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Special Issue on Graduate 
Student Research: Guest editors’ 
introduction

Richard Pringle, Department of Sport and Leisure Studies, University 
of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand.

Ruth Sibson, School of Marketing, Tourism and Leisure, Edith Cowan 
University, Perth, Australia.

The idea for this collection of papers, based on current postgraduate research 
or theses completed in the last three years, stemmed from the editors of Annals 
of Leisure Research (ALR) in December 2005. Professor John Jenkins, the man-
aging editor of ALR, subsequently invited applications from Australian and 
New Zealand Association for Leisure Studies (ANZALS) members to edit this 
special edition. We independently applied and were fortunate to be granted 
this opportunity to work as ‘co-editors’. With the desire to recognise and 
promote excellence in student scholarship and to provide opportunities for 
publication, we made a subsequent call for papers. This call was promoted 
widely through a variety of research forums. The response was spectacular. 
We received 58 ‘expressions of interest’. 

Much of this interest stemmed from Australia, New Zealand, North 
America, and Britain, as might be expected, but we were also heartened to 
receive expressions of interest from scholars in Singapore, China, Greece, 
Belgium, Turkey, Brazil, the Reunion Islands, and the Caribbean. The range of 
topics and research approaches was accordingly diverse and very interesting. 
Given the general quality of the expressions of interest we encouraged many 
of the researchers to submit full papers. By the end of April 2007 we had 
received 28 full papers. With generous help from a wide variety of reviewers, 
particularly from ANZALS members and the Editorial Advisory Board of ALR, 
we accepted 17 papers for publication: hence this weighty double volume. 

The papers in this special edition draw from research paradigms span-
ning from the scientific method to postmodernism and are complemented 
by a variety of theoretical platforms. All of the papers provide an original 
contribution to leisure studies. To help introduce this eclectic mix of papers, 
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we have grouped them into the following broad areas: sport sociology; lei-
sure and health; work, leisure, and play; tourism and leisure; and outdoor 
recreation. 

Within the broad area of sport sociology five papers explore different issues 
associated with sport participation and consumption, identity, and issues of 
gender. Charmaine Fleming and Simone Fullagar draw on narrative inquiry 
and feminist theorising to provide a poignant and reflexive account of the 
first author’s sporting experiences as a participant and manager. Leslie Cove 
and Marisa Young examine concerns facing females in sporting contexts by 
drawing on organisational theories (human capital and statistical discrimi-
nation theories) to investigate women’s boxing careers and the perceptions 
of coaches. Anne Probert, Farah Palmer, and Sarah Leberman conducted a 
large-scale examination, via postal questionnaire and in-depth interviews, to 
reveal the risk and health-compromising practices used by male and female 
bodybuilders. Tom Gibbons and Jim Lusted, via participant-observation in 
English pubs, explore the phenomenon of ‘glocalisation’ with respect to foot-
ball fans and local identity. Finally, Bengü Arslan and Canan Koca examine 
the Turkish print media, via content analysis, to understand the quantity and 
quality of coverage devoted to male and female athletes. As one of the first 
content analyses of sport coverage from an Islamic country to be published 
in an English language journal, we find it interesting to note that the quantity 
of coverage devoted to sportswomen was not widely different from similar 
studies undertaken in New Zealand or Australia.

Two of the papers are concerned with the burgeoning field of leisure and 
health. Ji-Sook Han and Ian Patterson provide an in-depth review of literature 
concerned with the interrelations between mood state, leisure, and health. 
They conclude by offering a theoretical model to explain the complex rela-
tionships. Kim Sinclair, Michael Hamlin, and Clare Simpson provide results 
of an empirical study that investigated the physical activity patterns, as deter-
mined via heart-rate monitors, of older New Zealanders. The results suggest 
that this group is not as physically active as has been previously determined 
via survey techniques.

Three of the papers are concerned with the nexus between work, leisure, 
and play. Margo Hilbrecht reviews selected theories and studies that have 
examined the work–leisure relationship in relation to various social changes 
that have occurred under the conditions of ‘late-modernity’. Nathaniel 
Bavinton delves into issues of power and resistance to examine how some 
individuals have utilised constraints to promote and participate within a new 
inner-city leisure pursuit, Parkour or Freerunning. Finally, Emma Sherry and 
David Shilbury investigate the public expectations related to sport, and how 
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these expectations impact on the management and governance of profes-
sional Australian Football League clubs. Their results suggest sport managers 
need to be aware of the cultural context of sport in order to provide ethical 
governance. 

Four papers, from distinctly different parts of the globe, examine issues 
concerned with tourism and leisure. Nikolaos Boukas provides the results of 
a survey study that explored visitors’ perceptions of cultural tourism with 
specific respect to the archaeological site of Delphi in Greece. Maria Amoamo 
draws on postcolonial theory to examine, via in-depth interviews and case 
studies, the representation of Maori culture within the Aotearoa New Zealand 
tourist industry. Leonard Johnny and Leslie-Ann Jordan provide a statistical 
analysis of the relationship between crime and tourist arrivals in St Lucia in 
the Caribbean. Lastly, Robb Mason and Barry O’Mahony examine the devel-
opment of food and wine trails within Victoria, Australia, and focus on the 
importance of ‘narratives’ to enhance the meaningful experiences for culinary 
tourists.

Closely related to tourism and leisure experiences, three papers explore 
varied facets of outdoor recreation. Brent Moyle and Glen Croy use survey 
data to explore visitor perceptions of crowding and visitor satisfaction in the 
off-season at Port Campbell National Park in Victoria, Australia. Christopher 
Wynveen, Robert Bixler, and William Hammitt, via a large Internet survey, 
examine issues surrounding crime, urban encroachment, and law enforcement 
strategies in national parks within the United States. Finally, Jackie Dawson 
and Daniel Scott examine the economic implications of global warming to the 
Vermont ski industry through scientific analysis of global climate models.

This postgraduate student edition provides an opportunity to gain a snap-
shot of what leisure students are examining in many different places around 
the world and the research approaches that they are utilising. We would like 
to thank all the students (and supervisors) for their contributions to this 
issue and the anonymous referees who provided valuable guidance. 
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Reflexive Methodologies: An 
autoethnography of the gendered 
performance of sport/management

Charmaine Fleming & Simone Fullagar, Doctoral Candidate and 
Senior Lecturer, Department of Tourism, Leisure, Hotel and Sport 
Management, Griffith University, Queensland

Abstract • Autoethnography has emerged as a relatively new methodological 
approach within the fields of leisure, sport, and tourism studies and more broadly 
within the social sciences. As a reflexive methodology it offers the beginning and 
the experienced researcher a means of critically exploring the social forces that 
have shaped their own involvement in leisure practices and subsequent profes-
sional careers. In this paper we discuss the significance of autoethnography as it 
was utilised by the first author in her student research on women’s participation 
in cricket and the management dilemmas within this sport. The process involved 
recollecting, writing, and re-reading experiences in light of feminist theories that 
explore the performance of gender through sport. The second author’s involve-
ment in the project is discussed in terms of the relational, supervisory context 
that can foster writing of the self into research within honours and postgraduate 
programs. In this way the writing practices that mediate knowledge produced 
about leisure or sport are made transparent and foregrounded within the research 
process itself. The autoethnographic approach used in this paper contributes to 
the emergent methodological literature that embraces the textual or narrative 
turn within qualitative studies of leisure and sport.

Key words: autoethnography, gender, sport, participation, cricket, reflexive 
methodology

Introduction
Autoethnography has emerged as a relatively new methodological approach 
within sport and leisure research and more broadly within the social sciences 
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(Denzin, 1997; Ellis & Bochner, 1992). Debates surrounding the crisis of 
representation in social theory and research have contributed to the ‘textual 
turn’ within leisure studies that is now evident within a range of qualita-
tive methods and forms of theoretical analysis (Fullagar, 2002; Markula & 
Pringle, 2006; Parry & Johnson, 2007; Rinehart, 2005; Rowe, 2006; Sparkes, 
2002). As an autobiographical genre of writing, autoethnographies are usu-
ally written in a first-person voice that displays multiple layers of conscious-
ness, connecting the personal to the cultural (Ellis, 2004). As a reflexive 
methodology it offers the researcher a means of critically exploring the social 
forces and discursive practices that have shaped their own involvement in 
leisure and sport and subsequent professional careers (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 
2000; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Using one’s own experience for research pur-
poses provides a unique opportunity for leisure and sport management stu-
dents to reflect upon what they bring to their professional roles and how they 
may engage with professional cultures to bring about social change. In this 
way autoethnography offers a method through which academic supervisors 
can encourage honours and postgraduate students to write themselves into 
research and also make the reading-writing relations of knowledge produc-
tion more transparent (Game, 1991). In doing so students can problematise 
the power relations that shape their own leisure related identities, perform-
ances and managerial authority exercised in relation to the ‘freedom’ of others 
(leisure participants, consumers, citizens, etc.). 

In this paper we discuss the significance of autoethnography as a method 
utilised by the first author in beginning her student research into the declin-
ing participation in Queensland women’s (aged 25 to 35 years) representa-
tive indoor cricket and the management dilemmas within this non-traditional 
sport. The second author’s involvement in the project is discussed in terms 
of the relational, supervisory context that can be used to foster the writing of 
the self into research within honours and postgraduate programs. We include 
the first author’s autoethnography as it is written through memories that 
reveal the gendered performance of multiple identities (player, coach, and 
manager) within the discursive field of cricket. Given the many permutations 
of authoethnographic research in this paper we draw explicitly upon feminist 
and post-structuralist perspectives to explore the question of how power is 
exercised in relation to women’s performance of gendered sporting identities 
(see also Markula & Pringle, 2006, on masculinity and sport). This approach 
explores how the institutional structures and cultures of sport intersect with 
gender norms that mediate the experience of femininity, embodiment, and 
sexuality (Weedon, 1987). In different instances these norms can either reit-
erate, or contest, the masculine culture of cricket. To conclude the paper we 
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reflect on the process and analytic utility of autoethnography as a means of 
further developing students’ theoretical understanding. Our aim is to contrib-
ute to the methodological literature in leisure and sport studies through the 
writing of an autoethnographic account and the process involved. In using 
a feminist research approach we also seek to make visible the gendered per-
formance of sport/management for students, professionals, and researchers 
in the field.

Autoethnography as a reflexive methodology 
The process of reflection is the means through which a reflexive method of self 
inquiry is produced. When we critically reflect we consider the premises for 
our thoughts, observations and our use of language (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 
2000). For Steier (1991: 245), ‘the core of reflection (reflexivity) consists of 
an interest in the way we construct ourselves socially while also constructing 
objects in our research, for without construction, and without constructing 
and constructed self, there is no meaning.’ From a sociological perspective 
this involves thinking about ‘how’ certain social forces or power relations 
shape what one does, how one thinks about one’s identity and responds to the 
expectations of others within the context of sport or leisure. Many feminist 
writers have long advocated that starting research from one’s own experi-
ences helps to reposition the personal sphere as also political (Haug, 1987, 
Stanley 1990). Reflective techniques enable significant sport experiences to 
be remembered, problematised and written in narrative form. In this paper 
we present a narrative of the sporting self that offers a means of exploring 
gender and power relations within cricket as a historically masculine pursuit 
and professional domain. Rather than presuming to offer a coherent account 
of identity, the autoethnographic narrative presented here is written through 
fragments of time that have been ordered chronologically to reflect the con-
tinuity of the author’s desire for sport. It is a personal story that also works 
as an academic analysis by virtue of being informed by theoretical texts that 
explore the performance of gendered subjectivity (Butler, 1990; Wearing, 
1998). There are a multitude of ways of writing narratives of self that utilise 
different literary techniques and styles that include personal essays, chrono-
logical or non-linear structures, fictionalised stories, and a variety of autho-
rial speaking positions (Bruce, 2000; Richardson, 1998). The story we present 
here has moved through a number of iterations involving different stylistic 
techniques, collaborative reflection, and analysis that also incorporated the 
insights of others, such as reviewers of this paper and thesis examiners. 

The techniques of feminist memory work were used to help produce and 
structure the personal narrative as the autoethnographic text. Memory work 
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is concerned with how individual women construct their personal and col-
lective identity through the structures and practices of society (Haug, 1987). 
As a means of remembering through writing, this technique documents the 
ways in which women perform femininity within the everyday relations of 
sport, thereby reproducing a social formation that may contribute to, or chal-
lenge, oppressive gender relations (Haug, 1987). Duquin (2000) argues that 
the memory work involved in writing autoethnographic accounts offers a 
powerful method of investigating the importance of emotion as part of iden-
tify formation in sport:

Memory is tied to emotion; feelings make events significant. In memory work, 
replaying past emotions reveals the forces and everyday events that helped 
shape self-identity. . . . Memory work reveals how emotions are socialised 
in sport and how individuals can become active agents in constructing their 
emotional lives. One major advantage of such methodology is that personal 
memory work exposes the complex interaction of various social statuses (for 
example, class, gender, sexuality) in the emotional patterning of individual 
lives. (Duquin, 2000: 480–481)

The memory work of autoethnography is also significant in producing a dif-
ferent kind of knowledge relation between the writer and reader of the story. 
The practice of reading stories of the sporting self becomes part of an inter-
subjective experience that can connect the ‘research’ with the reader’s recol-
lections of their own and others’ experience. As Bochner and Ellis (1996: 
24) note, good autoethnographies inspire a different way of reading: ‘It isn’t 
meant to be consumed as knowledge or received passively. . . . On the whole, 
autoethnographers do not want you to sit back as spectators; they want read-
ers to feel, care and desire.’ This approach calls on readers to engage with 
the text as a fiction of the self that invites reflection on the particularity and 
universality of sport or leisure experiences (Sparkes, 2002). Hence, it reflects 
a post-structuralist view that emphasises the interaction of the reader and 
the text as a co-production of knowledge that can effect transformations in 
thinking and feeling (Game, 1991). Writing the self through stories of sport 
enables the relationships between language, gendered subjectivity, and the 
norms of sporting culture to be made visible and subject to change (Weedon, 
1987). Writing moves from being conventionally positioned as a ‘represen-
tation of the real world’ to an academic practice that mediates, affects, and 
engages in the creation of different knowledges of leisure or sport experience 
(Parry & Johnson, 2007). In this way the writing-reading relations of knowl-
edge are made transparent and foregrounded within the research process so 
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that students can appraise the academic conventions that govern the field and 
their own practices. We revisit the issue of supervision after the autoethno-
graphic account that follows and discuss its analytic utility within academic 
and professional fields. To contextualise the story, the first author writes from 
the position of being an Honours student in her late 30s having returned to 
study after 15 years in sport management. She reflects back on key memories 
in order to make sense of the gender relations and embodied experiences that 
shaped her identity through sport. 

An autoethnographic account 
Growing up with cricket 
The childhood smell of linseed oil and the aroma of my cricket kit evokes an 
idealised time when sport was the most important thing in my life. From the 
age of eight I lived for Wednesday afternoon training and wished away the 
week to wake up early on Saturday mornings in anticipation of what the day 
in cricket was to hold. Dressed in my cricket ‘whites’, I waited for the coach 
to pick me up. 

‘Will I score a hundred, hit a six or be bowled first ball?’
Travelling to the game was an in-between space that intensified the shift 

from home to this other world that was cricket. This ritual transformed the 
mundane school week and opened up possibilities beyond the everydayness 
of small town rural life. Opportunities in the town curtailed the types of sport 
and leisure activities I could pursue. Typical gender choices were offered; 
football and cricket for boys or netball and social events for girls. It was a 
whirl of tea parties, dolls, dress-ups, boyfriends, and endless chatter that I 
figured served only to distract girls from the adventure of sport.

‘Watch what you wear, be polite, sit still and keep yourself nice dear.’
I slipped out the back, hid round the corner and escaped into the rough 

and tumble physicality of Cowboys and Indians with the boys. 

Girly girl or tomboy?
Being a tomboy, rather than a ‘girly girl’, I longed for the adventure of riding 
my bike, yabbying, or playing cricket and football with the neighbourhood 
boys. Few other girls dared to join us and seeing the scar on my left knee now 
reminds me of why.

‘Charmaine, are you all right?’ 
Through the dust I recognise Tim’s voice, my next-door neighbour. He 

leans over me, curious to see if I have much skin missing or maybe a broken 
bone. It hurts like mad, but a fall off my bike is not going to keep me from 
finding the secret yabby spot.
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‘Let’s go Tim, we need to catch up to everyone else.’
 Always endeavouring to catch up, keep up, be as good as or maybe one 

day beat the boys. But girls were required to wear dresses and netball skirts 
for physical education and sport. There was no choice about it; your body 
was the vehicle of feminine display. Netball and cricket skirts restricted the 
way I dived to catch a ball in front of others. Uniforms signified gender com-
pliance and also rebellion against being forced into being a certain kind of 
girl. Johnno, my high-school cricket coach, always started training sessions 
with catching practice.

‘C’mon Charmaine, dive for that ball, what’s wrong with you?’
‘Johnno, can I just get out of this skirt? Let me change into my shorts.’
‘Don’t be stupid, all the other girls are doing the drill. Just do it.’
‘I am not like the other girls.’ 
I wanted to play so I followed the drills. There were new challenges to be 

confronted in the practice nets in front of the fast bowlers. My hands started 
to sweat and my knees shook slightly in anticipation of the delivery and how 
I would play the ball. 

Years later sitting in the dressing-room, putting on my shorts to play my 
last superleague match the memories came flooding back; the ‘skirt shall be 
worn’ dictum of school sport that made so many of us cringe, feeling shame-
fully exposed. Magically things changed once I could don a pair of shorts. 
The painful self-conscious performance of femininity was left behind in my 
rush to embrace the full pleasure of physicality in the game. 

To hair or not to hair
‘I looked around the hairdresser’s shop filling up with noisy team members. 
Where are Sam and Nick? Let’s get them in here, we haven’t got all day the 
game starts in an hour.’ 

Before each superleague match I would persuade my team mates to get 
their hair spiked with the reassurance that they would play an infinitely 
better game. I enjoyed this pre-game preparation of putting on the war paint 
to psyche up against the opposition. It was a collective practice of resignify-
ing femininity by subverting the hair rituals of girlhood. I can still hear my 
mother yelling, 

‘Hurry up and fix your hair, you will be late for school.’
At primary school my sisters did my hair in plaits and ribbons. Each morn-

ing it was a continuous tug of war as they brushed my hair and untangled the 
knots in the desire to present me to the world as a pretty little girl. 

‘If you don’t sit still, I will cut it all off.’ 
At last, a way out of the daily torture. Having long hair interfered with 
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my capacity to play sport. By age twelve I had short hair and have worn it 
this way ever since. It symbolised a break away from the normalised binds of 
femininity and I was able to focus on captaining my cricket team. 

Gender collison 
I pursued cricket with the support of my family who acknowledged my talent 
and ability. My brother David, a passionate sportsperson, constantly encour-
aged me to challenge the norms of the day and play sport, including rugby 
league and cricket.

‘Don’t worry about what other people think, you have the ability and you 
enjoy the game, so play.’ 

I measured my success against his and this raised the standard of my 
cricket. 

However, even from an early age sport and gender expectations collided, 
opening up alternative possibilities that shaped my sense of self through an 
active sporting identity. My first significant experience of gender inequity 
occurred at the age of thirteen when I was told that I could no longer play in 
the rugby league team. The coach sheepishly approached me at training, 

‘Look although you’re a good player, you’re at an age where the boys are 
“naturally” much stronger and suited to playing the game. You can no longer 
play, sorry.’

I crashed heavily into the glass wall of junior sport, gutted by the 
assumptions. 

‘Why can’t girls keep playing rugby league, why do boys have all the 
fun?’

My body was changing shape and I assumed this emerging femininity was 
considered unsuitable for physical contact sport. This turning point revealed 
the pervasive effects of ‘essentially different’ discourses about the gendered 
body that constrained me from playing. Yet, it did not work to completely 
exclude me. I continued to challenge these naturalising discourses through 
the performance of cricket. 

My cricket success started to be widely recognised at high school. I was 
selected in the high school girls’ team and received the junior sports award 
that year. Supportive interactions with my male coach and the senior wom-
en’s captain affirmed my sporting identity. One of the highlights of my cricket 
career was being named the captain of the Under 16 team (with eight boys 
and three girls) that played in the Saturday morning competition. 

There were ongoing power struggles. The boys tried to undermine my 
decisions about field placements and the bowling order, as they often felt I 
made the wrong decision. Mark, the vice-captain tried to divide the team; my 
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crew were planning a mutiny. In front of the team he proclaimed, 
‘What would you know, you’re only a girl.’ 
It would have been easy to walk away but I had so much invested, it made 

me even more strong-willed. I learned to stand by my decisions and when we 
won a match the tables turned. Post-game meetings were a perfect opportu-
nity to make the point, 

‘Maybe a girl’s opinion is worth listening to.’
Laughter filled the room. Simon, a bowler spoke up, ‘Yeah today you 

made some pretty good tactical decisions, and it helped me get three wickets.’ 
Some of the team gave him a shove for being so big-headed; the mutiny had 
passed.

One of the boys(?)
Once the boys recognised my identity as a cricket player at the age of four-
teen they saw me as ‘like them’ as a ‘mate’ rather than a potential girlfriend. 
My gender identity and femininity were shaped around my sporting prow-
ess, which challenged the discursive forms of ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ sporting 
behaviour expected from teenage girls. Most of my girlfriends were playing 
netball as it was seen as an appropriate sport, not too physical or aggressive. 
My sporting success enabled the performance of a different feminine identity 
that did not rely on heteronormative rewards linked to being the object of 
masculine desire. Instead, winning, competence, pleasure in competition and 
strength were other rewards I gained from sport.

On a Monday morning I crawled out of bed stiff and sore from a week at 
the Regional School Girl Cricket competition. As I stepped onto the bus there 
was a huge colourful banner pasted on the window congratulating me on 
my sporting performance. At school the principal held a special assembly to 
recognise my team’s success. This small rural school validated young women’s 
participation in sport and thus affirmed and made visible my identity in rela-
tion to others; peers, teachers and family members. 

 ‘Keep going, push yourself, just one more repetition.’ 
The gym instructor urges me to keep pumping the weights, working on 

my upper body and leg strength to enhance my cricketing performance. I 
am exhausted, sweat running down my face, my muscles ache but I find the 
strength to finish the workout. Feeling good I stroll past the mirror and notice 
the muscle shape that is developing as desired.

But my body also becomes a site of discursive struggle as I move beyond 
the normalised boundaries of corporeal ‘femininity’. The female body is 
invested with gendered meanings that reproduce an inferiorised notion of 
sexual difference. Women are weak, not strong; they should play sports that 
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accommodate such difference. When women fail, or are unable to cite corpo-
real femininity, the body is read differently. In other words, they are excluded 
from the category ‘woman’ and are not recognised as ‘women’. Team mates 
often remarked on my changing body,

 	 ‘Where did Charmaine go? I didn’t know we had Arnie Schwarzenegger 
playing in our team tonight.’

Embodying sporting success through cricket positioned me outside of 
normalised femininity and as not quite accepted within the masculine cul-
ture either — a kind of third space where the meaning of gender was open 
to revision. Cricket created challenging experiences and opened up career 
opportunities that would have remained unknown to me, as a woman, if my 
childhood passion had not been encouraged by family members, coaches, 
and my school’s sporting philosophy.

Indoor cricket: The intensification of gender difference 
In combination with outdoor cricket I started playing indoor cricket when I was 
in high school and found the game to be a new challenge. Eight of us squeeze 
into the coach’s Tarago van for the hour-long drive, laughing and joking all the 
way about how easy it will be. Our nonchalance was short-lived. 

‘You mean we only run to halfway and the ball deflects off the nets in any 
direction?’ 

The indoor game was faster and more exciting. It heightened my desire 
to be selected at the representative level during college and I continued to 
play when I took up my first job as a junior indoor cricket coordinator. 
Occasionally spectator sledging occurred at matches and I would be gender 
stereotyped. This usually happened if I showed some form of aggression or 
gesture towards the opposing team. Comments about my style of play or 
appearance would echo around the court. 

‘She plays like she has balls. . . . I thought this was the women’s game, not 
a men’s game.’ 

I worked hard to ignore the double standards. I was a caged tiger at the 
zoo, pacing up and down inside the nets, waiting for my next prey — the 
new batswoman. In the match verbal sledging was part of a complex power 
game we commonly used to test the metal of opposition players. If the batter 
missed the ball in consecutive deliveries, as the wicketkeeper, I would catch 
it and glare. In a voice loud enough only for the batter and my team mates to 
hear I’d slip out a comment, 

‘I’ve seen better bats in a cave.’ 
My team mates would snigger and circle the carcass, move in for the kill. 

Up front fielders would clap and yell before the next delivery, 



Reflexive Methodologies • 247

‘Let’s go Junior, this batter has no idea.’
For the male players this sport behaviour was seen as only natural, unlike 

the ‘ladies’ team. As a result I used to struggle with holding in-check my 
behaviour on the court. This meant that I did not always play to my full 
potential and the enjoyment of the game was often diminished. 

Out or in?
Challenging gender norms through cricket has meant I have been subjected 
to heterosexist stereotyping. Normalised assumptions about heterosexuality 
as ‘naturally’ superior to homosexuality pervaded the sport culture (Mason, 
2002). In everyday conversations about cricket I often confronted negative 
judgements and questions about my sexuality. 

‘So you like to date girls then?’ 
I was taken back by the sense of entitlement people felt they had to make 

such comments. I learnt to dismiss them, to move the conversation away from 
myself as the object of curiosity. Women are often subjected to sexual stere-
otyping and are typecast as ‘butch dykes’ for playing men’s sport (Caudwell, 
2004; Hargreaves, 1994; Lenskyi, 1986; Theberge, 2000). While some women 
reclaim the word ‘dyke’ as an alternative identity, it becomes an instrument of 
homophobia when used to denigrate lesbian femininity. This was no different 
for me as I reached my college years. There were times that I would admit 
to being ‘out’ and then other times I would stay ‘in’ the closet. The extent in 
which I disclosed my sexuality varied in relation to the people with whom I 
socialised. I was comfortable being out with the ‘girls from cricket’ as it was 
a culture that accepted difference. I remember the different kind of identity 
negotiations that occurred at cricket. 

‘Well, what side of the fence do you sit on?’
In response to the bewildered and blushing look on my face she quickly 

replied,
‘It doesn’t matter to us as long as you play the game well and accept eve-

ryone for who they are.’ 
In heterosexual groups of people where being gay was not the ‘norm’, I 

would stay ‘in’ the closet, as many of them were homophobic. I experienced 
many instances of heterosexism when playing in predominantly heterosexual 
teams that rendered my identity invisible or morally suspect. Jokes and innu-
endo about gays and lesbians permeated the change rooms in many different 
sports. The captain of my soccer team once made comments about the oppos-
ing team after a match,

‘I bet you five bucks on who the straight ones are. . . . Did we just play the 
men’s team out there?’
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Laughter and comments continued, I sat there avoiding eye contact with 
anyone. In fear of being ostracised and misunderstood I stayed silent and 
‘passed’ as heterosexual. Sport is risky; the injuries are often hidden in the 
constant negotiation of gender and sexual identity. 

In contrast when I was at college the culture of women’s cricket did pro-
vide a relatively safe social space for players who chose not, or were unable 
or unwilling, to conform to ‘compulsory’ heterosexuality and heterosexual 
femininity (Caudwell, 2004). We would spend a lot of time together training, 
playing, and then socialising at the local pub and nightclubbing. This was 
an instance in which gay women challenged the conspicuous ‘heterosexing 
of the spaces they use’ (Caudwell, 2004). Wearing (1998) argues that leisure 
spaces where sport and drinking occur tend to reinforce masculine territorial-
ity and the dominance of masculine values as natural and normal. Yet, they 
are also spaces open to contestation by inferiorised groups who refuse to be 
excluded on the basis of gender or sexuality.

Cricket, career or both
Like many students in leisure and sport management my dream was to be 
able to combine my passion for cricket with a career in sport. Playing indoor 
cricket started out as a fun way to improve my skills for outdoor cricket, but 
when my professional career began within an indoor sports centre I took the 
game more seriously. Part of my job description in the early days of managing 
was to be a role model and positive influence on juniors and my superleague 
team mates. I then moved into a senior management position which involved 
working closely with the male owner/manager. It was my first experience of 
gender inequality and the masculine culture of indoor sport centre manage-
ment. I began to express my opinions at zone meetings about how certain 
issues should be dealt with in relation to the structure and promotion of 
women’s cricket. Most of my comments were ignored or trivialised by the 
men attending these meetings.

‘I think that the current structure of superleague needs to be revamped to 
encourage more women to play.’ 

 ‘What would you know about what is best for women’s cricket? Most of 
us are successful centre owners and we have tried different strategies to pro-
mote women’s sport, but nothing works.’ 

Women players were the problem, not the structure of the competition or 
the lack of management support. I struggled to make myself and the gender 
issues visible in a different way.

The centre owner gave me some direction about how he wanted it to be 
run as a profitable commercial enterprise. As time went on, however, I was 
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given virtually free rein to do what I thought best as long as the centre con-
tinued to generate profit and our team numbers grew. I focused on increasing 
the number of representative women playing indoor cricket and as a result 
the centre developed a successful reputation for women’s cricket. 	

After eight years I left this position and took on a new challenge as the 
inaugural manager of a multi-purpose complex in a remote mining town. 
Several power struggles eventuated in this position. My decisions about the 
coordination of activities at the centre were continually judged by some of 
the men on the management committee who viewed women as inferior to 
themselves. Doubts were raised whenever I implemented new ideas and strat-
egies to create a financially viable sports centre. My marketing strategies were 
questioned in relation to getting families involved in the centre.

‘Do you think that’s really the right thing to do?’ 
My authority undermined again, despite having professional qualifica-

tions and experience within the management of multi-sports centres. Why 
was I surprised, it was just an extension of the discursive field of sport that 
had shaped my life for years. Although the majority of people worked well 
with me, there were some men who were flabbergasted that I could play 
indoor cricket competitively. They challenged me over certain rules and pro-
cedures. They ignored the gender rule on bowling more slowly to women in 
mixed games and searched out the body line. I felt the intensity like a growing 
menace.

‘In the game tonight the men will be after me, all fired up to bowl me out, 
hoping not be outdone by a woman. A lump forms in my throat, I swallow 
awkwardly. How long will it take for them to accept me as a fellow player and 
not as a threat?’ 

After three years I returned to the city to manage the centre I had left. My 
previous boss waited until I had built the business up before he sold it to a 
new owner who was very much one of the ‘boys’ and made my job difficult. I 
experienced sexism on more than one occasion. The inaugural golf day was 
held for the whole centre but the women were not even invited to participate. 
Sport has been singled out as an area in which women experience discrimina-
tion as a result of what sport sociologists have termed ‘corporate masculinity’ 
and the ‘locker room culture’ (McKay, 1996). 

As a centre manager there were times when I needed to enforce certain 
rules and make decisions about the competition. I sensed that certain players 
felt I was a ‘bitch’. However, if the male owner made the same decision he was 
regarded as approaching the problem in the direct manner. I also faced issues 
of trying to maintain and enhance the number of women indoor cricket play-
ers. At one stage I was told, 
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‘Stop wasting your time and just concentrate on the men’s cricket, it pro-
duces more revenue for the centre.’ 

These economic and gendered discourses had a negative influence on my 
decision making about women’s cricket. They limited the amount of advertis-
ing and promotion I could direct towards the women’s competition. However, 
I found ways to subvert this by collaborating with the women players about 
what they wanted, giving them the right to be heard. I quickly learnt about the 
powerful effect of these masculine codes of sport management that governed 
gender relations on and off the field. Ironically, the resolve I developed to chal-
lenge the gendered rules of sport management emerged from years of embody-
ing the struggles and competitive pleasures that are central to the game itself.

The analytic utility of the autoethnographic approach
Exploring this narrative of sport highlights the powerful effect of language 
and gender norms on shaping the performance and value of women’s sport 
identities (Weedon, 1987). Through my multiple identities as a cricket player, 
indoor sport manager, and coach, I mobilised different discourses about gen-
dered embodiment, sexual identity, and sporting ability. The story gave voice 
to my experience as a player as I articulated my rights along with my fellow 
team-mates for recognition in the sport alongside the men. The process ena-
bled me to reflect on how the women players actively challenged the domi-
nant norms that shaped the culture of indoor cricket as a ‘man’s’ sport, and 
created other ways of valuing women’s involvement in the game. I recognised 
a key moment when the increased visibility of women’s sporting ability was 
achieved through my ‘superleague’ cricket team winning matches. After sev-
eral rounds we were leading the competition and suddenly the men started to 
take an interest in our team and to support our games. Ensuing conversations 
with the men would then revolve around sporting technique as our playing 
ability and game tactics had become ‘visible’ to them. The discursive field was 
shifting as men began to acknowledge the skill and competitiveness involved 
in the performance of women’s indoor cricket. In reflecting on this example 
we argue that autoethnographic accounts can also work on another level to 
highlight and circulate a range of counter discourses, and thus challenge the 
normative power relations that underpin the discursive field of cricket and 
enable the production of new, resistant meanings. 

This autoethnographic account has drawn heavily on post-structural fem-
inism to move beyond a zero-sum notion of patriarchal power to examine the 
relational and discursive workings of gendered power (Bordo, 1993; Butler, 
1990, 1993; Weedon, 1987). Its analytic utility relates to how gender norms 
are shown as significant in mediating how others within society, and more 
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specifically how women themselves, make ‘thinkable’ their involvement in 
non-traditional sport. As the autoethnographic account has demonstrated 
there is a variety of ways in which gender is performed, and there still remain 
dominant sporting ideals that reinforce masculine authority about women’s 
sport participation and leadership (Adams, Schmitke, & Franklin, 2005; 
Hargreaves, 1994; Shaw, 1994). Butler (1990) shares Foucault’s conception 
of power as ever present in our everyday interactions and this notion can be 
extended to sport administration and competition. Butler importantly argues 
that power is not only prohibitive but also enables subversive gender perform-
ances. Without such performativity in sport we would have no way of becom-
ing subjects, no way of exercising agency, no way of finding some activities 
desirable and others not. Our gendered subjectivities are constructed out of 
sport practices but are not reducible to them, there is always room for change 
and modification (Wearing, 1998). The problematic posed here is that gender 
identity is never fixed and changes according to the kind of sport perform-
ances and performances of sport management that women enact. Some of 
these gender performances are rewarded and others negatively sanctioned 
according to dominant practices and normalised values within sport institu-
tions, hence the necessity of making these relations visible. 

Supervision as a reading-writing relation
To complete our discussion of the analytic utility of autoethnographic meth-
ods this section shifts the focus back to the supervision relation that ena-
bles reflexive student research. As a method for encouraging honours and 
postgraduate students to critically engage with their own experiences, the 
autoethnographic process provides a useful point of departure for further 
qualitative research with others and for encouraging theoretically informed 
analysis of everyday leisure or sport issues. Writing about one’s sporting self 
is a far more difficult task than it first appears to be with constant reflection 
required on writing style, levels of disclosure and working between concep-
tual and everyday registers. The supervision relationship works to mediate 
this research process as the supervisor is positioned as the primary ‘reader’ in 
what is the co-production of the student’s own written story (Green & Lee, 
1999). It is learning-teaching relation with particular ethical and pedagogical 
parameters. Acknowledging the supervisor’s position of authority helps to 
make transparent the asymmetry of the student-teacher knowledge relation 
that is often reified through traditional ‘apprenticeship models’, or denied 
through ‘anti-hierarchical’ claims within the institutional context of higher 
education (Grant, 2005). The position of supervisor-reader opens up an in-
between space where the focus of learning for each person centres on the 
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student’s process of developing their own academic voice. Reading, however, 
is understood as a productive process in itself where the meaning of the stu-
dent’s story is questioned in light of a shared exploration of conceptual issues. 
For example, the writing of the first author’s Charmaine’s story involved 
ongoing discussion and written exploration of particular aspects of gendered 
subjectivity and sport as well as reflection on the writing itself. The story that 
emerged came out of this intertexual research process of remembering sport 
experiences within the supervision dynamic and engagement with particular 
theoretical texts. A different kind of story may well have resulted from the 
involvement of other supervisors or texts. 

In the supervision relation, writing as the craft of research was emphasised 
as the process of creating knowledge. In this way writing through one’s gender 
and sport experiences enables the creation of different embodied knowledges 
or subjugated knowledges (Foucault, 1980) that can produce a range of 
effects in readers, such as, sympathy, outrage, guilt, disbelief and pleasure. 
This reading-writing relation can reverberate to mobilise other re-writings of 
self and other forms of reflection that can be understood as transformations 
of knowledge in the present. Thus, from a feminist perspective autoethno-
graphic writing can disrupt familiar, normalised ways of knowing women’s 
sport and open up possibilities for change. From a supervisor’s perspective 
this is the intellectually exciting aspect of engaging in different knowledge 
relations with students as they can generate novel insights or approaches to 
problems of gender inequality. 

The process of supervising students using autoethnographic methods 
is also challenging because of the dual demands that creativity and rigour 
place on the creation of narrative; encouraging personal reflection and critical 
engagement while avoiding the trap of self-indulgent writing. To work effec-
tively for both parties it involves an epistemological shift from conventional 
master/apprentice models towards more collaborative explorations where the 
student can exercise their intellectual autonomy (Bartlett & Mercer, 2000). 
This is not a matter of an ‘anything goes’ kind of writing, nor a naive form 
of reminiscence. Rather it is a critically engaged and self-disciplined form of 
reflective analysis that can generate awareness of the politics and ethics of 
representation for both student and supervisor. The focus on reading-writing 
also foregrounds the issue of ethics in all research processes – how one writes 
about the self (or others) and with others, how one reads and responds to the 
unfolding story of self with care. Supervision in this sense creates a discursive 
space through which ideas can be explored, discarded or rigorously pursued 
in relation to research questions, issues, and aims. When reading and writing 
become central to the learning and teaching relations of supervision, then 
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academic research conventions are also made more transparent, less mysteri-
ous and thus knowledge practices are open to change. 

Conclusion
Having reflected on the story presented in this paper we argue that there 
is much potential for sport managers to use autoethnographic approaches 
to explore their own intertwined experiences of playing and administering 
sport as a means of improving professional practices (Denzin 1997; Denzin 
& Lincoln 1994; Ellis 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). This research approach 
provides a deeper understanding of gendered power relations that could lead 
to change in human resource management, marketing, advertising, policy 
development and leadership training for sport and leisure management. Sport 
managers might reconsider their own stories, from the point of view of partic-
ipants, or the stories of other groups different from themselves, which could 
generate greater empathy and impetus for change (Rinehart, 2005). Managers 
could use this method to reflect on the gendered assumptions informing their 
own management style in relation to how they administer women’s sport. This 
is particularly important in light of the recent Australian Senate Committee 
findings that identify ongoing inequities relating to women and sport partici-
pation and leadership (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006). For women grad-
uates moving into leisure or sport management positions these insights are 
particularly useful in thinking about how institutional cultures and gender 
norms both enable and constrain social change agenda. The story offered 
in this paper demonstrates how in one author’s 15-year career as an indoor 
sport centre manager, the masculine culture of indoor cricket contributed to 
women being positioned as invisible, problematic and occasionally successful 
competitors. Leisure and sport administration roles are often characterised 
by gender related tensions arising from different passions, career aspirations 
and opportunities and entrenched codes of conduct (Aitchison, 2005). As a 
qualitative research approach autoethnography offers leisure and sport man-
agement students a means of developing a critical understanding of how they 
are situated personally and professionally within the field. It also opens up 
different ways of writing through sport and leisure identities to explore the 
complex power relations that regulate freedom, participation and leadership. 
In addition, we have argued that the supervision relationship in honours and 
postgraduate programs is crucial to enabling students to develop the intel-
lectual autonomy that is central to the telling of critically reflexive stories of 
sport and leisure.
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Abstract • The following paper explores the extent to which women choose 
to invest in the sport of boxing, the ways coaches perceive women in boxing, 
and whether these perceptions influence coaches’ decisions in training female 
boxers. Human capital theory and statistical discrimination theory are applied 
to the sport of female boxing to better understand women’s participation in 
the sport, and the gendered expectations coaches have for women in the sport. 
In-depth interview data with boxers and coaches were analysed in relation to 
these theories. Findings suggest that while women are willing to invest in their 
personal athletic careers, coaches are hesitant to invest time and training in 
female boxers because of the boxers’ current or expected family obligations. 
This research has important implications for women’s participation in male-
dominated leisure activities, like boxing, and the conflict that arises between 
family and leisure obligations.

Key words: women, boxing, organisational theory, participation, sport

Introduction 
According to the literature, sporting and leisure activities are inherently gen-
dered (Leidner, 1991; Mills, 1998). Men and women subscribe to different 
activities because of created and recreated expectations of masculinity and 
femininity and the power structures that uphold these gender ideologies. 
Though gendered behaviours are salient in nearly all social realms, this does 
not designate one gender as naturally capable or incapable of performing 
particular tasks. Rather, as Leidner (1991) and Mills (1998) discuss, many 
leisure activities have been designated masculine or feminine based on social 
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expectations regarding the gender of the applicants as opposed to the ‘natural’ 
abilities of either sex.

Over the past century there have been significant changes in the roles 
and expectations placed upon men and women. Subsequently, women have 
come to occupy areas previously considered ‘masculine’ or ‘male-exclusive’ 
(Connell, 2002; Smith, 1978). This is also the case when looking at aggres-
sive and violent sports, such as boxing (Halbert, 1997; Lafferty & McKay, 
2004; Mennesson, 2000; Theberge, 2000; Young, 1997). Women’s participa-
tion in boxing has been met with resistance from those who argue that boxing 
is a masculine activity and therefore inappropriate for girls and women. 

Boxing is one of North America’s most popular and lucrative profes-
sional sports (Sammons, 1988). It is highly televised and receives regular 
media attention. Boxing movies and television programming are popular in 
creating ‘warriors’ with metaphors of struggle and redemption. Despite the 
attention attributed to boxing in the popular media, the sport is relatively 
under-researched in academic literature, especially in regards to the girls and 
women involved in boxing.

Regardless of the advances that women have made in boxing, there are still 
restrictions placed on their success in the sport (Halbert, 1997; Mennesson, 
2000; Young, 1997). Girls and women often struggle to find coaches willing 
to invest time and effort into training them. Women also have limited access 
to prestigious international competitions such as the Olympic Games and 
Commonwealth Games. There had been high hopes for the bid for female 
boxing to become an Olympic sport. Female boxing supporters hoped it 
would bring increased credibility for athletes and provide a world stage on 
which to demonstrate its legitimacy. In 2000, there were more than 1500 
female boxers registered with the Olympic Committee in the United States, 
and more than 30 other countries had women’s boxing associations. These 
numbers have since consistently grown and the sport has continued to expand 
to more nations. In spite of these progressions, the bid for the 2008 Beijing 
Olympic Games was denied in October 2005 (Wilson, 2005). Therefore, it 
may be some time before boxing is widely recognised as a legitimate athletic 
option for girls and women, and it may be even longer before women’s boxing 
has a serious following as a professional sport.

