
Introduction

Understanding the relation between the recreation 

setting and recreation experience, I would argue, has

been the core theme in forest-based outdoor recre-

ation research for over 35 years. This topic is at the

heart of understanding recreation visitors. It has 

dominated the Forest Service’s recreation research

program from its founding in the late 1960s and is

ensconced in the practice of recreation resource 

management by way of the Recreation Opportunity

Spectrum (ROS) concept. Recreation resource man-

agers administer recreation resources such as camp-

grounds, wilderness areas, rivers, and trails, and

require specific information on how the resource func-

tions to provide satisfying recreation experiences. In

other words, managers require information on the rela-

tion between recreation settings (resources and their

characteristics) and the psychological outcomes moti-

vating recreation participation in that setting. Managers

also need information on how management practices

such as facility improvement, fees, use regulations,

and interpretive services (all managerial features of the

setting) promote or inhibit visitors’ desired experiences.

The purpose of this paper is to provide a brief over-

view of the state-of-knowledge on settings, scenery,

and visitor experiences, and to identify continuing and

emerging research issues related to this topic. Although

this topic overlaps somewhat with others at this work-

shop (e.g., benefits, environmental attitudes, cultural

diversity), this overview is organized from the perspec-

tive of environmental psychology. In my view, environ-

mental psychology is principally about understanding

the relation between environments (settings) and user

experiences (for the sake of simplicity, throughout this

discussion I will generally use terms such as setting

and environment to include scenery). As a field of

research, environmental psychology looks at a range

of environments (urban, indoor, institutional settings),

but the core research agenda is very consistent with

the theme of outdoor settings and recreation experi-

ences. Environmental psychology takes an equally

broad interpretation of experience. 

Environmental experience as a psychological 

phenomenon is concerned with what happens to an

individual cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally,

and how such behaviors and mental states are 
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influenced by environmental conditions and events.

These experiences range from the immediate emotion-

al reactions of joy and satisfaction in a setting to the

enduring changes in an individual’s well-being (what

recreation researchers often refer to as benefits). Note

these experiences are not always positive and may

include such experiences as conflict, crowding, dissat-

isfaction, and even physical and psychological harm.

A key aspect of understanding the relation

between settings and experience is recognizing that

experience is not merely a psychological reaction to

the setting (i.e., in a stimulus-response sense), but

something created by the individual or group through

active engagement with the setting. Figure 1 suggests

that the quality of an experience is the result of three

categories of immediate cause: situational influences

such as weather and the actions of other people in the

setting; individual and group characteristics (e.g., inter-

ests, skills and attitudes of the individual and signifi-

cant companions) as well as the dynamics among

group members; and landscape or setting influences

that concern resource managers. In addition, how the

participant reacts to these various conditions is influ-

enced by deeper antecedent causes associated with

culture, biology, learning, and personality. Among

skilled participants, experience quality is not singularly

dependent on environmental (setting) conditions.

Rather, participants can use their acquired knowledge

and skills to adapt their behavior to the circumstances

they find in a way that enhances their experience (and

successful adaptation may itself be part of the satisfac-

tion that participants receive). As Ittelson (1976: 187)

wrote, environmental experience is “that product of an

active endeavor by an individual to create for himself 

a situation within which he can optimally function and
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Figure 1—Determinants of Experience Quality.
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achieve his own pattern of satisfaction.” This contrasts

with much of the recreation and consumer behavior 

literature which has often conceived of satisfaction as

mostly a one-time evaluation of the degree to which

one received what one expected (Williams 1989). But

research suggests that satisfaction is more a dynamic

and fluid process (Patterson et al. 1998, Stewart 1998)

and derived as much from the mere pursuit of goals as

their attainment (Omodei and Wearing 1990).

The central task in setting-experience research is

establishing the nature of the relation or link between

the settings (objects, stimuli) and the psychological

response of the subjects (i.e., visitors and their experi-

ence). Researchers employ a number of metaphors to

describe relations between the environment and the

subjects using them. For example, we might think of

subjects as visitors, customers, stakeholders, commu-

nity residents, or citizens. Each implies something dif-

ferent about the relation to managers and the setting.

Visitors are only temporary guests. Customers pay and

expect service, but incur no obligations to the provider.

Stakeholders have interests that compete with other

stakeholders. Community residents have intimacy,

knowledge, and a sense of possession. Citizens may

have competing interests like stakeholders but also

duties to the greater good of society. Likewise we can

employ various metaphors to describe the settings.

Resources are tradable and fungible. Watersheds sug-

gest spatially bounded natural units. Ecosystems are

systemic, if not spatially bounded. Landscapes con-

note larger scale areas that are shaped by natural and

social forces. Similarly, places imply areas with histo-

ries and meanings that are socially and culturally 

produced. 

Although these metaphors are an aid to thinking,

when using these or other various metaphors to

establish setting-experience links, we risk missing

important details. For example, when we work from

the metaphors of resource and visitor/customer we get

corresponding social and biophysical assessment that

connect the two in terms of attribute and experience

preferences that one could find in a variety of specific

settings. They do not tell us what is endemic to a par-

ticular setting. For example, many areas could be said

to possess naturalness, remoteness, solitude, and

challenge. Using a place or community metaphor,

recreationists experience and come to know and value

actual places. Such places are experienced at a vari-

ety of scales from a site level (e.g., Brainerd Lake or

the Black River) to a regional or landscape level (e.g.,

Boundary Waters, Bob Marshall Wilderness, or Black

Hills National Forest). The significance of specific

places, which people come to know through experi-

ence, is not easily captured in resource and social

assessments such as ROS and Scenery Management

System (SMS) that focus on their general attributes

(e.g., remoteness, scenic beauty). Rather for people

who know and use an area, its significance is more

likely captured in narrative form (histories) as mean-

ings, practices, and rituals. The challenge for recre-

ation managers is to develop a more comprehensive

understanding of the link between setting and 

experience.

