum builds leaders’ understanding of how to 

support a healthy entrepreneurial ecosystem. It also 

includes interviews with entrepreneurs who share 

practical insights and experiences about starting and 

growing a small business – what works well, what 

doesn’t, and what can be improved to help other 

entrepreneurs flourish. 

Figure 1. Graphic by Kristen Devlin, 

Northeast Regional Center for Rural 

Development at Penn State.  

Image Data Sources: BEA 2024 & OIA 

Reports 
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One featured interview is with Casey 

Bott, owner and operator of the Tree 

Houses at Owl Hollow in Monroe 

County, Ohio. An example of the 

treehouse retreat situated on the 

headwaters of Sunfish Creek is shown 

in photo at left. Bott also developed a 

unique Conservatory at Owl Hollow and 

The Cabins at Dragonfly Lake. 

 

 

Image provided by Casey Bott and used 

with permission. 

 

 

 

Key learning areas include: 

• Entrepreneurs’ role in the local economy; 

• Strategies for fostering local business growth; and 

• Tools for creating supportive environments for entrepreneurs. 

 

Program Deliverables 

The curriculum produces several key deliverables for participating communities. First, an 

Entrepreneurship Wellness Profile helps leaders identify strengths, gaps, and opportunities within their 

local economy using sectoral and demographic data. The curriculum also guides communities in forming 

a specific and localized Community Support Team providing resources toward entrepreneur development 

and encouragement. 

Since recreation development is widely recognized by many governmental jurisdictions as an 

important economic development strategy (Lankford, 1997), as an outcome of the program, each 

community completes a customized Strategic Plan. Developed collaboratively by the participating 

community team across all four curriculum modules, this plan outlines specific, actionable steps for 

sustaining and strengthening local entrepreneurship. The community-informed plan guides ongoing 

support for entrepreneurs and incorporates community-specific components. Utilizing strategic planning 

and education as well as grant writing resources, in U.S. Forest Service areas, the curriculum seeks to 

support rural gateway communities in creating resilient economies.  

 

Conclusion 

Rural development and entrepreneurship are strongly connected (Debroy & Kaushik, 2005). 

When paired with the outdoor recreation sector, local entrepreneurs can serve as a powerful economic 

engine for communities (Borisova, 2016). Through partnerships and targeted education, communities can 

explore new opportunities for growth. 
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