To explore women’s reduced opportunities and the disadvantages they face 
in boxing, this research draws upon studies and organisational theories of 
gender inequality. Both choice and constraint theories are addressed, namely, 
human capital theory, which focuses on personal choices, and statistical dis-
crimination theory, which emphasises the systemic constraints placed on 
women (Becker, 1994; Phelps, 1972). In doing so, this research first explores 
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the extent to which women choose to invest in the sport of boxing, and 
whether women face disadvantages and reduced opportunities because of this 
investment. This research also explores the ways coaches perceive women in 
boxing, and whether these perceptions influence coaches’ decisions to invest 
time and training into female boxers. These contrary perspectives therefore 
shed light upon the largely contested choice-constraint debate of women’s 
unequal participation in male-dominated leisure activities. 

The questions explored in this study are important for several reasons. 
Although women have been making extensive inroads into many male-
dominated spheres, they have been less likely to engage in masculinised 
leisure activities, either because of personal interests or societal restrictions 
(Peterson & Pang, 2006; Reskin & Roos, 1990). Understanding the extent 
to which women engage in masculine sports, such as boxing, may provide 
a better picture of why women are resistant to enter male-dominated leisure 
activities. This information is therefore important to both women who want 
to participate in such activities and those leaders who want to encourage 
female membership.

As well, this research is important given the topic and scope of the study. 
Little research has been done on female boxing; however, as an emerging 
sport with developing opportunities for girls and women, research in the 
area of female boxing provides insights into the gendering of sports violence 
and the experiences of girls and women who enjoy aggressive play. Given 
stereotypical expectations of girls and women to act reserved, passive, docile, 
and compassionate (Connell, 2002; Fletcher, 1999), the behaviours women 
present in boxing starkly contrast with traditional feminine attributes. As 
such, research in this area sheds light on the changing role of women in 
Western society and the repercussions these roles have for women’s familial 
expectations and relations.

Women’s investments in boxing
From a work and organisational perspective, human capital theory offers a 
potential explanation of why coaches choose to work with certain candidates 
based upon the candidates’ personal value. This theory is often used to explain 
gender inequalities in the workplace, arguing that those who invest in their 
careers through education, experience, skills, and training will be subsequently 
rewarded for their efforts. More specifically, by investing in themselves, work-
ers increase their value to employers, which translates into greater workplace 
opportunities, earnings, and career advancement (Becker, 1975, 1994). 

Human capital theory also states that since women are highly commit-
ted to their current, or expected family responsibilities, they invest less 
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time and effort in their careers, which affects their amount of experience, 
skills, training, and ultimately their workplace rewards (Becker, 1985, 1994). 
Therefore, women may be perceived as less valuable to employers because of 
these different investments. More specifically, human capital theorists argue 
that women’s skills depreciate while they are out of the workforce caring for 
their children. Since women’s workplace value declines as their skills depre-
ciate, women may choose not to invest in these skills due to their current 
or expected child-rearing responsibilities (Mincer & Polachek, 1974; Reskin 
& Padavic, 2002). Others argue that instead of women refusing to invest in 
productive skills, they may alternatively choose jobs that are compatible with 
their child-rearing obligations, and where their skills do not depreciate over 
time (Glass, 1990; Nelson, 2006; Reskin & Padovic, 2002). 

Human capital theory may be extended to the sport of boxing. This theory 
is appropriate for exploring coaches’ decisions to work with and train boxers, 
specifically because boxing is a highly competitive and time consuming sport 
(Wacquant, 1992). For optimal performance in the ring, boxers undertake a 
rigorous training schedule that combines physical and mental conditioning. 
The more time and effort boxers invest into their training, the better they 
become at the sport, which also increases their personal value to coaches. 
Coaches would therefore be expected to place higher value on those boxers 
who have had previous training and have developed the skills necessary to 
succeed in the ring. As other studies have suggested, coaches value boxers 
that work and train hard under their direction (Halbert, 1997; Wacquant, 
1992).

The gender selection of boxers may also be explained by human capital 
theory, especially in regard to the value judgments made by coaches when 
assessing male and female boxers. As human capital theory argues, women 
are considered less valuable in the workplace and therefore receive less 
workplace rewards because of the investments they make to their current 
or expected family obligations (Becker, 1985, 1994). According to this argu-
ment, coaches may place lower value on women boxers for two reasons. First, 
due to family obligations, women are less likely to have previously invested in 
the skills and training needed to succeed in the ring. Skills that women boxers 
currently have may also depreciate over time and are, therefore, rendered use-
less if women boxers choose not to practise the sport consistently. Second, 
women boxers are less likely to put the time and effort into practising and 
training under a coach’s direction because of their current or expected family 
responsibilities. If women are not able to dedicate and commit themselves 
exclusively to the sport, they may be considered less valuable and coaches 
may be reluctant to work and train such individuals. Based on these argu-
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ments, human capital theory would suggest that women and men would not 
be extended equal opportunities to work with coaches.

Coaches’ perceptions of female boxers
Statistical discrimination theory states that inequalities in the workplace are 
evident because ‘employers’ reservations about women [are] based on pre-
sumed differences in strength or tolerance of adverse working conditions 
or the belief that women’s domestic roles will lead to excessive absences or 
turnover rates’ (Reskin, 1993: 254). According to this theory, it is these pre-
sumed institutional expectations of women, such as different tolerance levels 
and domestic responsibilities, that will determine workplace opportunities, 
rewards, and career advancement (Phelps, 1972). More specifically, the reser-
vations employers have regarding women act as a barrier or screening device 
to restrict women’s entry into certain workplace positions. 

Compared to the human capital model, statistical discrimination theory 
attributes little agency to the actor and asserts instead that inequalities 
emerge from practices at the institutional level. Statistical discrimination 
theory asserts that these beliefs direct employers’ actions in hiring regardless 
of a woman’s actual strength, tolerance, family obligations, or career commit-
ment (Reskin & Padavic, 2002). Segregation, therefore, arises from statisti-
cal discrimination because, regardless of whether gender differences in work 
performance and commitment are factual or stereotypical, men and women 
are still separated into sex-assigned positions by employers. Those positions 
that women are assigned to are often devalued by society, which results in 
fewer workplace rewards for women compared to men (Acker, 1992; Reskin 
& Roos, 1990), which in turn perpetuates the stereotypes.

Statistical discrimination theory is an alternative way of exploring what 
influences coaches in deciding who to work with and train. The personal res-
ervations coaches have about men and women’s strength, tolerance, domestic 
responsibilities, and commitment to the sport of boxing may impact these 
decisions. Since, stereotypically, boxing is considered a ‘masculine’ sport 
(Birrell, 1988; Hargreaves, 1986), coaches may assume that this male-domi-
nated arena is an inappropriate location for females. Furthermore, presump-
tions about women’s strength and tolerance may also influence coaches’ 
choices. More specifically, women are often defined as the ‘weaker’ sex because 
physically most females at maturity are smaller in both height and weight, as 
compared to men (Nelson, 2006). Furthermore, women are often perceived 
as less tolerant than men in regard to endurance and pain (Dowling, 2000; 
Nelson, 2006), and all of these factors may influence coaches’ choices of who 
to work with.
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From a statistical discrimination perspective, reservations about women’s 
current or expected family and parental obligations may also have an impact 
on coaches’ choices of who to train. Reservations regarding the time pres-
sures associated with family obligations are established at the societal level 
and internalised by the individual. Hays (1996) elaborates this idea explain-
ing that members of industrialised nations hold the ideology of ‘intensive 
mothering’, which is characterised by the expectation that, first, mothers will 
provide the primary care for their children and, second, this care will be con-
ducted in a specific manner. The manner of childcare referred to is considered 
time consuming, since it is child-focused, emotionally and labour intensive, 
and ultimately selfless (Hays, 1996). The ideology of intensive mothering 
stands in stark contrast to the independent, self-centred, profit-driven men-
tality of the sport arena, which encourages personal training, commitment, 
and success. Those who hold the intensive mothering perspective may expect 
women to reject the egocentric mentality of the boxing ring and devote the 
majority of their time to their children (Hays, 1996).

 Based on this argument, coaches may presume women will dedicate 
more time and commitment to their family obligations at the expense of 
their boxing training, and thereby they may subsequently choose to work 
with male boxers instead of female boxers. As well, statistical discrimination 
theory would argue that the belief and values of the coach may provide a bar-
rier to female participation in boxing. Given that boxing is generally believed 
to be a ‘blood sport’ filled with aggressive physicality, it is generally believed 
to be a ‘natural’ activity for males and an ‘unnatural’ or inappropriate one 
for females (Wacquant, 1992). Statistical discrimination theory provides an 
opportunity to account for these traditional ideologies of femininity. 

Methods 
After ethical approval by the University of Calgary Conjoint Faculties Ethics 
Board, 36 semi-structured interviews were completed between December 
2005 and February 2006. Interviews ranged in length from 40 to 180 minutes 
and included both informal and relatively formalised discussion. Respondents 
were asked for their permission to tape the conversations and the interviews 
were recorded. Interviewees were given the opportunity to stop the record-
ing at any time; however, no one made this request. An interview guide was 
developed to provide a formal beginning to the interview and guided topics 
and conversation. Following the regulated part of the interview, respondents 
commonly continued the discussion. These conversations included anecdotal 
experiences, as well as the respondents’ future goals for the sport of boxing. 
Often this portion of the conversation revolved around events that were hap-
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pening in the immediate surroundings (particularly when interviews took 
place in the gym) or about recent experiences in the gym.

The sample was taken from three Alberta cities, including Edmonton, Red 
Deer, and Calgary. Respondents were organised into four broad categories. 
Of the 36 interviews, the majority of respondents were female boxers (n=19) 
that were currently competing, meaning they had participated in at least one 
regulated bout1 or had retired from boxing in the past 2 years. Of the remain-
ing interviewees, 11 were coaches or trainers of female athletes, three were 
administrators (members of Boxing Alberta’s Board), and three were partners 
or parents of a female boxer. In some cases, categories overlapped as some ath-
letes were also coaches and some coaches were administrators. Interviewees 
ranged in age from 18 years to 70 years. The boxers ranged between the ages 
of 18 years and 43 years with an average age of 24 years. In total, 22 women 
and 14 men were interviewed. All of the coaches were male with the excep-
tion of one. There was a range of perspectives expressed due to the different 
relationship that each category of participant had with boxing.

Each interviewee was assigned a pseudonym. The data were then analysed 
with a focus on the female boxers’ experiences and thoughts. Each respond-
ent was asked to speak from their position within the sport and discuss female 
boxing, their observations from their gym, and their beliefs and ideas about 
female boxing. Each interview was transcribed, reviewed, and analysed by the 
primary investigator for content regarding issues of power and opportunity, 
resistance by and against female athletes, gendered sporting practices, and 
identity. Recognising that these categories and themes are not exhaustive or 
exclusive there was a large amount of expected overlap. This was especially 
important to consider when including themes, such as violence and demo-
graphic factors including age and race, given the implications these have 
for sport (Coakley, 2001). Dominant themes were also based upon the lived 
experiences of participants. 

The data emerging about coaching was equally interesting and was there-
fore analysed using human capital and statistical discrimination theories to 
better understand the ways coaches approach their work. Both theories were 
used to reanalyse the data, generating themes regarding women’s opportuni-
ties and the coaching of female athletes. The findings in this paper use direct 
quotes taken from interviews with coaches, administrators, and the boxers 
themselves in order to better understand boxers’ investments in the sport, 
and the expectations coaches have for these women. Given that boxing is a 
sports subculture, it is important to use the words of the boxers and coaches 
themselves to better understand the training coaches provide to female boxers 
and the experiences women have in the sport. 
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Coaches’ and athletes’ investments
One of the common themes presented by the athletes emphasised that gender 
is often salient in the training and encouragement of female athletes. Girls 
and women are generally viewed as less worthy of coaches’ investment based 
upon the ‘old boys’ club’ gender ideology that exists in the sport of boxing. As 
a result, the athletes suggested that coaches may choose to coach boys or men 
over girls and women. As Shannon, a novice boxer admitted, ‘It’s still defi-
nitely a man’s sport and most boxing coaches don’t like to coach females. It’s 
hard to find a good coach for a female fighter.’ Although human capital theory 
argues that female boxers who invest in their careers should reap the rewards 
of these investments, women in the sport still face difficulties in achieving 
coaches’ attention, due to these gendered barriers. Therefore, as Carmen, a 
boxer who had been in the sport since she was a child explains, ‘Females have 
to beg for their coaches’ time.’ 

Women talk about earning acceptance from their coaches and others in 
the gym. As Brenda, a veteran boxer explains, ‘after about three years straight 
then, you know, they slowly started accepting me.’ The boxers interviewed 
generally understood that the coach’s time and training was something athletes 
had to earn. Colleen, a national level boxer expressed this idea: ‘my coach . . . 
he was pretty hard up on women. . . . Until I actually proved myself for about 
two years of staying with it, being consistent and everything, when everything 
paid off . . . their investing their time in you right.’ The women were all aware 
that they had to earn their time and place in the gym. As the quotes above 
suggest, the women had to invest in their sport and demonstrate a level of 
commitment and skill in order to earn the time and attention of their coach. 

A second theme that arose while talking to members of the boxing subcul-
ture was the expected or current family obligations of women. The governing 
body of boxing in Canada is explicit that female boxers are not permitted 
to box if they are pregnant (Canadian Amateur Boxing Association, 2005). 
Girls and women are subject to a pregnancy test prior to each competition 
to ensure they are not pregnant. Females who are pregnant are disqualified 
from the competition. Females must, therefore, consider their future family 
plans given that these plans directly impact their opportunities for competi-
tion and their athletic careers. As Aaron, a physician and administrator in 
boxing, suggests: 

You can’t box if you’re pregnant and so if you’re going to be boxing, especially 
if you are married then you have to make some decisions on child-bearing and 
when you’re going to box and how you’re going to compete and get ready for 
it. 
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The boxers themselves were aware of how pursuing a family would impact 
their boxing careers. Most felt that family would be the main reason for leav-
ing the sport. As Colleen, a boxer in her mid-twenties said when asked what 
she could see as a reason for her retirement,

Babies. I’m a woman. I don’t think you can be pregnant and box. You know 
what I mean, but after my kids, if I had a baby, if I was pregnant, it’s the only 
way that I would step away from it 100% but then, after I did, I would come 
back, why not?

Like some of her peers, Colleen felt she could return to the sport after having 
children. Some parent athletes felt they were already doing this successfully 
and were trying to balance motherhood, boxing, and sometimes their own 
careers outside of the sport. In most cases, the parents had help, as Fiona, 
a mother of two, expressed: ‘It’s hard to be a mum and box just with all the 
travelling and stuff but my parents help a lot.’ Maintaining balance between 
athletic careers and parental responsibilities is an issue for boxers with fami-
lies. Brenda, a long-time boxer, described this challenge:

I’m a single-parent mum and I have my son. My son will be turning six very 
soon, so there are a lot of things to consider. I have to consider his school. I 
have to consider his homework. . . . I love boxing but, you know, I also love 
my son. I have to set boundaries for boxing.

As these excerpts demonstrate, women who choose to invest in their families 
face subsequent challenges in their athletic training. Conflict can arise from 
these competing roles. Women in the sport of boxing, like other women in 
general, sometimes have to prioritise their family obligations over their train-
ing responsibilities, and therefore may potentially lose their skills even if they 
only temporarily leave the sport to raise children.

Both the female boxers and their coaches were aware of the consequences 
associated with becoming pregnant. Those who already had families expressed 
a clear desire to balance their competing family obligations and athletic 
responsibilities. As human capital theory suggests, family often becomes a 
top priority for women who have had children. Coaches may, therefore, be 
less inclined to train women compared to men, given these expected or cur-
rent family obligations. 

Research in sport has analysed the development of athletic careers and the 
meanings athletes make from their participation (Messner, 1989; Stevenson, 
1990). The use of the term athletic career is generally used in a similar way to 
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the economic sense of career. It implies the training, investment, and devel-
opment of the athlete as they become more skilled and presumably more 
successful at their sport until eventually they ‘retire’ (Stevenson, 1990). From 
this perspective, human capital theory can be applied to female boxers when 
exploring the personal investments women make in their athletic careers 
and the pursuit of acceptance into this male-dominated arena. Human capi-
tal theory can also be applied when looking at the extent to which coaches 
choose to invest in female boxers. Their personal investments in female 
boxers may influence whether coaches choose to work with these women. 
For human capital theory, coaches will be more likely to work with those who 
have earned acceptance in the sport, and who display exceptional experience, 
training, and skills. However, as statistical discrimination theory describes 
next, and the above quotes suggest, coaching investments may not be just 
about ability but also ideologies of gender.

Perceptions of female boxers
The respondents interviewed in this study suggested that women are often 
perceived as smaller, weaker, and less dedicated to the sport of boxing. These 
beliefs have an impact on women’s opportunities in boxing, and more specifi-
cally on their opportunities for training. Boxers often expressed facing these 
gendered stereotypes. For example, Becky, a young mum and experienced 
boxer, suggests:

I think because people have doubt, doubt in a woman’s capability of being 
strong, being fast, being athletic and in as good shape as a male boxer, and able 
to go the rounds, being able to come to the pain and not run away, being able 
to get hurt and keep going.

Women were frequently accused by coaches and male boxers of being overly 
emotional, hard to coach, and difficult to work with because they lacked 
some of the skills and aggression required of the sport. Many of the wom-
en’s coaches, and the women themselves, disagreed with these expectations 
and contended that these reservations of women as weak were based on 
perceptions about females and were not necessarily representative of their 
experiences.

Despite these women’s experiences, many coaches interviewed were more 
inclined to train men over women based upon these beliefs about women’s 
strength, dedication, and boxing skills, and the female athletes consistently 
discussed having to overcome these ideas. Boxers expressed frustration in 
gaining their coach’s attention particularly when they first started boxing. 
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According to most of the women interviewed, the norms and expectations of 
the gym influenced how coaches treated boxers. For example, women were 
often treated as less worthy or desirable of the coaches’ attention. To avoid 
these negative experiences, women tended to seek out coaches that made 
them feel more comfortable and accepted. Some coaches advocated strongly 
for their female athletes but were aware of the challenges they faced. Melanie, 
a novice boxer who had been through this process, described:

It depends on where you go, and what gym you start at and how you start. You 
find that the coaches aren’t willing or used to be willing to spend that much 
time with the women . . . the men get the one on one, pads, you know, all that 
stuff.

Gendered expectations for behaviour both inside and outside of the ring influ-
enced the athletic experience of these women, and represented the barriers 
that women still face in entering the sport of boxing. However, as the above 
quote suggests, these expectations are changing over time. Some coaches are 
spending increasing time with female athletes and were proud to call them-
selves ‘the next generation’, as Carl, a new young coach, stated.

In many ways, negative expectations regarding women’s commitment 
to boxing and their physical abilities in the ring are encouraged and repro-
duced within the sport itself. For example, attempts to open the sport to 
women athletes have been long resisted. For Kane (1995), sport is an ideo-
logical construct and as such must be continually and systematically rein-
forced. A ‘round’ in amateur boxing lasts two minutes and the number of 
rounds a boxer fights depends on their age and ability. The rules of the sport 
require that men fight a total of four rounds. In contrast, women are only 
permitted to fight three rounds or the equivalent of a Cadet2 regardless of 
age, experience, or ability. When asked to comment on how administration 
might better represent females, Aaron, a senior member of Alberta Boxing, 
said:

Whereas males go four, two minute rounds and extra conditioning is required. 
So, it kind of puts females as being inferior. . . . I think that bothers some females 
that say, hey what are you making a difference for? And, from an administra-
tion standpoint, I don’t think there’s any reason for that rule. But, for a societal 
reason, a cultural reason, that has been the tradition they started.

In addition, several coaches saw real or perceived parental and household 
responsibilities as conflicting with the athlete’s ability to be successful. 
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Conflicting roles often led to prioritising one over the other (Pleck, 1977). 
Traditional gender ideologies presume women spend additional time on 
their familial obligations compared to other roles (Hays, 1996; Reskin & 
Padavic, 2002). As a result, coaches are less inclined to invest in women 
athletes. For example, Carmen explains women struggle to find legitimacy 
‘because women are supposed to have certain roles that no one seems to 
let them move out of.’ Coaches were aware of these expected roles and the 
conflict that arises from these competing roles. Rob, an experienced coach, 
explained:

They get into a life situation, you know, with the boyfriend and the kids, and 
this and that, and they’ve got to be mothers at the same time and I deal with 
girls that are young mothers, and they’re trying to be a mother, they’re trying 
to be a fighter . . . it puts a lot of stress on them.

These gendered domestic roles were often discussed as a key factor in female 
boxers’ success in the ring. While all coaches did not look at the family role 
for women in the same way, they all discussed it as a potential barrier to a suc-
cessful boxing career. Coaches are thereby less likely to train female boxers 
not only because of the expectations they have of women’s strength and skills 
in the sport, but also because of women’s commitment to their family obliga-
tions. The diversity of beliefs held by coaches, however, partially accounts 
for the heterogeneity in women’s experiences finding a coach and advancing 
their participation in this male-dominated arena. As statistical discrimination 
theory argues, and as these data demonstrate, women’s opportunities are con-
strained by the gendered beliefs and expectations of those in power (Phelps, 
1972). For boxing, this means that coaches choose to invest in boxers based 
upon the expectations they have of men and women’s physical abilities, dedi-
cation, and potential success.

Conclusion 
While neither human capital theory nor statistical discrimination theory 
provides a complete explanation for the different investment choices women 
make towards boxing and coaches make in female boxers, each theory never-
theless provides an alternative lens through which to view female boxers’ ath-
letic careers. Human capital theory concentrates on the capital investments 
women make in their athletic careers and how such capital influences coaches’ 
investments in training female boxers. In contrast, statistical discrimination 
theory focuses on the stereotypes and expectations coaches have of female 
boxers, given their prescribed gender roles, and how these expectations influ-
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ence taint coaches’ decisions about training female boxers. By applying these 
two theories of gender inequality, this study was able to analyse women’s 
competing roles in both the home and in the boxing ring. In doing so, the 
findings suggest that while women are willing to invest in their personal ath-
letic careers, coaches can be reluctant to invest time and training in female 
boxers because of their family roles and possible time and effort conflicts. So 
whether through choice or constraint, women experience limited opportuni-
ties, advancement, and vertical mobility in the sporting realm due to their real 
or expected family responsibilities. 

This research is important for the area of women’s leisure in two spe-
cific ways. First, this study highlights some of the contradictions and stere-
otypes of feminine behaviour demonstrated in female boxing. Second, this 
research has important implications, given that girls and women’s forays into 
previously male-dominated leisure zones represent the expansion of women’s 
leisure. While they are not the main focus of this paper, gender and power-
related ideologies of boxing must be acknowledged. These perspectives 
explore women’s self-selection into certain leisure and sport activities and the 
ways in which sport can act as a location for the creation and recreation of 
gendered behaviour (Connell, 2002). To further develop this area of literature 
on female boxing, future research needs to continue to address the choices 
and constraints women face in their athletic careers from both gender and 
power perspectives.

Endnotes
1. �For the purposes of this study, a bout is defined as a refereed amateur or 

professional fight sanctioned by the appropriate provincial or national gov-
erning body of boxing.

2. ‘Cadet’ is 14-year-old male competitor. 
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The Fine Line: An insight into 
‘risky’ practices of male and female 
competitive bodybuilders

Anne Probert, Dr Farah Palmer & Dr Sarah Leberman, 
Department of Management, Massey University, Palmerston North, 
New Zealand

Abstract • Phenomenological accounts of competitive bodybuilders have fre-
quently highlighted the pleasures and rewards associated with bodybuilding. 
This article focuses on the experiences of New Zealand based male and female 
bodybuilders in relation to risk and health-compromising practices within the 
sport. 382 competitive bodybuilders completed a postal questionnaire and inter-
views were conducted with 30 participants. Findings highlighted that both men 
and women engaged in sporting risk (Frey, 1991) and that although many of 
their experiences were similar, there were also distinct differences. Bodybuilding 
men appeared more competitively aggressive and engaged more readily in ster-
oid-use relative to their female counterparts. For women, bodybuilding had the 
capacity to play into, even amplify, their sensitivities surrounding appearance 
and body image, their preoccupation with diet and weight control, and a pro-
pensity towards eating disorders. Heterogeneity amongst the bodybuilding men 
and women is also identified and discussed. 

Key words: bodybuilders, competition, men, women, sporting risk, New 
Zealand

Introduction
Risky practices in sport may include the possibility of physical injury, pain, 
negative impacts to social, personal, emotional, spiritual, ethical, and monetary 
wellbeing of participants, as well as the effects on their health and capacity to 
function (Albert, 1999; Cockerham, 2005; Frey, 1991; Nixon, 1996; Nixon & 
Frey, 1996; Roderick, 1998; Russell, 2005). This paper provides insights from 
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male and female competitive bodybuilders concerning their experiences and 
perceptions of risky practices within bodybuilding. Bodybuilding is an aes-
thetically oriented pursuit where participants are judged at contests on their 
muscular mass, symmetry, and definition (Roundtree, 2005). Bodybuilders 
frequently engage in cyclical regimes which focus on muscular development 
in the off-season and body fat reduction during the 12-week period pre-com-
petition. This latter phase frequently entails stringent dieting and/or signifi-
cant levels of cardiovascular activity and weightlifting, and potentially the use 
of steroids (Monaghan, 2001a). The identity of a bodybuilder is, from this 
perspective, closely aligned to his/her body. As highlighted by Shilling (2003: 
4) the body can be a malleable entity — a ‘project’ that can be ‘worked at and 
accomplished’ as an extension of the self. 

However, the way bodies are shaped, viewed, and treated can also be 
influenced by specific social worlds. Wainwright and Turner (2004) have 
highlighted how the ‘habitus’ of ballet — its requirement for thin, supple 
bodies, specific training regimes and systems of discipline, hard work and 
mental toughness — impact on the ideals, aspirations, and conduct of danc-
ers. It has also influenced their perception and understanding of risk, pain, 
and injury. The ballerinas in their study considered ‘niggling injuries’ to be 
normal. They were ‘a sign of the dancer’s vocational habitus’ and ‘they epito-
mize the connections between the individual and institution’ (Wainwright 
& Turner, 2004: 317). Risk can thus be seen not as an absolute but as some-
thing which is often socially and culturally bounded (Rhodes, 1997). Athletes 
within sporting subcultures can have their own understanding of risk, which 
may be quite different to those of non-participants. 

Risk may be construed by athletes as an essential, routine part of activity 
(Hunt, 1995; Robinson, 2004), a sensation which may be embraced and valued 
(le Breton, 2000; Russell, 2005), a means to test skill and self-mastery (Slanger 
& Rudestam, 1997), and/or an element of their sport to be managed, mini-
mised, and downplayed (Albert, 1999). Studies of sporting risk have included 
addiction, physical injury, neglect to family and social life, impacts on moods, 
such as anxiety and self-esteem, as well as disordered eating and unhealthy 
weight management practices (Estok & Rudy, 1987; Ewald, 1985; Horton & 
Mack, 2000; Johns, 1993; Leedy, 2000; Ringham et al., 2006). Coakley (2007) 
believes that risk taking is more prevalent in athletes with a strong commit-
ment to their sport where ‘real athletes’ take risks. The culture of sport, risk, 
and identity is thus often interwoven and it may result in uncritical accept-
ance of risky practices by athletes (Coakley, 2007; Roderick, 1998).

These notions are further entangled with gendered identities. Taking 
risks, and the toleration of pain and injury, has been construed as a signifier 
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of masculinity — behaviours celebrated and used to reinforce male superior-
ity (White, Young, & McTeer, 1995; Young & White, 1995). Thorpe (2005) 
highlighted that male snowboarders gained kudos from peers and spectators 
for having the ‘balls’ to perform risky maneuvers. Conversely, male deep-sea 
divers, who avoid or minimise risk may be labeled ‘wimps’ (Hunt, 1995). 
Engaging in risk has been considered less central, even potentially contra 
to feminine and female identities (Nixon, 1996; Young & White, 1995), as 
such identities can be stereotypically aligned with notions of gentleness and 
vulnerability (Weiten, 1992). Differences between male and female athletes 
in relation to sporting risk, have been highlighted by Nixon (1996). He found 
that the men in his study were more likely to adopt an attitude of toughness 
in the face of risk, pain, and injury and felt more pressured by coaches and 
fans to play hurt, than the women. However, studies have also shown that 
women value the physicality of sports (Rail, 1992; Thorpe, 2005) and that 
they may hold attitudes towards risk, danger, and injury which are similar to 
those of men (Young & White, 1995).

Competitive bodybuilding in New Zealand attracts similar participation 
levels of men and women (P. Langford, secretary New Zealand Federation 
Body Builders, personal communication, 10 September 2005; M. Poole, sec-
retary New Zealand Body Builders, personal communication, 10 September 
2005). Phenomenological studies highlight that bodybuilders gain pleasure 
and empowerment from bodybuilding (Drummond, 2002; Grogan, Evans, 
Wright, & Hunter, 2004; Roussel & Griffet, 2000). Furthermore, by cre-
ating a look of health they gain a sense of wellbeing (Monaghan, 2001b). 
Critical scholars, however, tend to highlight the risky practices associated 
with bodybuilding. According to Klein (2001) steroid use in bodybuilding is 
widespread and men take such drugs to enhance their size, muscular mass, 
and masculinity despite its negative consequences to health, such as poten-
tial liver damage. Bodybuilders’ dietary regimes have been considered abnor-
mal and disordered (Carman, 2001; Goldfield, Harper, & Blouin, 1998; Klein 
2001). Goldfield et al. (1998: 151) have suggested that bodybuilding practices 
were putting their participants’ ‘mental and physical health at risk’. However, 
many of these descriptions are external assessments. Some studies involving 
bodybuilders have addressed specific issues in relation to risk. Monaghan 
(2001a) and Grogan et al. (2006) documented bodybuilder accounts of ster-
oid use. Gordon (2005) investigated bodybuilder experiences of pre-compe-
tition fatigue. However, insights of bodybuilder perspectives in relation to 
risk appear largely undeveloped. This study thus seeks to address this void 
and contribute to the debate concerning bodybuilding, sporting risk, and its 
connectivity with gender identity. 
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Methodology
A ‘phenomenologically inspired’ mixed-method approach was adopted for 
this study (Probert, 2006). Participants were male and female competitive 
bodybuilders based in New Zealand. The researchers were interested in their 
embodied, lived experiences of risk in relation to bodybuilding. Quantitative 
and qualitative tools were utilised involving a survey questionnaire and par-
ticipant interviews — a combination which offered both descriptive data, and 
rich insights concerning participant experiences (Henderson, Ainsworth, 
Stolarzcyk, Hootman, & Levin, 1999). A postal survey was distributed to 
1431 competitive bodybuilders, who were current members of the New 
Zealand Federation of Bodybuilders (NZFBB) at the time of the study, as 
well as current and former (post 1999) members of the National Amateur 
Bodybuilding Association of New Zealand (NABBA). The response rate was 
27%. Although low, this outcome appeared acceptable when compared with 
the International Federation of Bodybuilding survey (Duff & Hong, 1984), 
which had a 7% response rate and Mekolichick’s (2003) survey of NABBA 
USA members, which resulted in a 35% response rate.

The questionnaire focused on the demographic composition of the par-
ticipants, their involvement in bodybuilding, competitive category (e.g., 
Physique, Figure, Athletic, Shape) and participant feedback (using a 4-point 
agree-disagree Likert scale) on a broad range of issues referred to in the exist-
ing bodybuilding literature, including those relating to health and sport-
ing risks. For example, participants were asked about their willingness to 
engage in unhealthy practices in order to be competitive. The quantitative 
data was analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). 
Frequencies, descriptive, and relevant statistical tests, including factor analy-
sis, were undertaken to explore outcomes and potential relationships, includ-
ing any significant differences (p<.05) between the responses of male and 
female participants. 

An exploratory mode of factor analysis, using a principles components 
analysis procedure was employed. The appropriateness of the data for factor 
analysis was tested using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sam-
pling adequacy. Bartlett’s test of sphericity was then used to confirm rela-
tionships existing between the variables. As the KMO value was greater than 
0.5 (Field, 2000) and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity indicated a p value < 0.05 
(Pallant, 2005), factor analysis proceeded. A combination of latent root and 
visual analysis of the scree plot were used to determine factors of impor-
tance. A varimax method was applied as it proved more conducive to factor 
interpretation (Kline, 1994). For an item to be included in a factor, a loading 
above 0.3 was applied (Pallant, 2005). This process led to the retention of 
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four factors for male respondents, which accounted for 32.4% of the variance 
and five factors for women, accounting for 38.4%. Each factor was assessed, 
priority was accorded to variables yielding higher loadings, and based on 
their overall themes, descriptive titles were attached to each factor. Risk was 
identified as one of the factor themes.

Qualitative data was obtained from an open-ended question in the survey 
and from follow-up semi-structured interviews conducted with 14 male and 
16 female competitive bodybuilders. Selection was undertaken in a purpose-
ful manner (Zikmund, 2000) to reflect a mix of identities and demographics 
(e.g., men, women, varying ethnicity and age groupings, differing bodybuild-
ing experience, and competitive categories). The researcher highlighted she 
had prior experience as a bodybuilder — in keeping with a feminist–relational 
style of participant engagement (Reinharz, 1992). Interviews were semi-
structured, undertaken in locations convenient for participants, taped, and 
lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. Participants were asked whether they per-
ceived bodybuilding to be a healthy/non-healthy pursuit; whether the activity 
was risky; about their own experiences of risk and those they had observed 
in bodybuilding. Interviews were transcribed, member-checked, and coded 
using the qualitative data analysis package HyperRESEARCH. Pseudonyms 
have been used in the results section.

Results and discussion
Approximately 63% of respondents to the survey were female and 36% 
were male. Virtually all had competed in at least one bodybuilding contest 
(98.4%). The male and female factor analysis generated a factor common to 
both, which has been described as ‘Risk’. This factor reflected the negative 
impacts to social, personal, emotional, and ethical wellbeing of participants, 
as well as the effects on their health and capacity to function. Commonalities 
and differences between genders with regard to the factor variables are dis-
played in Figure 1. 

These quantitative results, including data extracted from the Likert Scale 
analysis, are discussed in conjunction with the qualitative findings below. 

Bodybuilding — the fine line
According to the participants, classifying competitive bodybuilding as either 
healthy or unhealthy was not clear-cut. Results highlighted that health was 
important to many participants, and that a bodybuilding lifestyle was con-
sidered healthy. Participants, for instance, referred to their diet, and their 
commitment to regular exercise as evidence of a healthy lifestyle. The sport, 
however, also required and rewarded an ‘extreme’ physique for competition. 
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Female and male bodybuilders tended to agree, rather than disagree with the 
survey statement ‘I believe some aspects of bodybuilding are unhealthy, but I 
am willing to do what it takes in order to compete’. Their experiences of health 
and risk were often subject to variation depending on the competitive cycle. 
Off-season bodybuilders felt healthier than during their pre-contest phase. 
They could eat more and had more energy. During pre-competition, however, 
practices could be risky and frequently entailed significant discomfort and 
personal sacrifice. The findings indicated that participation in bodybuilding 
often included exposure to both healthy and risky practices. As conveyed by 
Jane: ‘There is a fine line between healthy thinking and being slightly obses-
sive — which is not healthy, but necessary, in order to stay focused mentally 
so as to reach one’s goals.’ Mark, who also highlighted this ambiguity stated: 

I enjoy the process of competing and preparation. There is great camaraderie 
with like-minded people, but at competition level, it is an extreme sport. It 
is self-focused and isolating from the real world. It is very food focused. Very 
time consuming and plays havoc with your body.

Figure 1. Factor analysis: risk — male and female bodybuilder variables 
highlighting similarities and differences
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The meaning and value of risk
Participants conveyed how their pre-competition experiences challenged and 
tested them. The regime of physical training and stringent dieting required 
physical and mental toughness, discipline, commitment, and sacrifice. In the 
process participants discovered inner strengths not previously realised. Susan 
stated: 

It was a real test . . . in fact I look back and wonder how I even did it . . . I 
feel like I must be pretty tough to be able to do that which is something most 
people couldn’t do. I feel proud of that fact. It tests the quality of what you 
are made of. 

Similarly Jason said: ‘Bodybuilding tends to burn your life to a point where 
it is a purifying process — where you come out the other end better than 
when you went in because of that test.’ Perspectives of risk have referred to 
its costs to health (Liston, Reacher, Smith, & Waddington, 2006). This study 
highlighted that exposure to risk in the short term contributed to perceived 
long-term gains of personal growth. However, the value of such experiences 
was not universally shared by participants: ‘It is one of the most negatively 
life changing sports one can do. People need to know its side effects,’ one 
survey respondent mentioned. It highlights that bodybuilders can experience 
risk in differing ways, and it can have positive and/or negative implications. 
The risks identified by participants will now be discussed.

Training risks 
Physical injury 
The participants acknowledged the possibility of physical injury. Bodybuilders 
could over-train, use poor technique or suffer from ‘ego injuries’ by trying to 
lift too much weight. Injury had the capacity to seriously impede competi-
tive progress. While ‘putting one’s body on the line’ is glorified in some sports 
(Liston et al., 2006; Thorpe, 2005), becoming injured as a bodybuilder often 
implied a lapse in attention or skill, or not adequately ‘listening to their body’. 

Decreased energy
Pre-competition, the requirement for strict dieting and intensive training cre-
ated fatigue, which impacted on participants physically, mentally, socially, 
and emotionally. A lack of energy affected everyday tasks. In some cases the 
consequences were serious. Anna, bodybuilder and nurse, said: ‘I remember a 
guy died and I actually didn’t have the strength to do CPR. I was so tired from 
the diet, the training, the sleep deprivation . . . it was really terrible.’ 
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Concentration lapses
During the pre-contest phase simple cognitive tasks became complex and 
hard. Joan, interviewed pre-competition, described how she was experienc-
ing difficulty thinking properly: ‘I am losing my focus. I can’t concentrate and 
I have started to have bad vision.’ Brett said he would eat a rice wafer so he 
had ‘just enough carbs to drive home without having an accident.’ 

Mood swings
Some of the bodybuilders experienced mood swings during the pre-compe-
tition phase. Brett said: ‘Anything would set you off. I became increasingly 
intolerant — snap, react, rather than respond. I had to say sorry for getting so 
agro.’ Similarly, Margaret referred to her ‘out of control’ moods, and tendency 
to get ‘really angry, snappy and explosive.’ Some of the female bodybuilders 
described experiences of ‘weepiness’. Susan said she felt ‘weepy and lethargic’ 
when dieting.

Gordon (2005) documented experiences of fatigue including decreased 
energy, lapses in concentration, and mood changes, but did not identify any 
significant differences between the accounts of men and women. Conversely 
we discovered possible differences between male and female bodybuilders in 
terms of emotional expression during the pre-competition phase. Figure 1 
indicates a connectivity between bodybuilding for women and experiences 
of less emotional control. Furthermore, male respondents reported higher 
levels of emotional control during intensive training periods relative to female 
respondents in the questionnaire. 

During the interview process, female bodybuilders more readily shared 
experiences of highs and lows in relation to their body, at various stages of 
transformation during the pre-competition phase. Anne described it as ‘an 
emotional roller-coaster ride.’ Duquin (2000) believes that emotions not only 
contribute to the construction of athletic identities but that they also inter-
sect with other identities, such as gender. The ‘weepiness’ expressed by some 
female bodybuilders in times of sporting fatigue may be construed as consist-
ent with stereotypical feminine behaviour (Weiten, 1992). However, while 
some women may engage in ‘emotional labour’, even ‘apparently unemotional 
behaviour’ can also prove to be ‘very emotional’ (Craib, 1998: 113). In other 
words while the emotions of some bodybuilders may be more visibly or read-
ily expressed, a lack of emotive display or dialogue does not necessarily infer 
other bodybuilders feel less emotion. They may simply experience emotion 
in a differing way. 
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Social isolation
During pre-competition, both male and female participants described how 
they curtailed hobbies and social activities, especially those revolving around 
food. Tina said: ‘I just say, sorry but for 12 weeks I can’t go to people’s places 
for dinner. My husband says to people we are dieting.’ Similar stories were 
recounted by the male bodybuilders. As shown in Figure 1, men and women 
considered risks to social health and wellbeing a common experience. No sig-
nificant differences were noted between the male and female survey respond-
ents in relation to social impacts. Bodybuilders conveyed how the intensity 
and demands of competition can prove isolating and alienating, even con-
tributing to the breakup of relationships and friendships. However, they also 
referred to friendships and social bonds they had gained through bodybuild-
ing. Horton and Mack (2000) came to similar conclusions with marathon 
runners. Bodybuilders also highlighted how the impacts are often cyclical 
— social networks are reduced during pre-competition, but revived in the 
off-season. Matt said: ‘I am part of a biking group. I ride motor cycles. But 
when I am training hard I don’t. So I lose contact with them until after the 
competition has finished.’ 

Pre-contest risks — fine-tuning the ‘body’ 
In the days prior to contest, male and female bodybuilders frequently engaged 
in bodily practices of sodium depletion, dehydration and carbohydrate 
manipulation. This helped to maximise muscularity and ensure their skin 
was thin and tight. However, it was also risky as highlighted by Jake: ‘You 
are starving your brain of carbs half the time, getting yourself to a point that 
is extreme and then go and dehydrate yourself on top of that.’ Vivienne also 
used diuretics and stated: ‘I know it can be dangerous if you take too much.’ 
Pre-competition body preparation has been described as unhealthy, risky, and 
disordered (Goldfield et al., 1998; Klein, 2001). This study found that par-
ticipants acknowledged the presence of risks, but often����������������������� contextualised��������, ratio-
nalised, and downplayed them as temporary, necessary practices. According 
to Miriam: ‘They are necessary to achieve the [competitive] look. What body-
builders look like on the day — it is short-lived.’ Craig, who described the 
preparation process as tough and extreme, went on to say: ‘But I suppose it is 
no different from other sports when you are trying to peak for a competitive 
event.’ 

Post-event risks — depression
Post-event, some bodybuilders referred to the possibility of depression — a 
sense of anticlimax and lack of goals. Jake conveyed: ‘There are bodybuilders 
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who have gotten burnt and gone down. For example post-competition you 
can feel you have no goals and get quite depressed’. Sarah described her own 
experiences of post-contest depression: ‘I felt quite low. I stayed inside for 
about a week I just didn’t feel right.’ 

