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Abstract

This study of the wilderness visitors to the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge, Georgia
sought to better define the dimensions of the lived wilderness experience, and the modes in
which it is experienced; to understand the dynamics of the wilderness experience and how
the wilderness experience changes across time; and to examine the relationship between the
wilderness experience and ideal leisure. Because of people’s apparent difficulty in
accurately reporting experiences after the visit, the Experience Sampling Method was the

primary data collection procedure.

Six aspects of the wilderness experience were identified, inspired by the writings of Henry
David Thoreau, John Muir, Aldo Leopold, Sigurd Olson, and other wilderness writers :
oneness, primitiveness, humility, timelessness, solitude, and care. Five modes of
experiencing the wilderness were developed based on the work of environmental
psychology and leisure scholars : focus on self (introspection), focus on others

(socialness), focus on task (task orientation), focus on emotions (emotional intensity), and



focus on environment (environmental sensitivity). Confirmatory factor analysis, principal
component analysis and reliability analyses were carried out to assess the stability and

meaningfulness of the scales used to operationalize these dimensions.

Sixty-two visitors were asked to carry and respond to the study questionnaire during
multiple moments of their visit to the Okefenokee Wilderness. Oneness, humility,
timelessness, and care appeared to be pertinent dimensions of the wilderness experience, as
were the more traditionally measured values of solitude and primitiveness. Using a repeated
measures analysis of variance, time was a significant factor in determining item response,
thus demonstrating the dynamic nature of the wilderness experience. Ideal or peak leisure,
operationalized by a combination of three measures of leisure (intrinsic motivation,
perceived freedom, and connotative leisure) and high levels of intensity, was found to be
correlated with raised feelings of oneness, humility, primitiveness, and solitude. The
Experience Sampling Method identified important multiple dimensions of the wilderness
experience, and demonstrated the dynamic nature of the experience more vividly than past
post-hoc measures. However, the study also identified potential problems of ESM as a data
collection instrument in wilderness : concerns of obtrusiveness on the visitor’s experience,

behavioral reactance, and respondent compliance.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

Companionship with the gods and true leisure - this is perhaps what modern man seeks when he goes to the

wilderness. Olson (1966, p. 216)

Introduction

Wildemess. The very word conjures up a myriad of images : fierce storms, in rugged
locations; peaceful moments, serene beauty; and strong individuals seeking sanctuary in
the wilds of the forest or desert. The word wilderness evokes many symbols of the land.
Indeed, our notions of wilderness trace nicely the historic relationship Americans have with
the natural world. From the fear and intimidation that the wild forests presented pioneers,
to the spiritual retreat that many seek today, wilderness, as a concept and as a designation,
has become a source of national pride, and has been said to be a crucial part of what it
means to be an American (Nash, 1982). The opportunity to experience true wildlands, and
the knowledge that there is still such land available, rest easily with most Americans’ view
of themselves and of their country. The notion of wilderness, and of the wilderness
experience, today has very widespread support, even among those who are unlikely ever to

visit wilderness.

The basis of support for wilderness, therefore, seems to lie not just in the recreational
opportunities that wilderness provides, but in the opportunities for engagement that it
ofters. The wilderness experience is more than the opportunity to hike or canoe, it is more
than the chance to enjoy beautiful countryside. Joseph Sax (1980) suggests :
Is it simply the setting, the fascinating stream or the grand scenery ? Or is there
something about the activity itself essential to production of profound satisfaction ?

Neither the setting nor the activity in itself seems to be decisive; rather, it is the presence



of something capable of engaging, rather than merely occupying, the individual - a
stimulus for intensity of experience for the full involvement of the senses and the mind.
(p-29)

Visiting wilderness is more than merely recreating in wild country. It is symbolic, and it is
intense. It is a chance to seek and find a new relationship with the natural world. It seems
to be leisure of a particular kind, one that bears more meaning and significance than just
recreating. Perhaps it is a spiritual experience, defined as an opportunity to understand our
‘place’ in the world (McDonald and Schreyer, 1991), to increase our awareness of the

community of life (McDonald et al., 1988).

Wilderness provides a very intimate opportunity to relate to nature. There are few, if any,
external distractions. By definition, evidence of human activity is kept to a minimum. There
is a sense of escape in wilderness, of escaping the pressures and responsibilities of the
working world. Wilderness in America is not home, in the domestic sense, and those who
choose to go into wilderness are visitors to this place. It is a location of new horizons and
tresh possibilities. Nature is allowed to develop its fullest extent, since naturalness and
natural processes are mandated in the 1964 Wilderness Act. Wilderness is clearly different

from the social and physical environments in which most Americans live.

