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The Model of Satisfaction in Outdoor Recreation
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Abstract: The study aims to identify factors determining the satisfaction of
outdoor recreation participants and employ them for developing the model of
satisfaction in outdoor recreation. In the introduction, the notions of outdoor
recreation and satisfaction were specified. As a result of a research of literature
on the subject, the following factors were specified: hierarchies of demand,
recreation opportunity spectrum, crowding, quality, stress, personal perception
of adventure and emotional states. It was assumed that the general model of
satisfaction in outdoor recreation should take into account as many variables as
possible. There were divided into two groups: situational (resource /
environment conditions, social settings and management settings) and
subjective evaluation (socioeconomic characteristics, attitudes and preferences,
cultural characteristics, subjective norms, experience, crowding and risk
perception). It was found that due to its multi-dimensional nature, the notion of
satisfaction may be a somewhat insensitive indicator of the influence of the
variables which can be modified by outdoor recreation managers. The large
number of variables determining the satisfaction of outdoor recreation
participants and the relative nature of overall satisfaction suggests that it may
remain high even when the type or quality of recreation opportunities changes.
The author suggests that measures of satisfaction should refer to the
satisfaction with individual service components, specific experiences or benefits
rather than to the general satisfaction with a given form of outdoor recreation.
Multiple-item measures of satisfaction may be more useful than general, singleitem measures.
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Introduction

Outdoor recreation is free time activity that occurs in the outdoors and
embraces the interaction of people with the natural environment (Plummer
2009, p. 1). As Figure 1 shows, outdoor recreation is located within the leisure
field, between tourism and recreation.
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Figure 1. Relationships Among Leisure, Recreation and Tourism (own
elaboration based on Plummer 2009)
The typical qualities of outdoor recreation include (Plummer 2009): enjoyable,
occurring outdoors, appreciation of natural environment, involving activity,
knowledge, use of natural environment, occurs during leisure, occurring in manmodified environments and interaction with the natural environment.
Yet the factor which has received the greatest attention in studies on outdoor
recreation is the satisfaction of its participants: “Satisfaction is one of the most
central concepts in the study of recreation behavior” (Floyd 1997, p. 83). It is
often used as an indicator of quality: “The principal measure of quality in
outdoor recreation has traditionally been visitor satisfaction” (Manning 1999, p.
8) and viewed as the main product of outdoor recreation: “Satisfaction has
often been identified as the principal product of the recreation experience and
the major goal of recreation resource management” (Drogin et al. 1990, p. 167).
A definition by Bulten & Klessing (1969, p. 349), which is frequently cited in the
literature on the subject, describes satisfaction as “a function of the degree of
congruence between aspirations and the perceived reality of experiences”.

The present article aims to discuss selected factors determining satisfaction in
outdoor recreation. These include:
hierarchies of demand, recreation
opportunity spectrum, crowding, quality, stress, personal perception of
adventure and emotional states.
Hierarchies of demand for outdoor recreation
B. Driver and R. Toucher (1970, p. 10) define recreation as “an experience that
results from recreational engagement”. This behavioral perspective assumes
that each person is driven by the desire to achieve specific goals which bring a
certain level of satisfaction. A number of American studies conducted under the
supervision of B. Driver have been based on expectancy theory and seek to
prove that “people engage in activities in specific settings to realize a group of
psychological outcomes that are known, expected, and valued. Thus people
select and participate in recreation activities to meet certain goals or satisfy
certain needs” (Manning 1999, p. 159). This assumption has made it possible to
identify four hierarchies of demand of outdoor recreation (Fig. 2). The first level
represents the demand for recreational activities undertaken outdoors, such as
skiing, yachting and mountain climbing. Level two refers to the settings in which
activities take place. For instance, skiing can be enjoyed on well-groomed,
expressly developed and relatively safe ski slopes at crowded ski resorts, or in
the rugged and fairly dangerous back-country wilderness far from human
settlements. These demands do not exist in and of themselves. Outdoor
recreation participants choose various settings to fulfill the motivations
represented by the third level. These motivations may include the delight in wild
nature, skills development, exploring, taking risks , establishment of group
solidarity, etc. The fourth level represents higher-order benefits that flow from
satisfying the experiences derived from recreational participation. These might
include personal, social, economic or environmental benefits. Personal benefits
may include advances in physical and mental health, social benefits include
strengthening of family relationships, economic benefits include reduced health
costs, and environmental benefits might include reduced pollution levels
(Manning 1999).