Models of Environment-Experience 
Relationships

Environmental psychology as a discipline offers a 

range of approaches to help capture the different

metaphors or modes of human-environment relation-

ships. Each mode represents or captures some kinds

of meanings and experiences better than others. I

have described four such modes in detail elsewhere

(see Williams 2004, Williams and Patterson 1999).

Below I give a brief summary of each.

Inherent/Aesthetic Mode

Landscape aesthetics and scenic quality have been 

vigorous and important research topics within environ-

mental psychology. Much of this research has followed

an adaptive paradigm in environmental psychology
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(Saegert and Winkel 1990). Human perceptions and

preferences are seen as having adapted to facilitate

functioning and survival in an uncertain information

environment and to account for what were biologically

inherent approaches and avoidance tendencies in

reaction to environmental stimuli. One implication of

this is that human responses to viewing natural land-

scapes are theorized to be more preferred, pleasant,

and beneficial than responses to viewing highly modi-

fied or developed landscapes. As adaptive responses,

aesthetic experiences are seen as determined by 

multiple stimulus properties (e.g., intensity, pattern or

complexity, color, etc.). Knowledge about the underly-

ing environmental determinants of aesthetic responses

to the landscape is considered objective and highly

generalizable across time and place (Daniel and Vining

1983).

From these assumptions, aesthetic meanings can

be characterized as relatively tangible, commonly held,

and emotionally evocative. First, aesthetic meanings

are readily tied to on-the-ground (tangible) features of

the setting that allow researchers to make generaliz-

able predictions about the environmental factors that

influence scenic quality (Daniel 2004, Hull 1989).

Second, despite the common dictum that “beauty is in

the eyes of the beholder,” empirically-based scenic

beauty research indicates that different observers gen-

erally make similar aesthetic judgments (Daniel and

Vining 1983, Ulrich 1993). Third, scenic or aesthetic

responses are associated with immediate feelings of

pleasantness and interest that appear to be innate

psychological reactions (i.e., involving minimal cogni-

tive processing) to landscape properties (Ulrich et al.

1991).

Aesthetic models appear to describe important

meanings of the setting with considerable reliability,

sensitivity, and commonality (Daniel and Vining 1983).

Aesthetics research at this point supports the notion

that aesthetic meanings can be sufficiently isolated

from other meanings of the landscape to warrant some

attempt to inventory them. Further, aesthetic types of

meanings are tangible (in that they can be mapped

onto the landscape using formal, psychophysical, and

psychological theories of beauty), emotionally potent,

and provide a widely shared and valued basis for natu-

ral resource decisionmaking. Thus, a fully integrated

assessment of a recreation resource should include

some effort to map the aesthetic meanings or scenic

values of the landscape under consideration. Still,

recreation experience is about much more than

scenery, which leads us to investigate additional

modes of environment-experience relationships. 

Instrumental/Goal-Directed Mode

The approach to instrumental/goal-direct mode closely 

follows what Saegert and Winkel (1990) identified as

the opportunity structure/goal-directed paradigm within

environmental psychology. Humans are viewed as

rational planners who select the best options within 

a system of resource opportunities and constraints.

Environmental appraisals are made based on the goal-

fulfilling potential of the environment. This approach 

is conceptually similar to the utilitarian tradition that

has historically guided resource management. Con-

sequently, the social science of evaluating instrumental

goals is quite well-developed, drawing from social psy-

chology and microeconomics (see Williams and

Patterson 1996).

Within the instrumental mode (and much like the

aesthetic approach), setting experiences reflect tangi-

ble, goal-related properties of the environment. For 

the instrumental goal of producing timber, resource

managers collect a wealth of data on the biophysical

properties of the land to project or forecast yields of

timber. Likewise recreation and amenity assessments

such as ROS often assume an instrumental or goal-

directed relation to the environment—a lake or stream

affords fishing; remoteness affords solitude (Driver et

al.1987). Although social and cultural groups often hold

shared “theories” of meaning (e.g., that nature affords

solitude), these are not universal across groups or 

constant over time. For example, in some cultures,
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nature might be seen as facilitating social interactions.

Regardless of social or cultural backgrounds, individu-

als often differ in the extent to which they value a par-

ticular culturally defined meaning (goal). Similarly, any

given setting can potentially fulfill a wide range of com-

peting goals. Consequently, conflict sometimes ensues

over how to prioritize management goals.

Recreation management has greatly benefited

from assessments based on goal-directed relations

such as the ROS system. As noted in the introduction,

however, this view builds on a consumer metaphor that

assumes settings are theoretically interchangeable

(fungible) when the replacement provides a similar

combination of goal-fulfilling attributes. But resources

are also places and ecosystems to which people

assign unique (non-fungible) meanings. There is only

one Yellowstone National Park. Some meanings asso-

ciated with an environment do not derive so much from

how it can be used but simply what it represents sym-

bolically to an individual, family, or cultural group.

Meaning reduced to utility to meet goals fails to ade-

quately address the emotional, symbolic, and spiritual

values of wildlands that people associate with specific

places. Unfortunately these are much harder to iden-

tify, but often represent important sources of conflict

among users.

Cultural/Symbolic Mode

Inherent/aesthetic and instrumental/goal-directed 

resource inventories represent important and widely

used procedures for characterizing the meaning and

value of natural resources for recreation. But to tap the

more intangible meanings a third way of characterizing

human-environment relations within environmental

psychology involves identifying social, cultural or sym-

bolic meanings (Saegert and Winkel 1990, Stokols

1990). From this sociocultural perspective, for exam-

ple, the same forest stand can symbolize ancestral

ways of life, valued commodities, recreational opportu-

nity, or essential livelihood to different groups of peo-

ple. Thus, an environment can acquire varied and

competing social and political meaning through its

association over time with particular activities or

groups. The question is not merely what the setting

can be used for now, but how has it been used and

valued in the past (McAvoy 2002)?

