
Parents, natural resource professionals and 
enthusiasts, and youth coordinators often find 
themselves at a loss when trying to encour-
age younger generations to take up outdoor 
pastimes. The allure of electronic technology, 
team sports, combined with time availability 
of parents sometimes limits overall involve-
ment of today’s youth in more traditional 
outdoor activities. In this fast-paced world, 
learning about nature and what occurs in 
the forest seems to be losing ground when 
competing for adolescents’ interest and time. 
The good news is that there are still many op-
portunities to involve youth in the outdoors. 
The game of geocaching provides one of these 
opportunities. Geocaching offers learning and 
fun while spending time in nature.

Geocaching is an outdoor treasure hunting 
game that operates much like the scavenger 
hunting that many parents and grandparents 
remember from their youth. The game adds 
the use of GPS technology (either a dedi-
cated receiver unit, or more commonly, a 
GPS-enabled smartphone) to guide players 
to locations where individual geocaches are 
hidden. Clues are then used to search for the 
geocache. Geocaches can be selected or created 
with a theme focused on learning about 
forests, wildlife, and other natural resources. 
These experiences are then shared online in the 
geocaching community. The overall objective 
of the activity is to guide participants to places 
of significance where they have the opportu-
nity to learn something about that particular 
location or geocache topic.
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Figure 1: Example of geocaching hiding place
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Figure 2: Caches are usually not obvious. Can you find the cache in this photo?
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WHAT IS GPS?
One aspect of geocaching that may appeal to many kids is the use of technology. Global positioning system 

(GPS) is a global satellite-based navigation system owned and operated by the United States government but 
available for use by private citizens. The system provides location and time information to a GPS receiver from 
anywhere that an unobstructed line of sight to GPS satellites can be obtained. When functioning correctly, 
these devices can pinpoint the user’s location anywhere on the planet to within 8-20 feet (upgraded GPS units 
are accurate to less than a foot). They are used to navigate from place to place or mark a specific point for relo-
cation later. GPS receivers are relatively user friendly and learning their function for the geocaching game is not 
difficult; however, several tutorials are accessible online. While handheld GPS units can be used for geocaching 
(their use can simplify some of the more complicated searching techniques in some cases), the vast majority of 
geocachers use GPS-enabled smartphones in the game. Consequently, this publication will approach geocaching 
from the standpoint of using smartphones. 



Figure 4: From left to right – Geocaching app for smartphones, example of geocaching phone map, 
example of information and navigation pane for an individual geocache, and geocache logbook

Figure 3: A variety of GPS receivers exist, but most will 
use either a handheld unit or a GPS-enabled smartphone 
for geocaching purposes

SO HOW DO YOU GEOCACHE?
The first step to participating in the geocaching game is regis-

tering as a member with a unique username and password. Basic 
membership registration is free and enables the player to access 
non-premium geocaches as well as navigate using online app map-
ping. Premium membership costs about $30 per year. Purchasing a 
premium membership enables users to obtain location and descrip-
tion information for all caches as well as making other tools avail-
able. Registration instructions for both membership options can be 
found at www.geocaching.com. 

Once a user is registered, the map function in the geocaching app 
will indicate present location. Nearby geocaches will appear and their 
information can be viewed. Information such as cache description, 
difficulty and terrain rating, size, recent cache activity, and hints 
to help in the search are typically listed. It is at this point that the 
user can select caches that follow a selected theme such as geological 
information, forestry, wildlife, plant identification, etc. As a premi-
um member, geocaches providing learning opportunities can also be 
established. 

Once a cache has been selected and a search attempt begun, the 
GPS is used to guide the user to the hidden geocache. Different types 
of geocaches exist and will be discussed below, but some caches will 
contain tradable items that incentivize youth and add excitement to 
the game. Every geocache is supposed to contain a logbook. After 
locating the cache, the logbook should be signed and the geocache 
returned to its original location.   
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WHAT ARE THE RULES?
Like all games, geocaching does come with a set of rules that should be followed. They are 

not complex and are very easy to follow.

1. Only take something from the geocache if something is left in return. If trading some-
thing, leave an item of like or greater value. For example: an appropriate trade for a 
toy car would not be a gum wrapper. Remember, if nothing is left for the next player, 
the game loses its appeal to some. Also, inappropriate items should never be left in 
geocaches.

2. Sign the logbook.

3. Log the visit in the app.

WHERE ARE GEOCACHES LOCATED?
Geocaches are located all over the world! According to Geocaching.com, there are more 

than 3 million active geocaches spread across 191 countries on all seven continents. Over 1.3 
million of these are hidden across North America with tens of thousands placed in Mississip-
pi. Caches are hidden in parks, along hiking trails, on street signs, beside roads, on/in/under 
bridges, within cemeteries, around businesses and places of historical significance, underwa-
ter, and in numerous other places. Cache owners commonly hide geocaches in locations that 
reflect some special interest or have a special meaning to them. This diversity is part of what 
makes the game interesting and exciting to many. 

Figure 5: Small park where 36 caches were located
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Figure 6: Example of a geocache page

WHAT TYPES OF GEOCACHES EXIST?
Sixteen different types of geocaches exist, each type serving a different varia-

tion of the game. The primary cache types include:

• Traditional Geocache - Original cache type and most straightforward. 
Container at given coordinates. Different sizes but will have a logbook. 
May have items for trade (often called swag).