Figure 2. Four level of hierarchies of demand for outdoor recreation (own
elaboration based on Manning 1999)

The Recreation Opportunity Spectrum
Another factor influencing satisfaction includes the settings and the quality of
the environment where outdoor recreation takes place. These settings have
been defined in detail within the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (Brown et al.
1978, Clark & Stanley 1979). The ROS employs the four-hold hierarchical
framework of demands discussed above and seeks to establish the relationships
between settings and motivations or psychological outcomes. The more
recreational settings fulfill the expectations and the more psychological
outcomes they bring, the greater the satisfaction of participants. Clark & Stanley
(1979) define six managerial factors: (1) access, (2) nonrecreational resource
uses, (3) on-site management, (4) social interaction, (5) acceptability of visitor
impacts, and (6) acceptable regimentation, which can be used to determine four
setting classes (Fig. 3).
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Figure 3. Factors defining outdoor recreation opportunities (based on Clark &
Stanley 1979)

Brown at al. (1978) define recreation opportunity types in a similar way,
distinguishing six opportunity classes six (1) primitive, (2) semi-primitive, nonmotorized, (3) semi-primitive motorized, (4) rustic, (5) concentrated and (6)
modern urbanized. These recreation opportunity classes are defined based on
five specific factors: (1) managerial regimentation, (2) interaction among user
groups, (3) evidence of human modification of the environment, (4) size or
extent of area of opportunity and (6) remoteness.
Crowding
Crowding is another factor which strongly influences satisfaction in outdoor
recreation. Figure 4 presents a theoretical model of satisfaction as a function of
crowding (i.e. the number of recreation participants in a given area). The charts
shows that the marginal satisfaction of each participant gradually decreases
with the increase of crowding. The total satisfaction (understood as the sum of
each person’s satisfaction) keeps rising, however, as long as the marginal
satisfaction of every new participant compensates the decrease of overall
satisfaction among all those who were present in the area before. Otherwise,
the arrival of every new person causes the total satisfaction of all the
participants to decrease, which means that the social carrying capacity has been
reached (Manning 1999 as cited in Fisher and Krutilla 1972, Alldredge 1973).
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Figure 4. Relationship between increasing visitor use and satisfaction (own
elaboration based on Alldredge 1973 and Manning 1999)
Empirical studies, however, have only confirmed the validity of this model to a
limited extent. This might result from the fact that participants tend to employ
strategies aiming to avoid overcrowded areas.