Nature might be dealt with on its terms, in as natural a manner as possible. Wilderness
provides an opportunity for the visitor not so much to manage or garden the environment
but to engage it directly in as natural a fashion as possible. Wilderness fosters an authentic
relationship with the natural world, perhaps permitting the fullest development of humans,

other creatures and the earth itself. Wilderness provides one of the greatest opportunities



for both people and nature to freely co-exist, beyond the constraints of technological

society.

Wilderness is also a symbolic resource. It represents the maturity and wisdom of a society
that recognizes the value of a natural interaction between humans and the environment. It
reflects the political will, and therefore perhaps, the values of the people. The ideas of the
general populace that led to the preservation of wilderness and of the wilderness experience
were greatly influenced by writers such as Henry David Thoreau and John Muir. The
philosophy of wilderness, an encapsulation of the values and meanings of wilderness, is
derived from the works and actions of these great men. Their ideas not only circulated in
intellectual and academic circles, but also received widespread readership and consideration
across the country. Modern media widened and increased their impact. The concepts
espoused by these early wilderness philosophers influenced conservation and preservation
leaders, as well as legislators. Although the idea of wilderness is heavily freighted with
personal and symbolic meaning, a common core runs through it, a core attributable to the

influential writers and philosophers.

The Wilderness Act of 1964 represents one window on this underlying body of wilderness
thought. It was a long eight years from the introduction of the nation’s first wilderness bill
in 1956 until its final passage, by a vote in the House of Representatives of 374 to 1.
Compromises and simplifications had to be made in the various drafts, including the initial
one, to ensure passage of what for years had been an exceedingly controversial measure.
The system which the Act established, the National Wilderness Preservation System, was
small but would soon grow. Indeed, the study, designation and legislative protection of

wilderness lands have continued to occupy the attention of the public, resource managers,



and Congress over the last 30 years. Political support for wilderness, although now
countered by strong private-rights constituencies, is still strong, and the designation of
federal and state lands as wilderness continues (for example, the Arizona Desert Wilderness
Act of 1990, the Los Padres Condor and River Protection Act of 1992, the Colorado
Wilderness Act of 1993 and the California Desert Protection Act of 1994).

While the 1964 Wilderness Act is an articulate statement of wilderness ideals, it could not
and would not encompass the entire meaning and significance of wilderness in the
American cultural context. Although legislation reflects American ideals, it is constrained
by the framework and milieu of law, the realities of budgets, as well as the compromises of
the political process. Thirty years have passed since the passage of the 1964 Act, and the

' acreage of wilderness has increased from 9 million to 104 million. Subsequent wilderness
legislation and administrative regulation of land management agencies evolved, but these
developments are mainly within the definitions of the 1964 Act. In particular, the
administrative focus remains on recreational values of wilderness, and a particular type of
recreation at that. In recent times, wilderness interest, particularly in academic and activist
communities, has shifted to more holistic concerns. Newer ethical stances such as Deep
Ecology, Ecofeminism, and the Gaia hypothesis have focused on broader values of
wilderness than recreation. Wilderness, and wilderness experiences, have come to
represent a symbol and a metaphor of a better relationship to wild nature. These ideas, like
the Wilderness Act, have their origins in the body of work of scholars like Henry David
Thoreau, John Muir, Aldo Leopold, and Sigurd Olson. Investigation of the meanings of
the wilderness experience and of the value of wilderness should not be governed solely by

the words of the 1964 Act. Instead, attention should also be given to some of the richer,



more holistic dimensions common to cultural meanings and writings of wilderness

scholars.

The 1964 Act defines wilderness to be :
An area of undeveloped Federal land retaining its primeval character and influence ... and
which (1) generally appears to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with
the imprint of man’s work substantially unnoticeable; (2) has outstanding opportunities
for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation; (3) has at least five thousand
acres of land or is of sufficient size as to make practicable its preservation and use in an
unimpaired condition; and (4) may contain ecological, geological, or other features of
scientific, educational, scenic or historical value.

The mandatory attributes of wilderness were, therefore, size, naturalness, and solitude or

primitive recreation (Hendee, Stankey and Lucas, 1990). The Eastern Wilderness Act of

1975 designates land as wilderness in order to :
Preserve such areas as an enduring resource of wilderness which shall be managed to
promote and perpetuate the wilderness character of the land and its specific values of
solitude, physical and mental challenge, scientific study, inspiration, and primitive
recreation.