• Mystery or Puzzle Caches – Cache may involve puzzles (sometimes very 
complicated) that are solved to reveal correct coordinates.

• Multi-Cache – Cache with two or more “stages”, final location being a 
container with a logbook inside. Find first stage and you get a clue to the 
second stage, and so on….

• EarthCache – EarthCaches are perhaps one of the most educational caches 
when it comes to learning about natural resources. These caches focus on a 
special location people can visit to learn about a unique feature observable 
in nature. EarthCache pages include a set of educational notes along with 
coordinates. Geocachers can observe how the land has been shaped by 
geological processes, how natural resources are managed, and how scien-
tists gather evidence. Typically, answers to questions have to be sent to the 
cache owner after observing whatever is at the actual location. 

Additional cache types (Letterbox Hybrids, Event Caches, Cache in Trash 
Out Event caches, Mega and Giga-Event caches, Wherigo™ caches, Virtual 
caches, Webcam caches, and several other cache types) can be found in smaller 
numbers across the region as well.

GETTING STARTED
What kind of geocache am I looking at?

Several important pieces of information are included on each geocache 
page. A geocache’s page provides the cache name and identification number as 
well as cache type at the top of the page. Information regarding cache difficulty 
and terrain rating, size, and basic description of what the geocacher can expect 
to learn and experience while searching for the cache is also provided. The 
cache owner also has the ability to provide helpful searching hints for cachers 
and the last known cache activity is usually shown. Once the player decides 
that this is a geocache that they would like to search for, a navigate button 
allows the phone’s GPS function to guide them to the geocache’s general prox-
imity. At this point, clues in the description and hint box, coupled with players 
observational skills, aid them in detecting the cache’s actual hiding place. Once 
found, the cache log is signed and the log option within the app is selected to 
document the cacher’s experience.
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What does a geocache look like?
Geocaches can vary drastically in size and appearance, ranging from large clear plastic containers 

to fake rocks or false bolt heads to surplus military ammunition cans all serving as geocache contain-
ers. Some caches will be easily detected and very obvious while others will be well camouflaged and 
difficult to find. Caches are designated by five different cache sizes that give the player a general idea of 
how large a container to look for. 

1. Micro – very small storage box containing only a log. Player will have to provide their own pin 
to sign the log. (100 milliliters or smaller in size)

2. Small – Sandwich-sized plastic tupperware, pill bottle, small beverage bottle, or other similarly 
sized container. Container will be between 100 milliliters and 1 liter in size. Will contain a log-
book, maybe a pen/pencil and small tradeable items. (1 liter or smaller in size)

3. Regular – Container between 1 and 20 liters in size. Usually a plastic or metal container about 
the size of a shoebox. Often contains tradable items. 

4. Large – Container larger than 20 liters in sized. 

5. Other – Cache description should be read for assessment of size. Often unusual shapes or nano 
caches (tiny caches that may be disguised as insects, bolt heads, or other hard to detect items). 

Figure 7: Example of a micro-cache
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Figure 8: Example of a small cache

Figure 9: Example of a normal-sized cache
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Figure 10: Example of a large cache
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Figure 11: Tradeable items (swag) that may be found in some geocaches
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HOW CAN GEOCACHING SERVE AS AN EDUCATIONAL TOOL
IN NATURAL RESOURCES AWARENESS?

Knowledge and appreciation of forests and wildlife systems is vital to continued sustainable management 
and conservation of our natural resources. Youth need familiarization and experience with nature in a person-
alized setting outside of a passing study of printed material. Geocaching can provide an opportunity to serve in 
this role by offering a chance for an activity that is both educational and entertaining.

There are a couple of methods that geocaching can provide instruction and learning in the field of natural 
resources. First, players can select individual caches with a theme that suits the topic of interest. For example, 
a cacher could select an EarthCache with geological information, a cache that provides information regard-
ing a forest management practice, a cache that has the player identify a species of plant, or one that provides 
information regarding local wildlife. These caches are relatively common and are often found in parks, national 
forests, wildlife management areas, and similar places. 

Another method offering substantial opportunity for natural resources education is that of the themed tour. 
In this scenario, the player follows an established geocaching route that has already been prepared. While the 
probability of finding a route like this may seem small, areas of urban/rural interface often have some pre-ex-
isting routes that can fill this role. Another option is that a knowledgeable person creates a customized route 
that fills the educational need of a desired topic. This is an attractive option and is simpler than one might first 
believe. A centralized theme should be selected and individual caches that serve to offer specific points of infor-
mation can be established along the route. Obviously, creation of geocaching routes should only be undertaken 
by someone already knowledgeable in the game that is also familiar with topics that are to be highlighted along 
the route.

Adults and youth alike may be attracted to geocaching and receive information on a voluntary basis when 
they normally would have no interest in receiving natural resources instruction. Geocaching can offer a chance 
to reach youth who may not be attracted or have opportunity to benefit from other educational methods. The 
game can provide environmental knowledge in a manner that is both entertaining and educational.
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Figure 12: Example of multi-cache
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Figure 13: Example of puzzle cache
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Figure 14: Example of Earth cache
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