Quality
In the early period of studies on recreation, satisfaction used to be perceived as
the main indicator of service quality (Manning 1986). Later studies have
embraced the distinction between the notions of quality, understood as the
quality of services supplied by the service provider, and satisfaction, understood
a measurement of tourists’ experience quality (Baker & Crompton 2000).
SERVQUAL is a popular method for measuring service quality developed
by A. Parasuramann et. al. (1985, 1988). Based on input from focus groups, ten
factors of service quality were identified: (1) tangibles (infrastructure, physical
facilities, interior design, appearance of the personnel, equipment), (2)
reliability (ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately)
(3) responsiveness (willingness to help customers and provide prompt service),
(4) communication (conveying information in an intelligible way), (5) credibility
(skills and knowledge, honesty, believability, trustworthiness), (6) security
(providing physical and financial security), (7) courtesy (consideration, respect
for individual customers, individualization of the offer), (8) access (ensuring the
whole scope of the service is accessible), (9) competence and (10)
understanding the customer. Following further questionnaire studies, these ten
factors have been reduced to five: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness,
assurance, and empathy. The study on satisfaction of recreation participants by
J. Crompton and K. MacKay (1989) yields a similar set of factors: assurance,
reliability, responsiveness, empathy, and tangibles, whereas Crompton et. al.
(1991) distinguish four factors: assurance, reliability, responsiveness, and
tangibles. A recent study by Burns et al. (2003) employed a satisfaction
measurement scale consisting of 19 items which comprise for factors: facilities,
services, information, and recreation experience.
Another method for quality measurement is the normative approach,
derived from the measurement model for norms developed by J. Jackson
(1965). By employing this method, visitors can be asked to evaluate alternative
levels of potential impacts caused by increasing recreation use levels. For
example, to rate the acceptability of encountering increasing numbers of
recreation groups along trail (Manning 1999). Figure 5 shows an example of a
norm curve. It charts the level of acceptability (norm intensity) as a function of
the number of groups encountered along a tourist trail per day. The left
extreme of the curve is located at the “optimal conditions” point, which stands
for the optimal acceptability found in those recreationist who have not
encountered a single group along the trail. The level of acceptability decreased
with the increase of the number of encountered groups, until it reaches the
“minimum acceptable conditions” point, in which the norm curve crosses the
neutral line. At this point, approximately half of respondents still accept the
condition, whereas the other half find them unacceptable (Manning 1999).

Below this level, the number of groups encountered along the trail proves to be
too large for most people, which in turn may lead to dissatisfaction.
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Figure 5. Norm curve (Manning 1999)
Other potential normative indicators of quality might include: preferences of
visitors for site attributes, crowding and encounters with other visitors,
motivations for recreation, and conflict with other types of users (Manning
1999).
Stress
Stress, defined as „hassles that occurred during an outdoor recreation
experience”, is another factor influencing the satisfaction of outdoor recreation
participants. “Hassles are annoying events that occur during everyday
transactions with the environment” (Schuster et al. 2006, p. 97). During a
recreational activity, stress can be triggered by both physical and social factors,
such as litter, loud behavior of other participants, carrying a too heavy rucksack,
or interacting with too many people. Other everyday hassles triggering stress
include bad weather, losing personal belongings, traffic and disappointments
(Kanner et al., 1981, Kaplan 1996, Schuster et al. 2006). The hassles themselves
may be the source of stress or the result of other, more serious occurrences.
And vice versa: a single, relatively minor problem may result in a series of
subsequent ones. For instance, if one participant of a ski tour fails to take
climbing skins, this makes him unable to keep pace with the rest of the group,
slows the group down and, consequently, may prevent them from reaching a

previously intended destination (e.g. a mountain hostel where they planned to
stay overnight), force them to sleep in the wild and lead to frostbites or, in
extreme cases, death.
Lazarus and Folkman (1984) have identified two main strategies of
coping with stress arising from recreational activity: emotion-focused and
problem-focused. Emotion-focused coping is useful in situations where harmful,
threatening or challenging person-environment transactions cannot be
modified. This strategy aims to relieve emotional stress by avoidance,
distancing, selective attention, positive comparisons, and finding positive value
in negative events (Schuster et al. 2006). Problem-focused coping is used when
the individual appraises the situation as changeable. It aims at defining the
problem, generating alternative solutions, weighing alternatives, choosing
among them and acting. In this strategy, harmful environmental aspects are
minimized by altering the source of stress, reducing the number of situational
factors or changing oneself. This might involve altering one’s motivation,
downgrading the level of aspirations, reducing ego involvement, finding
alternative channels of gratification or developing new standards of behavior
(Lazarus & Folkman 1984).
Personal perception of adventure
An important factor relating to satisfaction in outdoor recreation is the level of
optimal (desirable) risk. It is largely dependent on individual preferences: the
conditions which create a sense of thrill in one person may instill fear in
another. With high levels of danger and competences, the level of risk will be
low, and the activity will be perceived in terms of fun. On the other hand, when
the activity substantially exceeds one’s competences, the experience turns into
a failure, misadventure, or even disaster (Fig. 5).
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Figure 5. The adventure experience paradigm (Mortlock 1984, as cited in
Swarbrooke et al. 2007)
According to a model by C. Mortlock (1984), not only should the level of
challenge be adjusted to the level of the individuals’ capabilities, but also the
individuals should develop certain expectations which are to be satisfied
through the activity. The participant must see a chance of success, so that the
activity can be approached with optimism. What encourages people to engage
in outdoor recreation is emotions arising from stepping outside one’s comfort
zone. This involves activities which require substantial physical effort and at the
same time trigger a sense of risk (real or imagined) and/or physical danger.
What sets the narrow circle of advanced outdoor recreation specialists apart
from the wide crowd of “mass” participants is their level of competence, as well
as the distance, and often the accessibility, of the sites where they pursue
recreational activities.
Emotional states
Satisfaction is largely influenced by individual experiences arising from outdoor
recreation. For instance, novice mountain climbers will experience emotional
turmoil when ascending a climbing route that is too difficult for their skills, but
on reaching the summit, they will feel relief and elation. Participants of
mountaineering expeditions, on the other hand, experience “long periods of
stultifying boredom punctuated by brief periods of terror” (Loewenstein 1999,
p. 320).
Experiences perceived as enjoyable and stimulating at the same time
are those which outdoor recreation participants desire most. Such experiences
are typical for what M. Csikszentmihalyi describes as optimal experience or flow,
which is:

“[...] a sense of that one’s skills are adequate to cope with the challenges at
hand in a goal directed, rule bound action system that provides clear clues as to
how one is performing. Concentration is so intense that there is no attention
left over to think about anything irrelevant or to worry about problems. Selfconsciousness disappears, and the sense of time becomes distorted. An activity
that produces such experiences is so gratifying that people are willing to do it
for its own sake, with little concern for what they will get out of it, even when it
is difficult or dangerous” (Csikszentmihalyi 1996: 133).

The main feature of optimal experience, therefore, is that it is a goal in
itself. It is usually accompanied by excitement and a sense of deep satisfaction.
The phenomenon of flow refers to an optimal state of internal experiences
characterized by: focus on the activity at hand, full engagement of
consciousness and exploitation of skills, loss of the awareness of self and time,
and, above all, the dominance of autotelic experiences. A similar emotional
state is the “peak experience”, described as “moments of highest happiness and
fulfillment” when “all fears, all inhibitions, all weaknesses were left behind”
(Maslow 1968, p. 9, 73, as cited in Pomfret 2006). Peak experiences involve: no
consciousness of time and space, effortlessness, loss of fear, total attention, and
awe and reverence of the experience (Maslow 1967, as cited in Pomfret 2006).
Conclusions
The general model of satisfaction in outdoor recreation should take into
account a possibly highest number of variables. These can be divided into two
groups: situational (resource / environment conditions, social settings and
management settings) and subjective evaluation (socioeconomic characteristics,
attitudes and preferences, cultural characteristics, subjective norms,
experience, crowding and risk perception) (Fig. 6).
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Figure 6. The model of satisfaction in outdoor recreation (own elaboration
based on Whisman & Hollenhorst 1998, Manning 1999)
The wide and multi-dimensional nature of the notion of satisfaction
makes it an insensitive indicator of the influence of the variables which can be
modified by outdoor recreation managers. In other words, the level of
satisfaction may be determined by other variables, such as weather,
composition of the group of participants or the mood of an individual triggered
by other factors.
The large number of variables determining the satisfaction of outdoor
recreation participants and the relative nature of overall satisfaction suggests
that it may remain high even when type of quality of recreation opportunities
change. As many studies confirm (Manning 1999), overall satisfaction levels of
outdoor recreation participants remains often high, limiting their usefulness for
understanding relationships between recreation opportunities and experiences.
Measures of satisfaction should refer to the satisfaction with individual
service components, specific experiences or benefits rather than to the general
satisfaction with a given form of outdoor recreation. Therefore, as Manning

(1999) suggests, multiple-item measures of satisfaction may be more useful
than general, single-item measures.
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