Transition risks — cyclical weight changes 
Some participants experienced difficulty transitioning from competition diet-
ing to healthy off-season eating patterns. There were ‘blow-outs’ or rapid 
weight gain, and this impacted participants not only physically, but men-
tally. Female bodybuilders appeared to struggle more than males with cycli-
cal changes, transitions between pre and post-competition eating and its 
associated body fat variations. As described by Kay it impacted on her body 
image: ‘You get really fat. Well you feel really fat because you’ve put on weight 
quickly. You feel really bad about yourself.’ Kathy said: ‘If you lose control 
over your eating you start to spiral.’ Conversely male competitors, although 
still vulnerable to such tendencies, were generally seen as being more accept-
ing of such physical changes. ‘A guy can be big [gain fat] after a show but 
sometimes we’re over it [the dieting]. However my female friends will look in 
the mirror and love the way they look. I will tell them to start eating but they 
say no I must keep dieting,’ conveyed Brian.

Post-event risks — binge eating 
Post-event, bodybuilders often celebrated with food. Klein (2001: 420), 
believes these behaviours are unhealthy and reflective of ‘intrapsychic dis-
orders’. However, participant descriptions of ‘pigouts’ appeared more akin to 
celebratory rituals of freedom. Brian said: ‘It was like getting out of jail. I can 
eat what I like now,’ and described how he spent several days bingeing on 
sugary, fatty foods. Both men and women binged. Abby ate: ‘Peanut butter and 
bananas on toast — white bread, heaps of margarine and thick peanut butter, 
then usually something like pizza . . . then, just total crap, junk and chocolate. 
Later you feel revolting.’ A few days of ‘free eating’ were not only acceptable, 
but understandable. However, participants distinguished these behaviours 
from ongoing, unmanaged bingeing — which was considered not healthy. 

Eating disorder risks
The bodybuilders perceived that women were more susceptible to risks such 
as eating disorders and unhealthy weight management practices than men, 
especially post-competition. ‘There is a real risk of women becoming obses-
sive about weight gain; frantic about every morsel they put in their mouth 
and how many calories,’ said Dot. While Brenda stated that for ‘women who 
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already have a negative relationship with food, bodybuilding can completely 
screw them mentally forever.’ 

Two female participants acknowledged during the interviews that they 
had experienced bulimia. Abby described how the bodybuilding diet changed 
her relationship with food — she began categorising food as good or bad and 
subsequently purged to rid herself of the ‘bad’ foods. ‘I had been sticking my 
fingers down my throat. I just wanted all this food and so I would eat it and 
then I would feel guilty. I knew I would have to get rid of it.’ Kathy described 
how she would eat phenomenal amounts: ‘I would completely lose control. 
. . . I was throwing up 10 times a day.’ 

Unhealthy weight control risks
There was unease concerning the extent to which some women were using 
bodybuilding as a weight control mechanism. Jacky believed: 

There are a lot of women in the sport to get skinny — who see it as a sustain-
able weight loss programme. It is about muscle, not weight loss, and they just 
don’t cope because when they go off their bodybuilding diet and they gain 
weight again, they hit rock bottom because they realise they can’t sustain the 
body they have got. 

As shown in Figure 1, the factor analysis highlighted the connectivity of body-
building for women with notions of bodily obsession and vanity. These out-
comes appear consistent with broader studies concerning the objectification 
of women, social pressures to be thin and attractive, and dieting (Fredrickson 
& Roberts, 1997; Grieve, Wann, Henson, & Ford, 2006). Eating disorders 
and unhealthy weight management practices have also been identified in aes-
thetically oriented sports (Johns, 1993; Ringham et al., 2006). Goldfield et al. 
(1998) have questioned whether those with significant body image sensitivi-
ties gravitate towards pursuits such as bodybuilding, or whether the nature of 
such aesthetically oriented activities contributes to such disorders. We con-
cluded, through listening to the accounts and experiences of bodybuilders 
with bulimia, that it can entail both. 

Risk of nutritional deficiencies 
The risk of nutritional deficiencies especially iron and calcium deficien-
cies. was raised by some female participants. Newton, Hunter, Bammon, and 
Roney (1993), in their assessment of bodybuilders during the pre-competi-
tion phase, found that without vitamin supplementation women were lacking 
in folacin, Vitamin E, calcium, zinc, iron, and potassium, whereas men pre-
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dominantly achieved 90% or more of required daily allowance (RDA) require-
ments. However, this study also found some female bodybuilders were criti-
cal of bodybuilder diets which excluded certain foods such as dairy products. 
Maxine said: 

I tend to put my health first before the look. A lot of [bodybuilder] people 
cut out dairy and don’t take calcium supplements and don’t eat fruit. I think 
if you are going to do that a couple of times a year then your health is going 
to suffer. 

Some female participants adopted less stringent diets and/or deliberately 
selected competitive categories which allowed greater levels of body fat (e.g., 
figure and shape).

Gender identity risks
Bodybuilding, while pleasurable, presented social risks for women as it had 
the capacity to conflict with dominant notions surrounding women and 
bodily ideals. Female bodybuilders referred to the possibility of becoming 
hard, excessively muscular, and manly. Mandy said: ‘The day I look like a 
man is the day I give up bodybuilding.’ The risks of such transgressions have 
been the subject of much academic discussion (Balsamo, 1994; Choi, 2003; 
Guthrie & Castelnuovo, 1992). Diverse perspectives amongst the women 
concerning muscularity was noted during the interviews. For example, Katie 
said: ‘People come up to me and say “Oh my god”. They look at your mus-
cles — and I get a kick out of that.’ However, enhanced muscularity did not 
present the same social risks for men. 

Male bodybuilders may, conversely, experience other forms of social risks. 
Bodybuilders could be ‘extreme’ — very competitive, more risk-oriented and 
uni-dimensional in lifestyle. While both men and women could be ‘extreme’, 
such labels appeared more affiliated with the elite, male bodybuilders. Tony 
said: ‘Yes my life is unbalanced, but sometimes in life you head down a path 
and you go too far and you can’t go back. And probably that is where I am 
at.’ Mike conveyed: ‘I am so competitive I will push myself ridiculously.’ The 
male bodybuilders prioritised winning more than their female counterparts. 
The connectivity of men, competitiveness and risk was further reiterated in 
the factor analysis, displayed in Figure 1. The factor analysis also aligned men 
with feelings of ‘guilt’ if they missed a workout. It suggested that the men 
may experience pressure or expectations (socially or internally driven) that 
their muscular bodies and training regimes must be maintained. As conveyed 
by Jake: ‘You can have a syndrome where you stop training and feel like you 



284 • the fine line

are losing size and that there is less of yourself.’ Gillett and White (1992: 
364) have also highlighted how male bodybuilders may become dependent 
and thus controlled by the bodies and the body image they have created — 
bodybuilding becomes a ‘fatal strategy’. The possibility that some men may 
be compelled to continue weight training may be likened to the female body-
builders compelled to continue dieting post-competition — both driven to 
retain a body ideal they align with a positive sense of self.

Steroid use
Results highlighted that the male bodybuilders were less likely to perceive 
bodybuilding to be drug-free than the women, were more supportive of ster-
oid-use, and perceived the use of steroids as being more acceptable for men 
than women. None of the interviewed women disclosed the use of banned 
substances although they believed usage by ‘other’ women existed. On the 
other hand, two male participants interviewed were current steroid-users, 
a further two were former users, one male bodybuilder was considering his 
use and another disclosed how, having been provided with steroids, he had 
decided against use. The use of drugs by men appeared not only influenced 
by their personal ethics and competitive aspirations, but also by their con-
cepts of what signifies success within bodybuilding. As mentioned by Mark, 
a current user: 

I don’t want to be good I want to be awesome. I don’t want to be average. I 
want to be huge. If I have to take anabolic steroids to achieve that then I will 
and I have made it . . . and it just isn’t steroids but it is diuretics, it is growth 
hormones. If you are going to compete at the top level then you need to take 
performance enhancers. 

However, some were also conscious of the risks. ‘It is dangerous. You can 
have big problems if you don’t do it properly’ said John. The risks were not 
dismissed. Rather, the pros and cons of use were weighed-up, similar to 
Monaghan’s (2001a) findings. These participants sought to minimise pos-
sible risks through education, regular health checks, and self-monitoring. 
Competitive risks and moral risks were reduced by participating in non-tested 
bodybuilding events. Mark said: ‘I don’t think I am a cheat as I am competing 
against others who have the same advantage. I certainly wouldn’t compete in 
tested events against natural competitors.’ 

Klein (1993, 1995, 2001) believes that men’s use of steroids in bodybuild-
ing is widespread and that it highlights how acquiring muscularity and its 
linkages to masculinity is more important to them than health. However, 
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this study found there to be diversity amongst the male bodybuilders con-
cerning such decisions. Not all men pursued a physique of excessive mus-
cularity. ‘I don’t want to be a huge freak or anything like that. I still want to 
keep improving, but if I don’t get bigger then I am quite happy,’ shared Allan. 
Furthermore, while some men used drugs, many did not. Health and sport-
ing morals were considered hierarchically more important to them than the 
possible benefits of steroid use — the merits of which were sometimes ques-
tioned. Greg believed: ‘Bodybuilding is healthy as long as you do it the right 
way — without drugs . . . you don’t need drugs to compete. You can have the 
best body and you can do really well.’ Tony conveyed: 

Personally, I view taking drugs as cheating. I would rather get as far as I can 
naturally. I appreciate that there is a possibility that I may be up against guys 
who have taken drugs but at the end of the day if they win, at least I know that 
I haven’t taken anything. 

This diversity was also consistent with the quantitative findings. While men 
reported a higher mean score than the women in relation to the potential use 
of steroids, there was also a greater deviation amongst their scores1 — sug-
gesting greater diversity in their views surrounding steroid use.

Conclusion
Bodybuilding can be positive and rewarding for its participants (Drummond, 
2002; Grogan et al., 2004; Roussel & Griffet, 2000), but as highlighted in this 
study bodybuilders also perceive it to be a sport which encompasses risky 
and health-compromising practices, and a ‘fine line’ separates these practices. 
Risks in bodybuilding may be entered into consciously and willingly by its 
participants, unwittingly and/or normalised and influenced by its specific 
subculture. Participant experiences of health and risk may also be subject to 
variation, depending on athlete motivations, identities, and their point in the 
competitive cycle. Although traditional notions of femininity often expect 
women to be vulnerable and weak (Weiten, 1992) and thus conceivably risk-
adverse, this study found that they participated in risks that were manifested 
physically, mentally, emotionally, and socially. Furthermore, there were many 
gender similarities in relation to their accounts of impacts to physical, social, 
and mental wellbeing. This study also highlighted differences between men 
and women’s experiences, perceptions, and concerns in relation to risk. The 
bodybuilding men embraced certain risk-taking behaviours, such as steroid-
use, more than the women, potentially fueled by their competitive tendencies 
and/or aspirations. Conversely, for women, while bodybuilding and sport-
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ing risks reflected resistant practices to traditional notions surrounding femi-
ninity, it also had the capacity to play into, even amplify, their sensitivities 
surrounding appearance and body image, their preoccupation with diet and 
weight control and a propensity toward eating disorders. The results high-
lighted how bodybuilding reflected a microcosm of tendencies and vulnera-
bilities found in the broader gendered social world. In other words, the align-
ment of men and masculinities with competitiveness and muscular ideals, 
and femininity and female identities with emotional behaviours and the pur-
suit of thin, toned, bodies (e.g., Bartky, 1988; Coakley, 2007; Klein, 1993; 
Seippel, 2006; Weiten, 1992). 

These generalisations, however, are made with care. Heterogeneity was 
also identified amongst the bodybuilding men and women. Some female par-
ticipants were considered more vulnerable to post-competition/off-season 
eating disorder risks than others. There were also variations amongst the 
men. Some male bodybuilders elected not to engage in extreme risky practices 
such as steroid use. They prioritised instead their health and sense of ethics, 
and accepted their less muscular physiques and potentially less-competitive 
sporting outcomes. Their decisions to reduce or avoid such risks were not 
perceived as contra to their manhood (Hunt, 1995). Rather, such decisions 
represented their strength of character, and convictions as healthy, moral 
sporting men. Female bodybuilders were also found to minimise, avoid, or 
at times resist risky practices. They prioritised health before dietary extremes 
and excessively low competitive body fat levels, and critically considered 
competitive expectations against what constituted ‘a win’ in their eyes. In so 
doing, they made conscious decisions to manage and negotiate risks to reflect 
their strength of character, conviction, and morality. These actions have high-
lighted that athletes do not always ‘uncritically’ accept risk within their sport 
(Roderick, 1998).

Although this study is not representative of all bodybuilders in New 
Zealand and tools such as factor analysis are not an exact science (Miller, 
Acton, Fullerton, & Maltby, 2002), its approach has highlighted the value of 
multiple methods. The quantitative results pinpointed statistical similarities 
and differences between the male and female respondents, while the quali-
tative accounts reinforced and exposed complexities and heterogeneities. It 
showed that participants recognised not only pleasures, but a diversity of 
risks in their sport which may appear disordered and unhealthy to outsiders, 
but valuable and necessary to participants. Negotiating and managing risky 
practices can test boundaries and capabilities, contribute to personal growth, 
and foster a sense of ‘self-affirmation’ (Russell, 2005). The study highlighted 
how decisions which participants make in relation to sport and risk are not 
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always an extension of their athletic identity (Coakley, 2007), but can be 
challenged, resisted, negotiated, and reinforced by their broader identities, 
including their gendered identities. Bodybuilders are not only athletes, but 
multi-faceted social creatures — capable of self-determination and agency, 
and influenced not only by their sporting habitus but by the broader gen-
dered social world of which they are also a part.

Endnotes
1. �Standard deviation of 1.18 for males versus 0.93 for females in relation to 

the following statement: ‘If steroids were legal, I believe that controlled and 
carefully planned use of them is an acceptable way of enhancing bodily 
appearance.’
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the importance of displaying local 
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England national soccer team
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Abstract • Anthony King (2006) suggests that soccer provides an increasingly 
important arena to express an emergent English (over British) national iden-
tity. This paper uses data from pub-based participant observation and an online 
survey conducted during the 2006 World Cup Finals to explore the complexi-
ties of contemporary English identities among ‘everyday’ soccer fans. We discuss 
the relevance of local identities by focusing on contemporary displays of sup-
port for the England team, particularly by supporters of clubs situated below the 
English Premier League that have been neglected in previous studies. We make 
reference to the ways in which local identities have often become interchange-
able with the English nation, before suggesting that the nation can empower 
local identities when on an international stage. As such we regard support for 
the English national team as a site for expressing both national and local layers of 
identity that are informed in different ways by processes of globalisation.

Key words: local identity, national identity, English soccer, globalisation

Introduction 
It has been suggested that ‘Britain is currently languishing amidst a “crisis of 
identity”’ (Maguire & Tuck, 1998: 105) challenged by processes of globalisa-
tion, European integration and the political devolution of Northern Ireland, 
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Scotland, and Wales (Bryant, 2003; Kumar, 2006; McCrone, 2002, 2006). In 
this context, English identity, with its peculiar — and changing — relation-
ship with Britain (Colley, 2005; Kumar, 2003) offers a particularly intriguing 
case study. King (2006) suggests that soccer provides an important contem-
porary arena to express a re-emerging English (over British) identity. The 
display of the Cross of St George — the English national flag — has become 
a popular focus for debates around issues of identity in contemporary Britain 
(see, e.g., Back, Crabbe, & Solomos, 2001; Burdsey, 2006; Carrington, 1998, 
1999; King, 2006). During the 2006 FIFA World Cup Finals the display of 
the English flag was ubiquitous. What was also apparent was the attachment 
of local insignia to such national displays. This paper is an exploration of the 
ways in which local affiliations inform support for the national soccer team. 

We begin by discussing the relationship between English nationalism, 
soccer fandom, and local identities, whilst building a case for our approach 
on fans of less prominent/lower level clubs as a basis for investigation. 
Fandom at this lower league level has been largely ignored in previous 
research. ‘Everyday’ forms of fandom are also an area largely ignored in previ-
ous research, in favour of the ‘exceptional’ sports fan (Crawford, 2004), nota-
bly the hooligan (Giulianotti, 1999; King, 2002). This has been particularly 
problematic in studies of nationalism, appearing to offer inflated accounts of 
nationalist sentiment among England soccer fans (see Abell, Condor, Lowe, 
Gibson, & Stevenson, 2007). We therefore outline a methodological approach 
that takes account of the ‘everyday’ consumption of soccer in England, using 
pub-based participant observation and an online survey posted within web-
based soccer discussion forums. 

Finally, we discuss the preliminary data collected during the 2006 World 
Cup Finals which highlight the importance of local symbols and affiliations 
whilst supporting England, particularly among fans of lower level English 
professional clubs. 

English nationalism and sport
Whether at local, regional or national level, sport is, after war, probably the 
principal means of collective identification in modern life. It provides one of 
the few occasions when . . . cities or countries can unite as a whole. (Bale, 
1986: 18)

Sport played a central role in fostering British national sentiment during 
Empire expansion and colonialism (Holt, 1989). Elsewhere in Europe, sport 
has routinely been politicised to promote forms of aggressive nationalism 
(see Beck, 1999; Martin, 2004). More recently, King (2006: 250) identifies 
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sport as a key site to foster the ‘interaction ritual’ that is integral to ‘imagin-
ing’ the national community: ‘it seems highly likely that changes in national 
identity in this sphere of activity will be paralleled . . . in other areas of social 
practice.’ 

Kumar (2003, 2006) suggests that England has failed to develop its own 
distinct national identity because it is synonymous with the formation and 
maintenance of British identity. Perhaps because of this identity vacuum, the 
symbol of support for the England national soccer team has been, up until the 
mid-1990s, the British Union Flag (King, 2006). Meanwhile, the populations 
of Scotland and Wales (Northern Ireland being more problematic) have long 
histories of identifying more strongly with their own countries over Britain. 
Much of this historical complexity is fed by a collective resistance to the 
political project of Britain that is perceived by many as a strongly English ven-
ture (Bryant, 2003). In the late 1990s, the British Labour party helped imple-
ment political devolution in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland through 
the establishment of national assemblies that, whilst set up to respond to this 
collective resistance, were also informed by changes in the global economy 
(McCrone, 2002). 

For King (2006), the routine displays of the St George Cross — the 
English flag — since the mid-1990s can be partially (although not solely) 
attributed to this fragmentation of the British nation, and it is soccer that 
appears to provide one of the most important sites to negotiate the new ‘place’ 
of England. The commodification of the St George cross has also been aggres-
sively pursued by the English Football Association in recent years to coin-
cide with international soccer tournaments. Changes have even been made 
to the design of the national team strip since 1990 to emphasise specifically 
English over British connotations (King, 2006). Whilst this suggests a resur-
gence of English national sentiment, King (2006) also contends that given 
England’s apparent ‘identity vacuum’, its own capacity to emerge as distinct 
within Britain is likely to be painful and complex because of the threat to the 
existence of Britain that a rise in Englishness poses. 

Alongside supporting a national project, sport has also been recognised 
as one of the most important ways in which local identities are maintained 
within contemporary England: ‘Understanding Englishness requires appre-
ciation of what divides, as well as what unites, those who regard themselves 
as English’ (Hill & Williams, 1996: 5). Sport shows great regional variation 
and identities across England:

Sport is a powerful shaper of cultural identity. Right through the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries it has drawn upon and reinforced prevailing perceptions of 
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the North as being different from the South, whilst helping to strengthen both 
regional and intra-regional stereotypes. (Huggins, 2000: 132)

It is important to acknowledge that identities within Britain were pluralised 
long before the contemporary wave of globalisation (see Colley, 2005) — this 
is better understood with an interpretation of the concept of identity that is 
plural and multi-layered in nature: 

The expression ‘we’, and so, too, the social habitus of individuals in a wider 
sense, has many layers. . . . It matches the plurality of interlocking integration 
planes characteristic of human society. (Elias, 1991: 202)

Nationalism and soccer in the global age
Carrington (1999) reminds us that support for the England soccer team has 
been used as a vehicle for the promotion of overtly nationalist and racist 
political projects such as the far-right British National Party. At the same 
time — and perhaps for these reasons — many England fans have disassoci-
ated themselves from such overtly political perspectives by downplaying any 
nationalist element to their soccer support (Abell et al., 2007). Either way, the 
connection between English nationalism and soccer fandom is more prob-
lematic than has generally been recognised.

Modernist certainties around sport and nationalism have been challenged 
by those who point to changes caused by European integration and globalisa-
tion. According to Hall (1992) the legitimacy and authority of the nation is 
challenged (see Held, 2002; Smith, 1995), which in turn can accentuate both 
local and trans-national frames of reference. Such trans-nationalism is evi-
dent in the rampant global commercialisation of English Premiership soccer 
over the last 15 years (see Hamil, Michie, Oughton, & Warby, 1998). Elite 
clubs are increasingly dominated by overseas players, coaches and owners 
mirroring the growth in international labour migration, resulting most nota-
bly from the ‘Bosman ruling’ on international player transfers that aligned the 
soccer business into existing European legislation on free labour movement 
(Lanfranchi & Taylor, 2001). Such processes have transformed English elite 
clubs into cosmopolitan sites, whereby fans consume ‘images, concepts, life-
styles and ideas from well beyond their immediate communities [so they] can 
come to identify with groups beyond their [national] borders’ (Held, 2002: 
53). Meanwhile, such cosmopolitan processes have had significantly less 
impact on lower league clubs and fans who have largely remained sheltered 
from such trans-national developments. These clubs and fans are often over-
looked in debates around the impacts of globalisation.
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Contemporary soccer fan identities: The global, the local and the ‘glocal’
European integration and globalisation have impacted upon soccer fan iden-
tities, at least at the elite club level. Anthony King (2000, 2002, 2003, 2006) 
has focused on fans of Manchester United to identify an increasing European 
consciousness, formed through interactions with clubs and fans from other 
European cities, encouraged by the expansion of elite European club cup 
competitions. However, longer-standing local affiliations appear to remain 
an integral component of soccer fandom around the world (Armstrong & 
Giulianotti, 2001; Tomlinson, 1991). 

Andrews and Ritzer (2007) argue that many globalisation theorists have 
regarded cultural forms and practices as operating in a constant tension 
between global and local, and thus regarded these as mutually exclusive cat-
egories. However, 

the local has been so effected by the global, that it has become, at all intents and 
purposes, glocal. . . . Thus, the processual and empirical continuum through 
which we conceptualize globalization is bounded by . . . glocalization (‘the 
interpretation of the global and the local, resulting in unique outcomes in dif-
ferent geographic areas’). (p. 137)

King acknowledges the continued influence of the local on soccer fans; 
he suggests that as a result of new affiliations with trans-national settings, 
elite club fans are simultaneously showing stronger identifications with the 
‘locale’ (King, 2003) in the form of re-imagined connections with their city. 
Giulianotti and Robertson (2004: 546) refer to glocalisation as a process 
‘whereby local cultures adapt and redefine any global cultural product to suit 
their particular needs, beliefs and customs’. They define contemporary elite 
English soccer clubs as Transnational Corporations (TNCs) characterised by 
their promotion of local symbols, folklore and traditions to re-brand their 
products to a global market place. 

While research on the impact of globalisation — and glocalisation — 
on supporter identities of elite clubs who regularly participate in a trans-
national space is evident, the resulting impact on fans from leagues below 
the Premiership is less clear. At this level, soccer competitions have remained 
purely domestic, with the personnel of lower league clubs largely British and 
often retaining a particularly local flavour through ‘home-grown’ players and 
local owners. In a study of northern English identity, Russell (2004: 273) 
suggested that British identity is ‘something constructed in and experienced 
through the locality’. Local identities thus appear to remain central compo-
nents of soccer fandom whether as a result of globalisation or longer-stand-
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ing parochial rivalries. At the same time, identifications with the national 
team seem as strong as ever, particularly in the months around international 
competitions.

We take note of the fact that:
 
Many researchers are transfixed with identifying, and subsequently seeking to 
rescue, the residues of the sporting local. The inference of such projects would 
appear to be that the organically local, sporting or otherwise, is somehow 
actively resistant to the forces of globalization. (Andrews & Ritzer, 2007: 148)

Yet, this paper explores further how local affiliations interact with displays of 
support for the England national soccer team and how this might inform our 
understanding of contemporary English identity. In other words, we contend 
that rather than initiating the ‘death’ of the nation, globalisation and European 
integration appear to re-invigorate English national sentiment, albeit in novel 
and somewhat fragmented ways. We view the concepts of local, national and 
global as interrelated associations that form ‘layers’ of social identity (Elias, 
1991). English national identity accommodates the expression of local identi-
ties, particularly when ‘performing’ on an international stage such as an inter-
national football tournament. This is most visible through the actions and 
opinions of fans of less prominent and lower level clubs within the structure 
of English professional soccer. In order to assess this, we focused on ‘every-
day’ forms of fandom.

Methodology: Responding to changes in soccer fandom 
Much academic analysis on the phenomenon of soccer fandom has tended 
to concentrate on ‘exceptional’ cases, including ‘hooligans’ (see Dunning, 
Murphy, Waddington, & Astrinakis, 2002), ‘racists’ (see Back et al., 2001) 
and ‘obsessive’ fans (see Wann & Dolan, 1994). Such a focus is likely to have 
methodological implications for the study of nationalism.

According to Bennett (2005: 1), ‘it is precisely the inherent taken-for-
grantedness of everyday life that renders it valuable as an object of social 
research.’ Billig’s (1995) notion of ‘banal nationalism’ conceives of national 
identity as constructed through the nation being ‘flagged up’ in everyday life, 
through social interactions, language, signs, and symbols. It is these types of 
interactions that appear to have been ignored in previous studies of English 
nationalism and sport. Thus, we focus on the ‘everyday’ soccer fan (see 
Crawford, 2004), particularly those who support clubs from less prominent 
teams and those of teams in the lower leagues who have received relatively 
little academic attention in the past (as is noted by King, 2003). 
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As elite English club soccer has witnessed unprecedented change in the 
last 15 years, we contend that the way fans ‘consume’ soccer has also shifted 
significantly. This is largely (although not solely) due to the increasing cen-
trality and ubiquity of televised soccer (Sandvoss, 2003). In light of this shift, 
this study has undertaken relatively unorthodox data collection methods to 
mirror changes in football fandom, which require some elaboration. 

The pub
The pub was the site chosen for our participant observation of English fans 
during the 2006 World Cup Finals. Stone (2007) identifies the pub as a pri-
mary site where soccer is embedded in peoples’ everyday lives. Observation 
of fans in this setting could thus help elicit information on the significance of 
‘everyday’ fandom practices to fan identities. The pub has become an impor-
tant collective site for the English soccer audience, as Weed (2007: 408) sug-
gests: ‘the concept of a shared experience is at the crux of understanding the 
attraction of the pub as a sport spectator venue.’ 

Weed (2006) offers two factors that might account for the noticeable rise 
of the pub as one of the most popular venues for watching live soccer in 
England since 1990: first, the move of live Premier League soccer coverage 
exclusively to BSkyB (a subscription service) in 1992; and second, the changes 
to soccer stadia brought about by the Taylor report (1990) that introduced 
safer, more family-oriented Premier League soccer grounds throughout the 
1990s which has arguably led to vast increases in ticket prices. Weed (2006: 
77) suggests that ‘more people — 9.1 million in 2002 — watched live sport 
on television in a pub or bar than paid to watch sport live at the event (8.7 
million).’ The lack of atmosphere at contemporary soccer grounds, due to the 
introduction of new all-seater stadia, CCTV, stewarding and ever rising ticket 
prices to pay for the cost of such safety developments (Crawford, 2004; King, 
2002), means the pub is now considered by some to be more attractive as a 
venue for watching live soccer (Williams, 1998). 

May (2001: 173) defines participant observation as ‘engaging in a social 
scene, experiencing it and seeking to understand and explain it. The researcher 
is the medium through which this takes place.’ As such, research was person-
ally conducted in a number of public houses nightclubs and bars (referred to 
here under the umbrella term ‘pubs’) that were showing the England matches 
‘live’ on television during the 2006 World Cup Finals. The objective was pri-
marily to observe and experience the ways in which fans showed support for 
the England national team during the tournament. The research was carried 
out by one researcher (the first author) who attended a total of seven differ-
ent venues around North Lancashire and Cumbria to watch every England 
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match. The authors acknowledge that the research setting acts as a case study 
and therefore cannot be generalised to other areas around the country which 
may have provided different observations/experiences. 

Within the seven venues visited, males made up the bulk of the pub audi-
ence — an average of 70% males and 30% females was calculated based upon 
the field notes for each venue. However, as a general rule, the larger the venue, 
the greater the number of women and the more equal the ratio of women to 
men. The attraction of the pub as a venue to watch ‘live’ football for women 
may be higher than the attraction of the stadium itself. Although there is 
little further evidence to substantiate this assertion, based upon a review of 
research on the demographics of sports spectators, Crawford (2004: 57) sum-
marised that, ‘though women may be attending certain sports in higher pro-
portions, they are still predominantly attending male sports, and often remain 
marginalized within sport fan communities.’ Although not the focus of the 
current study, it nonetheless raises important questions that require more 
in-depth investigation.

The setting chosen was different for each England match and the researcher 
went to each venue an hour before kick-off to catch the ‘build up’ and obtain 
a position where fans could be observed and a television showing the match 
was still also in view. Field notes were taken during and after each match 
out of view of participants, usually in toilet cubicles during the matches and 
in the researcher’s car outside the venue after the match. Field notes were 
later transcribed on the day of, or the day after, the match had taken place. 
The flexibility of the method of participant observation was therefore very 
important:

Fieldwork is a continual process of reflection and alteration of the focus of 
observations in accordance with analytic developments. It permits researchers 
to witness people’s actions in different settings and routinely ask themselves a 
myriad of questions concerning motivations, beliefs and actions. (May, 2001: 
159)

Similar to Weed (2006), the researcher is a young, white male who is familiar 
with the experiences of going to pubs with the intention of watching ‘live’ 
soccer. Thus the researcher was confident that he ‘fitted in’ and would be 
easily accepted by ‘a pub football audience’ (Weed, 2006: 80). The researcher 
was a participant in the research setting through being an England fan himself 
and regularly watching matches on television in a pub (bar or club) setting. 
The type of observation conducted is perhaps best described as ‘unobtru-
sive (nonreactive) observation, conducted with people who are unaware of 
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being studied’ (Angrosino, 2005: 732). Moreover, if using the membership 
roles developed by Adler and Adler (1987, cited in Angrosino, 2005: 733), 
the researcher in the current study was a peripheral member researcher — 
a researcher who believes they can develop a desirable insider’s perspective 
without participating in those activities that constitute the core of group 
membership. The researcher did not interview other fans or record his own 
conversations with them, but listened to conversations and observed actions 
whilst continually reflecting on their significance. 

This part of the current methodology should be regarded as participant 
observation rather than ethnography. Although the researcher immersed 
himself in an aspect of the everyday life of the participants (i.e., the pub), the 
same group of people were not observed for each match and for an extended 
period of time. It is this lack of engagement with the same group over a long 
period of time which defines ethnography according to most scholars in 
sports studies (Silk, 2005). That said, many use the term ethnography inter-
changeably with methods like participant observation (e.g., May, 2001) and 
according to Silk (2005: 70), ‘Given the broadness of the term ethnography, 
there is perhaps a danger in attributing the term ethnographic to research in 
sports studies — nearly all qualitative work could actually fit under such a 
label.’

Following Hills (1999, cited in Sandvoss, 2003: 177–178) we recognise 
that (participant) observation can only provide exploratory evidence. It is 
only through asking fans themselves why they choose to portray their alle-
giances to the national team in various ways that we can begin to analyse 
how soccer fan practices contribute to the complexities of English national 
identity. As such, we decided also to undertake an online survey to collect the 
opinions of fans themselves.

Online survey
Lee (2005: 50) states, ‘The Internet enhances the potential of interaction that 
transcends the time-space barrier at an unprecedented scale and scope.’ One 
such development within the Internet has been the establishment of ‘virtual’ 
social networks that allow the social researcher to ‘observe a self-defined and 
ongoing interpretive community’ (Jenkins, 1995: 53). There is a growing body 
of research on online discussion groups such as ‘Usenet newsgroups’ (see Lee, 
2005) and interactive forums around television shows like The X-Files (see 
Hills, 2002) or Twin Peaks (see Jenkins, 1995) in the US. 

Social science research on sports fans is now well established (see Jones, 
1997, 2000). It is also known that sports fans throughout the world use the 
Internet (Wilson, 2007), yet little attention has been paid to online forums 
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for sports fans as a source for gathering data on perceptions and opinions of 
fans themselves, especially in the UK. One of the few studies is by Davies et 
al. (2005) who used rugby related chat rooms as part of a project to assess 
social identities among fans of Welsh rugby clubs before and after a regional 
restructuring process. Specifically related to soccer, Johnes (n.d.) engaged in 
a ‘Web-based’ ethnography (see Hills, 2002; Markham, 2005) on a discussion 
board for Swansea City F.C. fans. The use of online surveys is much more 
common among sports psychologists (Lonsdale, Hodge, & Rose, 2006). 

The survey used in the current study was posted on 18 online discussion 
boards. Of these, 11 were generic forums for soccer fans of any club and seven 
were related to specific, randomly chosen clubs from all levels of English pro-
fessional soccer. In addition, the survey was sent around a total of 12 email 
loops, seven of which were for groups of England fans from various regions 
of the nation (such as the north-east or south-west) and the remaining five of 
which were targeted at sites for England supporters in general.

The survey asked fans a mixture of 14 multiple choice and open response 
questions regarding how they showed their support for the England team 
during World Cup 2006 and what the significance of this was to their per-
sonal sense of English identity. The survey was conducted over a 2-month 
period from the onset of the 2006 World Cup Finals (9 June) to 1 month after 
the competition had ended (9 August). A total of 382 valid responses were 
obtained over the 2-month period — males making up 80.8% and females 
19.2% of the sample. This gender division broadly compares well with previ-
ous surveys which illustrate that females make up around 15% of spectators 
at stadia themselves (Crawford, 2004). 

The findings: The local, national and glocal identities of 
‘everyday’ English soccer fans 
Our data confirmed that rather than being a homogenous, fixed expression of 
nationalist sentiment, supporting the England national team reflects multiple 
layers of identity. In particular we discuss the ways in which local attach-
ments were incorporated within support for the national team, before sug-
gesting that the nation appears to provide a source of empowerment for the 
global display of local identities, particularly for fans of less prominent or 
lower league English clubs. We propose that lower league fans — who remain 
outside the immediate material influences of globalisation — appear to be 
mirroring the forms of glocalisation that increasingly characterise fan identi-
ties of elite TNC English Premier League clubs (King, 2003). 
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Embedding the local in St George
Local allegiances appeared to be integral to contemporary support for the 
English national soccer team. Just under half (48.4%) of all England fans said 
they would like to see their club team, rather than the England team (51.6% 
of respondents), do well in international competitions if given the chance to 
play in them. Furthermore, the display of local identity appeared to be an 
important component to this national support. Of the respondents, 37% said 
that they displayed symbols of support for their local club, town, or region 
when watching England games. 

Respondents were asked to describe how they show their support for 
their club team when watching England. The following illustrative replies are 
reproduced verbatim: 

Flag — St Georges cross with Sunderland badge Clothes — I have a polo shirt 
with both Sunderland and England badges on it.

I have a ten-by-five-foot St George cross with ‘COLCHESTER UNITED’ across 
the middle that I take to games. Sometimes have some form of identity on my 
clothing too, such as badge, cap/hat, or sometimes shirt.

St Georges Cross Flag showing Foxham — where I live — and Swindon Town 
— my team. Wearing my Swindon Town football shirt to all games.

Carry club rivalries through to the England games, e.g. piss-take Leeds play-
ers and fans, but have blind faith in Beckham because he used to play for 
Preston.

Such symbols were also evident in the form of the numerous St George flags 
that had been decorated with local signage and emblems that we saw in the 
pubs visited during the fieldwork (and also evident in large numbers in 
the stadia during England World Cup matches). Field notes (1 July 2006) 
taken in a pub in Keswick, Cumbria, during England’s last match of the 
tournament reveal that these symbols were also displayed on clothing and 
other decoration:

Over the top of the staircase was perhaps the largest visual symbol of local 
identity attached to a St George cross I had seen yet — it was a huge six-by-
six-foot flag with a Carlisle United badge in the top left corner, ‘Keswick Blues’ 
in the top right corner, ‘Pride of Cumbria’ written in the bottom left corner, the 
three lions badge in the bottom right corner and, finally, ‘CARLISLE UNITED’ 
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written in large letters across the centre of the red cross of St George. . . . I 
noticed at least three men wearing Carlisle United shirts and one wearing 
a Liverpool FC shirt. There was also a man wearing a T-shirt with ‘Keswick 
Blues’ on it across the background of a St George cross and a Carlisle United 
logo side by side. I also noticed at least five males with their faces painted; one 
half with a St George cross and the other half with the Carlisle United logo on 
either cheek. 

Such local displays were predominantly associated with towns or cities that 
are represented by clubs from lower leagues that operate in purely domestic 
competitions and are made up of largely British players, coaches and owners. 
Not only is the make-up of these clubs less international than those of the 
elite English clubs, but they do not have the same global media coverage of 
the elite clubs so almost never enter trans-national spaces with their local 
club. Responses from fans of elite English clubs were much harder to find; 
both in the participant observation at the pubs and in replies from the online 
survey.

Rather than registering a decline in support for the nation, these local 
displays appear to re-invigorate and re-define English national sentiment. 
This has particular relevance in the context of the political fragmentation 
of Britain. The display of local fan identities might be assumed to be the 
source of some tension and be incompatible with national solidarity. We have, 
however, already outlined the longer history that exists where local affilia-
tions and rivalries have been accommodated within a national context (see 
Edensor, 2002; Russell, 2004). In a speech to the Institute for Public Policy 
Research entitled ‘A New England: An English identity within Britain’, Rt 
Hon. David Blunkett MP (2005: 8) urged:

We have an affinity with towns and counties which is not based on a region 
or province (created as an administrative or political unit), nor mobilized as 
a rallying cry for separation (as with the Basque country) but acts, rather, as 
a building block for patriotic sentiment. Coming from Yorkshire and being 
English — and beating Lancashire at cricket — is a statement about our local-
ism and our Englishness.

Exploring the problematic of local rivalries further, our results found some 
tensions among English fans, yet they were largely portrayed in an envi-
ronment of accommodation and jovial acceptance. The following episode, 
recorded in field notes (20 June 2006) immediately before an England game 
outlines such tensions:
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Prior to the game, the TV cameras focused on a few England flags situated 
around the ground in Cologne and the commentator read out the names of 
the localities and clubs that had been printed across them. Those that were 
considered southern, such as Wycombe, Bristol, and Pompey were booed by 
supporters watching in the pub as well as those that were less well known 
places/teams. Those from the northern counties like Cumbria, the north-east 
and Lancashire were cheered and, predictably, when Morecambe [a town next 
to Lancaster] was read out, fans cheered the loudest.

Clearly, regional and local tensions remain integral to the construction of 
Englishness. England’s peculiar political history (Bryant, 2003) may contrib-
ute to the legacy and nature of local rivalries within the English nation — as 
David Blunkett appears to be suggesting — and yet similar tensions are evi-
dent in support for the Welsh national team between supporters of the big 
city clubs, Cardiff and Swansea, while Scottish football continues to be domi-
nated by sectarian tensions between Glasgow Celtic and Glasgow Rangers 
fans (Burdsey & Chappell, 2001).

During the participant observation, local identities appeared to challenge 
the legitimacy of the nation at times. When this occurred, national affiliations 
seemed to eventually envelop and suppress the local. In this extract from field 
notes (25 June 2006) taken in a pub during the Ecuador game, one person 
articulates this suppression of localism within the national context:

Towards the end of the game, when [David] Beckham was taken off, two of the 
men watching the game from the far corner appeared to be having a conversa-
tion about players in the England team and the clubs they played for. One man 
seemed to overhear this and said in a loud voice, ‘It doesn’t matter . . . whether 
you support Leeds, Arsenal. . . . Sod off! It’s all England, innit!’

Our final extract (1 July 2006) was one of the few examples we found regard-
ing supporters of elite English clubs, and highlights that the display of the 
local can also have a particularly trans-national flavour. It emphasises the 
glocal frames of reference that we have outlined as being increasingly com-
monplace in the elite end of English club football. It is, to us at least, no coin-
cidence that the following incident involved Manchester United, one of the 
elite English clubs with players of many nationalities. In a match between two 
national sides, one fan in the extract below chooses to abuse the player of the 
opposing ‘foreign’ team by referring to the player’s local club attachment — 
which happens to be an English club — rather than to his nationality:
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After the Rooney-Ronaldo incident . . . Rooney was sent off. After this incident 
one man shouted (after punching the wall!), ‘Fuck off you Stretford cunt! I’ll 
batter ya!’ This was clearly a reference to the well-known Stretford End of 
Manchester United’s stadium at Old Trafford and it was interesting how the 
fan chose to refer to the English club team Ronaldo played for rather than his 
national identity as Portuguese — especially seeing as Rooney plays for the 
same club! 

Similarly, one survey respondent said: ‘[I] stick up for players who play for the 
club but may be in the opposition.’ These examples suggest the articulation 
of glocalised identities that reflect the cosmopolitan processes transforming 
the elite English club game. In this sense, the local does appear to complicate 
previously provided identifications based simply on nationality. While fans of 
elite clubs are not our particular focus, it is important to highlight the varia-
tion in types of local identities that interact with the nation, and, as in these 
latter instances, appear less able to be suppressed by national sentiment. 

The nation as a resource for local empowerment: 
Glocalisation of lower league soccer fans?
Our focus has been on the everyday fan of lower league clubs because the 
kinds of displays that celebrated local identities and were accommodated 
within a national context were frequently portrayed by fans of this type. To 
reiterate, these teams largely operate within a domestic setting and almost 
never perform on a trans-national stage. Displays of Manchester United sym-
bols, for example, were almost completely absent from the pubs chosen, 
surprising given the national status of United and the close proximity of 
Manchester to the location of the fieldwork (ranging from approximately 60 
to 90 miles). Our survey findings confirmed that of the 37% of respondents 
who said they did display local support when watching England, a majority 
of 59% supported teams from the lower divisions or less prominent teams 
within the Premier League. 