Note that both the Acts specifically mention the recreational value of wilderness. However,

the Eastern Wilderness Act extended, at least for the wilderness areas in the eastern half of

the United States, the recreational values to include challenge and inspiration, as well as

reinforcing solitude and primitiveness. Allin (1982), in discussing the political pressures

during the passage of the 1964 Act, mentions that supporters of the bill strongly argued

that, “Wilderness must be valued for recreation, the more so as our daily lives become



more regimented and mechanized, but it must also be valued for history, education and

science” (p. 114).

And so, while these Acts are not the fullest articulation and implementation of wilderness
ideals, even they recognize wilderness to be more than just solitude, primitive recreation
and naturalness. Focusing entirely in our planning, management and research on the ability
of wilderness to provide naturalness, privacy, and solitude is only addressing part of the
American wilderness story, and is not fully within the spirit of the 1964 and 1975 Acts.
The ideas of wilderness, as articulated by the premier wilderness writers, go even deeper.
While the federal land agency managers may have tried to embrace these deeper meanings,
political and legal pressures led them back to inventory systems like the 1977 RARE II
Wilderness Attribute System which continued to focus on solitude, absence of facilities and
naturalness (Hendee et al., 1990). Some researchers have begun to look beyond solitude in
their search for indicators of the quality of the wilderness experience, including attributes
such as challenge, closeness to nature, intimacy, and freedom of choice (Merigliano,

1990).

Perhaps what wilderness offers is the opportunity to live in the most authentic manner
possible. The wilderness experience is more than just recreation, it allows us to experience
a closer and more natural relationship with nature. Continental philosopher Martin
Heidegger suggests that the human world cannot continue to separate itself from other
beings. A person who cares for, and allows the fullest blossoming of all beings lives an
authentic life, a life true to essential human nature, according to Heidegger. (See Appendix
1 for a discussion of Heidegger’s ideas and their relevance to wilderness.) As Driver and

others (1987, p. 302) suggest “wilderness acquires importance as a setting for answering



the deepest questions of human existence, for celebrating the creative power behind life and
things, and for understanding the unity of them all.” McDonald and Schreyer (1991) would
call this spirituality and suggest that the wilderness experience is one of the most often cited

examples of the combination of higher states of consciousness and of leisure.

A focus on the wilderness experience as a lived moment of lucidity mirrors the works of
some leisure scholars. Mihaly Csikzentmihalyi (1975) describes ideal leisure as an intense
experience of involvement with the moment called “flow”. Stokowski (1994, p. 4)
describes the current interest of leisure psychologists as focusing on leisure as “a
subjective, internal feeling of sublime experience, freedom, satisfaction and emotion.” The
link between wilderness and leisure has been made by several authors (e.g., Swan, 1977;
Scott, 1974; Young and Crandall, 1984) perhaps suggesting that wilderness provides the
opportunity for ideal leisure. As Pigram (1993, p. 406) writes, “there appears to be
substantial anecdotal and empirical evidence that natural environments provide opportunity
settings conducive to the kind of satisfactions sought from many leisure pursuits.” Kelly
(1987) would suggest that leisure is the opportunity for one to have the freedom to exist in
the fullest extent possible, but that leisure must be considered a part of, and contingent
upon, our relationship with the lived environment. Rolston (1991, p. 402) suggests that
“when free from the demands of work, at leisure we realize an attachment to landscape.”
Wildemness is a chance to escape some of the constraints of society and to establish
relationships with the natural environment. Perhaps the deeper meanings of wilderness
encompass the ideals of leisure. Perhaps the wilderness experience is conducive to ideal
leisure as a lived moment in time. As Olson (1966, p. 216) says, ‘“‘companionship with the
Gods and true leisure - this is perhaps what modern man seeks when he goes to the

wilderness.”



Further, time has always been a component of conceptions of wilderness. In order to truly
escape from the effects and constraints of modern society, the wilderness visitor required
time to distance him or herself. A sense of escape also entailed spaciousness, which might
entail long vistas and large areas of wilderness. The wilderness experience consists of
magic moments, of highs and lows, of loosening the grasp of the outside world, and of
readying for the return to it. The experience changes from moment to moment, and from

day to day.