Within the field of environmental design and 

management, Stokols describes the symbolic

approach as one that views the environment as an end

in itself rather than as a tool – “as a context in which

fundamental human values can be cultivated and the

human spirit can be enriched” (Stokols 1990: 642).

From the sociocultural view, natural resources are val-

ued not only for instrumental purposes, but also exist

as places that people become attracted to and even

attached to because such places possess emotional,

symbolic, and spiritual meaning. Despite increasing

recognition that symbolic meanings of the environment

are important, managers lack available tools to repre-

sent them in resource assessments and decision-

making. However, researchers and managers have

been exploring new ways to map sociocultural mean-

ings and special places (Eisenhaur et al. 2000, Hall

et al. n.d., Kent and Preister 1999).

Individual/Expressive Mode

Like the sociocultural approach, interest in individual 

expressive meanings poses a large challenge for

resource assessment as recreationists develop and

assign intangible and relatively unique meaning to

places (Eisenhaur et al. 2000). Unlike aesthetic and

instrumental meanings, expressive meanings do not

apply so much to abstract classes of environments or

their separable features as they do to specific places,

often as a result of personal history and familiarity

accumulated over time. Interest in individually held

meanings has often focused on concepts of place

attachment. Place attachment can be thought of as an

emotional dimension of meaning—as an indication of

the intensity, depth, or extent of meaning—with sym-

bolic and spiritual meanings associated with high lev-

els of attachment (Williams and Vaske 2003). These

Proceedings: National Workshop on Recreation Research and Management
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attachments can be distinguished from other emotional

reactions (i.e., scenic beauty, subjective utility) by the

emphasis of the former on enduring bonds, ties, and

links. In contrast, scenic beauty research reflects the

perspective of a temporary visitor reacting primarily on

the basis of appearance and immediate, short-lived

emotional responses. On the other hand, attachment

refers to enduring feelings associated with a place

which develop through interaction with the setting 

over time.

It is sometimes noted that individual meanings 

are difficult to consider in environmental planning and

management because they are potentially unique to

individuals. What is a manager to do if each person

has his or her own meaning for a setting? Because

past experience in a given setting is fairly unique to

each individual, people may assign individualized

meanings to environments and respond to resource

management issues on the basis of these meanings.

Still, just because meanings can, in theory, be different

for each person, it does not indicate that meaning are

different in all or even most cases. And even if the

place means something different to different people,

they often share a sense that the place is special. In

any case, it may be important at times to recognize

individual variations in meanings when making land-

use decisions. People resist management actions that

threaten their sense of self (Appleyard 1979).

Implications for Recreation Management 
and Planning

With this broad overview of research approaches for 

studying the environment-experience relationship, I

now turn to the managerial issues that Rachel Kennon

Franchina and Noelle Meier presented in this work-

shop session. Based on an informal survey of col-

leagues, they identified four basic management

concerns pertaining to settings, scenery, and visitor

experiences:

1. What degree of landscape change will people 

accept, and how much does the public under-

stand about those changes?

2. How might we enhance visitor experience as 

well as our agency image?

3. How do we enhance experiences in a manner 

that reduces damage to natural resources and

social settings?

4. Are visitor expectations lowering due to the 

commonness of impacts and developments? 

Does that affect use and behavior?

These appear to be issues managers have long 

struggled with; however, managers may sense new

urgency to address them because of both increasing

ecological disturbance and accelerating social change.

In fact, these issues have been the subject of consid-

erable social science research for over 30 years. That

body of research has been reviewed and synthesized

in numeous books and proceedings (see Glaspell and

Puttkammer 2001, Hammitt and Cole 1998, Hendee

and Dawson 2002, Manfredo et al. 2004, Manning

1999, Shelby and Heberlein 1986, Watson 1989).

Thus, the interesting question may be why managers

feel they still lack solutions to these problems? Has

research produced answers to these questions? And if

so, are managers unaware of potential solutions that

research has to offer?

Research has indeed produced some answers to

these issues, but not necessarily the answers man-

agers were hoping for. Managers confront intractable

problems that defy technical resolution, which is proba-

bly why the same problems keep showing up on lists

of issues. Even though research rarely provides tidy

solutions to such problems, that does not mean

research cannot offer insights and strategies to deal

with them. However, the way researchers and man-

agers sometimes frame the research issues can be

problematic. For example, by employing a consumer

metaphor in an arena of public goods, we assume

more responsibility for the quality of experience than 
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is reasonable. Or, by trying to find technical solutions

to basically political problems, we give too little atten-

tion to how to bring citizens together and work out their

differences. Below I offer a few comments about each

of the four management questions in an effort to illus-

trate what I mean.

Regarding the first question, research shows that

different people will accept different degrees of change.

In fact, landscape changes are happening all the time,

so at some level people must come to accept change.

Further, the problem is one in which what people will

accept varies by the kind of change (e.g., natural

change, visitor impacts, or other nonrecreational uses)

and what people will accept also varies from place to

place. As Kennon Franchina and Meier note, it is this

latter feature that really causes problems for managers

because it is very difficult to generalize research find-

ings from one situation to another. Perhaps the under-

lying question is how are various changes linked to the

meanings people ascribe to the landscape? To illus-

trate the difficulty, some preliminary findings on a study

of fire and recreationists’ sense of place show that

some anticipate that a wildfire would be devastating to

their sense of place, but others see wildfire as inherent

feature of that place and therefore something they

accept as a possibility. Thus, the problem is that in

each situation managers have to figure out what kinds

of change will be resisted and what kinds of change, if

any, are more acceptable and by whom. Broad guide-

lines can be found with respect to both visual quality

research (see Hull 1989) and much of the wilderness

management research (Hammitt and Cole 1998). But

short of doing site-specific research on the specific

populations involved, very general insights are the

most we can offer. Over time, research may be able to

refine these guidelines, but they will never replace site

or population specific information.