This may reflect a form of local empowerment for fans of clubs that oth-
erwise have very little formal contact with other national and international 
audiences and, more importantly, have little ‘coverage’ of their localities within 
the discourses of soccer fandom. The globalisation and commodification of 
the Premier league has enabled many of the elite English clubs to operate 
consistently on a global stage; not only in the elite European club competi-
tions (King, 2003), but also through the recruitment of the best players and 
coaching staff from all over the world — all displayed on TV stations with 
increasing frequency, and with an ever wider global audience. In addition, 
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elite clubs are also branding themselves internationally and attempting to 
break into new markets such as the Far East (Manzenreiter & Horne, 2004). 
In short, globalisation — or perhaps more correctly cosmopolitanisation — 
appears to bring increased success, prestige, new stadia, and TV coverage for 
those clubs and their fans who directly benefit. In light of these significant 
globalising movements for the elite end of the game, the England national 
team provides fans from otherwise disempowered locales with a global stage 
upon which to ‘perform’, display, and articulate their local identities. In this 
sense, the response of ‘everyday’ English soccer fans to globalisation and 
devolution processes is to attempt to be part of the glocalising processes that 
appear to offer a better supporter experience for fans of the elite clubs. To 
accomplish this, they utilise the international stage that the English team 
regularly inhabit, for example during the World Cup. As such, these local 
identities remain reliant on the nation and, consequently, play an integral role 
in the formation and negotiation of contemporary Englishness.

Conclusion 
We have suggested that the increasingly overt display of the flag of St George 
during international soccer competitions (King, 2006) offers a more complex 
picture of contemporary English national identity than has so far been pro-
posed. Our evidence shows the importance of local identifications to national 
support, and we have discussed the ways they interact with national symbols 
and national soccer support. These local identities are themselves informed 
differentially by wider processes of social change, including globalisation, cos-
mopolitanism, and glocalisation. This variation is largely dependent on the 
type of club supported. We have suggested that the significant changes to the 
elite club game in England over the last 15 years, largely driven by processes 
of globalisation, have caused many fans of elite English clubs to ‘glocalise’ 
their support. European integration, as well as the wider political devolution 
of the other nations within Britain has also prompted the displays of localism 
among England fans. We suggest that while these trans-national processes 
have not directly impacted upon ‘everyday’ fans who support clubs from the 
lower leagues — who do not perform on an international stage, are largely 
British in make-up, and have yet to benefit themselves from global capital 
— such processes have encouraged these fans to utilise the global stage and 
profile that the England team perform on, to display, negotiate, and symbol-
ise their own, otherwise ‘invisible’ local identities. This is a fandom practice 
that requires further research as it may help gain further insight into under-
standing the role of the local in the construction of contemporary English 
identity.
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Research on local identities in soccer support appear to have followed 
one of two paths: they have either been analysed as somehow distinct from, 
and resistant to, national and global identities (see Andrews & Ritzer, 
2007), or seen within the paradigm of globalisation/Europeanisation (see 
King, 2000, 2003), where the display of the local is part of a wider emerg-
ing European, transnational consciousness. Each approach appears to sug-
gest that local identities offer a challenge to the authority and legitimacy of 
the nation. We have tried to highlight the ways in which the local, national, 
and global are much more interconnected in relation to identity than has 
previously been suggested. We find that Giulianotti and Robertson’s (2004) 
global-realist approach is useful to begin to account for the heightened vis-
ibility of local identities that are displayed mostly within, rather than beyond, 
a national frame of reference, in this case support for the England national 
team. In this sense, we should be wary of over-emphasising the challenges 
posed to national identity by the seemingly rising importance of local affili-
ations. Moreover, it appears that glocal identities — those formed as a result 
of changes by the global on the local — are not necessarily in direct competi-
tion with the national project. Finally, this approach appears to challenge the 
longer-standing commonsense notions that the St George display marks the 
beginnings of a unified ‘English national project’, one that will blindly follow 
the path of the other now devolved nations within Britain. Englishness, at 
least that which is constructed through ‘everyday’ support for the national 
soccer team, appears to be as much about representing local identities as it is 
an expression of national sentiment.
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Abstract • The purpose of this study was threefold: (1) to compare the number 
of female and male sport articles in Turkish daily newspapers, (2) to examine the 
gender stereotypes in both written and visual texts of the female articles, and (3) 
to examine the differences in gender stereotypes in both written and visual texts 
among different newspapers. The findings of this study indicated that 6.05% of 
the total sport articles were devoted to female athletes, 87.02% to male athletes, 
and 6.93% to articles combining both males and females. The results showed 
that gender stereotypes were found in both written (37.5%) and visual texts 
(13.9%). Moreover, according to chi-square analysis, there was a significant dif-
ference in gender stereotypes in both visual and written texts among differ-
ent newspapers. As a conclusion, this study highlighted the gendered nature of 
sport coverage within Turkish newspapers.

Key words: Gender stereotypes, male and female athletes, media, content, 
analysis

Introduction
The participation of women and girls in sport has long been an issue in the 
field of sport sociology, with a growing body of research pointing towards the 
continued prevalence of gender inequality in sport media coverage. Although 
there has been a longstanding debate about the media representation of 
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female athletes in many Western countries, only a limited number of studies 
about this subject are available in Turkey. In this paper, we aim to examine the 
gender stereotypes in Turkish daily newspapers. The present study served to 
extend earlier research about media coverage of women’s sport within differ-
ent historical and cultural contexts. 

Media coverage of female athletes
Of all the socialisation influences that work to shape the skills, values, norms, 
and behaviours of individuals, the mass media appear as one of the most 
prevalent and powerful (Duncan, 1990). People are affected by what the mass 
media decide to let them hear, see, and read (Riffe, Lacy, & Fico, 1998). The 
print and broadcast media, therefore, are potent in their ability to create and 
maintain societal perspectives (Fink, 1998). 

Marian Meyers (1994) noted that the media provide ideological support 
for hegemonic power structures and play a crucial role in the maintenance of 
dominant cultures and beliefs. Because sport has been at the forefront of com-
munication technologies, considerable attention has been paid to the relation-
ship between sport, media, and gender in contemporary culture (Tomlinson, 
2002). It is suggested that the media construct and maintain masculine ideals 
in sport by highlighting characteristics which are traditionally associated with 
men, while maintaining that women do not display the same attributes (Kane 
& Lenskyj, 1998). More specifically, the overwhelming media coverage of 
men’s sport creates and reflects hegemonic masculinity, especially in everyday 
sport reporting (Daddario, 1994; Donaldson, 1993; Pedersen, 2002). Messner 
(1998) also pointed out that the images of women’s athleticism constructed 
by the media represent major obstacles to any fundamental challenge to male 
dominance in organised sport. Therefore, it seems reasonable to argue that 
sport and media function hegemonically to reproduce a problematic gender 
order that affirms male dominance over females. The physical attractiveness 
or gender role of female athletes, for example, is often emphasised over their 
athletic abilities or athletic achievements. In contrast, male athletes are por-
trayed by the popular media in terms of physicality and muscularity, affirm-
ing an ideological superiority (Buysse & Embser-Herbert, 2004). Wensing 
and Bruce (2003) identified the rules that frame female athletes into cultur-
ally prescribed gender characteristics: (a) gender marking, when an event 
is referred to as a women’s event; (b) compulsory heterosexuality, when a 
female athlete is represented in her heterosexual role; (c) emphasis on appro-
priate femininity, when the focus is on stereotyped femininity; (d) infantilisa-
tion, when a female athlete is represented with diminishing adjectives; and 
(e) non-sport related reports. Most of the studies about sport, media, and 
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gender, according to Wensing and Bruce, examined coverage of female ath-
letes regarding these culturally prescribed gender characteristics. 

Studies about media coverage of female athletes
During the 1980s and most of the 1990s, studies about women, media, and 
sport showed that the media persisted in covering mainly male athletes. The 
research on the print media coverage of female athletes had been mostly 
concentrated in the United States (Pedersen, 2002; Salwen & Wood, 1994; 
Shifflett & Revelle, 1994), Europe (Capranica et al., 2005; Harris, 1999; 
Harris & Clayton, 2002; Pirinen, 1997) and Australia (Burroughs et al., 
1995; Lenskyj, 1998). In most studies, male-dominated sport and the types of 
presentation were assumed to reflect masculine hegemony (Daddario, 1994; 
Pederson, 2002) and, most importantly, women’s sport was given less signifi-
cance than male-dominated sport (Bishop, 2003; Lee, 1992; Lenskyj, 1998; 
Pedersen, 2002). 

Because of the importance of the context of female athletes’ presentation 
in the media, textual analysis has become an important tool in the analysis of 
media coverage. The basic conclusions from this type of analysis suggest that 
the underlying gendered messages serve to trivialise and marginalise female 
athletes and subordinate their accomplishments to those of male athletes. 
For example, the depiction of gender is denoted if the passage described the 
athlete’s performance by referring to stereotypical female characteristics such 
as her beauty, passivity, or subservience to a male coach or parent (stere-
otypic male); or if it described the athlete’s performance through comparison 
to a male athlete (male comparison) (Jones, Murrell, & Jackson, 1999). In 
another study, Duncan (1990) examined the verbal descriptors applied to 
men and women athletes. Her finding was that men are framed as active sub-
jects whereas women are framed as reactive or passive objects. Furthermore, 
while male athletes tend to be described in terms of strength and success, 
female athletes’ physical strengths tend to be neutralised by ambivalent lan-
guage. As Jones et al. (1999: 189) argued, ‘female athletes are judged and 
evaluated using traditional beliefs about gender whether they are competing 
in a traditional gender-appropriate or in a non-traditional gender-inappropri-
ate sport.’

Jones et al. (1999) examined the media representation of American female 
athletes in the 1996 summer Olympics and 1998 winter Olympic Games. They 
found that print media coverage of female athletes in female sports focused 
on performance while reinforcing female stereotypes such as the beauty and 
grace of the gymnasts. In another study, Capranica et al. (2005) analysed the 
media coverage of the 2000 Summer Olympic Games in Belgium, Denmark, 
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France, and Italy and found no significant gender differences with respect to 
article size, page placement, accompanying photographs, or photograph size. 
They concluded that ‘there was a trend to overcome gender inequities in media 
coverage during the Olympic Games, which may be due to the International 
Olympic Committee’s actions to promote increased participation of women in 
sport activities and to publicize their achievements’ (p. 212).

When female athletes receive coverage, it is frequently imbued with gender 
role stereotypes and replete with references to their heterosexual familial 
roles as wives, mothers, girlfriends, and daughters. This style of coverage is 
assumed to reproduce the pattern of male dominance in heterosexual rela-
tionships (Christopherson, Janning, & McConnell, 2002). In addition, media 
coverage of female athletic prowess and achievement is frequently combined 
with trivialisation of achievements and framed with culturally stereotyped 
commentary about female athletes’ physical appearance and feminine hetero-
sexual attractiveness (Bernstein, 2002; Eastman & Billings, 1999; Harris & 
Clayton, 2002; Messner, Duncan, & Cooky, 2003; Pederson, 2002). 

In conclusion, many studies indicate that when women’s sports are 
covered, the media use several techniques to subordinate female athletes. 
Therefore, ‘the amount of media coverage is crucial for visibility of the female 
athlete, but a closer look is required at the type of coverage that women’s 
sports and female athletes get from the media’ (Bernstein, 2002: 420). 

The social and cultural context of Turkey
Although there have been numerous studies on media coverage of sport in 
Western countries, only a limited number of studies about this subject have 
been undertaken in Turkey or within other Middle-East countries. As a case 
in point, Turkey should provide a particularly interesting vantage point for 
studying media coverage of female athletes since there has been a significant 
increase in the number of women participating in sport. Information of wom-
en’s involvement in sport in the Turkish context is quite limited. However, 
one data source is information published monthly by the General Directorate 
of Youth and Sport (GSGM). According to the GSGM, although the number of 
elite female athletes (330 258) is less than elite male athletes (856 572), there 
has been a significant increase in women’s involvement in sport since 2002 
(www.gsgm.gov.tr). In recent years, there has also been an increase in the level 
of women’s participation in sports deemed masculine (e.g., wrestling, weight-
lifting, kickboxing, and bodybuilding). However, although these sports have 
been considered as inappropriate for women — and women who engage in 
gender-inappropriate types of sport are often perceived as acting outside of 
their gender role — these types of sport (particularly wrestling and weightlift-
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ing) have long been popular national sports in Turkey for men and women. 
Nevertheless, it can be argued that these types of sports are still not viewed 
as appropriate for women in Turkish society. Like other patriarchal societies, 
traditional attitudes about gender roles for women are transported and put 
into practice in Turkish society (Dilek, 1997; Kağıtçıbaşı, 1982) and men 
and women have internalised their gender roles (Kandiyoti, 1995; Koyuncu, 
1988). In this socialisation process, the parents encourage their daughters 
to be dependent and obedient, whereas boys are allowed to be more aggres-
sive and independent since they are expected to cope with the outside world 
(Ataca, Sunar, & Kağıtçıbaşı, 1994). 

Relative to the situation of women in sport, as stated by Fasting and Pfister 
(1997), Turkey is a very diverse country and participation in sport varies 
considerably throughout the country. Although the number of elite female 
athletes is less than elite male athletes and the highest number of elite female 
athletes is in volleyball, a significant number of female athletes in martial 
sports such as taekwondo, karate, and judo are now observed. It means that 
many women also prefer to participate in some sports which are tradition-
ally accepted for men. Fasting and Pfister (1997) concluded that there are 
changes in at least some parts of Turkey: the younger generation is now more 
active in sport; children, especially girls, are encouraged to enjoy sport; and 
sport is considered as something positive. 

In Turkey, interest in media and women’s issues in the social sciences has 
been growing since the mid-1980s, and several studies have been carried 
out to investigate different aspects of women’s lives, such as their education, 
employment, health, fertility, and political participation (Erman, 2001). The 
representation of women in the media has also gained a renewed interest by 
several scholars from different disciplines in Turkey, and many researchers 
have pointed to the under-representation of women in the Turkish media 
and the fact that women are represented by existing stereotypical norms 
(Gencel-Bek & Binark, 2000; Gencel-Bek, 2001; Hortacsu & Erturk, 2003; 
Saktanber, 1990). Although the number of studies about media coverage of 
female athletes in Turkey is limited, a recent study (Öktem, 2004) analysed 
the media coverage of Süreyya Ayhan, who is one of the most successful and 
famous Turkish track and field athletes. She found that the achievements of 
women are typically disregarded and reflected as extraordinary and unusual 
events. In another study, Bulgu and Koca (2006) examined the media repre-
sentation of a case of sexual harassment in a national women’s weightlifting 
team. They found that the print media presented the case of sexual harass-
ment as a ‘suspicious assertion’ in order to protect the national popularity of 
weightlifting.
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Because of the limited number of studies on media coverage of female ath-
letes in Turkey this present study was conducted. The purpose of this study 
was threefold: (1) to compare the number of female and male sport articles 
in Turkish daily newspapers, (2) to examine the gender stereotypes in both 
written and visual texts related to articles concerning female athletes, and (3) 
to examine the differences in gender stereotypes in both written and visual 
texts among newspapers representing different ideologies such as social dem-
ocratic, liberal economic and Islamic views. Based on the results of the previ-
ous research of the print media’s coverage of female and male athletes, four 
hypotheses were developed for this study:

1.	 Male athletes will receive more coverage than female athletes.
2. 	The majority of written texts concerning female athletes will include 

gender stereotypes. 
3.	 The majority of photographic images of female athletes will be shaped 

by gender stereotypes.
4.	 There will be significant differences in gender stereotypes concerning 

females in both written and visual texts in different newspapers.

Method
Sample
Three different Turkish daily newspapers published in 2004 were chosen 
for this study: Hürriyet, Cumhuriyet, and Zaman are three of the best-selling 
tabloid newspapers in the country. These newspapers were selected because 
each is a primary media outlet nationwide and represents different ideologies 
(Hortacsu & Erturk, 2003). The Zaman is a religious newspaper and has the 
highest circulation (over 500 000 copies per day). One of the two secular 
newspapers, Cumhuriyet (Republic) has social democratic views and a cir-
culation of about 50 000 per day; the Hürriyet (Liberty) has a circulation of 
about 490 000 per day and supports liberal economic views.

The sample was collected over a period of two months (1 to 28 February 
2004, and 1 to 31 August 2004) and consisted of 3638 sports-related arti-
cles. The sample was chosen because of the availability of articles from both 
Olympic and non-Olympic events. In the present study, articles were analysed 
from the sport and news sections of each daily newspaper.

Content analysis
A total of 3638 sport-related articles were analysed. Content analysis was 
used to determine the amount of coverage devoted to the male and female 
athletes in the newspapers. Content analysis is a method that involves the 
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quantifying of certain elements within both written and visual texts, and is 
commonly defined as an objective, systematic, and quantitative discovery of 
media content (Stacks & Hocking, 1998). In the present study, content analy-
sis was conducted on both written and visual texts. Although ideas presented 
in the text can be influential, photographs may provide a more potent effect 
on media audiences (Rowe, 1999).

In the present study, media coverage refers to the amount and content 
of articles as reported in newspapers. Therefore, all articles related to sport 
in each single newspaper were initially counted, then coded into categories 
with respect to gender (e.g., female, male, and mixed articles that combined 
male and female coverage). Finally, female articles were analysed based on the 
‘rules’ described by Wensing and Bruce (2003).
Coding instrument: A coding instrument was developed for this study. In the 
first part, researchers categorised articles as follows: (1) female articles for 
those events related only to females, and (2) male articles for those events 
related only to males. Articles that referred to events which related to both 
females and males were coded as mixed articles. The second part of the instru-
ment consisted of items about gender stereotypes based on the rules described 
by Wensing and Bruce (2003) in written texts of female articles. The gender 
stereotypes were determined based on these five rules: (a) gender marking, 
when an event is referred as a women’s event (i.e., inferior to the men’s sport); 
(b) compulsory heterosexuality, when a female athlete is represented in her 
heterosexual role (i.e., sex symbol, mother, wife, girlfriend, daughter); (c) 
emphasis on appropriate femininity, when the focus is on stereotyped femi-
ninity (i.e., fragility, emotional instability, dependency, passivity); (d) infan-
tilisation, when a female athlete is represented with diminishing adjectives 
(i.e., girl, baby); and (e) non-sport related reports (i.e., when the focus is on 
the athlete’s personal life as opposed to her athletic abilities). For example, 
articles that contained descriptors about females’ athletic performance that 
were considered to be linked to heterosexuality (such as describing an athlete 
as a wife or daughter) were coded as compulsory heterosexuality, and articles 
that contained descriptors that emphasised the family life of females were 
coded as non-sport related reports.

The third part of the instrument was based on previous research involv-
ing gender stereotypes in photographs (Cuneen & Sidwell, 1998; Hardin et 
al., 2005; Rintala & Birrell, 1984). The variables coded for each visual text 
related to (a) the relevance of task and (b) gender stereotypes. Visual texts 
that depicted females actively or inactively participating in their own sport 
were coded as relevant tasks, and visual texts that depicted females in non-
sport settings were coded as non-relevant tasks. Additionally, visual texts that 
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depicted females with stereotypical female characteristics such as beauty, 
sexuality, or femininity were coded as gender stereotyped.

A pilot study was conducted before the final analysis was undertaken. Two 
authors worked on 22 randomly selected newspaper sport sections (10% of 
the sample) to test inter-coder reliability. After inter-coder reliability testing 
was completed and 100% consensus was reached, the remaining 220 newspa-
pers were randomly divided and coded by the two coders.

Statistical analysis
Statistical analysis was also applied to examine the differences in the amount 
of gender stereotypes in both written and visual texts in the three differ-
ent Turkish daily newspapers. The chosen statistic was the chi-square test; 
the most commonly used statistical analysis in content analysis (Riffe et al., 
1998). A 0.05 level of significance was selected for chi-square analysis to test 
for significant differences of percentages.

Findings and discussions
The findings of the study are presented according to hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1 — Male athletes will receive more coverage than female 
athletes.
According to tables 1 and 2, there was a difference in the amount of cover-
age of both female and male athletes in Olympic and non-Olympic sports. 
The findings of this study showed that female athletes received 27.19% of 
Olympic events coverage and male athletes received 36.85% of coverage in 

Table 1. Frequencies of Olympic coverage devoted to female, male, and mixed in 
Turkish daily newspapers

Zaman
(n=161)

Hürriyet
(n=195)

Cumhuriyet
(n=89)

Total
(N=445)

N % N % N % N %

Female articles 37 22.98 62 31.79 22 24.72 121 27.19

Male articles 63 39.13 67 34.36 34 38.20 164 36.85

Mixed articles 61 37.89 66 33.85 33 37.08 160 35.96

Total sport articles 161 100 195 100 89 100 445 100
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the newspapers (Table 1). However, in non-Olympic sports coverage, female 
athletes received only 3.1% while male athletes received 94% of coverage 
(Table 2). 

The total numbers of female and male articles in the three newspapers 
is presented in Table 3. The findings indicated that male athletes received 
87.02% of all sport coverage whereas female athletes only received 6.05%, 
with 6.93% covering both genders. Consistent with past research (Bishop, 
2003; Lenskyj, 1998; Lee, 1992; Lumpkin & Williams, 1991; Pedersen, 2002) 
and the first hypothesis of this study, male athletes received more coverage 
than female athletes. 

Table 2. Frequencies of non-Olympic coverage devoted to female, male, and 
mixed articles in Turkish daily newspapers

Zaman
(n=1093)

Hürriyet
(n=1331)

Cumhuriyet
(n=769)

Total
(N=3193)

N % N % N % N %

Female articles 27 2.47 46 3.46 26 3.38 99 3.10

Male articles 1046 95.70 1276 95.87 680 88.43 3002 94.02

Mixed articles 20 1.83 9 0.67 63 8.19 92 2.88

Total sport 
articles

1093 100 1331 100 769 100 3193 100

Table 3. Frequencies of total female, male, and mixed articles in Turkish daily 
newspapers

Zaman
(n=1254)

Hürriyet
(n=1526)

Cumhuriyet
(n=858)

Total
(N=3638)

N % N % N % N %

Female articles 64 5.10 108 7.09 48 5.60 220 6.05

Male articles 1109 88.44 1343 88 714 83.21 3166 87.02

Mixed articles 81 6.46 75 4.91 96 11.19 252 6.93

Total sport 
articles

1254 100 1526 100 858 100 3638 100
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In addition, it was found that there was a difference in types of sport 
covered in the articles devoted to female and male athletes. Although the 
majority of articles concerning males were about football, there were many 
articles devoted to different types of sport, such as basketball, handball, table-
tennis, wrestling, taekwondo, swimming, cycling, and golf. However, most of 
the articles concerning females consisted of mainly track and field (56.66%), 
weightlifting (13.89%), and tennis (6.6%), particularly in coverage devoted 
to the Olympic Games. One of the possible explanations for this result might 
be related to nationalistic expectations of winning championships or gain-
ing medals in the 2004 Olympic Games from female track and field athletes, 
‘Süreyya Ayhan’ and ‘Elvan Abeylegesse’, and female weightlifter, ‘Nurcan 
Taylan’.

Hypothesis 2 — The majority of written texts concerning female athletes 
will include gender stereotypes. 
As a result of content analysis on female articles, it was found that there were 
gender stereotypes in 37.3% of the articles concerning female athletes (Table 
4). Our hypothesis was not supported since the majority of written texts did 
not include gender stereotypes. The following statements and headings are 
given as examples of gender stereotypes:

Since she was 10, she has been weightlifting — one of the most difficult sports 
for women — and is carrying the weight of tons of women. . . . (Olympic, 
Zaman, 3 August 2004)

Table 4. Frequencies of total statements and gender-stereotyped statements in 
written texts in each newspaper

Newspaper Gender Statements in Written 
Text Total Written Text

N % N %

Zaman 24 37.5 64 100 

Hürriyet 33 30.6 108 100 

Cumhuriyet 25 52.1 48 100 

Total Written Text 82 37.3 220 100

χ2 =7.888; p< 0.05
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Our successful athlete who was getting married to her coach last year. . . . 
(Olympic, Zaman, 4 August 2004)

A bride and her sister-in-law race in the courses like they are playing a family 
game. . . . (Zaman, 8 August 2004)

Although they are female rally drivers. . . . (Zaman, 8 August 2004).

She was fearless and courageous like a man . . . . (Olympic, Cumhuriyet, 18 
August 2004)

Formula Race is touched by the hands of women. . . . (Cumhuriyet, 11 August 
2004)

Tatyana’s occupational accident: Her breast was uncovered. . . . (Hürriyet, 17 
August 2004)

The target is a gold medal in sexathlon. . . . (Olympic, Hürriyet, 21 August 
2004)

These gendered headings and statements are examples to demonstrate the 
application of gender rules in the written texts as a mechanism to repro-
duce gender stereotypes. Based on the rules described by Wensing and Bruce 
(2003), they implied compulsory heterosexuality (such as wife, bride, and 
sister-in-law), infantilisation (such as lady and girls) and non-sport related 
reports (such as marriage). For example, the Zaman for 8 August highlighted 
the expectations from Süreyya Ayhan for 2004 Summer Olympic Games. 
While the article briefly mentioned her successes and training period, the 
prime focus was her marriage to her coach. On the other hand, the 18 August, 
2004 Cumhuriyet included gender stereotypes: ‘She is fearless and courageous 
like a man.’ In this statement, we argue that the female athlete is represented 
by emphasising inappropriate femininity and by comparison with masculine 
qualities. These results indicate that the present study has findings similar to 
previous studies (Bernstein, 2002; Bishop, 2003; Lenskyj, 1998; Jones et al., 
1999; Lee, 1992; Pedersen, 2002).

Hypothesis 3 — The majority of photographic images of female athletes 
will be shaped by gender stereotypes.
As a result of visual text analysis, it was found that 13% had gender stereotypes 
(Table 5). Therefore, this hypothesis was not supported as the data revealed 
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that the majority of female athletes’ photographs did not receive gender stere-
otypes. However, 13.9% of female athletes received photographic coverage as 
glamorous, sexy, and with reference to female athletes’ heterosexual familial 
roles as wives, mothers, and daughters. For example, the Cumhuriyet (18 
August) represented photographs of tennis player Venus Williams, showing 
her posing seductively for the camera in her off-court wear. In another pho-
tograph, Semra Aksu, a former Turkish track and field athlete, was pictured 
with her baby on the blocks in a position ready for the start (Hürriyet, 10 
August 2004). 

Another finding of this analysis was that 21.15% of total visual texts were 
not related to the theme of the article. In these visual texts, female athletes 
were represented by picturing their non-task-relevant aspects of their life. 

Hypothesis 4 — There will be significant differences in gender 
stereotypes concerning females in both written and visual texts in 
different newspapers
According to chi-square analysis, there was a significant difference in gender 
stereotypes in written texts among three different Turkish newspapers (χ2 

=7.888; p<0.05). The lowest number of gender stereotypes in written texts 
was found in the Hürriyet (30.6%) which is accepted as one of the most popu-
lar Turkish newspapers. The frequencies of total statement and gender stere-
otypes in written texts of each newspaper are shown in Table 4.

According to chi-square analysis, there was a significant difference in 
gender stereotypes in visual texts among three different newspapers (χ2 

Table 5. Frequencies of total statements and gender-stereotyped statements in 
visual texts in each newspaper

Newspaper Gender Statements in Visual Text Total Visual Text

N % N %

Zaman 0 0 35 100

Hürriyet 8 11.9 67 100

Cumhuriyet 12 28.6 42 100

Total Visual Text 20 13.9 144 100

χ2 =13.428; p< 0.05
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=13.428; p<0.05). Gender stereotypes were found only in the Cumhuriyet 
(28.6%) and the Hürriyet (11.9%). However, there were no gender stereotypes 
in visual representations of female athletes in the Zaman. The percentage of 
gender stereotypes in visual representations is shown in Table 5.

The fourth hypothesis was supported as data revealed a significant differ-
ence in gender stereotypes in both written and visual texts among three dif-
ferent newspapers. It should be noted that the Zaman, which has a religious 
emphasis, had the highest number of gender stereotypes in written texts but 
had no gender stereotypes in visual texts. This might be explained by its 
emphasis on written texts since it provides very little photographic cover-
age. Moreover, it might be expected to find the highest number of gender 
stereotypes in both written and visual texts in the Hürriyet, it being one of 
the most popular tabloid newspapers. However, the findings showed that the 
other two newspapers had the highest numbers of gender stereotypes in their 
coverage of female athletes. 

Conclusion
This study attempted to compare the print media coverage of female and male 
athletes in Turkish daily newspapers and to examine gender stereotypes in 
both written and visual texts. Although the amount of female coverage was 
significantly lower than the male coverage in the three newspapers, it should 
be noted that most of the female articles were about the Olympic Games. The 
Olympic Games have been important in publicising women’s sport achieve-
ments, with an increase in the number of women’s events and number of 
Turkish female athletes in the Games. Therefore, we argue that the cover-
age of female athletes might be due both to Olympic Games and the strong 
nationalistic fervour ignited by the Olympics. Female and male Olympic ath-
letes are central to communicating a national image and identity, represent-
ing their nations rather than themselves (Lippe, 2002; Stevenson, 2002). In 
their study, Capranica et al. (2005) found no significant gender differences in 
media coverage of Olympic athletes and they indicated that there has been 
an increased media attention in women’s sport during Olympic Games due to 
the representation of national identity attributed to Olympic athletes.

Although the data revealed that there were gender stereotypes in the media 
coverage of female athletes, we found that the overall amount of these gender 
stereotypes was not significant. We attribute this finding to the selected 
female athletes covered in the media. Most of the articles were about female 
weightlifters who had the highest athletic achievements among the female 
athletes in Turkey and, therefore, there were great expectations for medals in 
Olympic Games. Female weightlifters are visibly strong and muscular — long 
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viewed as being unfeminine. They certainly do not conform to stereotypes of 
femininity. Thus, it should come as no surprise to realise that in the Turkish 
media, female weightlifters are mostly represented by their athletic perform-
ance. On the other hand, the findings of this study on the amount of gender 
stereotypes in both written and visual texts indicated that the majority of the 
articles had no gender stereotypes. This means that female articles focused 
more on describing the athletic performances rather than the athletes’ per-
sonal lives. Considering that the majority of articles in the present study were 
related to Olympic events, this result is consistent with the result of Shields et 
al. (2004) who found that media coverage of women’s Olympic sports/events 
is focused on performance rather than on personal matters.

If we examine the reasons why the media provides less coverage to female 
athletes, one of the reasons possibly relates to male dominance in the media 
institutions (Gencel-Bek & Binark, 2000). This situation has been clearly 
pointed out in many Western studies (Capranica & Aversa, 2002; Messner, 
Duncan, & Cooky,, 2003). Many studies noted that underreporting of wom-
en’s participation and achievement in sports has been attributed to a lack of 
interest with respect to the male target audience (MacNeill, 1994; Stevenson, 
2002; Theberge & Cronk, 1994). Moreover, male journalists dominate sport 
commentaries. Therefore, the impact of the perspectives of male or female 
journalists and important figures in the Turkish media should be investi-
gated to understand the representation of gender in the sports media. We 
also recommend that other Turkish media, such as television and maga-
zines, be examined to determine the amount and type of coverage that all 
female athletes receive since the mass media — which are an essential feature 
of modern social life — preserve, transmit, and create important cultural 
information.

As a conclusion, this study highlighted the gendered nature of sports 
coverage within three Turkish daily newspapers. Over the past ten years, 
the number of sports open to women has expanded considerably and many 
Turkish female athletes now achieve international recognition (medals in 
the Olympics and international competitions). However, this analysis clearly 
indicated that a high proportion of the media coverage was devoted to male 
athletes, and some of the female athletes were represented by gender stere-
otypes. Therefore, we argue that male dominance within sport in Turkey is 
evidenced by the noticeable absence of female athletes in the Turkish media. 
Although Turkish female athletes have gained some ground as far as visibility 
in the sport environment is concerned, there is still a long way to go with 
regard to the consistency and quality of this coverage.
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Abstract • The relationship between leisure, health, and wellbeing has had 
a longstanding connection; however, the processes that explain this association 
have been under-researched and are still relatively unclear. Experiencing pleas-
ant mood states through leisure participation has been found to be one of the 
most important benefits of leisure, and this has been shown to contribute to a 
person’s quality of life. This paper explores the relationship between leisure and 
positive mood states, and the effect of a positive mood state on health. In addi-
tion this paper reviews the related literature and proposes a theoretical model to 
explain the relationship between leisure, positive affect, and good health. The 
impact that leisure provides on health is explained in two ways: as a means of 
moderating stress and/or stress effects; and by direct strengthening of a person’s 
health and wellbeing. 

Key words: leisure, participation, health, wellbeing, mood states, stress

Introduction
It has been argued that some of the social changes that have occurred in 
modern society have resulted in negative effects, such as heart disease, obesity, 
stress, and loneliness. Because of these negative conditions, several research-
ers initiated studies to discover if there were positive benefits of leisure expe-
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riences on lifestyle and health (Driver, Brown, & Peterson, 1991; Mannell & 
Kleiber, 1997; Peterson & Stumbo, 2000). Other researchers soon found that 
leisure experiences resulted in psychological, physical, social, and spiritual 
benefits (Caldwell & Smith, 1988; Iso-Ahola, 1994; Long, 1990; Veal, 2001; 
Wankel, 1994). 

However, further in-depth research to understand the actual processes 
that explain leisure’s contribution to health and wellbeing are still relatively 
unclear (Veal, 2001). Participation in physical activities such as walking, jog-
ging and aerobics is one area that was found to directly contribute to short-
and long-term health; however, the benefits of other types of leisure activities 
are less obvious and more difficult to determine (Coleman, 1997). Over 10 
years ago, Iso-Ahola (1994) wrote that there was a need to further examine 
the overall and mediating effects of leisure on health or illness. In terms of 
several leisure-related factors that have been shown to have a relationship 
with health, mood and emotions are two areas that warrant further investiga-
tion. Although several authors have mentioned the possible linkages between 
leisure-induced moods and health (Coleman, 1997; Elias & Dunning, 1969; 
Hull, 1991), these processes have not been fully explained and there is still a 
lack of credible research evidence to support the relationship. 

Experiencing pleasant moods and emotions are one of the most significant 
outcomes of engaging in a diverse range of leisure experiences (Hull, 1991; 
Knopf, 1987; Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). Several studies have found that lei-
sure induces positive moods and emotions (Clark & Watson, 1988; Kerr, 
Fujiyama, & Campano, 2002; Mannell, Zuzanek, & Larson, 1988; Stone, 
1987), while several other researchers have concluded that leisure helps to 
reduce the number of negative moods and emotions (Chubb & Chubb, 1981; 
Driver & Bruns, 1999; Kraus, 1998; Sharp & Mannell, 1996). 

In the psychological literature, it is well known that experiencing posi-
tive moods and emotions has many benefits beyond just ‘feeling good’ 
(Fredrickson, Mancuso, Branigan, & Tugade, 2000). However, research in the 
leisure studies field has paid scant attention to the effects of leisure-induced 
positive moods on health and wellbeing. Several researchers have attempted 
to explain the relationship between leisure and health (Coleman & Iso-Ahola, 
1993; Patterson & Carpenter, 1994); however, experiencing positive affective 
states through leisure has not been regarded by academics in other disciplines 
as important. Conversely, this paper will argue that regular participation in 
leisure activities is one of the most important contributors to positive mood 
affective states, as well as perceived good health and wellbeing.



330 • an analysis of influence that leisure has on a person’s mood & health

Leisure and health
In recent times, health has been defined as a broader concept and is no longer 
seen as the presence or absence of disease, but as part of a continuum that is 
constantly changing, ranging from the highest functioning level of vitality at 
one end, to death at the other (Paffenbarger, Hyde, & Dow, 1991). Ostbye, 
Krause, Norton, Tschanz, Sanders, Hadyn, et al et al. (1996) confirmed that 
it is health and not disease or impairment that defines the latter part of life. 
That is, people can modify their lifestyle in ways that promote health and 
independence and prevent or delay the effects of illness or disability as they 
age (Rowe & Kahn, 1998).

Researchers have investigated the positive contributions of leisure to 
health. Caldwell and Smith (1988) argued that leisure is generally overlooked 
even though it has been found to make a significant contribution to health. 
Wankel (1994) linked leisure to wellbeing and health, and concluded that the 
development of a broad repertoire of leisure skills was necessary to facilitate 
rich, meaningful experiences and to provide the foundations for extending 
social networks that were key aspects of leisure and had important implica-
tions for a person’s wellbeing. Peterson and Stumbo (2000) separated the 
contributions of leisure to health into three major categories of human func-
tioning — psychological, physical, and social. In its psychological contribu-
tion to health, leisure was seen as a means of helping people to improve their 
self-exploration and self-identification skills, and to find opportunities for 
expressing their freedom to participate. Physical leisure also contributed to 
health through a reduction in health problems or as a means of improvement 
in the physical health indicators. Socially, leisure makes a significant contri-
bution to health through the development of nurturing relationships with 
significant others. 

Empirical studies have further demonstrated the relationship between 
leisure and health. In these studies, numerous factors such as total leisure 
participation style, the type of leisure (Roberts, Lamb, Dench, & Brodie, 
1989; Caldwell, Smith, & Weissinger, 1992) and/or attitudes toward leisure 
(Cassidy, 1996) were identified as having a strong and significant relationship 
with health and wellbeing. In particular, Roberts Lamb, Dench, and Brodie 
(1989) demonstrated that a ‘rich’ leisure style, represented by more frequent 
participation in a wide range of leisure activities was related to good physical 
health status. Caldwell et al. (1992) also concluded that university students 
who participated in a variety of leisure activities perceived themselves to be 
physically and psychologically healthier than students who participated in 
only a few leisure activities. Furthermore, Cassidy (1996) found that individ-
uals with more positive attitudes toward engaging in leisure activities expe-
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rienced less general psychological distress, less anxiety, less depression, and 
less hostility.

Different types of leisure activities have also been found to contribute to 
people’s health such as through increased park usage (Orsega-Smith, Mowen, 
Payne, & Godbey, 2004) and certain types of religious or spiritual experiences 
in leisure settings (Heintzman & Mannell, 2003; McDonald & Schreyer, 1991). 
In addition, there have been numerous studies that have supported the health 
benefits of physical activity which has resulted in positive changes to cardio-
vascular disease, such as lower rates of heart disease and increased lifespan 
(Henderson, 2002; Paffenbarger et al., 1991; Veal, 2001). Taylor, Sallis, and 
Needle (1985) found that regular, moderate physical activity reduced the 
symptoms of mild depression and anxiety by improving self-image, social 
skills, and mental health and by contributing to cognitive functions as well 
as total wellbeing. Iwasaki, Zuzanek, and Mannell (2001) concluded that 
physically active leisure directly contributed to higher levels of physical 
health and wellbeing, and lower levels of mental ill-health. Caltabiano (1995) 
examined the main effects of outdoor leisure on illness symptoms. She found 
that outdoor-sport participation was beneficial to health, irrespective of the 
type of stress. Orsega-Smith et al. (2004) investigated the relationship between 
stress, park-based leisure, and the physiological and psychological health of 
older adults. These researchers found there was a direct relationship between 
companionship during a park visit and lower systolic blood pressure.

 Other researchers have demonstrated the mediating impact of leisure on 
health by discussing the stress buffering effect that leisure provides. Coleman 
and Iso-Ahola (1993) argued that leisure contributed to health by ‘buffering’ 
stress that had been generally found to induce physical and mental illnesses. 
In particular, they concluded that ‘social support’ and ‘self-determination’ 
dispositions generated by leisure participation were coping resources that 
counteracted the negative effects of stress on physical and mental health. 
Several other authors also investigated the moderating impact of leisure on 
health through its buffering effects (Caltabiano, 1994, 1995; Coleman, 1999; 
Iso-Ahola & Park, 1996; Patterson & Carpenter, 1994). 

Caltabiano (1994) concluded that three clusters of activities — outdoor 
active sport, social, and cultural-hobbies — were perceived to be equal in their 
potential to reduce stress levels. Caltabiano (1995) further demonstrated that 
the impact of distressful life events on health was moderated by the presence 
of stress reducing involvement in both cultural-hobbies leisure and social 
leisure. Patterson and Carpenter (1994) explored how participation in leisure 
assisted widows and widowers to adapt after the death of their spouse, and 
found that participation in a greater number and range of leisure activities 
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was significantly related to increased morale and reduced stress levels. 
Coleman (1999) also investigated the buffering effects of leisure on stress 
and found that the relationship was weak and inconsistent, which suggests 
that the buffering effect of leisure components were not present across all 
stress and health measures. He measured life events and daily hassles, health 
related factors (illness symptoms or depression), leisure dispositions, social 
leisure, and engagement in physical leisure activities. He concluded that self-
determination and control in leisure, leisure friendships, and the frequency 
of social leisure activities were important in buffering the impact of stress 
on health. Using these empirical studies as the basis for their study, Iwasaki 
and Mannell (2000) conceptualised a hierarchical dimension of leisure-stress 
coping that constituted two main dimensions — ‘leisure coping beliefs’ and 
‘leisure coping strategies’ — and these implied that there are several ways in 
which leisure can help people to cope with stress. 

Research explaining the relationship between leisure and health is now 
becoming an important area of enquiry. However, at this stage there is has 
not been enough in-depth analysis to explain this relationship even though 
there has been a continuous stream of empirical studies that have found posi-
tive links between leisure and health. These studies have concentrated on 
investigating leisure attitudes, leisure style, and leisure’s socialising role or its 
stress coping function. However, the study of mood and feeling states that are 
influenced by leisure, has not been measured to any great extent in the past. A 
consideration of the ways that leisure influences moods which in turn influ-
ence people’s wellbeing is important in helping researchers to gain a better 
understanding of the leisure-health relationship.

Mood, emotion and affect
Human mental functioning is commonly divided into three basic main areas: 
cognition (thinking), conation (willing), and affect (feeling) (Parkinson, 
Totterdell, Briner, & Reynolds, 1996). Affect is described as a broad and inclu-
sive concept that refers to both moods and emotions (Clark & Isen, 1982; 
Forgas, 2000; Parkinson et al., 1996). Affect is regarded as a mental state cover-
ing a wide variety of phenomena, including both mood and emotion (Forgus, 
2000), while core affect is the feeling that a person experiences consciously at 
the moment and this may or may not be focused on any particular object or 
event (Berkowitz, 2000). The terms affect, emotion, and mood have been used 
interchangeably in respect to human feeling states (Billings, Folkman, Acree, 
& Moskowitz, 2000; Clark & Isen, 1982; Ekman & Davidson, 1994). 

