Introduction

Kayak Instruction Gear: Analysis and Recommendation for Replacement incorporates vendor product information, independent magazine reviews, and extensive field product testing to conclude which brands of kayaking gear are most appropriate for purchase by E.R.Adventures to update its instruction program. As a company that seeks to provide “A Quality Whitewater Experience” it is imperative that we use only the finest equipment in our instruction program. The report consists of three main categories, which are sub-divided when necessary. These sections include:

· Research and Information

· Inventory and Establishment of Criteria
· In-house Instructor Survey
· Interviews of Instruction Guests Regarding Current Gear
· Evaluation of Instructor Recommendations
· Evaluation of Independent Reviews
· Selection of Top Two Brands
· Comparison of Selected Products
· Product Testing
· Results of Product Testing
· Conclusion

· Recommendations
· Recommendation for Replacement PFD
· Recommendation for Replacement Helmet
· Recommendation for Replacement Paddle
These sections detail each step in the research procedure. 

Research and Information
1. Inventory and Inspection of Instruction Gear 

This inspection was completed on September 20, 2000. Each piece of gear was evaluated to determine whether it was safe to continue using in our instruction program. The following gear was found to be unserviceable.

· 8 of 12 kayak paddles 

· 6 of 15 PFD’s 

· 8 of 12 Helmets 

2. In-house Instructor Survey

A chart was posted on the staff board, and each instructor filled in his or her recommendations for replacement gear. The results of this survey are listed below.

Table 1: Instructor Survey

	
	M.T.
	J.K.
	K.K
	C.P.
	R.M.

	Paddles
	Werner
	Silver Creek
	Silver Creek
	Werner
	AquaBound

	PFD
	Lotus-Sherman
	Stohlquist-Wedge
	Stohlquist-Wedge
	Lotus-Sherman
	Stohlquist-Wedge

	Helmets
	Rock Hedz
	Wildwater
	Jofa
	Jofa
	Jofa


3. Interviews of Instruction Guests Regarding Current Gear

Over the past two weeks each of our instruction guests were asked to evaluate the gear we provided them on the basis of ease of use, comfort, and fit. Each guest used the gear we provided for a minimum of eight hours. They were also asked to offer their opinions on how we might update our gear. The majority of our clients have little experience with kayaking gear. As a result, they offered little assistance in comparing our gear with other gear available. However, their inexperience allowed them to offer unbiased opinions. Several important points resulted from these interviews.

· The majority of our female clients found the PFD’s currently in our inventory (the Mobius) uncomfortable

· The majority of our guests, both male and female reported that they felt safer because of the amount of area protected by the Jofa Helmets

· 75% of our clients felt that the Silver Creek paddles were easy to use 

4. Evaluation of Instructor Recommendations

Instructor recommendations were a vital part of this study. 

1.Each recommendation was evaluated by price. Prices were compiled from catalogs provided by the vendors.
Chart 1: Price Comparison
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2. Instructor recommendations were also evaluated for safety concerns. Both PFD’s recommended are Type III flotation devices. Type III flotation devices are approved under USCG approval number 160.064, which states that Type III vests are approved as a “wearable device for UN-inspected commercial vessels less than 40 feet”.  No paddle brands presented safety issues.  However, Rock Hedz Helmets posed a safety issue because the over the ear cut of helmets provides insufficient ear and temple protection. As a result Rock Hedz helmets have been eliminated from the study
3. Instructor recommendations were also evaluated for warranty and availability from vendors. In phone conversations with sales representative from each company identical delivery dates and warranty programs were offered. Therefore these criteria will not be factors in the selection process.

4. I also planned to interview instructors at other kayak schools in the southeast. However, a problem arose when searching for information from other Instruction programs. The Nantahala Outdoor Center is the only kayak school in operation at this time, and they only use gear that they sell in their outfitter’s store. This creates a conflict of interest, and does not allow their instructors to offer unbiased opinions of the gear in their inventory. As a result this step was eliminated from the procedure. 

5. Evaluation of Independent Reviews

Independent reviews were evaluated from the following magazines and their web-sites

· Paddler Magazine-  http://www.paddler.com
· Kayak Magazine-     http://www.kayakmag.com
Each year these magazines compile gear reviews for the upcoming season. While not all the gear suggested in the instructor survey was reviewed in the magazine, (Silver Creek and AquaBound Paddles, and Jofa Helmets) they did provide useful information.

