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An Examination of Constraints
to Wilderness Visitation

BY GARY T. GREEN,* J. M. BOWKER,* CASSANDRA Y. JOHNSON,
H. KEN CORDELL, and XIONGFEI WANG

Abstract: Certain social groups appear notably less in wilderness visitation surveys than their
population proportion. This study examines whether different social groups in American soci-
ety (minorities, women, rural dwellers, low income and less educated populations) perceive
more constraints to wilderness visitation than other groups. Logistic regressions were fit to data
from the National Survey on Recreation and the Environment and used to model the proba-
bility that individuals perceive certain constraints to wilderness visitation. Seventeen structural,
personal, and psychological constraints related to hedlth, facilities, socioeconomic standing,
and other personal factors were examined. Modeled probabilities were explained by age,
race, gender, income, education, place of birth, and rural and regional residence. Results
revealed minorities, women, lower levels of income and education, and elderly populations
were more likely to perceive they were significantly constrained from visiting wilderness.
However, immigrants perceived fewer constraints to wilderness visitation than was expected.

{Left to right) Gary T. Green, Ken H. Cordell, Cassandra Y. Johnson, and J. M. Bowker. Photo by Eric A. Kuehler.
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Xiongfei Wang. Photo by Eric A. Kuehler.

Introduction

On September 3, 1964, the Wilderness Act was signed,
placing more than nine million acres (3.6 million ha) of
wildlands throughout the United States into protected pre-
serves (Hendee and Dawson 2002). These preserves were
to be “administered for the use and enjoyment of the
American people” (U.S. Public Law 88-577 (2a), 1964).

* Joint first authors

They were also “to secure for the American people of pres-
ent and future generations the benefits of an enduring
resource of wilderness” (U.S. Public Law 88-377 (2a),
1964). Today, over 105 million acres (42.5 million ha) of
designated wilderness exist (Despain 2006)).

Currently more than 56 million Americans per year
visit a designated wilderness or primitive area (which some
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. perceive as wilderness) for activities
such as hiking, canoeing, camping,
horseback riding, hunting, and fishing
(Bowker et al. 2006). Millions more
also enjoy more passive activities such

as bird-watching, photographing

wildlife, or simply sitting quietly and
viewing beautiful scenery (Cordell et
al. 2004). Research shows (and pre-
dicts) that with each passing year
more and more people are choosing to
visit wilderness or primitive areas to
participate in wilderness type activi-
ties. In fact, some estimates are
projecting a growth of 26% in overall
wilderness or primitive area recreation
users by 2050 (Cordell et al. 2005;
Bowker et al. 2006). ‘

Part of this growth and interest in
wilderness (or perceived wilderness)
visitation is related to the benefits that
are associated with these areas and
their use {Cordell, Tarrant, and Green
2003). Besides clean air and water,
research has shown that some people
accrue physical, spiritual, and psy-
chological benefits from visiting
wilderness areas (Cordell, Tarrant,
McDonald, and Bergstrom 1998;
Mace, Bell, and Loomis 2004). Other
research has also shown that wilder-
ness areas are valued by many people
for their historical, environmental,
cultural, recreational, or religious sig-
nificance (Cordell et al. 2005;
Johnson, Bowker, Bergstrom, and
Cordell 2004; Schuster, Cordell, and
Phillips 2005; Taylor 2000).

Despite the benefits and values
that people place on, and accrue from
wilderness areas and their use, some
studies have shown that certain seg-
ments of American society do not, or
seldom, visit or recreate within wilder-
ness (Bowker et al. 2006; Cordell,
Betz, and Green 2002). Unfortunately,
few researchers have
whether

examined
different segments of

American society simply choose not to

visit wilderness areas or whether they
instead encounter or perceive con-
straints to wilderness visitation.

The Problem

Significant demographic changes are
currently occurring, and are projected
to continue to occur, in this country
(Riche 2000; U.S. Census Bureau
2000). The American population is
rapidly becoming more racially and
culturally diverse (Taylor 2000). Yet,
in regard to visitation and use, wilder-
ness areas remain and are still strongly
associated as areas predominantly
used by white males (Bowker et al.
2006; Roberts and Rodriguez 2001). If
our public lands (including wilder-
ness and primitive areas) are to
continue to receive the same support
from the American people as in previ-
ous vyears, then the views and
patronage of these growing diverse
groups (e.g., Blacks,
women) could become increasingly
important to the future allocation or
management of our public lands
(Johnson et al. 2004: Taylor 2000)
(see figure 1).

The Wilderness Act (1964)
recently celebrated its 40th anniver-
sary. It seems both an appropriate and
auspicious time to examine whether
the wilderness areas (as well as the
primitive areas) set aside for the
enjoyment, use, benefit, and perma-
nent good of all Americans are
actually being utilized and enjoyed by
all. This study hypothesizes that cer-

Hispanics,

tain social and marginalized segments
of American society (e.g., minorities,
women, urban dwellers, immigrants,
lower income and educated groups)
are more likely than others (e.g,
whites, men, nonimmigrants, and
rural dwellers) to encounter or per-
ceive their visitation and use of
wilderness areas are constrained by
factors related to socioeconomic
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Figure 1—Woman ond child preparing to go dog sledding in the
Dendli Wilderness, an area manoged in Alaska by the National

standing, facilities, health, and other
personal factors. In particular, 17 spe-
cific constraints, which may be
grouped into two general categories,
internal and external, are examined.
Although the primary focus is on race
(Blacks, Asian/Pacific
[slanders), immigration, gender, rural

Hispanics,

and regional residence, income, age,
and education were also examined.
Following Henderson (1991, p. 366),
an outdoor recreation constraint was
defined as “anything that inhibits
people’s ability to participate in leisure
activities, to spend more time doing
50, to take advantage of leisure serv-
ices, or to achieve a desired level of
satisfaction.” These include internal
constraints such as personal skills,
abilities, knowledge, and health prob-
lems; and also external constraints
such as lack of time, transportation,
or facilities (Jackson 1988).

This study focused specifically on
perceived constraints to recreation
use of wilderness or primitive areas.
Constraints to wilderness access and
use were reported by individuals who
had visited or indicated an interest in
visiting a wilderness or primitive area
in the last 12 months. Individuals
who had not visited or had no interest
in visiting a wilderness or primitive
area were also surveyed.
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