Several scholars have also noted the differences between mood and emo-
tion. Mood is seen to be more long lasting than feelings, often at a relatively 
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low or moderate level or intensity, generally objectless and free-floating com-
pared to emotions. On the other hand, emotions are generally more intense, 
short-lived, and have a clear object or cause (Berkowitz, 2000; Clark & Isen, 
1982; Frijda, 1993; Parkinson et al., 1996; Watson, 2000). Parkinson et al. 
(1996) described the differences between moods and emotions according to 
four main categories: 

Duration: moods tend to last longer and are more enduring than 1.	
emotions which are relatively brief. 
Time patterns: mood episodes do not have a definite start of finish but 2.	
linger in the background of consciousness whereas emotions have a 
clear moment of onset and dissipate fairly quickly.
Relative intensity: emotions have been described as powerful but burn 3.	
out quickly whereas moods are weaker and are more persistent.
Specificity of cause: emotions are caused by specified events localised 4.	
in time whereas moods build up as a consequence of a combination of 
minor incidents, and/or internal metabolic or cognitive processes.

 	
Russell (1980) developed a theoretical model to demonstrate the different 
dimensions of mood states that he placed on a circular dimension that con-

Figure 1. A circumplex model of affect (Russell, 1980)
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sisted of two axes — pleasantness/unpleasantness states (on the horizontal 
axis) and the degree of arousal (on the vertical axis) (Figure 1).

Affective categories were identified by a combination of the two axes. The 
first quadrant represents arousal-increasing and pleasant state of affective state 
that was identified in the common affect words such as ‘happy’, ‘excited’, or 
‘astonished’. The second quadrant displays arousal-decreasing and a pleasant 
state which were shown in ‘content’, ‘relaxed’, or ‘calm’. The third quadrant 
represents arousal-decreasing and an unpleasant state shown as ‘tired’, ‘bored’, 
‘depressed’, and ‘sad’. The fourth quadrant corresponds to arousal-increasing 
and an unpleasant affective state such as ‘distressed’, ‘annoyed’, or ‘afraid’. 

Based on Russell’s (1980) model of pleasantness/unpleasantness that is 
related to the degree of arousal, Watson and Tellegen (1985) further demon-
strated that there are also positive and negative affect dimensions (see Figure 
2). Watson and Tellegen suggested that moods and emotions are judged to 
differ along the two dimensions of positive affect (PA) and negative affect 
(NA). Therefore, four categories of affect dimension were demonstrated; 
high positive affect, high negative affect, low positive affect, and low negative 
affect. High positive affect (PA) (first quadrant) was characterised by feel-
ing ‘euphoric’ and ‘elated’ that implies a combination of pleasantness and 
high activation; while such affective states as ‘annoyed’ and ‘anxious’ were 
seen as measures of a state of high negative affect (NA) (second quadrant). A 
‘low positive affect’ state (in the third quadrant) was characterised as feeling 
depressed and lethargic and described in terms of feeling ‘drowsy’ and ‘dull’, 
indicating a lack of pleasantness and activation. The fourth quadrant corre-
sponded to a low negative affective state (NA) that represented an affective 
state of feeling ‘content’ and ‘serene’ (see Figure 2). 

In summary, ‘affect’ is the more inclusive word in terms of a human feeling 
state that includes both mood and emotion, which is a category differentiated 
in human mental function from willing and thinking. The findings on the 
structure and/or dimension of affect suggest that ‘affect’ has both positive and 
negative dimensions.

How does leisure influence positive and negative affect 
dimensions?
Hull (1991) demonstrated support for the importance of positive mood as 
one of the by-products of leisure. Mood changes in the leisure studies litera-
ture have been explored in terms of their effects on the leisure experience. 
The question about what constitutes a leisure experience has been of great 
interest to leisure researchers since 1970 when there was a shift from viewing 
leisure as an objective, to a subjective experience (Lee & Shafer, 2002). 
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Leisure research is now more heavily focused on the measurement of the 
quality or texture of what people experience during leisure, such as through 
their moods, emotions, feelings, thoughts, or images (Mannell & Kleiber, 
1997). Three types of moods are likely to be induced in different types of 
leisure settings: positive, negative, and dynamic and complex. Negative 
moods such as boredom have been reported as a consequence of the misuse 
of leisure (Csikszentmihalyi, 1994); whereas dynamic and complex changes 
in moods ranging from negative to positive were identified as characteristics 
of the experience in a variety of leisure situations (Lee & Shafer, 2002; Lee, 
Dattilo, & Howard, 1994). 

In one of the first studies of leisure-related affective states, mood changes 
were discussed for the first time in the personal accounts of environmental 
experiences in the outdoor recreation field (Abbey, 1961; Lopez, 1986, cited 
in Hull, 1991). Ulrich (1983) found that affect was central to the conscious 

Figure 2. Mapping of Watson and Tellegen’s (1985) positive and negative affect 
dimensions on Russell’s (1980) Affective Circumplex (Parkinson et al. 1996: 29)
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experience and behaviour in any environment. He explained affective and 
aesthetic responses to natural leisure settings, and concluded that there are 
pleasant affective reactions that often occur in a range of visually pleasing 
natural environments. These were described by the use of the following 
terms - ‘interest’, ‘anticipation’, ‘pleasant’, ‘elation’, ‘exhilaration’, ‘joy’, ‘calm’, 
and ‘peacefulness’. These psychological outcomes that were derived from 
outdoor leisure experiences were seen to be more valuable to people than the 
actual behaviour itself (Knopf, 1991). For example, anglers went fishing not 
only for the thrill of catching fish and eating them, but for the opportunity 
to relax, achieve, and to socialise. They tended to be more interested in 
escape, companionship, and exercise than killing or displaying their game. 
This suggested to Knopf that outdoor recreationalists were more concerned 
about maintaining an optimum flow of social reinforcers rather than merely 
experiencing the activity itself (Knopf, 1991). 

In the psychological research, leisure experiences were also found to be one 
of the main predictors of positive mood states (Parkinson et al., 1996). That 
is, pleasant affect more commonly occurred in leisure settings in comparison 
to work settings. For example, fatigue, anger, and fear were reported more 
often in work activities, whether or not these activities were undertaken at 
home or away from home. Most reported that they were more relaxed at 
home while feelings of joy were experienced during leisure activities outside 
the home. The level of pleasant affect was higher during both passive and 
active leisure experiences in comparison to paid and unpaid work (Briner, 
Reynolds, Totterdell, & Parkinson, 1994).

Other researchers have demonstrated that leisure induced a positive affect 
state (Hull, 1991; Kerr et al., 2002; Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). Hull (1991) 
reviewed several earlier studies to illustrate the association between leisure 
and positive mood; which was found to be the primary reason that people 
reported for visiting natural areas (Shaffer & Mietz, 1969), while positive 
emotions were associated with a preference for natural landscapes (Ulrich, 
1983). Stone (1987) found that leisure events were significantly associated 
with positive and desirable moods, and that participation in family leisure 
was also strongly associated with positive mood states. Mannell et al. (1988) 
reported that participation in leisure experiences was accompanied by higher 
levels of positive affect, potency, and concentration and lower levels of tension. 
Clark and Watson (1988) found that there was a strong relationship between 
positive moods and leisure activities such as going to parties, movies or concerts 
as well as being an active participant (e.g., skiing, biking, mountain climbing, 
sightseeing, travel, and shopping). Hull, Stewart, and Yi (1992) described the 
forest hiker’s major mood state as excitement at several stages of the hiking 
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experience. Lee et al. (1994) studied 16 people’s leisure experiences while 
participating in sports, adventure activities, watching videos, and dining out. 
They used self-initiated tape recordings and in-depth interviews and reported 
that the most frequent mood state responses were enjoyment, fun, relaxation 
and freedom of choice. Kerr et al. (2002) explored the emotional states 
of participants before and after playing tennis, and reported that pleasant 
emotions (e.g., relaxation and excitement) increased after playing tennis, and 
unpleasant emotions decreased (e.g., anxiety, boredom, anger, humiliation, 
shame, and resentment). Szabo (2003) compared the mood inducements of 
two groups after engaging in different leisure activities related to humour and 
exercise, and he found that both these activities induced positive mood states 
and reduced negative moods such as anxiety. 

Leisure experiences were also found to reduce negative mood affects 
(Driver & Bruns, 1999; Kerr et al., 2002; Kraus, 1998; Sharp & Mannell, 
1996). Kraus (1998) stated that the emotional value of leisure is that it helps 
people to relax and escape, to overcome loneliness, and to deal with stress 
and tensions and that it contributes to emotional wellbeing. Driver and Bruns 
(1999) concluded that stress management and the prevention of depression, 
anxiety, and anger through positive changes in moods and emotions were some 
of the psychological benefits of leisure. Several empirical studies that have 
also demonstrated that leisure reduced negative moods and/or emotions. For 
example, Pierce, Madden, Siegel, & Blumenthal (1993) found that physically 
active leisure helped patients reduce their hypertension levels that were 
caused by stress. Sharp and Mannell (1996) studied leisure participation of 
widowed women and found that the higher their overall leisure participation 
and level of enjoyment of three leisure activities most frequently engaged in, 
the lower their emotional distress (e.g., depression). Patterson (1996) found 
that leisure helped to reduce the stress associated with the loss of a spouse for 
widows and widowers. 

These findings have established that leisure induces positive affective 
states and reduces negative affect and there is widespread agreement that 
having fun and experiencing feelings of freedom, pleasure, relaxation, and 
happiness through leisure involvement are among the more positive benefits 
that leisure provides (Hull, 1991; Iso-Ahola, 1994; Mannell & Kleiber, 1997; 
Russell, 2005). Mannell and Kleiber (1997) felt that this is a state that is 
called psychological hedonism in which individuals seek out settings that 
are fun and pleasurable and these are regarded as the basis of the leisure 
experience.
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Table 1. A theoretical schematisation of stress, coping, and adaptation

Causal  
antecedents

Mediating 
processes

Immediate  
effects

Long-term  
effects

Person variables:

Environment
Demands
Constraints
Resources 
Ambiguity of harm
Imminence of harm

Appraisal
Coping:
Problem-focused
Emotion-focused
Seeking, obtaining 

and using social 
support

Resolutions of 
each stressful 
encounter

Physiological changes
Positive or negative 

feelings
Quality of 
encounter outcome

Somatic health
Morale (wellbeing)
Social functioning

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984: 305) 

Experiencing positive affect and good health
In this section, psychological variables that have been found to have a rela-
tionship between positive affect and health will be reviewed. Two main topic 
areas ‘buffering stress’ and ‘direct strengthening’ will be discussed as they 
have been found to have a strong relationship with experiencing positive 
affective states and these will be used to support the development of a theo-
retical model for this paper. 

Buffering stress
Engaging in a variety of leisure coping strategies can help to buffer stress 
and thereby contribute to the inducement of positive moods, as well as good 
health. Iwasaki and Mannell (2000) suggested that there were several ways 
in which leisure can help people cope with stress, and that ‘mood enhance-
ment’ changes brought about by leisure experiences was found to be one of 
the stress-coping strategies. Stress coping is a central concept in research that 
has investigated adaptation, health, and wellbeing; and how people are able 
to cope with stressful events tends to determine how people function and 
survive in their daily lives (Lazarus, 1993). The immediate effects of coping 
were considered as physiological changes that affect both positive and nega-
tive feelings and adaptational outcomes such as somatic health, morale, and/
or social functioning. 

Several studies have found that engaging in a variety of coping strategies is 
associated with a change of mood (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985, 1988; Lazarus, 
1991; 1993) and that positive affect achieved through certain coping behav-
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iours was seen as a contributing factor for good health and wellbeing. Lazarus 
and Folkman were pioneers of the psychological theories that linked stress, 
coping, and health (Table 1). 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) demonstrated the effect of coping through 
two sequential adaptation categories. The immediate effects of coping with 
stress were seen as physiological changes that resulted in both positive and 
negative feelings. These immediate effects also affected long-term adapta-
tional outcomes such as somatic health, morale, and social functioning. 

In one of their earlier studies, Lazarus, Kanner, and Folkman (1980) 
suggested that positive emotions may provide a psychological break or res-
pite from continued efforts to replenish resources that have been depleted 
by stress. Experiencing positive affect in times of chronic stress may also 
help to prevent clinical depression. That is, intense, prolonged negative 
affects such as those experienced in chronically stressful conditions, with-
out any compensatory experiences of positive affect may overwhelm the 
regulatory function of emotions and result in clinical depression (Gross & 
Munoz, 1995). 

It has been hypothesised that positive affect experiences such as gained 
through leisure experiences may prevent the spiral into clinical depression 
(Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000). Positive affect may also offset the deleterious 
physical effects of chronic stress through the workings of the neuroendocrine 
system (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000). Epel, McEwen, and Ickovics (1998) 
found that women who reported finding positive meanings in response to a 
traumatic event had more adaptive hormonal responses to a subsequent labo-
ratory stressor. The researchers concluded that because they were more phys-
iologically resilient in the face of subsequent stress, this may have helped to 
protect them from the maladaptive neural, endocrine, and immune responses 
to chronic stress that can lead to disease (Epel et al., 1998; McEwen, 1998). 
Additionally, positive life events have been linked to decreased distress as well 
as increased positive affect in individuals who were experiencing the chronic 
stress of disability (Zautra, Reich, & Guarnaccia, 1990). 

Positive affect has also been shown to offset the potentially damaging physi-
ological effects of negative affect (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000). Fredrickson 
and Levenson (1998) induced negative emotions with an experimental group 
of subjects by showing them a film that elicited fear. These subjects were then 
shown one of four films designed to elicit contentment, amusement, sadness, 
or no emotion (neutral condition), while the control group of subjects were 
not shown these films. Measures of cardiovascular reactivity were then taken 
that indicated that those individuals who were shown the contented/amus-
ing films had faster recovery rates to their baseline measures than did control 
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participants who were only shown the sad/neutral film. This study suggested 
that positive emotions can reduce some of the negative physiological stress 
effects that are associated with negative emotions. 

Fredrickson et al. (2000) further argued that positive emotions have a 
unique ability to regulate persistently negative emotions. They posited that 
positive emotions do not in themselves generate cardiovascular reactivity, but 
rather they suppressed any existing cardiovascular reactivity caused by the 
negative emotions. Two distinct types of positive emotions — mild joy and 
contentment — helped to undo the lingering cardiovascular after-effects of 
negative emotions. In other words, compared with neutral distractions and 
sadness, positive emotions produced faster returns to baseline levels of car-
diovascular activation following negative emotional arousal. 

Positive emotions, plans, and goals were also found to predict greater well-
being in a 12-months post-bereavement period (Stein, Folkman, Trabasso, & 
Richards, 1997). One of the ways that people experience positive emotions 
in the face of adversity is by finding positive meanings in ordinary events and 
within the adversity itself (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000), and this finding of 
positive meanings was also found to predict increases in wellbeing and health 
(Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Larson, 1998). 

Direct strengthening 
Experiencing a positive affective state contributes to a person’s health by 
direct strengthening that covers psychological, social, and physical health and 
wellbeing. The research supporting this assumption was undertaken in health 
psychology and positive psychology. Stone, Cox, Valdimarsdottir, Jandorf, 
and Neal (1987) stated that self-reported mood changes were associated 
with changes in the secretory immune system, suggesting that the immune 
system was stronger during times of positive moods than negative moods. 
Ornstein and Sobel (1987) also suggested that stimulating positive moods 
and expectations not only makes us feel better, but also helps us live longer 
and healthier lives. 

A growing body of research is finding that even mild, positive, affective 
states can markedly influence our thought processes (Isen, 2000). Frijda 
(1986) offered the clearest statement of an action tendency associated with 
joy which he termed free activation. Joy creates the urge to play and be 
playful in the broadest sense, and this encompasses not only physical and 
social play but also intellectual and artistic play. Joy and the related positive 
emotions (e.g., exhilaration and amusement) can be described as broadening 
an individual’s thought-action repertoire (Fredrickson, 2000). An action 
repertoire developed by an urge to play, can over time have the incidental 
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effect of building an individual’s physical, intellectual, and social resources 
(Fredrickson, 2000). 

Contentment and related emotions, such as serenity, tranquillity, and 
relief, arise in situations that are appraised as safe and as having a high 
degree of certainty and a low degree of effort (Ellsworth & Smith, 1988). 
Contentment is an emotion that involves full awareness of, and openness 
to, momentary experiences. It carries the urge to savour and integrate 
those experiences, which in turn creates a new sense of self. These links to 
mindfulness, receptivity, integration, self-complexity, and insight characterise 
contentment as an emotion that broadens an individual’s momentary thought-
action repertoires, and in turn, builds their personal resources (Fredrickson, 
2000). Along the same line, Isen (2000) found that positive affect promotes 
improved thinking such as creativity and flexibility in problem solving and 
negotiation, efficiency and thoroughness in the decision-making process. In 
support of this viewpoint, a new neuropsychological theory was proposed 
that suggested that positive affect is associated with increased brain dopamine 
levels, and their release into the anterior cingulate has been found to improve 
cognitive flexibility and facilitates the selection of cognitive perspectives. As 
a consequence, positive affect systematically influences the performance of 
many cognitive tasks (Ashby, Isen, & Turken, 1999). 

Conversely, it has been suggested that negative emotions narrow the 
individual’s thought-action repertoires and generate cardiovascular reactivity 
(e.g., anger creates the urge to attack or fear the urge to escape) that may 
damage a person’s health (Fredrickson et al., 2000). Negative emotions such 
as anger, fear, anxiety — even sadness and crying — arouse the autonomic 
nervous system, producing increases in heart rate, vasoconstriction, and 
blood pressure among other changes (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & 
Larkin, 2003). Furthermore, there have been several findings that show that 
negative emotions can affect the immune system (Kaplan, Sallis, & Patterson, 
1993). Schleifer, Keller, Camerino, Thornton, and Stein (1983) found that 
these immune changes occurred only in widows who were depressed, and 
they suggested that depression was the most important factor that influenced 
immune systems. There is also a suggestion that both bereavement and 
depression may lead to a state of immune suppression (Irwin et al., 1990). 
Kaplan et al. (1993) concluded that stress either directly or indirectly through 
changes in affective status, increases an organism’s vulnerability to certain 
diseases by means of exerting an immunosuppressive effect. 

Fredrickson et al. (2003) hypothesised that positive emotions are also 
active ingredients within a person’s trait resilience. They suggested that 
positive emotions such as gratitude, interest, and love as an outcome of crises 
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strengthens the resilience that people feel against depression. The interactions 
inspired by love experiences help to build and strengthen social bonds and the 
various positive emotions experienced in love relationships (such as interest, 
joy, and contentment) solidify an individual’s social resources (Fredrickson, 
2002). Social play as a form of leisure with its shared amusement, excitement, 
and happiness builds lasting social wellbeing (Fredrickson, 2001). The 
emotional wellbeing via experiencing various positive moods and emotions 
has been demonstrated to play an important aspect of human behaviour and 
development including the establishment of positive social relationships in 
all phases of the life cycle (Lazarus, 1991).

In regard to the consequences of experiencing positive emotions, 
Fredrickson (2001, 2002) suggested that the capacity to experience positive 
emotions such as joy, interest, pride, contentment, and love are fundamental 
human strengths that are central to the study of human prosperity. In 
her study, she suggested a ‘Broaden-and-Build Theory’ in which positive 
emotional experiences were found to broaden people’s momentary thought-
action repertories, which in turn served to build their enduring personal 
resources ranging from physical and intellectual resources to social and 
psychological ones. As a consequence, the effect of experiencing a positive 
emotion resulted in an increase in one’s personal resources. These resources 
can be drawn on in subsequent times and in different emotional states; thus, 
through the experience of positive emotions, people transform themselves 
and become more creative, knowledgeable, resilient, socially integrated, and 

Figure 3. The Broaden-and-Build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson, 
2002)
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healthy individuals. Fredrickson (2002) represented three sequential effects 
of positive emotions — broadening, building, and transforming (Figure 3). 

This model proposes that positive emotions that are created though incre-
mental processes associated with broadened thinking, initiate upward spirals 
towards emotional wellbeing, and the individual achieves these upward spi-
rals so as to enjoy improved emotional wellbeing, as well as building their 
coping arsenal for handling future adversities (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). 
Fredrickson (2002) suggested that there are several intervention programs 
that have been found to increase the prevalence of positive emotions in regard 
to her Broaden-and-Build Theory. This includes practising relaxation tech-
niques such as mediation and yoga, imagery exercise and progressive muscle 
relaxation, laughter and ‘increasingly pleasant activities’ such as socialising, 
being in natural settings, being creative, and being physically active.

Fredrickson and Losada (2005) investigated a sample of participants 
whose level of mental health, as well as their daily positive and negative 
emotions, was reported over 28 days. Positive emotions were categorised as 
amusement, awe, compassion, contentment, gratitude, hope, interest, joy, 
love, pride, and sexual desire. Negative emotions included anger, contempt, 
disgust, embarrassment, fear, guilt, sadness, and shame. Their results showed 
that the mean of the ratio of positive to negative affect was above 2.9 (mean-
ing that they experienced more positive affective states than negative affects) 
for individuals who were classified as having flourishing mental health, and 
below that threshold for those not flourishing. This implied that there was a 
positive relationship between those experiencing positive affective states and 
their psychological, social, and physical functioning. 

The relationship between leisure, positive affect, and health 
— a theoretical model
Although it has been well established that leisure experiences contribute to 
positive moods and emotions, the concept of positive affect has not been 
explored in great detail in previous leisure research, especially in regard to 
maintaining and improving people’s health. In one of the earliest studies on 
this topic, Elias and Dunning (1969) noted that opportunities to experience 
and express moods were severely limited, and they contended that moods 
evoked by leisure pursuits were critical in maintaining people’s health and 
quality of life. Patterson and Coleman (1996) stated that the mechanisms that 
help alleviate stress were not clear but they appeared to include mind focus 
and positive mood changes induced by leisure participation. Hull (1991) also 
suggested that leisure-induced moods have long lasting consequences on the 
immune system, cognitive skills, and the helping behaviour of people. 
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As reviewed in the previous section, the association between leisure expe-
riences and positive affective states has been clearly demonstrated, and in 
addition, the psychological findings that have been presented provide new 
evidence that suggests that experiencing positive affective states is one of 
the important factors that maintains and promotes individuals’ psychologi-
cal, social, and physical health and wellbeing. This suggests that there is a 
two-way contribution of positive affect to health and wellbeing that occurs 
through buffering stress and direct strengthening. Therefore, the theoreti-
cal linkages between leisure, health, and positive affect have resulted in the 
development of a theoretical model that explains the relationship between 
these three concepts (Figure 4). 

This model shows that engaging in pleasant and healthy leisure activities 
improves or induces positive affect that includes both pleasant moods and/
or emotions, and contributes to a person’s health in two ways through: (1) 
direct strengthening by enduring personal resources such as resilience, and 
the direct contribution to psychological wellbeing from experiencing positive 
moods and emotions, and social wellbeing by the establishment of positive 
relationships with others, and physical health by strengthening the immune 

Figure 4. The relationship between leisure, positive affect, and health 
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system, and (2) moderating stress or the stress effects that have been shown 
to influence an individual’s health and wellbeing. 

The direct strengthening process of healthy leisure participation provides 
a reciprocal process in certain situations, and a further study should be con-
ducted that investigates how different types of leisure experiences affect the 
stress levels of individuals. Some people may have very little stress, and in 
this case when they engage in pleasant and healthy leisure activities, this 
provides a purely strengthening effect on their health and wellbeing. On the 
other hand, when a person is highly stressed, experiencing positive affect 
through participating in healthy leisure activities may also moderate the neg-
ative impact of this stress. However, at this stage we do not know what types 
of leisure experiences help to reduce the stress levels of individuals. 

The development of this model can be used to provide several points 
of discussion related to previous findings in the leisure studies literature. 
The stress buffering impact of leisure participation has already been noted 
by several researchers (Caltabiano, 1994, 1995; Coleman & Iso-Ahola, 
1993; Iwasaki & Mannell, 2000) but not in the same way as our proposed 
model. Coleman and Iso-Ahola (1993) suggested that social support and 
self-determination dispositions that were generated by leisure participation 
were found to be a coping resource that counteracted the negative effects of 
stress on physical and mental health. There have also been several studies 
that have investigated the direct impact of leisure on health and wellbeing 
(Caltabiano, 1995; Iwasaki et al., 2001; Orsega-Smith et al., 2004). However, 
the mechanism that influences health through leisure participation was not 
fully explored in these studies, and there is a need for further research on the 
importance of what affective factors result in experiencing good moods and 
emotions through different leisure experiences. 

Conclusions and suggestions for further research
Although leisure and health have had a longstanding relationship, the mecha-
nisms by which leisure contributes to health are still relatively unclear. In 
the past, researchers in the field of leisure studies have paid little attention to 
investigating the process by which leisure experiences assist in the develop-
ment of positive affect and their subsequent influence on good health and 
wellbeing. This paper has developed a strong argument to support the impor-
tance of experiencing positive affective states through pleasant and healthy 
leisure engagement, which is a crucial factor in its contribution to health and 
wellbeing. Secondly, this study has attempted to demonstrate the mechanism 
by which leisure induces positive affect that influences health and wellbeing 
in two ways: (1) direct strengthening of people’s health, and (2) moderat-
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ing stress and the stress effects that damage people’s health. Further research 
needs to build on these findings and to further test the proposed model. 

There are several interesting inquires that are linked to this topic. That 
is, what kinds of positive affective states do people experience when they 
participate in different types of leisure experiences? What are the quality and 
texture of positive affects that leisure provides? Research into the relation-
ship between leisure, moods, and emotions and their relationship to health 
and wellbeing are still in their infancy in the field of leisure research. There is 
a need for more empirical findings to demonstrate what types of leisure set-
tings and experiences are more significantly related to the positive health and 
wellbeing of the individual.
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Abstract •This research examined what proportion of adults aged 65 years 
and over from the Canterbury and West Coast regions of New Zealand adhere 
to physical activity guidelines that recommend 30 minutes of physical activ-
ity on most, but preferably all, days of the week (Criterion 1). Alternatively, 
a physical activity threshold of 2.5 hours a week has been utilised by some 
New Zealand agencies to determine physical activity compliance (Criterion 
2). Participants’ heart rates (HR) were continuously monitored and recorded 
every minute for 4 days, from waking in the morning until night. Sixty-two (31 
female, 31 male) older individuals (age 71.6 ± 6.4 years, body weight 72.4 ± 
11.7 kg, height 168.4 ± 8.8 cm, BMI 25.4 ± 3.8, mean ± sd) provided full sets 
of HR data. Participants were required to elevate their HR above 108 min-1 for 
the number of minutes necessary to meet each of the criteria. Only 18% of par-
ticipants engaged in appropriate amounts of physical activity to meet Criterion 
1 and 40% to Criterion 2. Furthermore, physical activity participation dimin-
ished with advancing age, was relatively similar for males and females and was 
higher in Canterbury residents compared to their West Coast counterparts. The 
low compliance levels of older adults to the physical activity criteria signals the 
requirement for an enhanced research focus into the physical activity behaviours 
of older New Zealanders.

Key words: leisure, physical activity, participation, behaviour, ageing, New 
Zealand
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Introduction
The emergence of the US Surgeon General’s Report in 1996 reinforced the 
notion that physical activity is advantageous for people of all ages and does 
not need to be performed at vigorous intensities or in structured sessions 
to provide benefits to health and wellbeing (US Department of Health and 
Human Services, 1996). Since this report, the physical, psychological, and 
social benefits derived through participation in regular moderate-intensity 
physical activity during older age have been well documented. For the older 
age group these health benefits particularly relate to the maintenance of 
social networks, enhanced mood, and overall quality of life (Mansvelt, 1996; 
McPherson, 1999; Stathi, Fox, & McKenna, 2002), lower incidence of vari-
ous chronic diseases (National Health Committee, 1998; Straughan, 2001), 
improved muscle strength, and reduced risk of falls (Kannus, 1999; Woo, 
2000).

The importance of participation in physical activity during older age is 
augmented by population statistics that illustrate a progressively ageing New 
Zealand population (Statistics New Zealand, 2002a). Since 1951, the number 
of New Zealanders over the age of 65 years has more than doubled and in the 
next 50 years is projected to grow twice as large again (Statistics New Zealand, 
2002a). The ‘greying of New Zealand society’ is a direct consequence of the 
maturing baby boomer cohort (born between 1946 and 1965), a reduction in 
fertility, and increasing longevity of the population (Kelly, 1996; Ross, 2000; 
Statistics New Zealand, 1998). With regard to this increasing longevity of the 
population, the most rapidly growing New Zealand cohort is the ‘old old’ — 
those aged 85 years and over (Kelly, 1996; Ministry of Social Development, 
2001; Statistics New Zealand, 2002a). 

These trends towards an older population and the recognition of the ben-
efits of physical activity in later life indicate the need for exercise specialists 
and academics in the field to explore and accurately assess the physical activ-
ity patterns of older New Zealanders. Through such research, the current and 
future physical activity needs of this growing population can be realised and 
acted upon.

Research into the physical activity levels of older New Zealanders has 
typically focused on self-report methodologies, and the use of physiologi-
cal measures of physical activity, such as heart rate (HR) monitoring; ped-
ometers or accelerometers have not been widely utilised. Physical activity 
measurement is often a complicated practice that involves a range of direct 
and indirect techniques. The difficulty of assessing physical activity primarily 
concerns the requirement of measures to be socially acceptable, unobtrusive, 
cost effective, and reliable. 
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As indicated by Bassett (2000) and Freedson and Miller (2000), HR moni-
toring is an effective tool to measure physical activity, as HR is directly related 
to energy expenditure and oxygen consumption at sub-maximal intensities. 
Oxygen consumption is a measure of energy consumption and therefore the 
amount of exercise being performed. The linear relationship between oxygen 
consumption and HR at sub-maximal intensities allows HR to be used as an 
indirect measure of energy consumption. The size, data storage function, and 
ability of the HR monitor to determine the frequency, duration, and inten-
sity of physical activity make this measurement instrument an ‘attractive 
tool for assessing habitual physical activity’ (Freedson & Miller, 2000: 27). 
Additionally, HR monitoring is socially acceptable and allows individuals to 
participate freely in physical activity.

Despite the benefits of using HR monitors to measure physical activity, the 
potential limitation of HR monitoring in field studies must be acknowledged. 
The predominant limitation relates to the fact that factors other than physical 
activity, such as temperature, humidity, diet, stress, and particular medica-
tions, can influence HR (Melanson & Freedson, 1996; Freedson & Miller, 
2000). Furthermore, the use of HR monitoring alone is not as reliable in 
predicting physical activity intensity and energy expenditure as a double sam-
pling technique of HR monitors and pedometers or accelerometers (Strath, 
Bassett, Thompson, & Swartz, 2002). HR monitors were used independently 
in this study due to cost associated with a double sampling technique and to 
limit the burden on participants.

Through the use of HR monitors, this research endeavoured to address 
research gaps pertaining to the physical activity status of older adults and 
determine the adherence of older adults to physical activity guidelines. New 
Zealand physical activity guidelines currently recommend the accumulation 
of 30 minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity on most, but preferably 
all, days of the week (Criterion 1). Alternatively, many New Zealand agencies 
have utilised a 2.5 hours a week threshold to monitor physical activity par-
ticipation (Criterion 2). The importance in utilising both criteria in assessing 
the physical activity participation levels relates predominately to the compa-
rability of these findings to other New Zealand based research.

Methodology
Individuals aged 65 years and over were recruited from the Canterbury and 
West Coast regions of New Zealand to participate in the research. Participants 
were required to be ambulatory, competent to provide consent, free from 
medications that could influence HR and without pacemakers. Physical activ-
ity was measured through the continuous monitoring and recording of par-
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ticipants’ HR, from waking in the morning until retiring at night, for three 
weekdays and one weekend day. Polar S610 (Polar Electro, Oy, Finland) HR 
monitors were used to record the HR of participants in 1-minute periods over 
four (in most cases consecutive) days. 

The researchers provided all participants with a personal demonstration 
and information sheet on how to attach and use the HR monitors in their 
homes. Following the demonstration, participants’ height was measured with 
a stadiometer (Seca, Germany) and weight was measured with a set of port-
able scales (Seca, Germany). Most participants were able to attach and oper-
ate the HR monitor independently over the 4-day testing period. For those 
who required assistance, the researcher attached the monitor each morning. 
To reduce the loss of HR data, appointments to fit the monitors were arranged 
close to the time that individuals rose and were removed just prior to retire-
ment at night. Most participants preferred to wear the monitors on consecu-
tive days (either Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, or Wednesday, 
Thursday, Friday, and Saturday), although for those subjects that initiated the 
testing on a day other than Sunday or Wednesday one day was selected as a 
non-testing day. This ensured that participants were only required to wear the 
HR monitor for 3 weekdays and 1 weekend day. The decision was made to ask 
participants to wear the HR monitor for only 4 days of the week to minimise 
the requirements of participants, reduce attrition rates, and prevent skin irri-
tations. Participants were informed that if the HR monitor caused discomfort 
or irritation they should have a rest from wearing the monitor for 24 hours or 
withdraw from the project altogether if the irritation was severe. Participants 
were asked to continue with their normal daily routines during the HR moni-
toring period and to keep an arms-length distance away from other adults 
wearing a HR monitor to prevent interference and cross transmission between 
the monitors. Participants were made aware of the static interference that cars 
and other electronic equipment may cause to the HR monitor. 

Following the monitoring period the researcher administered a short 
demographic and physical activity participation survey. The information 
sheet asked questions about the subject’s age, living status, ethnicity, and 
physical activity participation in the previous seven days. The personal recall 
physical activity participation question incorporated the four days of HR 
recording and was based on the Sport and Recreation New Zealand (SPARC) 
New Zealand Physical Activity Questionnaire (NZPAQ) Short Form (Moy, 
McFarlane, Scragg, & Robinson, 2003). 

The HR monitor functions through a telemetry system that consists of a 
plastic-coded transmitter that is attached around the chest by an elastic strap 
and a wrist receiver that is worn as a watch. This wrist receiver collects and 
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stores the HR information. As this model of HR monitor is waterproof, the 
monitors could be worn during water-based activities such as swimming and 
bathing. Following the collection of data from each participant, HR informa-
tion was downloaded into the laptop through an infrared interface and stored 
in Polar Precision Performance 5.0 Software. A 24-hour minute-by-minute 
template was created and each participant’s daily data were imported at the 
time of day the HR monitoring commenced and finished. As with other HR 
monitoring research (see Macfarlane & Kwong, 2003; Wareham, Hennings, 
Prentice, & Nicholas, 1997; Welk & Corbin, 1995; Welk, Corbin, & Dale, 
2000), the HR data contained aberrations. These aberrations are typically 
caused by electrical interference, causing spikes in the data that typically 
transpire at >200 beats per minute, or loosening of the transmitter electrodes 
from the chest that result in a HR recording of zero. Utilising the same tech-
nique as the above authors, aberrations were replaced by the mean of the pre-
ceding and subsequent HR value. If these aberrations occurred consecutively 
for more than 10 minutes, the affected section of the data was removed (see 
Rutgers, Klijn, & Deurenberg, 1997; Wareham et al., 1997). The rationale for 
deleting these data relates to the fact that the HR could have changed over 
this 10-minute period. 

The number of minutes that participants spent with a HR >108 beats per 
minute was determined for each day that heart rates were monitored. A HR of 
>108 beats per minute or 4 km.hr-1 was quantified as constituting moderate-
intensity in adults aged 65 years and over through a continuous treadmill 
test that was performed as the preliminary component of previous research 
(Sinclair & Hamlin, 2003). Similar results were reported by Parise, Sternfeld, 
Samuels, and Tager (2004) in the quantification of moderate-intensity or 
‘brisk’ physical activity by walking speed. This study identified that adults 
aged 60 years who walk for exercise do so at a self-selected moderate-intensity 
walking pace of 4.83 km.hr-1. 

An unpaired t-test assuming unequal variance was used to determine 
whether any statistically significant difference existed between the amount 
of physical activity undertaken during weekdays and the weekend. An odds 
ratio was used to analyse the likelihood that participants from one location 
were more active than the other. 

The two physical activity criteria identified below were selected to assess 
the physical activity participation of older New Zealanders. The rationale 
for using two separate criteria relates to the fact that the Sport and Physical 
Activity study (1997–2001) employs both criteria to interpret the physical 
activity levels of New Zealanders (SPARC, 2003a). Furthermore, the SPARC 
statement of intent 2003–2004 indicates that both criteria will be used to 
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determine the physical activity levels of the population in future research 
(SPARC, 2003b). Additionally, using both criteria in this study will allow us 
to determine whether older New Zealanders are engaging in regular moder-
ate-intensity physical activity across a week, or conversely, if they participate 
in longer and less frequent sessions of moderate-intensity physical activity. 
The two criteria are:

Criterion 1 Accumulate at least 30 minutes of moderate-intensity physical 
activity per day, on either 2 out of 3, or 3 out of 4 HR monitoring days (from 
the Hillary Commission [2001] guideline of ‘30 minutes of moderate-inten-
sity physical activity on most, if not all, days of the week’). Participants were 
deemed to adhere to Criterion 1 if they undertook at least 30 minutes of 
physical activity a day for approximately 70% of the monitoring period. This 
is consistent with Criterion 1 where 5 out of 7 days would equate to 71% (3 
out of 4 days = 75%).

Criterion 2 Accumulate either 64 minutes of moderate-intensity physical 
activity over the three HR monitoring days (3 days in a week is 42.9% of 
the time, 42.9% of 150 is 64 minutes) or 86 minutes of moderate-intensity 
physical activity over the four HR monitoring days (57.1% of 150 is 86). This 
criterion comes from the SPARC (2003a) ‘relatively active’ benchmark of ‘150 
minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity over the week’. For this crite-
rion the physical activity quota can be accumulated in one or more days (e.g., 
participating in 86 minutes of physical activity on Saturday, but no physical 
activity over the rest of the 4-day monitoring period).

Results
Sixty-two older individuals (31 male, 31 female) from the Canterbury and 
West Coast regions of New Zealand provided complete sets of HR data. The 
HR monitor was well tolerated by 96% of subjects, with the majority report-
ing that they became oblivious to the fact that they were wearing the moni-
tor after a short time. Three participants experienced minor skin irritations 
or discomfort from the transmitter, causing two of the three individuals to 
withdraw from the project. The descriptive characteristics of the individuals 
that participated in the daily physical activity HR analysis are presented in 
Table 1.
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Table 1. Characteristics of West Coast and Canterbury participants in the daily 
physical activity heart rate analysis

West Coast
(n=41)

Canterbury
(n=21)

Body weight (kg)
Height (cm)
Body Mass Index (kg.m2)
Age (years)
Living status
Independent
Care based
Ethnicity
NZ European
NZ Maori
European

73.3 ± 2.6
168.7 ± 8.9

25.6 ± 4.0
71.1 ± 5.7

97.6%
2.4%

95.1%
2.4%
2.4%

70.6 ± 9.8
167.9 ± 8.9

25.0 ± 3.5
72.6 ± 7.2 

85.7%
14.3%

71.4%
0.0%

28.6%

Data are means ± sd 

Table 2. Percentage of participants achieving physical activity criteria

Percentage

Criterion 1 Female 16

Male 19

Total 18

West Coast 15

Canterbury 24

Criterion 2 Female 42

Male 39

Total 40

West Coast 39

Canterbury 43
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As illustrated in Table 2, only 18% of participants accumulated 30 minutes of 
physical activity a day to recommended levels. Males and females had similar 
levels of physical activity, with 19% of males and 16% of females complying 
with Criterion 1. This slight difference in compliance to Criterion 1 was not 
statistically significant (p=0.74), although was supported by an odds ratio 
analysis that demonstrated that men are 1.2 times (95% confidence limits 
0.4 – 3.6) more likely to adhere to Criterion 1 than their female counterparts. 
Although the HR data illustrated that most participants were insufficiently 
active, this is not to say that participants were sedentary. Overall, 53% of par-
ticipants accrued 30 minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity on one 
or more days and 35% for 2 or more days of the monitoring period. 

Much of New Zealand’s physical activity research has been measured 
against the 2.5 hours of physical activity over the week threshold. As this 
study only gathered HR data for 4 days, participants are deemed to adhere 
to Criterion 2 if they accumulate 86 minutes of moderate-intensity physical 
activity in 4 days. Due to data loss, 12 participants only provided 3 full days 
of data. These participants were deemed to adhere to Criterion 2 if they accu-
mulated 64 minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity in 3 days.

A considerably greater proportion of participants met Criterion 2 (40%) 
than Criterion 1 (18%). Similar to Criterion 1, males and females have simi-
lar levels of compliance to Criterion 2 with 42% of females and only 39% 
of males accumulating 2.5 hours of moderate-intensity physical activity per 
week (Table 2). The difference between men and women was not statistically 
significant (p=0.79). 

On average, participants spent one additional minute participating in 
moderate-intensity physical activity during weekdays compared to the week-
end. The mean HR of participants over their HR monitoring period was 81 ± 
9 min-1, with an average of 81 ± 10 on weekend days and 81 ± 9 on weekdays. 
Overall, there were no statistically significant differences between the physi-
cal activity participation levels of older adults during weekdays compared to 
weekend days (p=0.92). 

Residents from both regions produced similar levels of adherence to 
Criterion 2, with 43% of Canterbury and 39% of West Coast residents comply-
ing with this physical activity recommendation (p=0.77) (Table 2). Canterbury 
residents produced higher levels of compliance to Criterion 1 with 24% of 
Canterbury and 15% of West Coast residents meeting this guideline (p=0.30). 
An odds ratio analysis identified that Canterbury participants were 1.6 times 
(95% CL 0.5 – 4.9) more likely to adhere to Criterion 1 than West Coast par-
ticipants. Similarly, Canterbury residents were 1.1 times more (95% CL 0.9 – 
1.1) likely to adhere to Criterion 2 than their West Coast counterparts. 
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An analysis of physical activity by age (Figure 1) indicates the least active 
group were the oldest individuals (80 years of age and above) with only 10% 
and 20% of participants meeting Criterion 1 and 2 respectively (65–69 n=28, 
70–74 n=21, 75–79 n=3, 80+ n=10). The most active age group consisted 
of those aged between 65–69 years, with 21% adhering to Criterion 1 and 
46% complying with Criterion 2. Overall, these results indicate an age-related 
decline in participants’ adherence to New Zealand physical activity thresh-
olds. This age-related decline is evident in both men and women, but par-
ticularly prevalent in women aged 80 years and over. None of the women 
in the 80 years of age and over category participated in physical activity to 
recommended thresholds. 

From the self-report physical activity analysis, participants undertook an 
average of 5.2 ± 2.5 days (West Coast 5.8 ± 2.6 days, Canterbury 5.8 ± 2.1) 
of physical activity during the week of HR monitor testing. Overall, 61.3% of 
participants reported that they had undertaken 30 minutes of physical activ-
ity every day during the last week, and over two thirds of participants claimed 
they had undertaken 5 or more days (69.3%). Only 4.8% reported that they 
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Figure 1. Compliance to physical activity criteria 1 and 2 by age category 
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had not participated in 30 minutes of physical activity on any days during the 
previous week. 