Indeed, just as there are anticipatory and recollection phases of a recreational experience, so
too might there be phases of a on-site wilderness experience. Perhaps during the first part
of the trip, everything is so foreign, so new, that all of the visitor’s attention is taken up by
it. Maybe as familiarity is gained the visitor becomes more at-ease, and begins to notice
different aspects of the experience. The visitor might notice more, and smaller details of the
environment. Perhaps, attention might shift internally. As the mundane tasks of visiting the
wilderness (hiking, paddling, cooking, etc.) become second nature, the mind is freed to
think of other concerns. As the outside world fades from influence, perhaps a new
perspective on life is gained. Some visitors may not feel the urge to rush back to society.
But, as the end of the trip draws near, visitors may begin to mentally and physically
prepare for their exit. Perhaps, again, cognitive energies towards the end of the trip
concentrate on the task and its outcomes, and less on the processes of wilderness. Just as
Nash (1982) wrote, “because wilderness is a state of mind, the conditions under which one
enters it are vital to the overall wilderness experience” (p. 340), so does the influences and
successes of phases of the trip affect the next round of expectations and experiences. The

internal dynamics of the lived experience in wilderness as much determine the processes



and outcomes as does the anticipation and preparatory stages of a visit. Thus, an
investigation of the wilderness experience should include some consideration of the effects

of time.

While the meanings and values of the wilderness experience appear to be time-dependent,
there is a trend among wilderness users towards shorter lengths of stay in wilderness
(Marion et al., 1993; Roggenbuck & Lucas, 1987). Many explanations could be made for
this, including growing workplace commitments, decreasing options for co-ordinating
leave time among friends and family, and increasing regulation of wilderness use. But
perhaps more interesting is the possible explanation that visitors are getting what they seek
in shorter periods of time. Equally, what they are seeking may be changing. Perhaps the
actual on-site experience is only symbolic of a greater meaning. The particular visit may be
one in a life-course of wilderness experiences, and so triggers already established schemas,
skills, and relations with wild nature. Each brief visit may be refreshing or reinforcing
attitudes and joys of prior wilderness encounters. Or perhaps the crucial aspects of the
wilderness experience occurs relatively quickly. It may simply be the contrast effect from
the outside-of-wilderness world that is particularly potent. Finally, today’s wilderness
visitor may not be obtaining such values as timelessness and oneness with the earth, which
Sigurd Olson, the wildemess bard of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area, suggested only

occurs after long passages of time in wilderness (Olson, 1976).

Problem statement

The problem statement for this study, therefore, is that our current investigations of the
wilderness experience are incomplete. The meaning of wilderness, and of the quality of the

wilderness experience, as operationalized by most researchers and land management



agencies, have not sufficiently included the deep and spiritual values that were part of the
inspiration of wilderness. Wilderness and the wilderness experience apparently contains
more dimensions than solitude, primitive recreation and naturalness, and little research

work has been done to investigate other dimensions.

It has been suggested that wilderness provides the conditions for ideal leisure, that the
wilderness experience is the epitome of leisure. And yet, that link has seen little empirical
examination. The theoretical discussion of leisure and of leisure experiences is
complementary to much of the influential writing about wilderness. Perhaps there is a
shared philosophical foundation to the ideas of wilderness and of leisure, such as the work
of Heidegger. Our understanding of the wilderness experience might be enhanced by
incorporating some of the conceptual perspectives and methodologies of the leisure

theorists.

Both the leisure experience and the wilderness experience are processes. While Schreyer,
Knopf and Williams (1985) called for a re-conceptualization of recreation resource research
toward the process of recreation behavior, little empirical work has examined the process of
recreation experiences. It would appear that the time dimension of the lived wilderness
experience has received little attention, and has not been measured in the American

wilderness context.

Part of the reason for failing to examine the wilderness experience as it is lived is the
predominance of a deterministic model of wilderness recreation based on predictable and
desired outcomes or benefits (Patterson, Williams and Scherl, 1994). In contrast, one

might view the wilderness experience at a particular moment of time, as a state that can be
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reported to researchers. This would allow a closer look at the wilderness experience as it

unfolds across time.

But, this would require different research approaches than have typically been applied in
wilderness. The ability of visitors to accurately remember their experiences in a post-hoc
interview or questionnaire is limited, the more so the longer the period of time between the
experience and the recollection and report. Leisure researchers faced with a similar dilemma
developed a methodology called the Experience Sampling Method (ESM), that allowed a
sampling of moments in peoples’ lives. The ESM appears to have potential for studying the
lived experiences in wilderness, but problems also exists. The ESM has not been fully

tested 1in wilderness.

Study objectives

The basic objective of this dissertation is to examine the content of wilderness experiences.
More specifically, the study objectives are : (1) to investigate the multiple dimensions of the
wilderness experience, especially the deeper, spiritual, syrﬁbolic and ethical attributes that
make it particularly meaningful; (2) to examine the relationship between the wilderness
experience and ideal leisure; (3) to study how the wilderness experience ebbs and flows
across time; and (4) to apply the Experience Sampling Method to the study of the

wilderness experience.