The second question implies that managers take

considerable responsibility for experience quality.

Figure 1 suggests that the quality of an experience is

influenced by many causes not directly controlled by

management. Our tendency to think in terms of deliv-

ering visitor experiences, in part, reflects a prevailing

consumer metaphor for recreation resource manage-

ment—managers presumably provide the opportunities

for visitors (consumers) to obtain certain experiences

and are then judged by those consumers on the per-

formance of the resource and management efforts in

meeting consumer expectations. But unlike a con-

sumer-oriented business, which gets to choose which

customers it is most able to serve (and make a profit),

government agencies by their nature must try to serve

all the people, and not just by providing recreation but

a wide range of “ecosystem” services that come from

the area. Likewise, as citizens we have responsibilities

to our government and fellow citizens that, in this case,

might include a duty to protect and perpetuate the 

public values—as consumers we do not have respon-

sibility to help a business succeed. Managers could

employ other metaphors, such as performance, that

would recognize the role of the visitors in creating their

own experience (we call it re-creation for a reason). 

Recreationists bring a variety of skills to the situa-

tion and have knowledge of the place and setting that

may allow them to maximize the quality of their experi-

ence despite unexpected conditions. In fact, a quality

experience may include a sense of overcoming condi-

tions they did not anticipate (Patterson et al. 1998).

Clearly the quality of experience is significantly influ-

enced by the setting, but the problem is that the nature

of this relationship varies from person to person and

situation to situation. Thus, “within the boundaries set

by the environment, recreationists are free to experi-

ence the world in highly individual, unique, and vari-

able ways [which suggests a need] for a research

approach capable of capturing unexpected variations”

(Patterson et al. 1998: 445). As with the acceptability

of landscape change noted above, research has pro-

duced some general guidelines and principles to fol-

low, including the idea that recreation is a multiphase

experience. Building on the general theme of the

paper, the key to addressing this problem is to strive 
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to recognize the wide variety of relationships visitors

have with settings in our resource assessments and to

create more opportunity for people to participate in the

decision process.

My assessment of the third question is closely

related to the second. Some of the influences on visitor

experience come not so directly from what mangers 

do with the resource but from growing competition and

conflict among users. Competition for access and con-

flicts over uses need to be addressed through good

public participation. People need information and skills

that allow them to adapt to the social conditions they

find. But with growing demand, there will always be

crowding and conflict. This is another reminder that

public recreation management is not like the commer-

cial world where who gets to use the facilities can be

controlled. Instead recreation management decisions

are ultimately political. Who gets access and who does

not is, in the end, a policy decision without a right or

wrong answer that can be rendered by science.

Finally, the problem of lost naturalness is the same

as the first question in many ways: it involves the

acceptance of change. Some change is inevitable, and

there is little that managers can do. Some changes

harm some users more than others, and we are back

to who gets to decide which changes we are going 

to try to limit. Here again we are talking about an

intractable situation in which growing demands on a

resource cannot be accommodated without change in

that resource or severe restrictions on access and use.

Again, the problem boils down to political conflicts

between who gets to use what and how they use it.

Given these dilemmas, there are two persistent

questions being asked at this workshop: (1) what is 

the role of research in management, and (2) how can

managers make better use of what has already been

studied? As I see it, there is something of a disconnect

between what social science can do for management

and what managers hope to get from research. So far 

I have emphasized that the problems managers face

are often intractable policy dilemmas which research

has limited potential to remedy. No doubt, research

does help clarify the nature of these problems, and 

35 years of research has produced important insights

used by managers every day—managers may not

even realize where those insights came from. Much 

of what constitutes the practice of recreation manage-

ment has been built up through decades of manage-

ment experience as well as interactions between

researchers and managers. These insights reflect less

formal practical experience as well as research and

experience documented in various books (see

Manning 1999) and technical guides (see RWHR, n.d.).

The problem of gaining access to research results

was an important theme identified in the survey con-

ducted by Rachel Kennon Franchina and Noelle Meier.

In their presentation, they identified three perceptions

managers have about utilization of research:

1. Research does not seem to support resolution 

of managerial problems.

2. Managers need improved access to what is

already known.

3. Managers need greater access to decision-

relevant and geographically specific infor-

mation and insights.

I have already alluded to the first issue in stressing

the politically intractable nature of recreation resource

management problems. No amount of research can

extricate managers from what are essentially social

and political conflicts over meanings, values, and uses.

But I think we can ease this problem by improving our

assessment tools and decision approaches to make

them more participatory, dialogic, and collaborative. In

other words, the task here is to apply research not to

finding technical solutions to what amount to “wicked”

management problems, but to improving our decision

and planning processes to make them more transpar-

ent, inclusive, and democratic.

Published research is often unhelpful because the

task of management is fundamentally one of prescrib-

ing a course of action to fit inevitably unique situations.
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To a certain extent, each place is different, yet what

gets published tends to be those findings that have

some relevance to a broader community of research.

What managers often need is a set of practices that

empower them to systematically explore the specific

situation at hand and develop management prescrip-

tions tailored to local conditions. What research can

contribute is the development and evaluation of poten-

tial tools for case-specific analyses.