Discussion
The predominant finding is that only 18% of participants met New Zealand’s 
physical activity guidelines that recommend 30 minutes of moderate-inten-
sity physical activity on 5 or more days of the week. This finding is con-
siderably lower than the Sport and Physical Activity Survey (1997–2001) of 
Canterbury/Westland residents, which indicates that 49% of residents aged 
65 years and over met this guideline (SPARC, 2003a). This considerable dis-
parity in physical activity compliance when measuring participation through 
direct and indirect techniques is also apparent in other research. Through 
consecutive daily HR monitoring for 4 days Calvert, Ross, and Hamlin (2001) 
identified that 52% of 10–13 year-olds met recommended physical activity 
guidelines, compared with 79% of 9–12 year-olds in the self-report Sport 
and Physical Activity Survey 1997–2001 (SPARC, 2003a). Furthermore, the 
NZPAQ validation utilised a similar technique to the current study and iden-
tified that the overestimation of physical activity participation was consider-
ably greater for individuals aged between 60 and 86 years compared to other 
age groups (Moy et al., 2003). 

There was also a considerable difference between this and other national 
studies in the adherence of older New Zealanders to Criterion 2, which rec-
ommends 2.5 hours of moderate-intensity physical activity over the week. 
The Sport and Physical Activity Survey 1997–2001 used Criterion 2 as the 
recommended physical activity level and report that 75% of adults aged 
65–74 years and 64% of adults aged 75 years and over are active to appropri-
ate levels (SPARC, 2003a). At a regional level, 71% Canterbury/Westland resi-
dents aged 65 years and over were reported to engage in at least 2.5 hours of 
moderate-intensity physical activity over the week; higher than the national 
average of 70%. In contrast, this study observed that only 40% of participants 
were recognised as attaining or exceeding this level of physical activity over 
the monitoring period. When examining this result, the fact that Criterion 2 
fails to take into account the benefits of accumulated daily physical activity 
for health, as it only considers aggregate physical activity time per week, must 
be taken into consideration. 

The relatively low level of physical activity compliance of this sample 
of older adults in relation to other New Zealand research may be due to a 
number of factors. Firstly, a concern with self-report methodologies relates to 
the tendency for individuals to over-report positive behaviours such as physi-
cal activity and the fact that the accuracy of self-report depends on the ability 
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of participants to precisely report their previous physical activity involve-
ment. Similar to Klesges et al. (1989), who observed that participants over-
reported their participation in aerobic activities by an average of 321%, our 
findings indicate that participants overstated their levels of physical activity 
by 386% when comparing the questionnaire-style format to HR monitors. 
This figure was calculated by analysing the percentage of participants’ self-
reported adherence to physical activity criteria versus adherence determined 
through the HR monitors. This inadequacy of self-report methodologies may 
account for the sizeable discrepancy in adherence to physical activity guide-
lines when assessed through self-report and HR methods. 

The level of compliance to physical activity criteria in this study could 
also relate to the moderate-intensity definition of HR >108 beats per minute 
utilised in this study. The chosen cut-off was based on a walking pace of 
4.0 km.hr-1and a moderate-intensity rating of perceived exertion (RPE) and 
closely reflects the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) guidelines 
for moderate-intensity exercise (ACSM, 1998). Despite this, a slight decrease 
in the moderate-intensity definition may influence the level of compliance to 
these guidelines. To explore this, further research into the quantification of 
moderate-intensity in older adults is required.

Alternatively, the low level of compliance to physical activity criteria in 
this study could potentially indicate that HR monitoring is not an appropriate 
tool for measuring physical activity. Although HR monitors are an effective 
means of exploring physical activity patterns and provide reliable and accu-
rate data, they do not provide a direct measure of physical activity. Hence, 
the limitation of HR monitoring primarily relates to the effect of extraneous 
factors such as diet, stress, and hydration on HR and the fact that the mobility 
and health status of older adults varies considerably across the population. 
This explanation, however, is relevant to the entire population, not just older 
adults. Lastly, the sample is not representative of all older New Zealanders. 
This particularly relates to the fact that the sample were not taking blood 
pressure medication, were ambulatory, and did not have a pacemaker.

The relatively small sample size (n=62) and lack of multicultural rep-
resentation in this study may also limit the extrapolation of these findings 
to a national level. In relation to the lack of multicultural representation, it 
must be noted that the Canterbury and West Coast regions have considerably 
lower numbers of Maori residents than the national average of 14.7%, with 
only 6.8% of Canterbury and 8.7% of West Coast residents identifying with 
Maori ethnicity (Statistics New Zealand, 2002b). Therefore, despite this lack 
of national representation, participation in this study is highly representative 
of the ethnic diversity of these regions. 
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An additional limitation concerning the use of HR monitoring as a meas-
ure of physical activity in older adults involved the loss of HR data due to 
electrical interference. The literature has identified that motors and electri-
cal equipment can cause interference with HR data, resulting in anomalies 
that cause spikes in the HR that typically transpire as a HR of 220 min-1. 
Participants report that travelling in the car was the most apparent form of 
electrical interference. The HR data of participants that had travelled in a 
vehicle over long distances during their monitoring period were discarded. 
The loss of transmission due to loosening of the electrodes from the chest also 
caused slight anomalies in the data. This issue was particularly pertinent in 
males who had excess body hair covering the chest area, therefore preventing 
the electrodes from having direct contact with the skin. The loss of data from 
electrical interference and transmission loss may have thwarted the actual 
activity levels of participants. However, a recognised procedure for dealing 
with anomalies in the data where the mean of the previous and subsequent 
values replaces the aberrations helped alleviate this concern (Macfarlane & 
Kwong, 2003; Wareham et al., 1997; Welk & Corbin, 1995). 

The particularly low physical activity compliance in this study was more 
pronounced for West Coast residents than their Canterbury counterparts, with 
only 15% and 39% of West Coasters compared to 24% and 43% of Canterbury 
residents meeting Criterion 1 and 2 respectively. This exceedingly low level of 
compliance can be explained by the unique environmental conditions expe-
rienced on the West Coast and demographic status of its residents. In par-
ticular, the West Coast is sparsely populated, has high levels of deprivation 
with 28% of West Coasters over the age of 15 earning less than $15 000 per 
annum and 33% reporting no formal qualifications (compared to national 
average of 24%), and has limited physical activity infrastructure and public 
transport services (Statistics New Zealand, 2007). Moreover, the West Coast 
has approximately twice the average national rainfall. Several West Coast par-
ticipants commented on the adverse effect that poor weather conditions had 
on their habitual physical activity participation during the monitoring period 
and the barriers created through lack of transport and indoor amenities to 
participate in physical activity.

Males and females demonstrated similar levels of compliance to physi-
cal activity guidelines, with 19% of males and 16% of females adhering to 
Criterion 1 and a slightly greater proportion of females (42%) than males 
(39%) adhering to Criterion 2. These results contradict the findings of the 
Sport and Physical Activity Survey 1997–2001, which reports that consider-
ably greater amounts of older males (76%) participate in physical activity to 
appropriate levels than their female counterparts (66%). In our self-report 
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questionnaire, males and females also indicated very similar levels of compli-
ance to Criterion 1 (71% males vs. 68% females). It appears that unlike the 
average older New Zealander, older males and females living in the Canterbury 
and West Coast regions have similar levels of physical activity.

Not surprisingly, the 80-year-old and above age group were the least active, 
while the 65–69 year age group the most active, with nearly half of this group 
complying with Criterion 2 and one fifth undertaking recommended levels 
as prescribed by Criterion 1. Due to the fact that only 3 participants were 
between the ages of 75–79, it is difficult to make accurate comparisons with 
the other three age groups and generalise this finding to the larger population 
of older adults. Participants aged 80 years and over illustrated the typical age-
related decline in physical activity participation to recommended levels. The 
variability in age-categorisation used in physical activity research makes it dif-
ficult to compare these findings with other New Zealand research. Despite this, 
similar age-related trends are illustrated between this research and the New 
Zealand Health study (Ministry of Health, 1999), which indicates that age-
related decline in physical activity participation beyond the 65–74 age bracket. 
Furthermore, international research has reinforced this age-related reduction 
in physical activity participation into older age (Bennett, Dodd, Flatley, Freeth, 
& Bolling, 1993; US Department of Health and Human Services, 2002)

In a progressively ageing society, this research has provided valuable 
information on the physical activity participation of older New Zealanders 
through physiological measures. In this study, HR monitoring was a feasible 
and well-tolerated measure of physical activity participation in older adults. 
The findings of this study have shown that older adults in the Canterbury 
and West Coast regions are less active (when measured by HR monitors) than 
previous research suggests (SPARC, 2003a) and the majority are not accruing 
sufficient levels of physical activity to confer health benefits. Further research 
is required to gain a greater appreciation of the compliance of older adults to 
New Zealand physical activity guidelines and to identify those groups that 
require special attention and assistance in adopting and maintaining an active 
older adulthood. Gaining an appreciation of the compliance of older adults to 
New Zealand guidelines will assist in creating strategies, policy, and interven-
tions that cater for the active leisure requirements and desires of this hetero-
geneous population. 

Conclusion
This study examined the physical activity compliance of older adults to phys-
ical activity guidelines through HR monitors. In most cases, older Canterbury 
and West Coast residents had particularly low levels of compliance to these 



the physical activity levels of older new zealanders • 365

criteria, especially when compared to levels reported in national self-report 
surveys. If the results of this research provide a true reflection of the physical 
activity participation of older New Zealanders, then this research signals the 
requirement for an enhanced focus on supporting, advocating, and providing 
physical activity opportunities for this group. Future research should explore 
the perceived benefits and costs of physical activity in this older cohort.
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Changing Perspectives on the  
Work–Leisure Relationship
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Abstract • In this paper, selected theories and research on the work–lei-
sure relationship are reviewed and approaches that might be developed fur-
ther in relation to changing workplace cultures and socio-economic trends 
are discussed, with a particular focus on Canada. Key concerns in studying 
and theorising about work and leisure are highlighted and potential areas for 
development are discussed. Beginning with foundational work–leisure theories 
based on a manufacturing economy, selected theories of advanced capitalism 
are introduced along with contemporary theorising about the work–leisure 
relationship in response to social and structural changes. The varied nature 
of employment experiences suggests that it is unlikely a grand, overarching 
theory of the work–leisure relationship is desirable, or even possible. While 
globalisation will lead to some shared experiences, other factors that influence 
experiences of work and leisure such as cultural differences, geographic vari-
ability, and gender relations should not be overlooked in future research into 
the work–leisure relationship.

Key words: work, leisure, globalisation, shared experiences, Canada

Introduction
Major changes have occurred in the socio-economic environment of Western 
nations in recent decades, but theories related to work and leisure have not 
necessarily kept pace. Whether due to other social issues gaining prominence 
on the research agenda or the evolving complexity of Western economies, 
much of the earlier literature exploring the work–leisure relationship now 
appears somewhat outdated. Since shifts in workforce demographics, non-
traditional work arrangements, and an increasingly work-centric focus for 
much of the employed population have altered the experience of work (Figart 
& Golden, 2000), it is timely to re-examine classic and alternative theories 
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about the relationship between work and leisure and consider whether they 
remain relevant to research in this area. The purpose of this paper is to review 
selected theories and research perspectives on the work–leisure relationship 
and discuss how these approaches have been developed further in relation to 
changing workplace cultures and socio-economic trends, with a particular 
focus on Canada. Attributes of advanced capitalist economies are outlined 
along with contemporary theorising about the work–leisure relationship in 
response to social and structural changes. First, foundational theories about 
work and leisure will be outlined and their application to modern-day work–
leisure issues considered. 

In the beginning. . . . Conceptualising work and leisure
During the 1950s and 1960s, dominant work patterns and ideologies were 
firmly anchored in a postwar, manufacturing-based economy. Most employees 
were male and enjoyed the stability of full-time, year-round employment with 
regular daytime hours and an expectation of ongoing employment (Vosko, 
Zukewich, & Cranford, 2003). It is the experience and traditional employ-
ment patterns of these workers from whom most early theories were derived. 
Consequently, there was an inherently androcentric bias towards men’s expe-
riences of leisure and an implication that work and leisure were dichotomous 
entities — temporally, spatially, and psychologically. Dumazedier (1967) was 
one of the few scholars who recognised the need to consider the role of car-
egiving and housework and its relationship to women’s time for personal and 
family leisure, although ultimately he believed that paid and unpaid work 
were fundamentally different: ‘In no case should they be considered together’ 
(p. 94). 

While it was recognised that leisure included experiential and philosophi-
cal dimensions (see Dumazedier, 1967; Pieper, 1998 /c.1948), early research-
ers defined leisure as residual time after work and other obligatory activi-
ties were completed. Soule (1957: 16) for example stated: ‘What one does in 
sold time is “the job”. Time sold is commonly thought of as work. Time not 
sold, “one’s own time”, “free time”, is thought of as leisure, no matter what 
one does with it.’ This definition, however, has long since been subject to 
criticism since work may differ according to demographic, situational, and 
individual life-cycle factors. Work not only includes paid employment, but 
can also be conceptualised as studying, looking for work, performing unpaid 
housework, or caregiving. Additionally, individual experiential dimensions 
mean that perceptions of work and leisure vary so that almost any activity 
may be perceived as either work or leisure, depending upon one’s internal 
vantage point (Shaw, 1985). Even the same activity can be assigned different 
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definitional labels in different circumstances by the same individual (Shaw, 
1984). Consequently, assessing work and leisure can be challenging both 
conceptually and empirically.

One key to understanding the difference is by exploring motivations asso-
ciated with work and leisure, the most obvious of which is the presence or 
absence of financial remuneration (Anderson, 1961). With the growth of the 
knowledge economy, qualities previously associated primarily with leisure 
such as personal enjoyment, engagement, and fulfilment may characterise 
work activities for many professional and managerial workers so that the dis-
tinction between work and leisure is much less apparent (Lewis, 2003). For 
these employees, the leisure-like attributes may be integral to their job and 
create difficulties in defining or separating work from leisure. For most work-
ers, however, a monetary motivation continues to be the dominant factor that 
distinguishes work from leisure (Reid, 1995).

Foundational work–leisure theories
Most early theories about the work–leisure relationship were concerned with 
the direct psycho-social effects of work on leisure (Zuzanek & Mannell, 1983) 
or, whether one’s work experience influenced leisure behaviour in attitude, 
activity or interests. In this approach (as with most others), work has primacy 
and leisure is subordinate. Wilensky (1960) and Parker (1971, 1983) are best 
known for advancing this perspective. 

Wilensky (1960) outlined the spillover and compensation hypotheses. 
The spillover hypothesis proposed that qualities, characteristics, and atti-
tudes toward tasks performed at work would be reflected in leisure choices. 
For instance, an individual with highly engaging work might become actively 
involved in a variety of personally and/or socially beneficial leisure activi-
ties. A pessimistic view of spillover was also possible whereby attitudes of 
disconnection at work were perpetuated in leisure. Wilensky believed that 
this occurred more often among those with ‘jobs’ (i.e., unskilled or manual 
labour) who were alienated from their labour than with white collar workers 
whose ‘career’ was an important source of social status and personal identity. 
Leisure experiences could also compensate for unmet psychological needs at 
work. Aggression, in the form of risk-taking activities could be an antidote 
for dull and meaningless work. Upgrading leisure occurred if activities allow-
ing some measure of creativity or positive engagement were pursued instead. 
Wilensky drew heavily upon the work of Engels by taking into consideration 
social class and socio-occupational structure. Accordingly, a significant con-
tribution was his application of broader socio-economic theory to the work–
leisure relationship (Veal, 2004). 
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Following Wilensky, Parker (1971, 1983) outlined patterns of extension, 
opposition and neutrality. Like the spillover hypothesis, extension occurred 
when attributes, qualities, and/or skills used for work were also evident in 
one’s leisure activities. Opposition, on the other hand, most closely followed 
the compensation hypothesis. Here, work and leisure were distinctly dissimi-
lar and demarcated from each other. Parker’s third pattern, neutrality, meant 
that work and leisure were neither similar nor dissimilar in nature; indeed, no 
relationship whatsoever existed between them.

Like other early theorists, Parker neglected those not participating in the 
paid workforce, such as students, retirees, the unemployed and those with 
unpaid domestic and care-giving responsibilities who are disproportionately 
women (Veal, 2004). Moreover, by failing to recognise other contributing fac-
tors such as age, sex, social class, and occupational prestige, the multi-faceted 
nature of the work–leisure relationship was not fully considered. Depending 
on the circumstances, leisure might include all components of extension, 
opposition and neutrality (Kando & Summers, 1971), but by ignoring indi-
viduals who are not members of the workforce along with others for whom 
work is not their primary interest, this theory fails to connect with broader 
societal concerns. Nevertheless, Parker’s work continues to guide some 
research including a recent study by Delle Fave and Massimini (2003) who 
noted an extension pattern in analyses of optimal experiences in work and 
leisure among physicians and accountants. 

Parker (1971) also proposed the categories of holism and segmentalism 
to describe the work–leisure relationship. In a holistic relationship, work and 
leisure are integrated, whereas segmentalism suggests disconnection. Aspects 
of both have recently reappeared in discussions of the role of leisure in work–
life balance (see Ramsay, 2005). Because of issues of time pressure, stress, 
and work–life imbalance among segments of the workforce (Zuzanek, 2004), 
this approach may be becoming more relevant. Leisure has the potential to 
moderate stress and improve wellbeing for those experiencing time pressure, 
transitory employment, and job instability associated with late modernity 
(Cartwright & Warner-Smith, 2003). Indeed, leisure has been identified as 
a method of coping with stressful situations at work (Iwasaki, 2003) and 
with chronic stressors (Hutchinson & Kleiber, 2005). As such, it is impor-
tant to include leisure in discussions of work–life balance, although in North 
America it is frequently overlooked. To put issues such as these in perspec-
tive, however, it is important to recognise how the economic environment 
has shaped experiences of work that are qualitatively different from those in 
a manufacturing economy.
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Traditional perspectives and new issues
The early contributions of Wilensky (1960) and Parker (1971, 1983) were 
pivotal at a time when the ‘leisure society’ (Dumazedier, 1967) loomed 
large on the horizon of a technology-driven structural shift in the economy. 
Nonetheless, as researchers began to recognise shortcomings of the early 
theories and oversights in research design, different perspectives emerged. 
By the early 1980s, there was a substantial body of literature on the relation-
ship between work and leisure. Empirical conceptualisations had expanded 
beyond dichotomous domains and were accompanied by research using 
alternative avenues to investigate work and leisure. In addition to the direct 
effects of work approach, Zuzanek and Mannell (1983) outlined six other 
research perspectives including: statistical and time-budget, socio-economic, 
socio-organisational and planning, sociological and socio-historical, socio-
occupational, and socio-psychological. The focus of this section, therefore, 
will be to outline, assess, and provide examples of how these approaches 
remain relevant to current work–leisure research.

The statistical and time-budget perspective continues to be used in analyses 
of work and leisure. The allocation of time to various life domains is meas-
ured, usually for a 24-hour period, and analysed in terms of trade-offs and 
choices (Robinson, 1999). Most studies are based upon a methodology devel-
oped in the 1970s (see Szalai, 1973) with measurements and conceptualisa-
tions of work and leisure being continually refined. Applied longitudinally, 
cross-culturally, or cross-sectionally according to selected variables, these 
studies remain relevant as suggested by their expansion into other social sci-
ence and health-related disciplines. Analyses reflect shifting patterns of time 
allocation to work and leisure according to culture, gender, historical time 
period, and among various socio-demographic groups. Interpretations of 
changes in time-use patterns often evoke considerable debate about trends in 
work hours, free time, and the relationship to broader socio-economic forces, 
an issue that remains of interest and unresolved (see Jacobs & Gerson, 2004; 
Robinson & Godbey, 1997; Schor, 2000, 2006). 

There are some inherent drawbacks to time budget studies. While time 
diary data can tell researchers how often, when, and for how long activities 
occur, with some consideration of spatial and social factors, this method is 
less effective in conveying how people feel about the way they use their time 
or the impact of previous, concurrent, or anticipated activities (Gershuny, 
2004). In other words, we can determine what people are doing and when, 
but it is difficult to fully appreciate why or the meaning attached to an activ-
ity (Knights, 2006). This has been addressed to some extent through another 
time use methodology, the Experience Sampling Method (ESM). In addition 
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to reporting how time is spent, participants record subjective states associ-
ated with activities at random intervals throughout the day. By combining 
both objective and subjective measures, ESM creates a more complete picture 
of time use (Schneider & Waite, 2005), although higher participant burden 
and research expense is a drawback. Both methods remain useful depending 
on the research question. They illuminate similarities and differences in the 
allocation of time to work and leisure, thereby providing a key to understand-
ing temporal conditions and inequalities among population sub-groups.

The socio-economic perspective is, in fact, primarily economic and may be 
better known as the ‘income/leisure trade-off’ (Gratton & Taylor, 2004: 85). 
Because it explores choices individuals make between paid employment and 
leisure, this approach has been strongly affected by structural changes in the 
workplace and attitudes towards material consumption. It has been criticised 
for failing to consider other factors influencing choice such as non-work obli-
gations that include women’s caregiving and domestic responsibilities (Lewis, 
2003). Moreover, it is predicated on the assumption that people actually have 
a choice in the number of hours or timing of work, which is not readily borne 
out in studies of workplace cultures of long hours or among workers with 
non-standard schedules set by employers (Gratton & Taylor, 2004).

Despite these shortcomings, the socio-economic approach is appropri-
ate for investigating the work–leisure relationship among some population 
sectors. For instance, it can be applied to studies of ‘downshifting’, a life-
style change occurring in many industrialised countries. ‘Downshifters’ are 
individuals who resist the pervasive materialism and consumerism inher-
ent in Western societies by changing jobs and/or working fewer hours while 
decreasing consumption in an attempt to lead a more fulfilling life (Hamilton 
& Mail, 2003). While some aspects of the decision to downshift, such as 
more time with family or the desire for a healthier lifestyle, are not strictly 
part of an income/leisure trade-off, this often becomes a notable outcome. 

While downshifting is essentially an ideological decision to reject domi-
nant consumer values and associated undesirable outcomes, not all people 
willing to trade work for leisure are as committed to these principles. Stier 
and Lewin-Epstein (2003) found both national and gender differences in 
the desire to trade fewer work hours for more leisure and decreased income 
levels. For example, in post-communist, Mediterranean, and most English-
speaking countries, almost all women and men preferred longer work hours 
with increased income to lower wages and greater amounts of leisure. Among 
Scandinavian countries and in Switzerland, however, there was a distinct pref-
erence for decreased work hours and increased leisure, particularly among 
men. The prevalence of social support policies within a country also signifi-
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cantly influences women’s preferences for hours of work. This indicates the 
importance of considering socio-cultural and contextual factors when using 
the socio-economic approach.

The socio-organisational and planning perspective focuses on the impact 
of atypical work schedules and alternative employment models on leisure. It 
is gaining in importance as the prevalence of non-traditional work arrange-
ments such as flexitime, telework, and irregular shift-work increases. Research 
largely substantiates the idea that a worker’s social and family life, and the 
range and frequency of participation in leisure activities are adversely affected 
by atypical work schedules (Ahasan, Mohiuddin, & Khaleque, 2002; Herbert, 
1983; Pocock, van Wanrooy, Strazzari, & Bridge, 2001). Mothers have experi-
enced these problems to a greater extent than fathers because of the gendered 
nature of domestic responsibilities and the additional time many women 
spend on housework and child care (Barnes, Bryson, & Smith, 2006; Fast & 
Frederick, 2004; La Valle, Arthur, Millward, Scott, & Clayden, 2002). There 
have been expectations that some alternative employment arrangements 
like telework could create leisure opportunities by eliminating work-related 
travel time (Tremblay, 2003). Unfortunately, telework has not entirely lived 
up to its promise for enhancing personal leisure opportunities especially for 
women with family responsibilities. In a study of female teleworkers in pro-
fessional positions, Shaw, Andrey, and Johnson (2003) reported that telework 
was viewed positively because work and family responsibilities could be man-
aged more easily, but personal leisure was still given a low priority. In other 
words, telework made it easier to do the things they were already expected 
or committed to do regardless of employment arrangement but it did not 
increase the women’s leisure time or a sense of entitlement to personal leisure 
in any meaningful way. Therefore, although socio-organisational factors may 
allow more access to leisure particularly when work schedules have greater 
flexibility, leisure may be superseded by other non-work responsibilities and 
culturally entrenched behavioural norms.

The sociological and socio-historical perspective examines changing value 
orientations toward work and leisure. Understanding the strength of the 
work ethic, for instance, or the shift from work to leisure as a central life 
interest (Dubin, 1956) have been the focus of these studies. The downshift-
ing phenomenon could also be included in this category since it involves not 
only an economic trade-off of work hours for leisure, but embraces a value 
system that rejects the culturally dominant work ethic of competitive career 
advancement, financial rewards, and consumerism. 

There is also a growing body of literature, mainly in management stud-
ies, that explores generational differences in work orientations and the rela-
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tive importance of leisure. Asaro Gonzalez (2006) examined changes in work 
ethic and perceptions of leisure among Baby Boomers, Generation X, and 
Generation Y. She discovered no significant difference in work ethic between 
the generations, but Generation X and Y attached more importance to leisure 
and work–life balance. Other research has generated similar results. Generation 
X police officers, for instance, have greater expectations than older colleagues 
that workplace demands will not unduly interfere with family time or leisure 
activities (Mineard, 2003). Jorgensen (2003), however, cautions that these 
attitudes may be just as much a reflection of lifecycle stage as they are of 
generational values and that more research needs to be undertaken to tease 
out differences among cohorts. As a method of cross-sectional or longitudinal 
analysis, the sociological and socio-historical perspective should continue to 
guide research through interest in different value systems, and is particularly 
appropriate in multicultural societies where there may be less consensus on 
dominant values both within and between generational cohorts. 

The socio-occupational perspective explores how belonging to a particular 
occupational stratum or community influences leisure behaviour. Salaman 
(1974) noted that workers in some occupations derived much of their self-
identity from their occupational role (e.g., police officer, firefighter, doctor), 
sharing a reference group comprised of occupational community members 
and often preferring to associate with these individuals rather than outsiders. 
The social component of leisure is emphasised because of unique occupational 
demands and characteristics. This perspective shares many parallels with the 
socio-organisational approach since occupational categories often have simi-
lar temporal and spatial demands which influence leisure opportunities. 

The socio-occupational approach is evident in an analysis of the pro-
jected life plans of advanced business and law students in the US. Focusing 
on anticipated experiences of work, family and leisure following graduation, 
Orrange (2007) found that most students fully expected leisure to revolve 
around work-related activities such as socialising with co-workers and enter-
taining clients during the first 5 years following professional school. This 
has implications for further discussion about the separation or integration of 
work and leisure, or whether in some jobs or at certain career stages, there 
is a reciprocal influence between work and leisure. For example, many of 
the participants talked about improving their golf game, not so much for the 
intrinsic enjoyment of the sport, but because they believed it was an impor-
tant skill for career development. 

Opportunities for social networking through activities like dinners or 
drinks out, playing golf, or attending cultural events can assist in job perform-
ance and career advancement in managerial and professional occupations, 
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but may be experienced as work or leisure or a mixture, depending upon 
the circumstances. Like some family leisure activities described as ‘purposive 
leisure’, or leisure that is ‘planned, facilitated, and executed . . . in order to 
achieve particular short- and long-term goals’ (Shaw & Dawson, 2001: 228), 
work-related leisure may be a site of purposive leisure too. Although many 
of the participants in Orrange’s study envisioned linking work and leisure 
during early stages of employment, they expected to combine family and lei-
sure once careers were more established. Most were socialised into accepting 
that a certain amount of work-related leisure was necessary to develop trust-
ing relationships with clients and appeared to accept that activities such as 
entertaining and participating in work-related sport events would be a com-
ponent of their future leisure lifestyle. It is important to consider that men’s 
and women’s experiences of work-related leisure may differ. Some female 
sales professionals report feelings of exclusion in locations such as bars or 
golf courses, while others have been subject to sexual harassment in out-
of-office settings where more traditional and chauvinistic gender norms are 
applied (Morgan & Martin, 2006).

The final approach is the socio-psychological perspective. From this stand-
point, the relationship between affective responses in work and non-work 
situations is of greatest interest. Unlike other perspectives, work is not always 
given primacy. Work may be just as likely to influence leisure as an individ-
ual’s leisure orientation may influence attitudes towards work (Kohn, 1990). 
In an example of how this approach has evolved, Snir and Harpaz (2002) 
found no general regularity in the work–leisure relationship for employees 
using a spillover/compensation approach. Instead, by separating workers into 
two groups, leisure-oriented and work-oriented, researchers discovered that 
the leisure-oriented group showed lower levels of intrinsic work motivation 
and sense of work obligation or commitment, but attributed more importance 
to interpersonal relationships in the workplace than did their work-oriented 
counterparts. They also highlighted the importance of understanding societal 
value patterns as they change or remain stable over time in order to gain a 
clearer picture of individuals’ attitudes toward work and leisure. This provides 
an example of how aspects of three approaches — socio-psychological, socio-
logical, and direct effects of work — may be combined. By integrating different 
perspectives, researchers demonstrated an understanding of the work–leisure 
relationship as multi-faceted, which is helpful in guiding future studies. 

Bringing together research approaches to allow more room for analysis 
and interpretation makes sense when faced with a rapidly changing econ-
omy and greater diversity in the labour market. The income/leisure trade-off 
perspective, for instance, can incorporate time budget and socio-historical 
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approaches. Or, as certain economic sectors begin to share employment char-
acteristics such as atypical hours, socio-organisational and socio-occupational 
perspectives become more intertwined. It is increasingly clear that there is a 
complex interplay between occupation, value systems, and individual per-
sonality attributes. Equally important are changes in the structure of the 
economy and workforce demographics. All have implications for understand-
ing the work–leisure relationship in the current social environment. 

Economic evolution and different work experiences
Early work–leisure theories were advanced during the postwar era when 
Western economies were manufacturing-based. Since then, many socio-eco-
nomic transformations have occurred that have influenced experiences of 
work and leisure. Economic and structural development of different nations 
and even different regions progresses unevenly; therefore, change has been 
embraced more quickly in some areas than others and has created difficulties 
in determining an absolute pattern or stage of development. For example, 
Canada has many characteristics of a post-industrial society, especially as the 
manufacturing sector gives way to a knowledge-based economy, but there are 
also strong indicators of ‘late modernity’. 

Among the more prominent characteristics of late modern societies 
outlined by Giddens (1991) are increasing globalisation, the rise of trans-
national organisations, and the tendency for people to rely on disembedded 
knowledge or scientific expertise instead of traditional practices. This stage 
of economic development is especially discernible in changing work envi-
ronments where communications technology has facilitated information and 
business networks locally, nationally, and internationally so that location and 
temporality have ceased to dictate work environments, practices, and hours. 
The impact of increasing globalisation is evident in trends toward non-stand-
ard work schedules (Higgins & Duxbury, 2002; Presser, 2003) and long work 
hours (Drago, Wooden, & Black, 2006) that alter dynamics of both work 
and personal life. Furthermore, the faster pace of life is apparent in reports of 
increased time pressure and heightened stress levels, especially among fami-
lies with children living at home (Daly, 1996; Figart & Golden, 2000; Gleick, 
1999; Schor, 1991; Zuzanek, 2004). 

While Giddens is concerned with the dynamics of socio-cultural evo-
lution and resulting social impact, he concentrates primarily on individual 
reflexivity and action when confronted with changing social structures and 
knowledge systems. Beck (1992) also embraces many of these elements but 
postulates that it is risk which has become the defining attribute of Western 
societies. Risks such as ecological damage, job insecurity, gender revolu-
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tion, and individualisation are products of industrialisation and are intensi-
fied in a global economy (Beck, 2000). Another aspect of the risk society is 
the destandardisation of work arrangements in order to accommodate glo-
bally diversified market demands. The resulting labour market flexibility is 
viewed positively by employers since risks are directed away from business 
operations and toward individual citizens. Power resides within corporations 
and governments, while individuals have little control over the structural 
opportunities or barriers that may be presented in the form of ‘flexibility’ 
and labour market deregulation. Critcher and Bramham (2004: 37) elaborate 
from the British perspective: 

In practice, this means workers who will work the hours employers want, 
under conditions they cannot collectively negotiate and in a state of perma-
nent insecurity. Employers clearly predominate in the balance of power with 
employees. Work and class inequalities still remain centre stage in the struggle 
over time. . . . Some people can embrace new flexible patterns and construct 
new lifestyles which run counter to the biological rhythms and task-based 
routines of traditional work. But it is always the employer’s prerogative [italics 
added] to choose flexibilisation, to introduce new technologies to monitor 
performance and measure output and to introduce new patterns of work. 

Social costs can be immense and are manifested in low pay, job insecurity, 
irregular work opportunities, and dislocation from family, friends, and com-
munity caused by migratory work patterns (Rojek, 2004). 

The Canadian workforce has not been immune to these changes. In 2001, 
for example, approximately 4 in 10 employees were engaged in non-standard 
work either because they were unable to find permanent, full-time jobs, or 
because of a deliberate choice in order to accommodate other needs such as 
caregiving or education (Kapsalis & Tourigny, 2004). Whereas in 1965 three 
quarters of Canadian workers had a permanent, full-time job with regular 
hours, now only one third of the workforce works standard hours in a stand-
ard job. Temporary work comprises 13% of paid employment and the propor-
tion of Canadians working part time has doubled since 1965 to almost 1 in 
5 (HRSDC, 2005). As ‘economic refugees’ (often younger, skilled workers) 
from the resource-poor Atlantic provinces continue a trend of out-migration 
to oil-rich Western Canada (Feehan & Coffin, 2006: 8), there are negative 
implications for individuals, families, and communities. Combined with a 
decrease in stable, long-term employment and lack of control over the timing 
and location of work, other important domains of life, including leisure, 
cannot remain unaffected.
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Socio-economic changes described by both Giddens and Beck are part of 
what has been termed the ‘New Economy’, characterised by technology-led 
social transformations that are re-ordering lives through new opportunities 
and new rules of interaction (Kelly, 1998). In this environment, it has been 
argued that work has become the ‘new leisure’ (Lewis, 2003), and that we are 
embracing ecstatic capitalism, typified by youthful vitality, fewer boundaries 
between leisure and work, and a sense of finding both individual meaning 
and community in the work environment (Hymowitz, 2001). Vingerhoets, 
Huijgevoort, and Heck (2002) even refer to leisure sickness, where time spent 
in rest and relaxation, such as weekends and holidays, is associated with guilt 
and stress among those who highly identify with job roles and responsibil-
ities. Although there are conflicting reports about whether the amount of 
time devoted to work has actually increased (Jacobs & Gerson, 2004; Schor, 
2000), there is a perception that work has become more predominant in 
people’s lives (Haworth & Veal, 2004) and that the intensity has increased 
(Burchell, Ladipo, & Wilkinson, 2002; Nolan, 2002). Clearly, the pace, inten-
sity, and demands of work can have a profound impact on how leisure is 
experienced. 

The work–leisure relationship in the New Economy
Several researchers have explored how transformations in economic, work-
place, and family structures influence leisure opportunities and experiences 
(Dart & Long, 2001; Haworth & Lewis, 2005; Kay, 1996; Mannell & Reid, 
1999; Rapoport, Lewis, Bailyn, & Gambles, 2005; Reid, 1995; Roberts, 2006; 
Rojek, 2004, 2005). While social changes have caused shifts in leisure inter-
ests, work patterns and family composition, the emphasis and attention given 
to each area may fluctuate according to economic factors and personal values. 
Combined with rapid and uneven social change, and uncertainty about the 
stage of economic development, this fluidity has presented a major impedi-
ment to conceptualising the work–leisure relationship. Nevertheless, there 
have been a few recent attempts to shed some light on the work–leisure nexus 
in the current social milieu. 

Since the mid-1980s, literature advancing theoretical development 
concerning work and leisure has been scarce and mostly from developed 
Commonwealth nations. This is not to say that there has been a lack of inter-
est. Rather, it reflects the complexity of this relationship in a rapidly changing 
environment and a greater emphasis in these countries on structural issues. 
To advance theory, there are many contributing factors that need to be under-
stood such as broader issues of power relations, gender, age, ethnicity, socio-
occupational group, and life-cycle stage. 
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Roberts (2006) has attempted to thoroughly explore the work–leisure 
relationship by examining areas of influence such as: the development of cap-
italism, normalisation of non-standard hours, extension and intensification 
of work, flexibilisation, the rise of the portfolio worker, and unemployment. 
He contends that these trends have effectively ‘diluted spillover and compen-
satory work-leisure relationships’ (Roberts, 1999: 86) to the point where they 
are no longer relevant. Even with a rise in the level of general affluence in the 
United Kingdom, leisure continues to be class-related if no longer entirely 
class-based. Although he offers a thorough description and analysis of the 
impact of recent socio-economic changes on the work–leisure relationship, 
he stops short of advancing any definitive theories or hypotheses. Rather, 
he suggests that people are generally creatures of habit, as demonstrated by 
relatively consistent leisure patterns during other times of social upheaval 
including two World Wars and the Depression of the last century. Similarly, 
they will cling to comforting and reliable leisure patterns as an oasis of stabil-
ity when confronted by the unpredictable nature of the economy and evolv-
ing employment practices and models. This echoes the earlier compensation 
model, although instead of compensating for inadequacies in the job, leisure 
may help individuals cope with insecurity and instability in the overall labour 
market. 

A strength of Rojek’s (2004) discussion of the work–leisure relationship is 
that it is situated in the context of broader social theory. He draws from the 
work of Giddens and Beck to provide a backdrop for exploring employment 
experiences and resulting implications for leisure. Rojek introduces four 
occupational strata of the salariat: the financially advantaged professional 
and executive class; skilled middle managers, professional and technical staff; 
low-skilled and unskilled workers; and, the ‘new residuum’ (p. 58), charac-
terised by extreme poverty and instability and comprised of migrant seasonal 
workers, the unskilled, and the regularly unemployed. Increased polarisation 
in access to resources between these strata has repercussions for social behav-
iours and experiences. 

Rojek relates the polarity to Beck’s (2000) ‘Brazilianization of the West’ 
thesis. Beck observed that in semi-industrialised Brazil, those with full-time 
jobs represent a minority of the working population. Most are migratory 
workers with low-wage jobs, employment is often temporary and insecure, 
and continuous, full-time employment is rare. Increasingly, there are similari-
ties between this employment pattern and the pattern associated mainly with 
female workers in industrialised nations. For instance, in ������������������a study of precar-
ious jobs in Canada including part-time, temporary, self-employment, and 
multiple job holders, it was revealed that it was young men and recent immi-
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grants who have been affected most acutely by the shift to a casualisation of 
the labour force (Vosko et al., 2003). ����������������������������������������As a result of globalisation, privatisa-
tion, and deregulation of labour market policies, Brazilianisation has become 
an emerging feature of employment in Western societies. 

Based on the Brazilianisation thesis, Rojek hypothesises three main con-
sequences for leisure. First, he suggests that leisure will become modularised. 
Rather than contributing to a balanced, harmonious life, leisure will have 
to ‘fit the circumstances of the time-famine set by work or the time-surplus 
which derives from the lack of work’ (Rojek, 2004: 61). Modules are planned 
for or adjusted depending on employment attributes, individual experi-
ences, commitments, and roles. A second consequence is a trend towards 
social dislocation and greater potential to develop invasive leisure patterns, 
where free time becomes a source of isolation and invalidation rather than an 
opportunity for self-fulfilment. This may result in feelings of worthlessness 
or the inclination toward escapism through greater use of drugs and alcohol, 
leading to social withdrawal, fewer opportunities for satisfying relationships, 
and, ultimately, a downward spiral of psychological health and wellbeing. 
The final consequence is ‘ alienation and the development of mephitic lei-
sure symptoms’ (Rojek, 2004: 62) whereby attachments to the collectivity of 
society are transformed into revenge or antagonism against others. When this 
happens, antisocial and abusive behaviour in leisure becomes legitimised by 
the individual. Rojek acknowledges the pervasive pessimism in his hypoth-
esis of leisure in a Brazilianised society. He presents an alternative work form 
of mandatory civil labour (another aspect of Beck’s thesis) which would then 
create a radical shift in perceptions of importance of work and leisure. This, 
he suggests, is the way forward for leisure to become fully developed as a 
sphere of self-actualisation.

Both Rojek and Roberts recognise work as a prerequisite of leisure. 
Functions of employment, including access to income, social status, and 
identity development are all extremely important products of workforce par-
ticipation. Even though time stress and individualism are increasingly preva-
lent in Western societies, leisure can offer a sense of stability, continuity, and 
psychological connection to others, to past traditions and to previous experi-
ences. This highlights the importance of continuing to explore the meaning of 
work–leisure relationships, particularly where the rapid pace of social change 
has created conditions for alienation, dislocation, and anti-social behaviour. 

Looking ahead
In the development of future theorising and research it is important that work 
and leisure continue to be situated in a broader socio-economic context. 



382 • changing perspectives on the work–leisure relationship

What occurs in either domain will be influenced by other social institutions 
and likely exert a reciprocal influence. Therefore, there is no easy ‘one size fits 
all’ approach to predicting or understanding the work–leisure relationship in 
a dynamic economic environment. 

Because of the varied nature of employment experiences, it is unlikely 
that a grand, overarching theory of the work–leisure relationship is desirable, 
or even possible. There are, however, some consistencies worth noting. Work 
remains primary in many people’s lives for reasons of necessity, identity, or 
social status; but, the experience of employment is dependent upon many 
factors, including the economic structure, gender, culture, and one’s position 
in the socio-occupational or salariat hierarchy. While there have been sug-
gestions that research should explore models other than work primacy (e.g., 
serious leisure), it is usually necessary to have an income to support a serious 
leisure interest (see Stebbins, 2004) as an alternative source of lifestyle and 
identity. 

Another observation is that the development of work–leisure literature 
has been uneven and geographically concentrated. Most recent contribu-
tions recognising the influence of advanced capitalism on leisure are from 
a British or Australian standpoint. The work–leisure relationship will likely 
have many cross-national similarities in a more globalised economy, but cul-
tural differences in experiences of geographic variability, multiculturalism, 
and regional ethnicities have been largely overlooked. Furthermore, issues of 
diversity such as race and disability have been not been included in work–
leisure research to any extent, where the focus has been on white, able-bodied 
Westerners. This has restricted our understanding of the relationship of work 
and leisure for both women and men. Indeed, literature reviewed in this arti-
cle has been confined to the dominant, English language perspective which 
means that it is limited at best, despite understanding the pervasive influence 
of globalisation.