· Kayak Magazine called Stohlquist’s PFD “the ultimate PFD” on the market (Kayak Magazine  48) 
· Paddler Magazine noted that Werner Paddles have a tendency to be fragile (Paddler Magazine 55)
The information found in these independent reviews assisted in the selection of the top two brands in each category. 

6. Selection of the Top Two Brands in Each Category

Initial research proved that the following brands best met the criteria established by this report.

1. PFD’s

· Lotus
· Stohlquist
2. Helmets

· Jofa

· Wildwater

3. Paddles

· Werner
· Silver Creek
7. Comparison of Selected Products

After the field was narrowed down, the products were compared based on the established criteria. While the warranty policies of the individual companies were not an issue, product durability was. Instances of defective products will play a major role in selection.
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Chart 2: Instances of Warranty Issues

Prior to testing, products were evaluated for comfort, safety, ease of use, and price. The results of these evaluations can be seen in table 2.

Table 2: Product Comparison

	BRAND
	PRODUCT NAME
	Top Features
	PRICE
	FREE DEMO 

	Lotus


	PFD
	Zipper Catch/ Price 
	$55
	Yes

	Stohlquist
	PFD
	8 Way Adjustment/ Neoprene Lining
	$75
	Yes

	Jofa


	Helmet
	Ear Protection
	$45
	Yes

	Wildwater
	Helmet
	Excellent Chin Strap System 
	$65
	Yes

	Silver Creek
	Paddle
	Handcrafted Wood Construction
	$250
	Yes

	Werner


	Paddle
	Light Swing Weight
	$120
	Yes


8.   Product Testing
Samples of the selected brands were obtained from the local sales representatives. Product tests were completed from October 16- October 26. Three hours of testing were devoted to each category, with each brand be tested for 1-½  hours. Tests were conducted at Queens Lake in Wesser, NC and on the Tuckasegee, Nantahala, and Green rivers located in Western North Carolina. Professional kayak instructors, T.S. and J.C. conducted testing. 

Product testing yielded the following information.

1. PFD’s

· Lotus

· Good mobility

· Limited adjustment

· Tendency to ride-up and feel bulky

· Stohlquist

· Excellent mobility

· Neoprene inner liner kept PFD from riding up and feeling bulky

· 8 way adjustment allowed two different sized paddles to wear same PFD

2. Paddles

· Silver Creek

· Wood paddles had nice flexible feel, which put less stress on shoulders
· Felt extremely durable
· Stood up well to abuse
· Werner
· Lightweight, which reduced fatigue

· Did not feel durable

· Edges of blades chipped away easily

3. Helmets

· Jofa

· Easily adjustable

· Helmet adjusted to different sized heads very easily

· Excellent coverage/protection from rocks

· Wildwater
· Very difficult to adjust

· Liner was a hard, uncomfortable foam

Conclusion

The research conducted in this survey has shown that there is one clear choice in each category. Product evaluation and testing has shown that the products listed below are the logical choice to update the gear in our instruction program.

PFD- Stohlquist

Stohlquist PFD’s offer the most adjustment, quality, and durability of the products considered. While more expensive than the alternative, they will last longer and provide our instruction guests with a better fitting and safer PFD while attending our clinics.

Helmets- Jofa         

Jofa helmets provide the most protection, comfort, and adjustability of the helmets available. They are also less expensive than any alternative product on the market. 

Paddles- Silver Creek
Product testing showed that Silver Creek paddles are unmatched in their construction and ease of use. While they are significantly more expensive than alternative paddles, their durability more than compensate for their price tag. 

Recommendations

It is imperative that our instruction inventory is updated prior to the start of the 2001 instruction season. Research has indicated that following purchases are required to prepare for the up-coming season.

· A minimum of 6 Stohlquist Personal Flotation Devices (Total = $450.00)

· 8 Jofa Helmets (Total = $360.00). However, I would recommend retiring the 4 serviceable helmets and replacing them with Jofa helmets. The protection and adjustabilty of the Jofa helmets make them the only logical choice for our instruction program

· 8 Silver Creek Paddles (Total = $2000.00)

These recommendations (Total Cost = $2810.00) represent the most intelligent course of action for a company who seeks to provide “A Quality Whitewater Experience”. The recommended brands offer the best combination of safety, comfort, versatility, and price. Providing our instruction guests with top-quality equipment demonstrates our commitment to their safety and learning experience.  

If you are interested in evaluating the gear in our rafting program, I could conduct a study to ascertain whether we can improve that facet of our business as well. If you have any questions, you can reach me at 828-###-#### or via email at TS@hotmail.com. 
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