In the conclusions to their workshop presentation,

Kennon-Franchina and Meier made similar recom-

mendations for improving the interactions between

research and management. The most crucial among

the recommendations, in my view, is the idea of devel-

oping methods for conducting local social assess-

ments. Specifically they identified the concept of rapid

assessment as a tool with some potential. In fact such

tools already exist and have even been applied to

recreation management (Taplin et al. 2002). As a com-

munity of practice, however, we lack experience and

training in their use. Until recently, the field has tended

to avoid case-based, contextually tailored qualitative

methods in a misguided belief that they did not reflect

“sound science” and therefore were invalid and would

not hold up under public scrutiny. But such attitudes

are a lingering remnant of the discredited ideology of

scientific management that still infuses the practice of

natural resource management. As Hummel (1991)

points out, this represents a failure to adequately dis-

tinguish between the conduct of science and the prac-

tice of management. In the realm of application and

decisionmaking, the experience of managers is not

only as valid as science, it is often more relevant

because it focuses on the specific situation.

Second, access to existing knowledge is part of a

broader knowledge management issue in any commu-

nity of practice. The problem is more a matter of train-

ing than retrieval. The fact is researchers do not have

ready access to existing knowledge. And, existing

knowledge almost always requires synthesis and

refinement to be applied to a given situation. Interpre-

tation, synthesis, and application of the existing body of

research, even for the scientist, requires three things:

broad familiarity with the research domain, knowledge

of basic theory and research methods, and time to

identify the specific situation and synthesize the rele-

vant knowledge. Moreover, scientists cannot generate

an interpretation of research suitable to each situation

in which managers might find themselves. Drawing

again on Hummel (1991), the task of the scientist is

one of taking reality apart to extract general insights. In

contrast, the manager’s world involves putting reality

together and producing a synthesis of knowledge rele-

vant to the situation at hand. Much of that knowledge

is local and therefore outside of the systematized body

of science. Managers need training in gathering and

synthesizing both the relevant science and the relevant

local knowledge. This requires an investment in

research and management capacity.

Take one recent example: unmanaged recreation.

There is no existing synthesis of research with that

label, but given my experience and familiarity with

recreation research, I know a few basic areas where

we should probably look to begin to assess what we

know and do not know about this problem. Two well-

established research topics come to mind: (1) the

research on interactivity conflict, and (2) research on

recreation impacts on biophysical systems. Research

on these two topics has been ongoing for decades, but

it is only when managers begin to frame their problem

as “unmanaged recreation” that a specific need arises

to sort through the existing literature and figure out

what lessons might be gleaned from it. Still, given

basic theory and a very general knowledge of the

research in this field, a researcher might suspect two

basic principles that might be relevant to the problem.

One very general principle is that most of the impacts

to biophysical systems are generated at relatively light

levels of use and then level off at higher levels of use.

A second very general principle is that no amount of
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education, persuasion, or other light-handed interven-

tion will generate more than about 95% compliance (a

statistic I made up on the spot!). What this suggests

about unmanaged recreation is that, short of near total

surveillance or closing an area, there is little one can

do to reduce most of the damage because most of the

damage will be caused by the 5% who are immune to

almost all forms of persuasion. Anything more insight-

ful regarding this general problem would require the

time and effort to sift through and synthesize the

research. And to develop anything approaching a site-

specific set of recommendations (i.e., to test whether

these basic principles hold in a given situation) would

require a site-specific study in itself.

Managers are often looking for decision-specific

and geographically-relevant information. As noted

above, some of this is local knowledge that only man-

agers would be able to generate using their own pow-

ers of investigation. But some information relevant to

the situation on the ground can be anticipated in

advance. Managers often are looking for already exist-

ing information relevant to the problem at hand, not

research to solve some puzzle. Research is a relative-

ly slow process that has difficulty responding to these

immediate needs. Organizations need to invest in on-

going information systems that can collect, analyze,

and produce timely and reasonably specific reports 

for managers. The National Visitor Use Monitoring

(NVUM) effort is a beginning, but it may not cover

some issues with enough depth and geographic spe-

cificity to meet local managers’ needs. Because the

usefulness of this type of information increases when

comparisons can be made across time and space,

these systems need to be ongoing and provide a 

reasonably high degree of geographic resolution.

Conclusions

In my review and synthesis of the research on the 

setting-experience relationship, I focused on environ-

mental psychology as a way to frame and organize the

body of work. In so doing, I highlighted four themes

and challenged some conventional assumptions in

recreation resource management. One challenge was

to think beyond the consumption of landscape attrib-

utes typically inventoried in recreation assessments

and view recreation experience as an active, creative

process. On the surface, this may not seem to fly in

the face of convention. But as a community of practice,

we fall prey to the consumer metaphor, which suggests

that the quality of experience is almost entirely a func-

tion of the extent to which the performance of the

resource exceeds visitor expectations. Instead it is

important to remind ourselves that people make their

own experiences, they shape and adapt the situation,

and they employ skills and knowledge to create their

own satisfaction.

A second and related theme is that recreationists

form meaningful relationships with specific settings

(places), and these relationships often become ways 

to express a sense of identity. People form bonds with

specific places and sites. Recreationists also develop

intimate knowledge of those places and deploying that

knowledge during their visit represents an important

feature of their experience. As a consequence, recre-

ationists may feel a sense of ownership for favorite

places and will want a say in how they are managed.

Our recreation resource inventories and assessment

tools do a poor job of capturing the enduring relations

visitors have with special places.

That leads to a third theme. Research on visitor

experience is necessary but not sufficient to solve

management problems. In fact no amount of research

is sufficient to solve the kinds of political (wicked) prob-

lems managers often face. Thus, a greater apprecia-

tion is needed of the limits of a research approach to

solving specific management problems in specific situ-

ations. In addition, most of our assessment and deci-

sion tools for management were developed in an era

when expert knowledge dominated the process. In

today’s managerial environment, we need to rework
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these tools to make them more amenable to multi-

stakeholder collaboration, and there is a role for

research to play in developing and evaluating these

more participatory approaches to management.