An important socio-demographic trend since the mid-1970s has been the 
feminisation of the workforce and concurrent increase in dual-earner fami-
lies, yet to date there has been a lack of representation in the work–leisure lit-
erature of women’s experiences. White (2004) pointed out that in the original 
volume of Work and Leisure (Haworth & Smith, 1975) only one chapter had 
a female author. Almost 30 years later in the next edition (Haworth & Veal, 
2004) — likely the most thorough exploration of the work–leisure relation-
ship to date — there were just two. White’s contribution, ‘Gender, work and 
leisure’, provides a thorough outline of theoretical foundations and trends in 
feminist leisure research, but pays less attention to the work–leisure nexus. 
The other chapter deals with issues of parenting, work, stress, and leisure 
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(Schneider, Ainbinder, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2004) that reflect a tendency to 
place women’s work experiences in the context of the work–life balance dis-
course. Unfortunately, in North America, work–life balance is usually framed 
as a work–family issue, with little consideration of leisure in the equation. 
Those who include leisure are primarily British (see Crosbie & Moore, 2004; 
Guest, 2002; Kay, 1998; Musson & Tietze, 2004) or Australian (see Brown 
& Warner-Smith, 2006; Jonson & Green, 2002; Lobo, 2006; Pocock et al., 
2001). It should also be noted that work–life balance and the work–leisure 
relationship are not interchangeable concepts. Although both are tied to social 
and economic structures, the former is often prescriptive and addresses social 
and temporal consequences of role conflict; the latter is more analytical with 
roots that extend across a longer historical time period.

There is an extensive body of research on women’s leisure experiences, 
but very little on the relationship to paid employment with the exception, 
perhaps, of time budget studies. This may be due to shortcomings in con-
ventional definitions of leisure, since leisure is frequently interwoven with 
other aspects of women’s daily lives and, therefore, experienced in ways that 
are quantitatively and qualitatively different from men (Deem, 1986). For 
instance, mothers often view leisure as time free from the responsibilities of 
child care or personal time just for themselves (Green, Hebron, & Woodward, 
1987; Harrington, 2001). Even paid work has been described as a type of per-
sonal time, ‘because time at work was protected from the intrusions of chil-
dren’s needs’ (Kay, 2001: 121). Consequently, the idea of leisure as ‘freedom 
from’ or ‘freedom to’ may be more relevant for women (Henderson, Bialeschki, 
Shaw, & Freysinger, 1996). This view of leisure is also useful because it high-
lights the salience of social context, as Clough (2001) discovered in a study 
of female academics. Although her research focus was on balancing multiple 
roles, recognising the importance of a separate category of work-related lei-
sure centred on women’s employment responsibilities and relationships was 
an important contribution of the study. 

Place or setting of women’s employment is not often considered in 
work–leisure research. Work can take place in many locations, though, and 
the relationship of work and leisure, explored from a feminist or gender 
relations perspective, would benefit from greater consideration of spatial 
factors. Female executives, for instance, report valued opportunities for per-
sonal leisure while on business trips, hailed as a ‘welcome respite from the 
demands of home’ (Johne, 2007). Smith and Carmichael (2006) confirm 
that female business travellers are more likely than men to participate in 
leisure activities such as exercising, visiting friends and relatives, or sight-
seeing when their workday is finished. Nevertheless, the authors emphasise 
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the importance of recognising challenges and constraints such as safety in 
unknown settings, differential treatment by staff, and tensions associated 
with role conflict related to their gendered position in society. Therefore, 
how gender is constructed, perceived, and enacted both in and out of office 
settings is highly relevant to understanding women’s experiences of work 
and leisure.

Beyond the need to include women’s experiences and cultural diversity in 
work–leisure research, other global issues are beginning to emerge. The social 
and environmental consequences of rampant consumerism (Schor, 2005), 
such as climate change or the peak oil crisis (Kunstler, 2005), may have far-
reaching effects on the work–leisure relationship. Yet, if Roberts’s (2006) pre-
diction of the relative consistency of leisure in the face of social upheaval is 
accurate, leisure will continue to be home-based and family-centred even as 
work cultures and arrangements must by necessity evolve and adapt.

In conclusion, broader structural shifts have created a complex and some-
times confusing depiction of the current work environment. Nonetheless, 
by utilising theoretical frameworks that illuminate socio-economic develop-
ments and encouraging research on work and leisure from a variety of socially 
and culturally relevant perspectives, it becomes apparent that there are vast 
areas to be explored. Research approaches that have typically been used in 
the past will remain relevant by adopting a more multi-faceted approach that 
addresses structural transformations affecting work and leisure experiences. 
Finally, the importance of paying attention to diversity within and between 
population groups needs to be recognised. By doing so, further exploration 
of the work–leisure relationship will facilitate a broader understanding of our 
changing social, cultural, and economic environment.
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From Obstacle to Opportunity: 
Parkour, leisure, and the 
reinterpretation of constraints

Nathaniel Bavinton, Centre for Cultural Research, University of 
Western Sydney

Abstract • Parkour is both a leisure practice and a method of navigating the 
objects and spaces of urban environments. Leisure practices are increasingly 
being acknowledged as contested political arenas and being theorised as resist-
ance. Constraints have traditionally been characterised as impeding participation 
in a leisure practice. Recent research has, however, suggested a more situational 
understanding that seeks to account for the experience of leisure constraints 
and their negotiation. Issues of power and resistance must therefore be included 
within discussions of the organisation of, and access to, leisure settings and the 
complex processes through which individuals negotiate constraints. This paper 
draws upon original empirical research to explore leisure constraints within the 
context of post-structural theorisations of power, resistance, and the organisa-
tion of public space. Multi-method qualitative research was conducted with 
an international sample of participants and texts comprising semi-structured 
interviews and textual and discursive analysis of media articles and Website 
material. Key findings relate to the spatial-cognitive processes through which 
participants reinterpret material-spatial restrictions upon public behaviour to 
facilitate unscripted leisure practice and creative play. A significant conclusion is 
reached, that the spontaneous fun and creativity characteristic of Parkour is not 
achieved by the removal of constraint, but by the reinterpretation and utilisa-
tion of constraints — by empowering the individual to wrest (admittedly partial 
and momentary) control of the power relations embedded within public urban 
spaces. 

Key words: Leisure, Parkour, constraints, power, resistance, urban spaces, 
public space
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Introducing Parkour
Draw a straight line on a map of your hometown. Start from point A and 
go to point B. Don’t consider the elements in your way (barriers, walls, wire 
fences, trees, houses, buildings) as obstacles. Hug them: climb, get over, 
jump, let your imagination flow. You are now doing Parkour. (David Belle, 
Urbanfreeflow.com)

Attitude to Parkour, it’s also to know how to deny evidences, to keep a critical 
acumen. Example: the streets. A marked out route, where we no longer need to 
wonder if we must take it or not. It’s there; we take it, that’s all. Parkour is the 
adventurous spirit dared in conquered fields. (David Belle, Urbanfreeflow.com)

Parkour, also known as Freerunning, involves moving rapidly and fluidly 
through the urban environment, reflexively interpreting the objects encoun-
tered not as obstacles but as opportunities for movement. Parkour originated 
some 17 years ago in Lisses, an outer suburb of Paris, and has recently under-
gone a rapid expansion in popularity around the globe. The two people usu-
ally attributed the most influence upon the emergence of the practice are 
Sebastian Foucan and David Belle, but the impetus for the global expansion 
of the leisure practice is increasingly shifting to a collective, situated in the 
United Kingdom, known as Urbanfreeflow. The name Parkour comes from 
the French term parcours du combattante, which translates approximately as 
‘running against’ or ‘way of the fighting’. The alternative term, ‘Freerunning’, 
was introduced by the United Kingdom print media to describe the activity to 
an Anglophone audience in response to burgeoning UK popularity. 

Parkour began as a series of childhood dares and gradually developed 
into an ‘art of movement’ focused on discovering original and creative ways 
to negotiate city spaces. Individual participants in the practice of Parkour 
describe themselves as ‘Traceurs’, a moniker derived from the act of ‘tracing’ 
a line or trajectory through the environment, as exemplified in the leading 
quote from Parkour founder, David Belle, above. The objective of Parkour 
is to maximise the potential for aesthetically pleasing ‘fluid’ physical motion 
amongst the objects and spaces of built environments. The achievement of 
this fluidity is perceived as transforming an urban trajectory into an expres-
sion of art in the creative and aesthetic senses. The seeking of this aesthetic 
fluidity of motion determines that Parkour, as a spatial practice, is organised 
around a key central principle. This principle can be described as a practical 
and cognitive process of urban reinterpretation and it entails a particular way 
of perceiving, conceiving of, and acting in relation to the objects and spaces 
of the built environment.
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It is this activity of urban reinterpretation that bears significance for a 
discussion of the role played by materially-spatially embedded power rela-
tions in organising leisure settings as fields of possibility and constraint. The 
embodiment of the principle of urban reinterpretation, while not unique to 
the practice in question, produces in Parkour an interesting form of unscripted 
creative play. Through its mobilisation dominant power relations that organ-
ise and structure urban public space and privilege certain behaviours, while 
marginalising others, are challenged, disrupted, and resisted. This paper 
inquires into the processes through which Traceurs participating in Parkour 
reinterpret the urban environment as a terrain of playful possibility. It will 
be suggested that in doing so they alter the subjective relationship between 
themselves and the city as the site of their leisure time and space. The role of 
constraints on behaviour in these processes of appropriation and resistance 
may call into question some dominant assumptions concerning the influence 
of constraints in leisure practices. This paper, thus, seeks to make a contribu-
tion to the problematisation and reconceptualisation of leisure constraints 
and leisure environments.

Leisure constraints and resistance – A post-structural 
perspective
Leisure practice is increasingly being acknowledged as a contested political 
arena and being theorised as resistance (Rojek, 1995). Regarding leisure as 
resistance acknowledges the political dimensions of leisure and the potential 
for leisure to empower individuals (Shaw, 2001). Leisure is recognised as a 
domain of social life in which power is negotiated, won, and lost, and in this 
regard is no less important than any other field of power relations. Leisure 
as resistance has been interpreted from a variety of perspectives, including 
structuralist and post-structuralist views of power and resistance. Structural 
conceptualisations of resistance focus primarily on collective responses to 
asymmetrical power relations (Rojek, 1985). Theorists operating within a 
structural perspective have tended to place emphasis on leisure as a form of 
‘cultural contestation between dominant and subordinate groups’ (Clarke & 
Critcher, 1985: 227), and the role that leisure practices can play in naturalis-
ing and legitimising relations of inequality and thus extending hegemony 
through ideology (Green, Hebron, & Woodward, 1990). 

Inherent to this perspective is that resistance is conceived of, and meas-
ured by, its impact upon a group’s structural position within, and relative 
to, dominant social power relations (Clarke & Critcher, 1985; Rojek, 1995). 
Forms of resistance that expand an individual’s personal power or increase 
their experience of freedom without generating structural change in soci-
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ety are largely overlooked from the structural perspective. In contrast, post-
structuralism, in acknowledging the fragmented and diverse nature of social 
power structures in late modernity, tends to focus on resistance as an indi-
vidual struggle (Wearing, 1998). The theorisation of power within this per-
spective draws heavily upon the work of Foucault, in which power is seen to 
be productive and present in all social relations (Foucault, 1977, 1980). 

Post-structural analyses of leisure-as-resistance are consequently grounded 
in Foucauldian analyses of power/knowledge as discourse (Shogun, 2002; 
Wearing, 1998). A post-structural theorisation of resistance is largely based 
around the possibility of alternative discourses developing that in turn pro-
duce new potential ways of thinking, speaking, and acting that may challenge 
dominant discourses (Butler, 1995; Gordon, 1991; Sawicki, 1998). Central 
to the post-structural perspective of leisure-as-resistance is the possibility of 
developing the capacity for experiences that are more self-determined and 
autonomous (Rojek, 1985; see also Rose, 2000) and resistance is more effec-
tively interpreted as an exercise of power rather than a struggle against power. 
The literature on leisure constraints implicitly engages these themes of power, 
resistance, and freedom. 

Typically, leisure constraints are conceptualised as inhibitions upon a per-
son’s participation in a leisure practice or restrictions leading to a failure to 
gain a requisite level of satisfaction from involvement in a desired practice 
(Jackson, Crawford, & Godbey, 1993). That is, leisure constraints are concep-
tually opposed to freedom and, while envisaged through numerous typolo-
gies, are predominantly understood as inhibitors of behaviour and impedi-
ments to desired experiences (see Godbey, 1985; Jackson, 1988; Stemerding 
et al., 1999). In a series of conceptual refinements undertaken by Crawford 
and Godbey (1987) and then later by Crawford, Jackson and Godbey (1991), 
constraints upon leisure were suggested as being constituted by intrapersonal, 
interpersonal, and structural elements. This model sought to account for the 
complexity of power relations influencing participation and experience of lei-
sure, particularly raising social class and social privilege as an influential factor 
(Pigram & Jenkins, 2006). Other researchers have highlighted the obviously 
gendered nature of leisure constraints and the experience of leisure participa-
tion (Henderson, Bialeschki, Shaw, & Freysinger, 1996; Shaw, 1994).

The distillation of leisure constraints into intrapersonal and structural ele-
ments raises a potentially analogous typology to the differentiation between 
internally and externally produced restraints on behaviour as a ramification 
of the Foucauldian model of the disciplined self-regulating subject (Foucault, 
1977, 1980; see also Dean, 1994; McNay, 1994). This correspondence may 
offer some potential insight in terms of recasting the debate around leisure 
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constraints in order to acknowledge the productive (and necessary) influence 
of constraints in leisure practice. Shogun (2002) explored this line of reason-
ing and considered leisure constraints through a Foucauldian paradigm of 
power to argue that ‘constraints [are] potentially enabling as well as restrict-
ing and . . . enhancing leisure experiences may at times involve ensuring that 
certain enabling constraints are present rather than merely removing restrict-
ing ones’ (Shogun, 2002: 28). Using ‘the rules of a game’ as an example, 
Shogun (2002: 29) attempts to think through the ramifications for conceptu-
alising constraints differently:

Like constraints that structure other enterprises, rules of games set the param-
eters within which actions and experiences occur. They do this by prescribing 
certain actions, proscribing other actions, and describing boundaries or con-
texts within which these actions make sense. 

Shogun’s argument acknowledges several significances developed for this 
paper. First, all constraints have their concrete influence in relation to actions. 
Second, constraints structure actions at the same time as they restrict actions. 
In other words, ‘prescriptive’ and ‘proscriptive’ elements occur simultane-
ously and have a productive effect in determining the field of possibilities by 
circumscribing the range of actions. Furthermore, the ‘descriptive’ aspect of 
Shogun’s typology draws attention to the role of discourse as power/knowl-
edge in organising leisure as a field of possibilities and constraints. 

Ravenscroft and Curry (2004: 174) argue that leisure participation is ‘con-
tingent, not only on the continued negotiation of constraints themselves, but 
on the ways in which individuals contextualise — and thus operationalise 
— those constraints.’ This argument suggests that constraints, if continu-
ally negotiated, are never ‘overcome’, but rather form a framework or context 
for continuable action. The obligation to understand the processes through 
which externally produced (structural) constraints are interpreted, contex-
tualised, internalised, and thus operationally practised is also raised. Further, 
Ravenscroft and Curry (2004) suggest that constraints need to be envisaged 
as modifying behaviours rather than preventing behaviours (see also Jackson 
et al., 1993). Arguably, these developments in the theorisation of leisure con-
straints — when coupled with Shogun’s identification that while constraints 
shape leisure behaviours they are making possible leisure experiences — con-
note a possible point of correspondence to the Foucauldian axiom of power 
as productive rather than as wholly negative (1977, 1982). 

A post-structural interpretation thus challenges the dominant conception 
that the influence of the constraint be a priori understood as a limiting inhibi-
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tion. Certainly the mode of participation produced via enabling constraints, 
to use Shogun’s term, remains a constrained one — but it need not be, by 
definition, necessarily preventative in terms of the freedom to fulfil leisure 
desires. It is possible to envisage leisure constraints as involved in produc-
ing the conditions for experiences of greater freedom, if one considers them 
as resources contributing to acts challenging power, that is, as resources for 
resistance. 

‘Denying Evidences’: A framework for theorising urban 
reinterpretation
Foucault (1980, 2001) contends that late modern societies are characterised 
by the predominance of disciplinary and panoptic modalities of power and 
that these modes of power are bound up with the organisation of space and 
the control of distribution of bodies within space. Participation in a form of 
leisure is influenced by the meanings and socially accepted uses of spaces 
that provide the settings for leisure practices (Lloyd & Auld, 2003; Scraton, 
1998). In particular, the meanings associated with public spaces encourage 
and privilege certain behaviours while marginalising others (Lefebvre, 1991; 
Zukin, 1995). Constraints upon the use of quasi-public urban spaces as sites 
for leisure dictate both what constitutes appropriate leisure activity in a given 
space and where leisure can appropriately take place (Madanipour, 2003). 
Much public space is closed off to play and forms of leisure are restricted to 
designated leisure settings (Borden, Kerr, Rendell, & Pivaro, 2001). Public 
spaces are riven with subtle configurations of disciplinary and panoptic 
power1 exercised towards the purpose of inducing certain types of behaviour 
from the individual inhabitants and occupiers of those spaces (Barnett, 1999; 
Dovey, 1999; Foucault, 2001). Leisure practices are thus organised by an array 
of material-spatially embedded power relations corresponding to the place-
ment of fences, walls, stairs, ramps, and railings to organise flows of people, 
to control movement and promote conformity to ideological categories and 
concepts of public order and ‘normal’ behaviour. These subject positions are 
experienced through discursive categories (Moss, 1998), such as ‘pedestrian’ 
and ‘consumer’, and exclude many creative and spontaneous ways of engag-
ing the urban environment.

It is critical, however, to the post-structural theorisation of power and 
resistance, that the effects of power be acknowledged as incomplete and nego-
tiated. It is in the lived space of everyday life that resistance occurs, and ‘the 
mundane or everyday acts of resistance that potentially produce profound 
effects’ (McHoul & Grace, 1995: 86). An account of mechanisms of spatial 
reinterpretation and reappropriation offered by Michel de Certeau (1984) 
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takes place within a framework characterised by a Foucauldian urban dis-
ciplinary apparatus. The work of de Certeau focuses on the creativity inher-
ent in the everyday actions and choices of individuals through which ‘the 
resources of a more powerful “other” are routinely appropriated by and used 
. . . by the less powerful to subvert dominant ideologies and power relations’ 
(Stevenson, 2003: 67). The everyday spatial tactics of subversion and resist-
ance detailed by de Certeau (1984: 94–96) include the ‘walker’ experiencing 
the ‘lived’ city — understanding it through ‘tactile apprehension and kines-
thetic appropriation’. These spaces of the city, and the elements of these less-
than-total ‘decaying’ powers contained within, are encountered in the ordi-
nary and routinised spatiality of everyday life to produce ‘Surreptitious crea-
tivities that are merely concealed by the frantic mechanisms and discourses 
of the observational organisation . . . far from being regulated or eliminated 
by panoptic administration . . . [have] developed and insinuated themselves 
into networks of surveillance’ (de Certeau 1984: 96).

The concept of ‘affordances’, drawn from the work of James Gibson (1979) 
into ‘ecological perception’ (see also Scarantino, 2003), also contributes to the 
theorisation of the perceptual-cognitive processes of urban reinterpretation 
— particularly as developed by Michael and Stills (1992). Affordances can be 
described as the possibilities an object affords the perceiver as determined by 
the perceiver’s capacities and abilities. For example, a chair is normalised by 
disciplinary power/knowledge as being for sitting on — it is only perceived 
as such because the perceiver is physically endowed so as to be able to sit on 
it. Sitting, however, is only one of many possible uses, but is the one defined 
as correct by discourse and habitualised as correct by discipline (Michael & 
Stills, 1992: 881). The possible uses that the chair provides the perceiver are 
its affordances; for example, a chair affords standing on, climbing up, jump-
ing over, and so on. Michael and Stills (1992: 876–877) argue that:

Regimes of control are always in danger of disruption by a perceptual ecologi-
cal repertoire of practices that reflects the corporeality of the organism in its 
environment . . . activity that takes place in a realm of possibilities whose vast 
range is blurred by the disciplinary freezing of power/knowledge.

Michael and Stills (1992) argue that through discourse as power/knowledge 
and disciplinary techniques of imposition, meanings are ‘fixed’ and certain 
ways of perceiving objects are elevated to ‘truth’ while alternatives are ren-
dered invisible or inarticulable. To recall the words of David Belle with which 
this paper began, the key to the principle of urban reinterpretation is the 
capacity to ‘deny evidences’; to perceive beyond the discursively produced and 
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ideologically constructed meanings of objects and spaces to access instead, 
through creativity and spontaneity, the variety of possible affordances con-
tained within. In reducing the degree of purchase that the discursive realm 
holds over the material-spatial arrangement, there is a ‘detailed unravelling of 
the practical and disciplinary minutiae by which social affordances are forged’ 
(Michael & Stills, 1992: 878). Hence, through spatial practices bestowed by 
counter-discourses ideological categories of meaning that have been attached 
to specific objects and ‘fixed’ through discipline can be prised loose. The 
apparent dominance of an object by a socially constructed meaning claiming 
to ‘define’ it is never absolute, for ‘Resistance is possible, leading to a process 
of liquification, in which categories and the relationships between categories 
are loosened and hard-won objects begin to lose their clarity as they melt 
away’ (Michael & Stills, 1992: 875).

To deny ‘evidences’ is, therefore, to refuse the socially constructed mean-
ing of an object, to pierce its existence as a social artefact, and to consider it 
for its objective qualities and potential uses. When one ceases to conceive of a 
wall as a wall, it becomes instead a collection of surfaces and angles. Its status 
as a limit or constraint on movement consists in the social definition and 
accepted purpose as much as its actual physical-spatial qualities. ‘Affordance 
opens up the horizon to draw upon the full potential combinations of physi-
cal organism and physical environment,’ argue Michael and Stills (1992: 
880), and it is this capacity de Certeau (1984: 98) refers to when he states, 
‘He does other things with the same thing and he goes beyond the limits that 
the determinants set on its utilization.’

Research design and methodology
The empirical investigation of the perceptual/cognitive processes of spatial 
reappropriation central to Parkour necessitated a methodology capable of 
accessing the subjective experiences of Traceurs and understanding those 
experiences in their own terms. The research employed a methodological 
framework of investigation that adopted Denzin’s (1978) formulation of 
multi-method triangulation (see also Berg, 1998). The wider empirical project 
from which this paper is derived consisted of three sources of data. The first 
source was the Website www.urbanfreeflow.com, which is based in the United 
Kingdom but is essentially a globally interactive network of Traceurs. In the 
18 months in which the Website was monitored (from 2004 to mid-2005) 
membership in this online Parkour collective increased from 342 to over 
8000 active members. This dramatic increase is an indicator of the burgeon-
ing popularity of both the practice of Parkour and the Urbanfreeflow Website. 
Urbanfreeflow provides a central ‘meeting place’ for Traceurs of globally 
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diverse locations to organise and share experiences. The Website consists of 
various components including the history of Parkour, in-depth discussion of 
the philosophy underpinning the practice, assorted collections of personal 
experiences and advice, guides on interesting locations and recommended 
routes, and both photographic and video material. The Website also features 
interviews and articles by Sebastian Foucan and David Belle, and was the 
source of their quotes used in this paper. The Urbanfreeflow Website source 
of data was invaluable to the research project because it also facilitated access 
to interview subjects.

The second source of data was material derived from newspaper stories, 
reports, and magazine articles on Parkour. A sample of 16 print media arti-
cles was selected for analysis from a range of different formats and publica-
tions across the world (covering the period from the 9 August 2002 to 11 
June 2004). As Parkour was only entering the consciousness of the English-
speaking world at the time, these articles represent the earliest attempts to 
cover the practice and comprise the total number of articles that could be 
found in English for the designated period. These first two data sources per-
mitted a comparative analysis aimed at identifying the central themes and 
representations influencing the discursive production of Parkour, and to 
contextualise Parkour in relation to wider social discourses. Qualitative tex-
tual and discourse analysis was carried out on these sets of data (Fairclough, 
1995; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Creswell, 2003). 

These analyses were supplemented by an interview sample of 14 Traceurs 
from Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States. Table 1 outlines 
the demographic characteristics of the interview respondents.2 

Two in-depth asynchronous email interviews (Mann & Stewart, 2000; 
O’Connor & Madge, 2004) were conducted to explore the perceptions, inter-
pretations, and experiences of Traceurs, with emphasis placed on the ways 
in which Traceurs understand and interpret their own social reality. The two 
interviews were conducted 2 months apart, providing a longitudinal axis to 
the research. Each interview explored the themes, values, and issues central 
to Parkour as drawn from the results of the comparative document analysis. 
The first interview was generic while the second was individually tailored to 
further explore themes developed from the initial round of responses. The 
quotations from Traceurs presented in the following discussion are drawn 
from both the interview material and the Urbanfreeflow Website. Quotations 
derived from the Website or online discussion boards are designated 
Urbanfreeflow.com. The reader will notice an absence of quotations drawn 
from the media articles comprising the second source of data. This paper 
seeks to explore the Traceurs’ own perceptions of Parkour and the impacts its 
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practise exerts upon the subjective experience of leisure constraints within 
public urban spaces. For this reason quotations from individuals with first-
hand experience of the practice of Parkour are used as the primary data in 
support of the proposed argument.

The following section presents an analysis and discussion of the key prin-
ciple structuring the spatial-discursive practice of Parkour: urban reinterpre-
tation. It is to be argued that the spatial practices of appropriation and crea-
tive reinterpretation central to Parkour identify it as a practice of resistance. 
Yet, the creative play characteristic of Parkour is not achieved by the abolition 
of constraints, but by the reinterpretation and negotiated utilisation of con-
straints. Parkour will be demonstrated as exhibiting a complex relationship 
between different forms of leisure constraints intersecting and influencing 
one another to produce particular subjective experiences for Traceurs. It is 
to be suggested that these experiences may call into question whether or not 
constraints must necessarily entail restrictions upon experiences of freedom 
in leisure practice.

Respondent Nationality Age Gender Level of Education Occupation

JZSyd Aust 23 M University Graduate Engineer

Spidermonkey Aust 27 M Undergraduate IT worker

NiceLanding Aust 27 F University Graduate Stunt Performer

Torm3nt Aust 21 M Yr 12 Website Developer

Spike USA 18 M High School Ramp Operative

Gearsighted USA 24 M High School Groundskeeper

HotJam USA 24 M Not Supplied Not Supplied

Lt. Morgy Aust 29 M Not Supplied Not Supplied

Errortext UK 18 M Undergraduate Not Supplied

Bumster Aust 18 M Undergraduate University Student

MrFisher UK 20 M Undergraduate University Student

Timmy Aust 19 M Undergraduate University Student

Cruise UK 26 M University Graduate IT Programmer

Artful Dodger Aust 35 M Not Supplied Stunt Coordinator

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of interview respondents3
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Findings: Parkour and the reinterpretation of constraints
It’s all about the freedom. Parkour can be done anywhere, anytime, and by 
anybody with an open enough mind. All you need is a decent pair of sneakers. 
(Timmy)

The above quote suggests Parkour is an eminently simple form of leisure 
practice. However, while seemingly simple in its requirements and objectives, 
Parkour defies simplistic categorisation. Analysis of Website material, media 
articles, and interview data found three intersecting definitions and represen-
tations of Parkour: as ‘sport’, as ‘discipline’, and as ‘art’. There was a definite 
tendency for the media to represent Parkour as an extreme sport and thereby 
underplay the philosophical components, while the Website material lent 
more to descriptions of Parkour emphasising the artistic and philosophical 
dimensions. Consequently the discursive production and representation of 
Parkour must be considered as a contested construct.4 Many of the interview-
ees, however, suggested Parkour was simultaneously all three of these catego-
risations; yet, it was sport and discipline that were most frequently discussed. 
While many interviewees did consider Parkour an art form the achievement 
of the aesthetic and spontaneously creative ‘fluid’ motion characteristic of 
Parkour performed at its highest level was something they ascribed to the 
founding ‘masters’ (such as David Belle, Sebastian Foucan, and to a lesser 
extent the Urbanfreeflow collective). The following quotes from Traceurs 
articulate this complex understanding of the leisure practice as art, sport, and 
discipline:

It can be considered all three. However, it depends on the individual. To me, it 
is more of a sport. If I was more deeply involved in Parkour it might become 
a discipline to me and if I were as good as David Belle perhaps it would be an 
art too. (Nicelanding)

The pros at this underground sport really do make it look like an art form, and 
you need the discipline to get to a level that impresses your peers. (Torm3nt)

It is all three, depending on how you view it. It is perhaps least a sport, mostly 
a discipline, and only an art at its most accomplished. (Cruise)

In describing their motivations for practising Parkour, the overwhelming 
majority of Traceurs interviewed responded: fun, freedom, the experience of 
‘fluid’ movement through the urban environment, and the challenge lead-
ing to growth. While half the respondents also mentioned fitness as a strong 



402 • from obstacle to opportunity 

motivation. These responses certainly indicate the appropriateness of the 
‘sport’ designation. For many of the Traceurs interviewed, however, the crea-
tive expression and freedom of imagination central to Parkour is achieved 
through the application of ‘discipline’ — the preciseness of Parkour in its 
attention to detail and its purposefulness. The connotations of this disciplined 
approach means the practice is considered by many Traceurs as being more 
than just a ‘sport’. The athleticism and physical condition required to per-
form various practical elements (running, jumping, rolling) are considered 
of great importance, but an emphasis on the underlying philosophy opens 
up the internal space, the subjective experience, to be recognised as the real 
location of Parkour. The physical elements become merely the outwardly vis-
ible expression of this philosophy, exemplified in the following quote from 
founder Sebastian Foucan:

There’s a strong dimension of inner work in all that we do. Contrary to other 
sports, like athletics which I practised, the purpose isn’t the physical exploit 
through the muscular strength increase — although in Parkour the muscular 
development is important — but the pleasure, the sensation, the feeling. To 
reach it a very meticulous work is needed . . . an inner fighting, a work of spirit 
in order to win against one’s fears and apprehensions. (Urbanfreeflow.com)

The Traceurs interviewed displayed a surprising degree of agreement in their 
acknowledgement of Parkour as an internal experience indicating a fairly 
high level of internalisation of this philosophy and understanding of Parkour 
as an exercise in self-knowledge and self-expression. When asked to discuss 
what Parkour means to them some chose to emphasise the ‘physical exploits’ 
but the majority focused on the internal experience:

[Parkour is] a way of life that does not constrain, and has no limits. 
(Spidermonkey)

It’s not about how high you can get or how far you can jump, it’s about creating 
for yourself a world where nothing can defeat you. (MrFisher) 

I suppose in a literal sense it’s the art of moving without constriction. Without 
having to conform to the set or expected path. In a more symbolic sense I 
think it’s more about freedom than anything else. Once you have the ability 
to move in a way of your own choosing you see the world in a different way. 
(Spike)
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Interestingly, even those interviewees who identified the personal significance 
of Parkour as being related to the spatial practice — the mode of engage-
ment with the environment — rather than the philosophy, still focused upon 
experiences of freedom and overcoming obstacles and other material-spatial 
constraints on behaviour:

Parkour to me is a constant desire to move smoothly and stylishly along the 
most challenging line of terrain I can visualise. It means being constantly on 
the lookout for obstacles to overcome. (Bumster).

Parkour is the activity of traversing an urban landscape whilst not being 
bounded by the physical constructs. (JZSyd) 

It is through application of the ‘obstacles into opportunities’ philosophy as a 
spatial practice that the objects and spaces of the urban environment become 
the site of an intimate involvement. Sebastian Foucan (Urbanfreeflow.com) 
describes this subjective experience of the urban environment as being ‘linked 
to the spirit of freedom, the consciousness to autonomy, when I see Traceurs 
I see bright faces,’ he states. ‘They have found a practice making them alive.’ 
The spatial practice is constituted thus: the Traceur moves rapidly and fluidly 
through the city, reflexively reinterpreting the objects encountered. Objects 
such as walls, fences, and handrails are transformed from obstacle into oppor-
tunity by being incorporated into a trajectory in a way that serves to perpetu-
ate the motion. The following two quotes articulate the fluidity central to the 
spatial practice of Parkour.

All depends actually on the way in which the object is taken. An obstacle in 
normal circumstances prevents us from going further, it paralyses. In Parkour 
however everything is viewed as an obstacle that can be used to create move-
ment. (Sebastian Foucan, Urbanfreeflow.com)

The holy grail of Parkour is something every Traceur aims to capture. It 
equates to total fluid movement over every type of obstacle. Almost like water 
flowing down stream and coming to a boulder. Instead of smashing into it, 
the water simply moves around it and continues its journey. (Introduction for 
Beginners, Urbanfreeflow.com)

The pursuit of fluidity dictates that each discrete ‘move’ and action is ‘liq-
uefied’, and absorbed into a continuity of momentum. The spaces between 
moves, the linking actions, thus become as important as each separate move. 
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Hence there are no individually discrete moves but, rather, a continuous and 
fluid movement that is aesthetically pleasing in its economy, simplicity and 
grace:

A jump is never an end in itself. What we call a ‘following’ is needed after 
the jump, to be able to link with another move, to be always active. It’s in 
the movement without stops that we feel the sensation of fluidity. (Sebastian 
Foucan, Urbanfreeflow.com)

The following quotes from interviewees reveal a similarity of understanding: 

It is in the spaces between the moves. That’s where Parkour is to be found. 
(HotJam)

You’re striving to create a movement that simply ‘flows’ around the objects 
you’re interacting with, much the way water would. (Torm3nt)

Many interviewees reported that the relationship to the urban environment 
fostered by this spatial practice is intimate and direct. The Traceur is not 
a detached observer of the environment — the external environment inti-
mately and directly affects their subjectivity — and the object and the subject 
constitute each other in relationship. Objects and material-spatial structural 
arrangements are understood as exerting a degree of influence on actions 
through a kind of ‘partnership’ exemplified in the following quote: 

Since beginning Parkour, I always look at urban objects critically — I no longer 
think of them as static, but as dynamic interactive objects. (Bumster)

The above quote is also significant because this interviewee prefaces his 
statement ‘since beginning Parkour’, thereby identifying the role of Parkour 
in producing a new way of perceiving the objects and spaces of the built 
environment. This was a major theme to emerge from the interview analy-
sis. The use of the urban environment in new and creative ways seems to 
be both facilitated by, and productive of, a new subjectivity: the ability to 
‘deny evidences’, a capacity to see things differently and transform constraints 
into possibilities. When asked how they perceive the urban environment the 
overwhelming majority of interviewees responded with some variation on a 
playground theme, for example: ‘As an enormous playground’ (Bumster) or 
‘One giant playground’ (Cruise), ‘As a giant playground’ (Nicelanding). These 
responses confirm Parkour as a form of creative play with urban objects and 
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spaces. The nature of this playful, creative, non-conformist relationship to 
objects and material-spatial arrangements generates for Traceurs an alterna-
tive perception of the urban environment. It produces what one interviewee 
described as ‘a new reality filter and a cognitive shift’ (Artful Dodger). 

For many Traceurs the Parkour ‘cognitive shift’ brings the urban envi-
ronment into focus for the first time, whereas previously the surrounding 
material-spatial arrangements had been ignored and viewed as a backdrop or 
setting to action. The way that the urban environment was thought about as 
a terrain of possibility and constraint is reshaped, as is the relationship of the 
self to particular objects within the environment:

Since being introduced to Parkour the urban environment I live and work 
around has taken on new meaning. I kind of see in Parkour, if that makes 
sense? (Nicelanding)

Since I have discovered Parkour the city streets do not look the same to me. I 
walk along looking at awnings, bus stops, rooftops, walls, and picture myself 
running, jumping, climbing and vaulting between them. I sometimes find 
myself vaulting over a rail or jumping small gaps on my way to work dressed 
in a suit. (Timmy)

Once you have practised Parkour for a while you see all obstacles in this light 
without even thinking about it. It truly does give you a different outlook on 
life as a whole. There is no rule that you must stick to the least complicated 
path — the path of least resistance. (Spike)

Further, many of the Traceurs interviewed apparently began to recognise 
and understand lived space and the ‘public self’ as an effect of power. Many 
Traceurs reported that the Parkour philosophy of transforming obstacles into 
opportunities is predicated on an understanding that behaviour is control-
led and restrained under ‘normal’ conditions — that the way the majority of 
people behave in public space is to conform to what ‘Spike’ refers to as the 
‘path of least resistance’, and to what David Belle referred to as ‘conquered 
fields’. The capacity of the Parkour ‘cognitive shift’ to recognise the con-
straints imposed upon the leisure practice by the urban environment through 
habitualised acquiescence to dominant behavioural norms is articulated in 
these quotes:

Urban environments are designed for one of many uses. With these uses comes 
either the aim to restrict, direct and slow movement. I try to practice in areas 
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that restrict and slow me as much as possible. It appeals to my sense of defi-
ance against all those who designed the environment to restrict and control. 
(Errortext)

The largest problem with the design of public space is that it tries to funnel 
everybody towards a singular purpose and more and more that seems to be 
shopping. The great thing about that is finding a fluid way around those bar-
riers controlling people and which hinder or try to prevent movement outside 
of that original purpose they were designed for. (Gearsighted)

[Environments] are structured in such a way to control the flow of people, yet 
I see the way that they can be exploited in a different way. (Spidermonkey)

It is this aspect that constitutes Parkour as a leisure practice of resistance. The 
sentiments expressed above are also significant in identifying that the con-
straining nature of the design of public spaces is the very fact that makes them 
interesting as a ‘playground’. Material-spatial structures organising public 
spaces (such as handrails, stairs, walls, and ledges) are no longer considered 
as being determined by their socially approved uses, nor as components of a 
larger structural-spatial arrangement such as a building; but instead seen for 
what they are in the simplest terms — ‘arrangements of surfaces’, shapes and 
angles that afford particular possibilities and opportunities for movement. The 
consideration of the object as a collection of potential affordances, and therefore 
relative to the capacities of the perceiving individual, is exemplified below:

I tend to look at my means of navigating an object as well as the object itself. 
When I’m running at an object I tend to think: ‘It is made of roughly laid 
cement which will give good grip to my hands and feet and it is almost at chest 
level so I should be able to dash vault it’, rather than: ‘Oh look a retaining wall.’ 
(Timmy)

A pathway is no longer a pathway. It now composes a myriad of different 
paths, objectives and possibilities for us to manipulate to our advantage. An 
object is no longer an object; it now comprises an arrangement of surfaces, of 
height, stability, and possible entry and exit points. These are the features of 
an object we look for. (Torm3nt)

Within this spectrum of possibilities the Traceur discovers a freedom to 
choose a navigational pathway, a selection of some affordances rather than 
others, relevant to their own capacities and desires: 
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Everything that appears in the urban environment is reducible to a series of 
different possible opportunities. Your level of skill decides what you will see as 
an opportunity yourself. (Errortext)

The best location for Parkour is that which lies just on or above your capa-
bilities, which pushes you furthest while still being within reach. Because of 
this however, the perception of opportunities provided by different objects 
will of necessity constantly change with your abilities. It’s all part of seeing 
opportunities where others do not, of recognising freedom where others see 
restrictions. A wall to a non-Traceur means ‘do not cross’ — to me it means, 
‘go upwards’. (Cruise)

It is not, thus, of primary significance that Traceurs are running and jumping 
in the street. Rather, it is that Traceurs are using urban spaces in ways other 
than those that they have been designed for, and in ways other than those 
that have been normalised as acceptable social behaviours. By bringing the 
constraining nature of ostensibly public urban spaces into the forefront of 
individual consciousness, and by offering a fleeting, yet, still concrete, expe-
rience of the overcoming of those constraints, Parkour alters the subjective 
experience of the city and reshapes the relationship between the Traceur and 
their leisure time and space. 

Conclusion
The creative play characteristic of Parkour is not achieved by the abolition 
of constraints, but by the reinterpretation and negotiated utilisation of con-
straints. The existence of limits, boundaries, and constraints in the public 
spaces of everyday life are an essential component to the practice of Parkour. 
Traceurs need the fences, walls, and hand-railings designed to regulate the 
movements of people in order to transform these constraints into resources 
for resistance. This relationship to the city is reported by Traceurs as an expe-
rience of freedom: freedom of expression and of choice, freedom from con-
formity and from constraint. The type of freedom achieved by Traceurs is 
most correctly identified as being momentary and partial. It is acknowledged 
that this is a bounded freedom — subject as it is to the dictates of the princi-
ples of Parkour at the very least. Nonetheless, in obtaining alternative forms 
of relationship to the spatial arrangements and structures that comprise the 
urban environment, Parkour ‘affords’ access to a spectrum of latent possibili-
ties for leisure behaviour and self-expression. It is this particularity of experi-
ence that underlies the suggested need to reconceptualise the nature and role 
of constraints upon leisure practice. 
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The philosophy of Parkour — the axiom to transform obstacles into 
opportunities — can be said to represent an ‘enabling constraint’ in the sense 
discussed by Shogun (2002) in relation to the ‘rules of a game’. The phi-
losophy yields a spatial practice that is developed through disciplined train-
ing — a further self-imposed constraint upon leisure time and experience. 
This spatial practice is then applied to material-spatial objects present within 
the built environment that have as their professed purpose the constraint of 
behaviours within public space. The outcome of this complex negotiation 
of leisure constraints — some utilised, others resisted, some reinterpreted, 
others obeyed — is an experience near unanimously described by interview-
ees as an increase in freedom and autonomy. This circumstance is somewhat 
counter-intuitive to the prevailing wisdom that constraints necessarily entail 
restrictions upon experiences of freedom in leisure practice. The relationship 
between these varied constraints, as they intersect and influence one another, 
produces outcomes that are not easily reduced to the simplified constraint/
freedom conceptualisation. 

The focus of this paper has been the processes through which the built 
environment is transformed as a terrain of possibility and constraint and the 
capacity of Parkour to achieve this transformation. The research discussed 
in this paper contributes to a body of literature that calls into question the 
dominant assumption that constraints inevitably entail restriction upon lei-
sure practice. Analyses of leisure-as-resistance grounded in a post-structural 
perspective require a situational conceptualisation of the role of disciplinary 
power as a productive instrument. From this perspective freedom is not 
understood as the absence of power but as a productive outcome of inter-
secting power relations. The experiences of freedom generated for Traceurs 
through the practice of Parkour seem to stem from a complex intersection of 
varied forms of constraints upon leisure practice. Indeed, Parkour demon-
strates that a set of constraints upon leisure behaviours can be leveraged and 
utilised in resistance to another set of constraints. This paper thus suggests 
that a site for further examination needs to be the productive influence of 
diverse intersecting forms of constraint upon leisure practice.