Studv overview

The discussion that follows expands what is meant by wilderness, and the value of the

wilderness experience as expounded by the greats of the wilderness literature. In particular,
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six dimensions of wilderness are discussed : oneness, humility, primitiveness,
timelessness, care and solitude (chapter two). This is followed by a discussion of previous
research on the wilderness experience, mainly carried out by environmental psychologists.
Five modes of environmental (wilderness) experience are discussed : a focus on self, a
focus on others, a focus on the environment, a focus on the task, and a focus on emotions
and feelings (chapter three). An examination of the meaning of true leisure follows (chapter
four), which lays the foundation for a test of whether wilderness is a particularly potent

leisure experience.

In seeking to investigate the wilderness experience, attention is paid to the research tools
available. In particular, in seeking to get closer to the lived experience and reactions as they
occur, post-hoc questionnaires may not be appropriate. The ability of research subjects to
verbally report, in an accurate fashion, the state they were in while in wilderness is
questioned, and possibly better measurement tools are suggested (chapter five). The
Experience Sampling Method is introduced (chapter six), and the methods used in applying
the ESM to two southeastern wilderness areas is discussed (chapter seven). Juniper Prairie
Wilderness of Florida represented the pre-test site of this investigation; Okefenokee

Wilderness of Georgia was the main study site.

In the first of three results chapters, the reliability and validity of questionnaire items
developed to tap the six aspects, and five modes, of the wilderness experience is examined
(chapter eight). The unfolding nature of the wilderness experience, particularly the
influence of time, is then examined (chapters nine and ten). And then the relationship of

ideal leisure to the dimensions of the wilderness experience is considered (chapter eleven).
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In concluding (chapter twelve), the implications of these results are raised, and the question
of what is the wilderness experience, how it can be researched and why is it important to
society is again raised. In particular, the usefulness and potential of the Experience

Sampling Method for the study of the lived wilderness experience will be discussed.
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Chapter 2 - The Dimensions of the Wilderness Idea

Introduction

The Wilderness Act of 1964 (PL 88-577) has provided a stable and statutory basis upon

| which to manage and protect certain wildlands of the United States. The language of the
Act and the individuals involved in the writing of the Act were part of what could be called
a wilderness literary tradition. Each generation of these writers, conservation and
preservation activists, and philosophers built upon the work of those who went before
them. The ideas and actions of men like Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, and Aldo
Leopold still inspire the writers and activists of today. From these giants of American
environmental literature comes a common thread of wilderness thought, a literary and
philosophical statement based on the profundity of the wilderness experience itself. This
common thread is a history and a philosophy that tries to capture the importance of
wilderness and being in wilderness to the modern person. For some, the idea of wilderness
provides a metaphor for what is right and wrong in the world. And it is an achievement, in
and of itself, that this body of thought was encapsulated in legislation, however

imperfectly.

The Wilderness Act (1964) defines wilderness as “an area of undeveloped Federal land
retaining its primeval character and influence’ that provides “outstanding opportunities for
solitude or a primitive and uncontined type of recreation.” This definition reflects the initial
need of any wilderness legislation to protect and preserve the roadless and undeveloped
land of the nation. But it also enshrines recreation as the primary human use of the land so

set aside. However, as Sigurd Olson (1966) was soon thereafter to write :
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One of the great challenges confronting those who believe in the preservation of
wilderness is to build a broader base of values than physical recreation, a base of sufficient
depth and solidity to counter the charge that it exists for only a privileged and hardy few.
(p. 215)
Indeed, it is one of the fundamental theses of this dissertation that there already existed
such a solid ethic of wilderness, and that our investigations of the wilderness experience

should expand to include it.

Experiencing wilderness is more than “recreating.” While the Wilderness Act of 1964
focused primarily on the types of recreation experiences that should be provided for by
management, there is indication of deeper concerns than the provision of opportunities for
hiking, camping, fishing and so on. Two main criteria distinguish areas defined as
wilderness under the 1964 Act; degrée of naturalness and the potential for solitude
(Hendee, Stankey and Lucas, 1990). However, the so-called Eastern Wilderness Act of
1975 (PL 93-622) allowed that areas of previous human activity could still be classified as
wilderness. This undermined any arguments of strict purity, and acknowledges that the
criterion of naturalness is largely one of perception and interpretation. Rather, the Act
seemed to encourage an emphasis that wilderness should be seen as an opportunity to
experience lands where natural processes are allowed to operate as freely as possible. This
approach emphasizes the importance of wilderness as an intuitive, direct and free way of
knowing nature. The Eastern Wilderness Act was also the first time that ‘inspiration’, or

reflection, was mentioned as a specific value of wilderness.

The stillness of wilderness provides the time and space for reflection on our relationship

with the natural world. According to a variety of philosophers (Spinoza, Heidegger, etc.)
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