Finally, we can do little to address the problems

faced in recreation management if we fail to address

the overwhelming need to strengthen institutional

capacity for knowledge utilization and collaboration.

One aspect of this is the development of an informa-

tion system that serves the need of managers. Much of

what managers look for from the research community

is often not research per se, but information specific 

to a situation that can inform management decisions.

Given limited human resources, there is no practical

way researchers can provide situation specific answers

in anything approaching a timely manner. But funda-

mental to all these problems is the need to build a

vibrant community of practice in which managers

receive education, training, and the benefit of organ-

izational learning through the shared practical experi-

ences of their fellow managers. Research plays a

critical role in this by developing a professional litera-

ture and a wealth of expertise that practitioners can

turn to for education, training, and advice.

References

Appleyard, D. 1979. The environment as a social 

symbol: within a theory of environmental action

and perception. American Planning Association

Journal. 53: 143-153.

Daniel, T.C. 2004. Scenic beauty research in society 

and natural resources. In: Manfredo, M.J.; Vaske,

J.J.; Field, D.R. [et al.], eds. Society and natural

resource management: a summary of knowledge.

Jefferson City, MO: Modern Litho: 315-327.

Daniel, T.C.; Vining, J. 1983. Methodological issues 

in the assessment of landscape quality. In: Altman,

I.; Wohlwill, J.F., eds. Behavior and the natural

environment. New York: Plenum Press: 39-84.

Driver, B.L.; Brown, P.J.; Stankey, G.; Gregoire, T. 

1987. The ROS planning system: evolution, basic

concepts, and research needed. Leisure Sciences.

9: 201-212.

Eisenhaur, B.W.; Krannich, R.S.; Blahna, D.J. 2000. 

Attachment to special places on public lands: an

analysis of activities, reasons, for attachments, and

community connections. Society and Natural

Resources. 13(5): 421-443.

Glaspell, B.; Puttkammer, A. 2001. Linking wilder-

ness research and management. Vol. 2. Defining,

managing and monitoring wilderness visitor experi-

ences: an annotated reading list. (Wright, V., series

ed.). Gen Tech Rep. RMRS-GTR-79-VOL-2. Fort

Collins, CO: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest

Service, Rocky Mountain Research Station. 29 p.

Hall, T.E.; Slider, T.; Ludlow, K. n.d. Inventorying 

and mapping place meanings in the Pacific

Northwest Region. Portland, OR: U.S. Forest

Service, Region 6. 22 p. On file with: T.Hall,

Department of Conservation Social Science,

University of Idaho, P.O. Box 441139, Moscow, ID

83844-1139.

Hammitt, W.E.; Cole, D.N. 1998. Wildland recreation: 

Ecology and management. 2nd ed. New York: John

Wiley. 376 p.

Hendee, J.C.; Dawson, C.P. 2002. Wilderness man-

agement: stewardship and protection of resource

values. 3rd ed. Golden, CO: Fulcrum Press. 656 p.

Hull, B.R. 1989. Forest visual quality management 

and research. In: Watson, A.E., ed. Outdoor recre-

ation benchmark 1988: proceedings of the National

Outdoor Recreation Forum. Gen. Tech. Rep. SE-

52. Asheville, NC: U.S. Department of Agriculture,

Forest Service, Southeastern Forest Experiment

Station: 485-498.

Proceedings: National Workshop on Recreation Research and Management

39



General Technical Report PNW-GTR-698 

Hummel, R.P. 1991. Stories managers tell: why they 

are as valid as science. Public Administrative

Review. 51(1): 31-41.

Ittelson, W.H.; Franck, K.A.; O’Hanlon, T.J. 1976. 

The nature of environmental experience. In:

Wapner, S.; Cohen, S.; Kaplan, B., eds.

Experiencing the environment. New York: 

Plenum Press: 187-206.

Kent, J.A.; Preister, K. 1999. Methods for the devel-

opment of human geographic boundaries and their

uses. Report prepared for the USDI, Bureau of

Land Management. On file with: D. Williams,

USDA Forest Service, Rocky Mountain Research

Station, 2150A Centre Avenue, Fort Collins, CO

80526.

Manfredo, M.J.; Vaske, J.J.; Field, D.R. [et al.], eds. 

2004. Society and natural resource management:

a summary of knowledge. Jefferson City, MO:

Modern Litho. 361 p.

Manning, R. 1999. Studies in outdoor recreation: 

search and research for satisfaction. 2nd ed.

Corvallis, OR: Oregon State University Press. 

374 p.

McAvoy, L. 2002. American Indians, place meanings 

and the old/new West. Journal of Leisure

Research. 34(4): 383-396.

Omodei, M.M.; Wearing, A.J. 1990. Need satisfaction 

and involvement in personal projects: toward an

integrative model of subjective well-being. Journal

of Personality and Social Psychology. 59(4): 

762-769.

Patterson, M.E.; Watson, A.E., Williams, D.R.; 

Roggenbuck, J.W. 1998. An hermeneutic

approach to studying the nature of wilderness

experience. Journal of Leisure Research. 

30(4): 423-452.

RWHR. 2003. Recreation, heritage and wilderness 

resources lands and resource management plan

revision technical guide. Draft Feb. 7, 2003.

Washington, DC. U.S. Department of Agriculture,

Forest Service. 77 p. 

Saegert, S.; Winkel, G.H. 1990. Environmental 

psychology. Annual Review of Psychology. 

41: 441-477.

Shelby, B.; Heberlein, T.A. 1986. Carrying capacity 

in recreational settings. Corvallis, OR: University of

Oregon Press. 164 p.

Stewart, W.P. 1998. Leisure as a multi-phase experi-

ence: challenging traditions. Journal of Leisure

Research. 30: 391-400.

Stokols, D. 1990. Instrumental and spiritual views 

of people-environment relations. American

Psychologist. 45(5): 641-646.

Taplin, D.H.; Scheld, S.; Low, S.M. 2002. Rapid 

ethnographic assessment in urban parks: a case

study of Independence National Historical Park.

Human Organization. 61(1): 80-93.

Ulrich, R.S. 1993. Biophilia, biophobia and natural 

landscapes. In: Kellert, S.; Wilson, E.O., eds. The

biophilia hypothesis. Washington, DC: Island

Press: 73-137.

Ulrich, R.S.; Simons, R.F.; Losito, B.D. [et al.]. 1991.

Stress recovery during exposure to natural and

urban environments. Journal of Environmental

Psychology. 11: 201-230.

Watson, A.E., ed. 1989. Outdoor recreation bench-

mark 1988: proceedings of the National Outdoor

Recreation Forum. Gen. Tech. Rep. SE-52.

Asheville, NC: U.S. Department of Agriculture,

Forest Service, Southeastern Forest Experiment

Station. 498 p.

40



Williams, D.R. 1989. Great expectations and the limits

to satisfaction: a review of recreation and con-

sumer satisfaction research. In: Watson, A. ed.

Outdoor recreation benchmark 1988: proceedings

of the National Outdoor Recreation Forum. Gen.

Tech. Rep. SE-52. Asheville, NC: U.S. Department

of Agriculture, Forest Service, Southeastern Forest

Experiment Station: 422-438.

Williams, D.R. 2004. Environmental psychology: 

human responses and relations to natural land-

scapes. In: Manfredo, M.J.; Vaske, J.J.; Field, D.R.

[et al.], eds. Society and natural resource manage-

ment: a summary of knowledge. Jefferson City,

MO: Modern Litho: 337-348.

Williams, D.R.; Patterson, M.E. 1996. Environmental 

meaning and ecosystem management: Perspec-

tives from environmental psychology and human

geography. Society and Natural Resources. 

9(5): 507-521.

Williams, D.R.; Patterson, M.E. 1999. Environmental 

psychology: mapping landscape meanings for

ecosystem management. In: Cordell, H.K.;

Bergstrom, J.C., eds. Integrating social sciences

and ecosystem management: human dimensions

in assessment, policy and management.

Champaign, IL: Sagamore Press: 141-160.

Williams, D.R.; Vaske, J.J. 2003. The measurement 

of place attachment: Validity and generalizablity of

a psychometric approach. Forest Science. 

49(60): 830-840.

Proceedings: National Workshop on Recreation Research and Management

41


	pnw_gtr698.pdf
	Proceedings: National Workshop on Recreation Research and Management
	Editors
	Abstract
	Acknowledgments
	CONTENTS
	Foreword
	Letter of Support From the, USDA Forest Service Washington Office
	Recreation and the Chief’s “National Debate”
	Introduction
	Partnerships
	Information Management and TechnologyTransfer
	The Administrative Picture: Budgets,Professionalism and Agency Culture
	Recreation Budgets
	Recreation Job Series
	Research Capacity: Recreation or HumanDimensions?
	Communication and Agency Culture
	Conclusion: Recreation, Social Science,and the Need for a National Debate
	Update 2006

	Theme 1:UNDERSTANDINGRECREATIONVISITORS
	Introduction: UnderstandingRecreation Visitors
	Recreation Settings, Scenery, and VisitorExperiences: A Research Assessment

	How Setting and Scenery Affect VisitorExperience: A Manager’s Perspective
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Background and Methods
	Defining Visitor Experiences
	Management Issues, Concerns andUse of Research
	Effects of Natural Processes and AgencyManagement Actions
	Project Effectiveness and Public Image
	Increasing and Diversifying Demandfor Recreation
	Increasing Presence of Humans ReducesNaturalness of Settings
	Benefits and Limitations of Researchto Managers
	Conclusions
	References

	Recreation Settings, Scenery, and VisitorExperiences: A Research Assessment
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Models of Environment-ExperienceRelationships
	Inherent/Aesthetic Mode
	Instrumental/Goal-Directed Mode
	Cultural/Symbolic Mode
	Individual/Expressive Mode
	Implications for Recreation Managementand Planning
	Conclusions
	References

	Ethnic Diversity and Recreation Preferences
	Relevance of Demographic Change toRecreation Management and Research
	Communication Examples
	Forest Information Van
	Eco-Teams
	Hawkins Natural Park
	Development Research and Action
	Conclusions
	References

	Visitor Diversity on National Forests—How Should Managers Respond?
	Minorities Who Do Not Visit
	References

	Understanding Forest RecreationVisitors: Special Places
	Basic Ideas About Place
	The Contribution of Research
	Surveys on Special Places
	Conclusions
	References

	Opportunities for Researchers to Assistwith Issues Facing Forest Service RecreationManagers in the Southern United States
	Identifying the Problems
	Common Issues and Challenges
	Root Causes
	Managing the Behavioral Dimension ofRecreation Issues
	How Can Researchers Assist?
	How Do We Best Work on TheseChallenges Together?

	Theme 1: Understanding Recreation VisitorsSynthesis of Workshop Discussions
	Demographic Changes
	Maximizing Existing Research
	New Tools andFrameworks


	Theme 2:Recreation Planningand Monitoring
	Introduction: Recreation Planningand Monitoring
	Public Communication and ParticipationStrategies Relevant to Wildland RecreationManagement and Research
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Simple Frameworks and ConceptualModels: Ladders and Influence
	Process Models: Two Bases for a PublicParticipation Strategy
	Contrasting Traditional and EmergentStrategies: Case Study
	Strategic Tools Useful for CollaborativePublic Land Management
	Potential Traps
	Plausible Research Opportunities
	References

	Recreation Site—Facility Master PlanningProcess Overview and Summary
	Introduction
	Why
	Goals
	Objectives
	Process Summary

	Place and Place-based Planning
	Abstract
	Interest in Place
	Multiple Uses of the Term “Place”
	Place Meanings
	Place-based Planning
	References

	Recreation Monitoring
	Quality Control and Assurance
	Future Research Needs
	Urban Interface Issues
	Nonresponse Bias
	Sampling Along High Speed Roads
	Traffic Counter Reliabilit
	Winter Sampling
	Nonsample Year Visitor Use Estimates
	References

	Relationship Monitoring: Benefits of Developinga Relationship Between the U.S. Forest Serviceand a Consortium of Universities
	Methods
	Conclusion

	Theme 2: Recreation Planning and MonitoringSynthesis of Workshop Discussions

	Theme 3:RecreationManagement
	Introduction: Recreation Management
	Managers and Research
	Barriers to Achieving ManagementObjectives
	Which Management Strategies Are MostEffective?
	How Can We Implement and FundRecreation Management?
	Steps Forward
	Case 1: Maguire’s Primrose Protectionin Logan Canyon
	Case 2: A Tale of Two Road Plans
	Application to Ecosystem Managementand Recreation Research
	Workshop Theme Topics
	Future Research Needs
	References

	Managing Recreation in Wilderness: SpecialAreas and Specialized Research
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Wilderness Recreation ManagementIs Unique
	Progress in Wilderness RecreationResearch
	Developing Good Management Objectives
	Monitoring
	Identifying Effective ManagementStrategies
	Conclusion
	References

	Managing Special Areas:Urban Forest Recreation
	Differences Between Urban andNon-Urban Forests and Recreation
	Similarities and Linkages
	Conclusions
	References

	Tourism, Rural Economic Transition,and Resource Management
	Introduction
	Rural Economic Transition
	Tourism Transitions for DisplacedWorkers?
	Tourism and In-migration
	Tourism, Natural Resources, andAgencies
	Roles for Public Land ManagementAgencies
	Tourism and Competition for OutdoorRecreation Resources
	Conclusion
	References

	A Framework for SustainableRecreation Funding
	Introduction
	Types of Economic Value
	Total Economic Value
	Funding Forest Management
	Criteria for Evaluating if Recreation FeesAre Appropriate
	Choosing the Best Criteria
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References

	Communicating with Recreation Visitors:A Brief Synthesis of Findings
	Abstract
	Persuasive Communication Research
	Communication and Diversity
	Signs in Recreation Settings
	Innovations that Served a DiverseAudience
	Conclusions
	References

	Theme 3: Recreation ManagementSynthesis of Workshop Discussions

	Theme 4:Special Issuesin Recreation
	Introduction: Special Issues in Recreation
	Equity in Access to RecreationOpportunities
	Wildland Fire and Recreation Managementand the Effects of the Healthy ForestsRestoration Act on RecreationManagement
	Crime on National Forests and Grasslands
	Commercialization of Public Lands
	Effects of Urban Sprawl on RecreationManagement
	Concluding Remarks

	Equity in Access to RecreationOpportunities: A Synthesis of Researchand Management Implications
	Introduction
	A Conceptual Framework forConsiderations of Equity
	Biases in Thought Processes
	Why Address Inequities in RecreationalOpportunities and Participation?
	The Centralization of Constraints –The Reality of Inequity
	The Business of the Forest Service
	Informing Visitors and PotentialVisitors Through the Web
	Informing Visitors and Potential VisitorsThrough the Media and Other Routes
	Engaging Interested and Affected Parties
	Some General Observations aboutRecreational Opportunities and Services
	General Constraint Concerns
	Constraints Experienced by Peoplewith Disabilities
	Constraints Experienced by Women
	Strategies to Address Inequity
	Solutions at the Policy Level
	Solutions in Recruitment, Hiring and Training
	Solutions Through Engagement andInvolvement
	Solutions in Design and Service Delivery
	Conclusions
	References

	Crime on National Forests and Grasslands:Research Perspective
	Case Study on Types of Crimeand Violence
	Types of Crime and Violent Eventsand Activities
	Impacts to Recreation Visitors
	Impacts to Management
	Issues for Data Collection
	Case Study on Successful Managementof Crime and Violence
	Site and Problem Descriptions
	Key Characteristics of Success
	Implications from the Study
	Credibility Through Accountability andSuccessful Management
	Conclusions
	References

	Demographic Trends in National Forest,Recreational, Retirement, and Amenity Areas
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Objectives
	Methods
	Identification of Recreational, Amenity,Retirement, and Forest Counties
	Results
	Population Growth
	Racial and Ethnic Compositionand Change
	Conclusions and Implications
	References

	Theme 4: Special Issues in RecreationSynthesis of Workshop Discussion
	Equity in Access to RecreationalOpportunities
	Crime on the NationalForests
	Effects of Fire andHFRA on RecreationManagement
	Commercialization of Public Land
	Effects of Urban Sprawl on RecreationManagement


	Theme 5: Extra AttendeeRequested DiscussionDiscussion Synthesis
	Recreation Monitoring Tools
	Challenges with current tools included:
	Management andResearchCollaboration
	History Informs
	Market Researchand the ForestService

	USDA FOREST SERVICERECREATION RESEARCH ANDMANAGEMENT WORKSHOP PROGRAM
	National Workshop on Recreation Researchand Management Summary Paper, NFSManagers’ Session
	Introduction
	Problems Experienced by RecreationManagers
	Defining a Community of Practice
	What Should a Recreation ManagementCommunity Look Like?
	Five Potential Objectives of a RecreationManagement Community
	Conclusion
	References
	For Further Reading

	Creating a Community of Practicefor Outdoor Recreation
	Introduction
	Defining Outdoor Recreation
	Institutional Change

	WORKSHOP Participant List
	English Equivalents