Endnotes
1. �Much has been made of the panopticon as analogy/metaphor for the 

expanding role of surveillance within modern apparatuses of power. See 
e.g. Dandecker (1990), Lyon (1994), and Ericson & Haggerty (1997) for 
accounts of panoptic power and urban spatial arrangements in general. 
In relation to expanded CCTV see Fyfe and Bannister (1998) and Tilley 
(1995). In relation to the increasing capacity of data gathering agencies 
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and the ‘surveillant assemblage’ see Haggerty and Ericson (2000)
2. �Table 1 does not list the real names of interviewees.
3. �The gender ratio of interviewees in the project (13 male/1 female) means 

any analysis of gender would be wildly skewed. Similarly, no demographic 
data was collected on ethnicity of interview respondents. Considering 
then that there is little age and gender differentiation within the interview 
cohort a decision has been made not to focus on the way in which gender, 
ethnicity, and age cross-cut leisure affordances in this paper.

4. �The results of the media analysis conducted as part of the wider research 
project do not form a significant aspect of the present paper. A compara-
tive analysis of the varied representations of Parkour produced within the 
print media articles and the Website forms the basis for a journal arti-
cle currently under review. This forthcoming article argues that the media 
representations of Parkour actively seek to play down the philosophical 
components to the practice in order to locate Parkour within the extreme 
sports pantheon. Possible motivations for this mode of representation are 
suggested as being commodification and governance.
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Impact of Social Expectations 
on Ethical Governance of Sport 
Organisations 

Emma Sherry & David Shilbury, Deakin University

Abstract • Sport business is different; one of these differences is the signifi-
cant and important cultural role that sport plays in society. This paper inves-
tigates the social expectations of sport, and how these expectations impact on 
the management and governance of sport organisations. Interviews were under-
taken with the directors and CEOs of the Australian Football League and its 
clubs, to examine the concept of social expectations and ethical governance. 
Five key themes of the social expectations of sport were found: scrutiny, sport 
business, sport context, social investment, and the historical development of the 
club. Each of these themes was identified through the data analysis as having a 
potential impact on the management and ethical governance of sport organisa-
tions. A clearer understanding of the social and cultural context within which 
sport organisations operate, enables sport organisations to implement sound 
policy and practices for ethical governance.

Key words: social expectations, sport governance, Australian Football League 
(AFL), context, ethical governance

Introduction
Sport organisations in Australia continue to evolve along a path from the ama-
teur- and volunteer-based organisations established throughout the 20th cen-
tury, into an increasingly professionalised and bureaucratised sport system. 
Strongly influenced by the English ideals of amateur sport, the Australian 
sport system is faced with a tension between a historical culture of amateur-
ism and the current widespread professionalisation of sport both on and off 
the field. For example, Simon (2000: 14) stated that ‘there is no question that 
commercial interests have changed major sports at the highest levels, some-
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times for the worst.’ Statements such as this reflect a perception of the ‘purity’ 
of sport being corrupted by commercialism and professionalism.

As sport organisations progress towards a model of professional sport, 
awareness and identification of ethical issues increases. VonRoenn, Zhang, 
and Bennett (2004: 38) noted that the ‘societal institution of sport provides 
participants, stakeholders, and researchers with inescapable ethical dilemmas 
to consider,’ such as the role of sport organisations within society, and how 
best to manage these organisations. In light of the limited research in this 
area, the purpose of this paper is to discuss the social expectations of sport 
and sport management, and the impact of these expectations on the manage-
ment and governance of sport organisations.

A study of ethical governance and social expectation was undertaken with 
a sample of directors and Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) from the Australian 
Football League (AFL) and its clubs. This paper presents the key findings. 
Although the focus of this study is situated within the Australian context, sim-
ilar expectations may be found in other societies, particularly Commonwealth 
countries such as the United Kingdom, New Zealand, and Canada, which 
share common sporting traditions based on their colonial heritage. This paper 
discusses the amateur tradition and cultural significance of sport in Australia, 
and outlines the emergent ethical challenges for sport management. The 
research method is outlined, and the details of the results are also presented 
and discussed. The paper concludes with a discussion of the impact of social 
expectations on the ethical governance of sport organisations.

The amateur tradition
Many sports in Australia have grown from their amateur foundations into 
legally complex and highly competitive professional activities; however, ama-
teurism continues to influence the social expectations of sport to this day. The 
tenets of amateurism were adopted by many Western nations, drawing on 
their common heritage to develop their sporting structures and social under-
standings. However Cashman (1995: 69) found unique elements in Australian 
attitudes towards amateurism and professionalism, with ‘greater suspicion 
and far less acceptance of professionalism in sport than in North America and 
even in Britain, and a corresponding deeper commitment to amateur ideals 
in Australia.’ With the continued professionalisation of sport in Australia and 
across the world the amateur traditions are being challenged; however, the 
tension between amateurism and professionalism in sport remains.

The demarcation between amateur and professional sport has become 
blurred to the point where many elite sports are now ‘professional’. 
Professionalism, within a sport context, has the dual meaning of both an ath-
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lete being paid for their on-field performance, and the development of profes-
sional management practices. Australian sport historians (Adair & Vamplew, 
1997; Stoddart, 1986, 1994) found that the commitment to the amateur ideal 
remained a powerful force throughout the twentieth century, and although 
there may now be public acceptance of professionalism in Australian sport, 
the process has been at times both grudging and reluctant. Anthonissen 
(2001: 197) noted that ‘where socio-cultural processes in the world of ama-
teur sport are concerned, discussion focuses on the lowering of standards 
. . . the underlying question, however, is just whose norms and values are 
involved.’ The word ‘amateur’ has always implied a moral dimension.

Today there is little doubt that the sport industry has continued to become 
increasingly multifaceted and sophisticated (Aris, 1990; Massey, 1996; 
Shilbury, 2000). The move from amateurism to professionalism in sport has 
been most clearly demonstrated in the traditional, higher profile sports. A 
number of sports in Australia have professional athletes who are paid for on-
field performance and professional sport managers and administrators who 
are paid for their role within the organisation. However, the majority of sport 
organisations in Australia remain, to this day, as membership-based, non-
profit entities governed by a volunteer board of directors, including many 
of the highest level of professional sport and National Sport Organisations 
(NSOs).

The tension between the amateur tradition and the development of pro-
fessional sport brought into question what it was, or is, that Australians want 
their sport to do in, and for, their society (Stoddart, 1994). The cultural sig-
nificance of sport and the inherent values of sport to the Australian commu-
nity have been the focus of research, and provide a foundation for the study 
of social expectations of sport.

Cultural significance of sport
Sport is often represented as a timeless cultural formation and as a haven for 
fair play and justice, a point which has been the focus of research for many 
sport academics (Adair & Vamplew, 1997; Branvold, 1996; Malloy & Zakus, 
1995; McKay, 1991; Stewart, 1986; Stewart, Nicholson, Smith, & Westerbeek, 
2004). A review of the literature uncovers a consistent message about the 
importance of sport as a social phenomenon. Sport’s influence is felt widely 
throughout all levels of society. This understanding has an established his-
tory, in that:

Sport to many Australians is life and the rest a shadow. Sport has been the 
one national institution that has had no ‘knockers’. To many it is considered 
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a sign of degeneracy not to be interested in it. To play sport, or watch others 
and to read and to talk about it is to uphold the nation and build its character. 
Australia’s success at competitive international sport is considered an impor-
tant part of its foreign policy. (Jobling, 1999: 251)

One key aspect of any culture is its values and norms, and these values and 
norms are what make up a society’s ethical understanding. Often used inter-
changeably, ethics and morality are complex terms concentrating on issues of 
right and wrong behaviour. According to Simon (2000: 1), sport is regarded 
as ‘an important source of values by a great variety of individuals for long 
periods of human history.’ Therefore, it can be acknowledged that sport is 
identified as one of the social institutions that can contribute to the commu-
nity’s ethical understanding.

Emergent ethical challenges
Application of the principles of ethics to the management and organisation of 
sport is a relatively recent phenomenon, as traditionally research focused on 
the ethics of athletes and competitors. Increased social expectation of organi-
sations to act in an ethical manner across all business sectors has impacted 
on the management and governance of sport. Both athletes and sport manag-
ers are scrutinised more than ever before. Sport organisations and those who 
manage and govern these organisations find that increased attention on the 
role of ethics within sport management is required. According to a report 
commissioned by the Australian Sports Commission, ethics are defined as: 
‘respect, integrity, justice, democracy, fairness, equity, doing the right thing 
and duty of care for participants, officials, administrators, coaches and the 
public (e.g., spectators)’ (Daly, 2003: 3). The increasing professionalisation of 
sport and sport management has highlighted the links between professional-
ism and the desirability of ethical management behaviours. 

The application of ethical values to the business environment applies 
across all sectors — for-profit, non-profit, and government. However, ‘nor-
mative ethics — what society accepts as ethical behaviour in keeping with 
relevant norms and traditions — vary sector by sector’ (Rubin, 1990, p. 211). 
Rubin (1990) noted that in the non-profit sector ‘because we expect more 
good, we accept less bad; and the standards which we employ are much more 
sensitive to deviation.’ As the Australian sport industry is largely non-profit, 
the expectations of ethical conduct placed upon it may be different to other 
business organisations.
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Research method
This analysis of the impact of social expectations on ethical governance within 
the Australian Football League (AFL) utilised a constructivist grounded theory 
method (Charmaz, 1988, 1999, 2003; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 
1998). The AFL is arguably the largest professional sporting code in Australia, 
in terms of financial turnover, media broadcast contracts, and spectators (both 
live and televised). Therefore, the AFL was regarded as an ideal sample to 
investigate the tension between professional sport and the social expectations 
of ethical sport governance within an Australian context. Invitations to partici-
pate in this research were sent to the CEOs of each AFL club and the AFL, with 
five AFL clubs and the AFL Commission accepting the invitation.

Semi-structured interviews of approximately 1 hour in duration were 
undertaken with directors and chief executive officers (CEOs) of 5 AFL clubs 
and members of the AFL Commission, resulting in a total of 21 individual 
interviews. Directors and CEOs were interviewed as they are the representa-
tives of the clubs and the AFL Commission who are closest to the ethical gov-
ernance of the organisation. Each interview was recorded with the informed 
consent of the interviewee, with interviews being held in the office of each 
participant.

Interview questions were focused on the ethical governance of sport, 
including specific questions regarding conflict of interest, and the social 
expectations placed upon sport organisations. In line with the constructivist 
grounded theory method, the broad research themes outlined above provided 
the platform for the interview questions; however, interview questions were 
amended and adapted to suit each individual participant.

During the initial free or open coding process of data analysis utilising the 
NVivo software program, a wide variety of concepts relating both directly and 
indirectly to the social context and the impacts of social expectations were 
identified. As the coding and memoing continued, key themes surrounding 
the social context and expectations impacting on ethical governance were 
identified and the following overarching categories were developed: 

scrutiny•	
sport business•	
sport context •	
social investment •	
the historical development of the club •	

Throughout the data analysis process each individual open code was identi-
fied and grouped into one of these categories. Once the overall key concepts 
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listed above were identified, individual codes and categories were organised 
within these concepts. Research literature, drawn from the sociological and 
cultural studies fields, was drawn into the development of the data analysis to 
provide an initial understanding of how the environment (i.e., context) has 
an impact on ethical governance. 

The following section provides analysis and discussion of these key 
themes arising from the data analysis and subsequent theoretical modelling 
that together clarify the impact of social expectations on ethical governance.

Analysis and discussion
Since their inception, sport organisations in Australia have been intricately 
entwined within their social environment, reliant on the support of those 
within their community for their sources of funding, and pool of athletes, 
officials, and administrators. To this day, many sport organisations continue 
to be managed, governed, and officiated by volunteers, whose social invest-
ment into their chosen sport allows both the club and the sport itself to sur-
vive. With this social investment comes the social expectations of the com-
munity and it is argued that these social expectations will have an impact on 
the governance and management of sport. 

The AFL can be clearly identified as a professionalised sport, as it is a 
professional league with an annual turnover of approximately A$500 million 
and, in 2006, it negotiated the largest recorded television broadcasting rights 
deal in Australia (AFL, 2007). Although the AFL and its associated clubs 
are effectively operating as small to medium-sized businesses and leading 
the way in many aspects of governance and management, the social context 
within which the AFL exists still holds aspects of the more traditional struc-
tures and culture.

The key to the development of this framework is the understanding that 
sport is an area of cultural importance while simultaneously being both work 
(economic industry) and leisure (arena for social interaction and emotional 
engagement). This tension between the cultural arena and the commercial 
drivers of the sport industry provides the framework of this discussion.

Scrutiny
One of the most apparent and frequently mentioned aspects of social expec-
tation was the high level of scrutiny under which both the AFL clubs and 
the AFL Commission operate. As the largest professional sporting code in 
Australia the AFL is subject to intense public and media scrutiny, including 
off-field operations, management, and governance. As such, scrutiny (both 
public/community and media) was identified as an integral concept to under-
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standing the impact of social expectations on ethical governance. Underlying 
the broad concept of scrutiny fell three key dimensions: public interest, media 
interest, and media role. 

Public Interest 
Public interest reflects the place of sport within the culture of a society. Sport, 
for many people, holds particular importance and as such is ascribed certain 
values. Boyle and Haynes (2003: 111) argued that ‘the origins of sports clubs 
in previous centuries were bound up with notions of community. The football 
club often became a public projection of the community’s wider collective 
sense of self’.

The link between sport clubs and the collective identity of the community 
is illustrated in the AFL through the identification of certain traditions and 
values to certain clubs and club members. This identification or attribution 
of values to the clubs helps to explain the public interest and social expecta-
tion on the AFL clubs and the league itself. The clubs’ directors and CEOs 
feel that their organisations are expected to ‘behave’ in a certain acceptable 
manner, to provide the appropriate reflection of the community back to the 
community.

Unlike many other organisations, from business, non-profit organisations, 
or even government, AFL clubs and the AFL commission are easily recognis-
able as both brands and public personalities. CEOs and presidents of AFL 
clubs appear regularly in the electronic and print media, and in other public 
forums, and are identified by both their members (i.e., shareholders and 
stakeholders) and those outside of their organisation (i.e., AFL supporters). 

The level of public interest in the management and governance of the 
AFL and its clubs, results in a heightened level of expectation on behaviour: 
‘people do have an expectation of people who are involved in public positions, 
or positions of influence should behave in a certain way . . . you do carry an 
additional responsibility when you’re in the public domain’ (Interview with 
AFL commissioner).

Morgan (2002) argued that there is a level of expectation (or acceptable 
conduct) held by the community for sport and sport organisations, and that 
when the market (i.e., commercialisation of sport) appears to overstep the 
mark, the community will react negatively. 

Interviewees identified the level of public scrutiny of their actions as an 
area of concern: ‘a lot of businesses just don’t understand it . . . they get a 
phone call once a year to find out how they’ve done financially, we get it every 
day . . . so there is a massive difference between sport and business in that 
sense’ (Interview with Club B CEO).
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The media is the vehicle through which the public is informed of the 
actions (or inactions) of those in positions of influence and power within the 
clubs. It is important then to understand the dynamics of the relationship 
between sport and the media (Rowe, 2004). This point directs the discus-
sion to the next key theme identified within the data analysis, that of media 
interest.

Media interest 
For many Australians, regardless of their level of interest or otherwise, it is 
difficult, if not impossible, to escape the sheer quantity of media coverage of 
sport. In the traditional AFL States in Australia (Victoria, South Australia, and 
Western Australia), sport coverage is dominated by the AFL, not only during 
the competition season but continuing throughout the year, to include the 
pre-season preparation, off-field negotiations and management of the club. 
In addition, the ‘personal background of the administrators, the relationship 
between sport and other institutions are all the standard subject matter’ of the 
media (Goldlust, 1987: 87). The sheer size and scope of the media within the 
AFL industry is immense, a point clearly noted by the following interview 
excerpt:

. . . you’ve got four million people watch football weekly, six million go through 
the gates annually, 1200 accredited media cover football which is three times 
more than federal politics. It’s a national sport. It’s in the print media, it’s on 
television, it’s on radio, it’s on the web. It’s everywhere. . . . (Interview with 
AFL Commissioner)

As a result of this scrutiny the clubs are aware that any potentially negative 
situation will be identified and recorded by the AFL media. Although many 
of the interviewees acknowledged the reciprocal relationship with the AFL 
media based on mutual need, a number of interviewees identified the role of 
the media as more antagonistic:

. . . when we stuff up we read about it on the front and back page of the paper 
for the next how many weeks. That’s the difference. So, somewhere along the 
line, the Australian football media appointed themselves to the world’s ethics 
committee or something like that and so they judge us at a level that they 
would never seek to judge themselves. (Interview with Club C CEO)

The attachment of certain morals and values to sport results in an increased 
expectation of ‘good’ or socially responsible behaviour from both the clubs as 
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an entity, and from the individuals within them. The concentration of focus 
from the media, and consequently the broader community, has resulted in an 
increased expectation of ‘good’ and a decreased tolerance for ‘bad’:

. . . right across Australia I can see in the media, whether it be TV, radio, 
newspaper, more and more and more exposure to football and footballers and 
the leaders of football clubs, so consequently when anyone does the wrong 
thing in that environment it’s a much bigger deal. (Interview with Club D 
President)

Sport, it can be argued, is a central activity of society and, as such, embodies 
the social values of that society. Further, MacClancy (1996: 4) argued that 
‘sport does not merely “reveal” underlying social values, it is a major mode 
of their social expression.’ When sport organisations, or their members, act 
in a manner that does not reflect the values and social expectations that the 
community attributes to sport, the community (often through the media) will 
criticise this perceived breach of social values.

Media role 
The interrelationship between television, sponsorship, and sport, according 
to Boyle and Haynes (2000: 16) has ‘constituted the key drivers which have 
shaped and continually re-shaped sport as a cultural and ideological form 
and as a commercial/business entity. The media in their various forms have 
increasingly become the economic underwriter of modern sport.’

The role of the media in sport is an area of considerable academic study, 
as there appears to be an indivisible interrelationship between sport and the 
media. However, this relationship may be described as a complex balancing 
act. One of the distinguishing differences of sport from business is that sport 
allows for overt emotional engagement, that club members have a ‘deep emo-
tional, biographical, and community-focused quality to their attachment to 
their club’ (Giulianotti, 2005: 406). For many members of the community, 
this emotional engagement through sport is facilitated by the media.

The relationship between media and sport ‘is not only economic, but also 
social and cultural, and while it might not be of equal parts it is one of inter-
dependency’ (Jarvie, 2005: 141). The media is a powerful social force, and 
often the justification for the media’s role in the reporting of sensitive issues 
is the argument that it is in the ‘public interest’.

Critical analysis of the sport media has identified the concept of ‘public 
interest’ as one which is subject to interpretation. The concept of ‘public 
interest’ is usually interpreted in two ways: what the public is interested in; 
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and what is in the public’s interest. This produces a dual approach to the busi-
ness of editing. It means the news media have to both ‘give the public what it 
wants’, which is often taken to be ‘human interest’ or largely trivial material, 
and to fulfil its ‘duty’ to record the important events of the day. (Rowe, 2004, 
p. 28)

The role of the media in serving the public interest, versus the role of sell-
ing news in its various forms has always been a point of tension. One inter-
viewee noted that although the media may have a role and obligation to serve 
the public interest and provide commentary on the mechanisms of the AFL, 
it has another key role and that is ‘to sell papers and to sell papers they want 
sensational stories, great stories, or be first at it. It’s about conflict. They love 
conflict’ (interview with Club D CEO).

Boyle and Haynes (2000) proposed that the media rarely questions the 
politics of sport, and it is only when an ethical issue or scandal arises that 
the media will question the values associated with sport. The notion of what 
makes a good story, as noted by the interview extract above, is that conflict 
or scandal will sell papers. When considering the place of sport as a cultural 
construct within society, and the values attributed to sport and those within 
sport organisations, media coverage of sport, including sport scandals, will 
have high audience value. 

Sport business
The difference between sport business and mainstream business cannot be 
understated. Although the AFL and its clubs form a multi-million dollar insti-
tution, they operate primarily as non-profit, member-based organisations. As 
membership organisations are established, developed, and effectively ‘owned’ 
by the community, there is a direct link to the expectations of the community 
and the governance and management of the organisation.

The expectations of members and the community are varied, yet one inter-
viewee provides an interesting insight into the social expectations placed on a 
non-profit organisation: ‘most people think a non-profit is “good” and there’s 
a lot of badly run non-profit organisations. Because it’s seen as non-profitable 
it’s seen as charitable, and therefore if it’s charitable it’s benefiting the com-
munity’ (interview with Club A Director). 

The identification of non-profit with ‘good’ and high profile business with 
‘bad’ (or at least not-so-good) provides a tension for sport businesses includ-
ing those within the AFL. This tension, and the associated expectations of 
organisational behaviour and role, provides yet another potential impact on 
ethical governance. However, being non-profit is only one of the distinguish-
ing features of the uniqueness of sport business.
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Is the sport business different? 
Many may argue that the nexus between sport and business has become 
increasingly close, but authors such as Gorman and Calhoun (1994) argued 
that sport has always been a business. The sport business is different from 
other industries in a number of ways, most clearly in the way in which sport 
interacts with its stakeholders, including fans, members, supporters, spon-
sors, funding bodies, and all levels of government, and the emotional and 
social investment of these stakeholders.

One interviewee noted that

. . . just because you have the best business people on the board doesn’t nec-
essarily mean they are going to understand football as a business, or sport as 
a business. And I think the emotional side of sport and the stakeholders, the 
reasons people do things are different in business than they are in sport. . . . 
(Interview with Club D Director)

By understanding that the sport business is different, including the motiva-
tions of those involved and the expectations of stakeholders and the broader 
community, the potential impact this difference may have on ethical govern-
ance becomes apparent. The professionalisation of the business of sport has 
provided a clear impetus to develop sound governance policies. As the AFL 
clubs continue to evolve and develop more stringent corporate governance 
policies and procedures, ethical governance within the social expectations of 
the sport business setting will be enhanced. The social expectations of sport 
in Australia are an intricate part of Australian culture, and it is the Australian 
sport context that provides the focus of the following section.

Sport context
Time and time again interviewees used terms such as ‘passion’, ‘religion’, and 
‘culture’ to describe the role of sport in Australian society. One interviewee 
presented an interesting analysis of the place of sport, in particular one’s alle-
giance to a particular football club, for an individual:

Tell me one other thing which hasn’t changed in the time that you’ve actually 
barracked for Collingwood? You might be still the same religion, depends on 
how much religion means to you. You might be the same political inclination, 
but it depends on how much politics means to you. I can’t think of anything 
else in a person’s life which doesn’t change . . . it’s carried from generation to 
generation. (Interview with Club C CEO)
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The sheer weight of numbers of AFL journalists compared with those cov-
ering Federal politics, or of trade union members compared with AFL club 
members, points to the importance many within the Australian society place 
on sport over other social and cultural institutions. This level of interest in 
the AFL becomes even more apparent when ground attendances (6.74 mil-
lion in 2006) and television viewing figures (average 3.94 million per week in 
2006) are taken into account (AFL, 2007).

Management and governance processes, which may be procedural and 
matter-of-fact within other industries, are operating within a different social 
and cultural context for sporting organisations such as the AFL and its asso-
ciated clubs. This argument is grounded in the analysis of the data, as illus-
trated by the following interview extract:

It is different . . . compared to another board or a work environment to another 
work environment, it’s not scrutinised . . . in our industry . . . and in sport, gen-
erally you’re scrutinised by hundreds of thousands of people, so if you’ve got 
a conflict it is public very quickly and you can’t hide from that. . . . (Interview 
with Club B CEO)

By better understanding the Australian sport context, the impact of the social 
and emotional investment of parts of the Australian community become 
clearer. 

Social investment
There is substantial investment into sport in Australia: investments of time, 
financial and human resources, research and development, academic study, 
and coverage by the media. This social investment in sport, particularly in 
the AFL and its associated clubs, was established as the fourth key concept 
from the data analysis.

Investment in sport is manifest in a variety of ways. Most clearly via the 
role that government plays in hosting major events, such as the Olympic 
Games, Commonwealth Games, and other major international sporting events. 
Governments invest significant amounts of taxpayers’ money into bid prepa-
ration, infrastructure, and hosting the event itself in an attempt to obtain a 
positive impact for both the city and the state, via increased spending, tourism, 
and promotion to international business. This point is argued by one director 
who stated that ‘the reasons people do things are different in business than 
they are in sport, and you see it in sport where the country invests millions 
of dollars in a sporting program for no commercial return directly, its nice for 
Australia to have world champions’ (interview with Club D Director).
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The social benefit espoused throughout government policy points to an 
additional social investment, that of building social capital. Sport is seen as 
an integral aspect of community building and developing social cohesion, 
as sporting events bring disparate people together. Governments at all levels 
provide facilities, infrastructure, financial support, and programs which aim 
to provide sport and recreation opportunities for their community, in the 
belief that providing opportunities for community building will result in a 
healthier community overall.

Each AFL club may have up to 40 000 members, but many more ‘support-
ers’ would identify themselves with both the individual club and the AFL as 
a football code. This identification provides another opportunity for commu-
nity building and social cohesion, as members and supporters alike feel part 
of a larger community and subsequently develop a sense of belonging. Boyle 
and Haynes (2003: 111) argued that ‘people like to feel that they belong and 
sport offers a highly charged emotional public arena within which to express 
this sense of belonging. . . .’

In addition to the tangible social investments into sport in Australia dis-
cussed above, an intangible, and therefore immeasurable, emotional invest-
ment is made by many members of the Australian public. The impact of this 
at times irrational emotional investment on the management and governance 
of sport organisations will be discussed in the following section.

Emotion 
The emotional investment or engagement with sport was the focus of analysis 
by Garrigou (2006: 667–668) who argued that:

. . . unlike most other social situations, sport is a social sphere in which we 

can display ecstatic and vociferous emotions; we can laugh in the stands and 

return to more normal modes of emotional expression as soon as the referee’s 

whistle signals the end of the contest . . . sports in particular, provide opportu-

nities for a ‘controlled de-controlling of emotional controls’. . . .

Sport provides a powerful arena for emotional engagement and expression, 
and the role of emotion in the social investment of sport is the focus of this 
discussion.

The AFL is a source of significant emotional investment for many mem-
bers of the Australian public, a point clearly noted by the interviewees: ‘unlike 
many things in our lives, football actually matters to people, that’s what they 
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talk about. I think that’s the thing that they do, people really care about, its 
part of . . . your identity, that you’re barracking for somebody’ (interview with 
Club C Director).

Although individual directors are selected for their skills and attributes, 
it is still seen as essential that they have passion for the game and passion for 
the club. The idea of an ‘independent’ director who is emotionally unattached 
to the club was seen as impossibility for many interviewees.

An interesting anomaly in the AFL, and possibly extending to other pro-
fessional football codes, is that the supporters, members, and broader com-
munity are often more emotionally invested in the ‘product’, that is the AFL, 
than the professional athletes and administrators working within it: ‘people 
are very passionate about it … more so sometimes than the employees [ath-
letes] . . . more so than the people delivering it. You don’t often get that’ 
(interview with Club D CEO).

The implication of this individual emotional identification to the club 
complicates the governance and management of the club itself. Giulianotti 
(2005: 393) found that although the values attributed to sport and their club 
may be in conflict with the evolution of sport as business and commercialisa-
tion, ‘most supporters are resigned to the commodification of football and so 
consider the commercial work of their club to be an inevitable feature of the 
modern game.’ This presents a picture of a membership or supporter base, 
which although intellectually understanding the inevitability of commerciali-
sation of their sport or their club find that the values through which they 
identify with the sport or sport club are misrepresented. 

The emotional investment, or passion, of the stakeholders involved in 
AFL clubs is a double-edged sword. The club thrives on the passionate sup-
port of members and supporters, yet passion and emotional investment are 
difficult to manage and, as such, may have an impact on the management of 
ethical issues. The final impact on ethical governance is one that is more tan-
gible, and that is the impact of the history and geography of the club itself.

Historical development of the club
The social investment in AFL clubs, particularly by individuals, is clearly 
linked to the historical development of the club. When the founding clubs 
were established over 100 years ago, the competition was based in a small 
Victorian metropolitan community, where clubs were strongly supported by 
the local residents who varied widely in their socio-economic standing. 

Each club participating in the research has a different journey of historical 
development; one club was established within the original league over 100 
years ago, yet another was a more recent entrant into the national compe-
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tition. Within the clubs, mergers and relocations have occurred and these 
events also factor into the historical development of the club, its constitution, 
its membership structure, and its governance. 

Overall, the interviewees did not support the contention that the impact 
of social expectations would increase or decrease according to the geography 
of the club, but the historical development of the club was identified as a 
potential impact, as illustrated by the following interview extract:

. . . [the more recently established clubs] are exceptionally well run, sound 
people driving it and good balance of football and non-football, and high level 
and low and medium level corporate interests. . . . I would think it’s pretty 
apparent in Melbourne who are the well-run clubs. . . . (Interview with Club 
B CEO)

Clubs with a longer history within the league were initially established as 
small membership-based, community organisations, rather than as the multi-
million dollar businesses that they are today. For some, the original constitu-
tional arrangements of the club were developed prior to the implementation 
of current community standards of ethical governance. For these member-
ship-based organisations, these traditional governance structures, such as 
membership selection of directors, have the potential to impact on the gov-
ernance of the organisation. When the different constitutional and organisa-
tional structures are taken into account, some clubs, particularly those devel-
oped and entering the league in the 1990s, have been established during an 
era of increased awareness of governance and corporate social responsibility. 
These structures, intricately related to the historical development of the club, 
have a direct impact on the ethical governance of each club.

Concluding remarks
Ethical governance must operate within the environment of the broader com-
munity, and this research has outlined five key themes derived from the data 
analysis that have the potential to impact on the management and governance 
of sport organisations: scrutiny, sport business, sport context, social invest-
ment, and the historical development of the club itself. 

It would be easy to argue that social expectations of sport should be disre-
garded as emotional and irrational responses from the community; however, 
it is this very passion that supports and sustains these clubs. Social expecta-
tions are a direct result of the profile and public nature of sport, particularly 
for the AFL. The exposure and increased public and media attention on sport 
business practices and governance of sporting organisations has brought the 
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issue of the need to address ethical issues in the management of sporting 
organisations, off-field as well as on. 

Governments, sport organisations, and the broader community find 
themselves in an ongoing discourse about the role of sport in the Australian 
community: sport as business, professional sport, corporate sport, sport as a 
means to develop social capital, to produce a positive economic impact, to aid 
in international trade and diplomatic relations, or as a repository for national 
identity. This multiplicity of expectations on the role and inherent values of 
sport adds to the complexity of the social context within which sport organi-
sations must operate.

It has been argued both throughout this paper and in the work of others, 
that the sport business is ‘different’ (Eitzen, 2001; Gorman & Calhoun, 1994; 
Smith, 1998). The key difference in sport, as it applies to ethical governance, 
is the passion of those involved as directors and members of the club, com-
bined with the expectations placed on sport by all facets of the broader com-
munity. This paper provides an explanation of the tensions that social expec-
tations place on ethical challenges in sport organisations, particularly ethical 
governance. As the focus of this study has been undertaken through the lens 
of those governing and managing the organisation, it would be worthwhile to 
direct future research efforts towards more clearly understanding the social 
expectations on sport via research undertaken with club members and sup-
porters. By integrating perspectives from both those within and outside the 
sport organisation, a more comprehensive model of social expectation could 
be developed.
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Abstract • The aim of the study is to identify young visitors’ perceptions 
towards the archaeological site of Delphi in mainland Greece, by measuring their 
importance and satisfaction levels from a series of cultural attributes, through 
importance-satisfaction analysis. In this study it was found that young visitors 
consider culture as one of the most important motives for travelling. According 
to the respondents, attributes related to monuments/exhibits of the site are more 
important than the facilities and amenities provided by it. The research identi-
fied that, overall, young visitors were fairly satisfied with Delphi, particularly 
with its beauty and landscape, but less satisfied with man-made interventions. 
Importance-satisfaction analysis indicated that issues concerning the organisa-
tion and promotion of the site have positive satisfaction, while issues concerning 
education and quality have comparatively negative satisfaction levels. Therefore, 
better management strategies according to the needs and wants of this dynamic 
market would make the site more attractive, contributing to the promotion of 
cultural tourism in general. 

Key words: visitor perceptions, satisfaction, cultural tourism, Delphi, Greece

Introduction
The historic site of Delphi is an area located in the Sterea/Central Greece, 
178 km north-west of capital city Athens and 550 metres above sea level, within 
the area of modern town Delphi. Delphi’s oracle was founded in the eighth 
century BC near the Castalia fountain and it was the most significant oracle 
of ancient Greece and one of the most famous oracles in the Mediterranean. 
Delphi in ancient times was the navel of the world and marked many major 
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historical events of ancient Greece (Arachova.gr, 2006). The relics of Delphi 
came to light in 1893 after the excavation of the French Archaeological School 
(Hellenic Ministry of Culture, 2006). The area revealed the temple of Apollo 
and Pronaias Athena, the stadium, the ancient theatre, the gymnasium, the 
settlement of Delphi and its cemeteries, more than 5000 epigraphs, offer-
ings from important states of ancient world, statues, and pieces of art from 
all over the artistic centres of ancient years (Hellenic Ministry of Culture, 
2006). The greatness of Ancient Delphi is reflected by the fact that it and the 
Athenian Acropolis were the first Greek monuments to be registered on the 
world heritage list of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESCO) in 1987 (UNESCO, 2006). 

The purpose of the paper is the identification of young visitors’ percep-
tions towards the archaeological site of Delphi. Specifically, attention has 
been given to the examination of the behaviour of young tourists in the 
heritage cultural destination, through the measurement of their perceived 
importance from cultural places in general, and their satisfaction levels from 
a series of Delphi’s attributes. The analysis is based on primary data of quan-
titative research collected from the site of Delphi during the period between 
August and September 2006. The information derived from the study is val-
uable for the appreciation of a significant segment in cultural destinations 
that is sometimes underestimated or misunderstood, and for the manage-
ment of cultural places according to the needs of a certain dynamic tourism 
market. 

Literature review 
Cultural tourists’ typology
Several definitions have been suggested in order to distinguish cultural tour-
ists from other tourists visiting a destination. McKercher (2002: 30) defines 
cultural tourists as people ‘who visit, or intend to visit, a cultural tourism 
attraction, art gallery, museum or historic site, attend a performance or festi-
val, or participate in a wide range of other activities at any time during their 
trip.’ Du Cros and Johnston (2001) claim that cultural tourists visit a cultural 
site in order to experience a deeper understanding from their visit. Stebbins 
(1997: 450), adopting Hall and Weiler’s (1992) suggestion, argues that for 
true cultural tourists ‘the main rewards would seem to be self-actualisation, 
self-enrichment, self-expression, self-gratification, and enhancement of self 
image.’ McKercher and du Cros (2002) underline that a cultural tourist is 
anyone who attends a cultural commodity regardless of the reason for visiting 
the destination this commodity belongs to. 

Three main approaches are discussed concerning a cultural tourists’ typol-
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ogy: the socio-demographical approach, the motivational approach, and the 
type of asset approach.

In the socio-demographical approach, a classification of cultural tourists 
using statistical data from their demographic and social profile is managed. 
Therefore, cultural tourists tend to be mostly women, mainly middle-aged, 
with higher levels of education, and they tend to spend more in the destina-
tion (Fraser, 2001; Richards, 2001).

The motivational approach encompasses the identification of motiva-
tion, and the levels of it. The Cultural Ministers Council (2001) suggests 
that tourists are motivated by an overall package of attractions of which cul-
tural activities may be one component, along with many others. Only a small 
proportion of international visitors would be motivated by a single cultural 
attraction; however, incidental cultural tourism is common among visitors. 
Silberberg (1995: 362) suggests that there are degrees of consumer motiva-
tion towards cultural tourism that many tourist surveys do not consider. He 
introduces four levels of motivation. Firstly, people who are greatly moti-
vated by culture and travel to a cultural destination because of its cultural 
elements. Secondly, those tourists who are partly motivated by culture and 
cultural assets and travel to the cultural destination both for cultural oppor-
tunities, but also for other reasons. Thirdly, the adjunct level of motivation 
encompasses visitors for whom culture is an adjunct to another main motiva-
tion. Therefore, the main motivational purpose for visiting a destination may 
not be culture. Finally, accidental tourists are not motivated by culture. Any 
cultural activity may be done by accident or coincidence rather than by plan-
ning and organising. Silberberg’s theory indicates that promotion increases 
consumer motivation to participate in cultural activities. McKercher and du 
Cros (2002) combining motivation with experience introduce five possible 
types of cultural tourists:

Purposeful cultural tourist: has a primary motive to visit a cultural •	
destination and the experience that he/she lives is deep.
Sightseeing cultural tourist: has a primary motive to visit a cultural •	
destination but the experience that he/she lives is more shallow.
Serendipitous cultural tourist: does not travel for cultural reasons, •	
however after participating, he/she ends up having a deep experience.
Casual cultural tourist: has a weak motive for visiting a cultural desti-•	
nation and the experience that he/she has is shallow.
Incidental cultural tourist: does not travel for cultural tourism reasons •	
but nonetheless participates in some cultural activities and has a shal-
low experience.
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Finally, the type of asset approach indicates that cultural destinations, as a 
vital part of pull factor analysis, could be a marketing stimulus or the exter-
nal force that makes people visit them (Goossens, 2000). From this perspec-
tive, another significant aspect involves the type of heritage or cultural assets 
tourists tend to visit. If there is no discrepancy — in terminological terms — 
between cultural assets, then a cultural tourist could be someone who visits 
an archaeological museum as well as someone who visits a botanical garden. 
However, these two assets, which virtually belong under the same umbrella 
term ‘culture’, differ a lot, either in terms of cultural activities or in terms of 
the cultural ‘product’ itself. Under this scope, Richards (1996) suggests that 
‘traditional’ heritage areas have a considerable advantage over ‘new’ herit-
age ones. He contends that traditional heritage areas have an accumulated 
aesthetic and symbolic value that the newly produced heritage areas cannot 
match. He also argues that specific cultural tourists desire these kinds of des-
tinations. Nevertheless, cultural destinations have always attracted visitors 
of different backgrounds and characteristics, for a variety of reasons. Young 
people are also attracted by the element of culture and, therefore, represent 
a market that must not be underestimated by tourism planners and heritage 
managers.

Youth tourism and culture
The World Tourism Organisation estimated that in 2001, 140 million (or 
20%) of the total 700 million international travellers were young people 
(Trendafilova, 2002). Youth tourism is one of the most important markets 
and is growing rapidly every year. One fifth of all tourism journeys in the 
world are made by young tourists, while they tend to travel more frequently 
and for longer periods (Richards & Wilson, 2003).

Although cultural tourism is usually a product that addresses elderly tour-
ists (McKercer & du Cros, 2002), the significance of cultural activities for 
the youth market is obvious. According to Misiura (2006), for 1999, 27.3% 
of heritage consumers in the UK market were between 15 and 34 years old. 
Of this age group, the most faithful sub-group was that aged between 25 
to 34 years old (14.9%). Smith (2003) indicates that visitors who could be 
identified as ‘heritage visitors’ are in the age groups between 20 to 30 or 45 
to 60 years old. Furthermore, according to Tourism Queensland (2003), of 
the Australians who visited a cultural attraction or participated in a cultural 
activity on their last holiday in Queensland, 23% were people aged between 
15 to 34 years old. As McKercher and du Cros (2002) admit there is a positive 
relationship between education level and demand for cultural tourism activi-
ties; as education levels increase, so should participation in cultural activities. 
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Considering that youth travellers tend to be more educated and well informed 
(Youth Tourism Consortium of Canada, 2004), there is strong potential for an 
increase in the youth market for cultural tourism in the future.

According to the report of a cultural tourism seminar held in March 2001 
in Brussels by the Scottish Executive, the British Council, Scotland Europa, 
and the BTA: ‘there was a strong challenge to participants who automatically 
assumed that they would also be older. It was pointed out that young people 
were an important element and that the greater efforts and research were 
required to understand youth culture and this section of the market’ (Scottish 
Executive et al., 2001: 6). It was concluded that since young tourists are an 
important market for cultural tourism it is necessary to understand the needs 
and wants of youth culture.

The World Tourism Organisation defines the young tourism market as 
people between 16 and 25 years old who take a trip that lasts at least one 
night. The Youth Tourism Consortium of Canada expands this variation to 30 
years old (Youth Tourism Consortium of Canada, 2004). In addition, Hickey 
(n.d.) includes even older ages and mentions that the typical age of the youth 
market is between 18 to 35 years old. Despite the fact that age is a variable 
that could define youth tourists, there is a difference in terms of above and 
below which age someone could be identified as a youth. Commercial carriers 
such as tour operators and agencies expand the age margins of young tour-
ists. Contiki, for example, provides holidays to young people up to 35 years 
of age (Contiki, 2006), while American Adventures includes those aged up 
to 38. 

The other aspect that is referred to in terms of ‘young’ and ‘youth’ concerns 
behaviour patterns. As Carr (1998: 312) states: ‘it is possible to suggest that 
people who are older than any of the chronological definitions . . . but exhibit 
youthful types of behaviour, may be identified as young.’ Nevertheless, as 
Seekings (1995) suggests, there are no valid definitions as to who can be seen 
as young. This can be justified by the plethora of definitions of young people. 
However, for the purposes of the current study, age was the criterion of defin-
ing young tourists. For this reason, the age group of the sample of the study 
was between 15 to 35 years old. 

The Youth Tourism Consortium of Canada (2004) identifies two broad 
categories of youth travel market segments; the youth group travellers that 
are either school-based youth group travellers (whose travel is organised 
mostly by groups, school boards, and districts) or non-school based youth 
group travellers (whose travel is organised mostly by an organised group such 
as sport team, church group, etc.) and independent youth travellers, who 
travel alone or in small informal groups, tend to be well to highly educated, 
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from 15 to 30 years old, experience oriented and internet savvy, want to meet 
other cultures, and seek adventure. 

Consequently, youth travellers are culture oriented and, therefore, they 
must be taken into consideration as a special tourism market. The measure-
ment of the importance that they attach to specific elements of a cultural 
destination, as well as the measurement of their satisfaction levels from cul-
tural destinations, is vital. Not only will it be possible to accrue more value 
by managing cultural resources more carefully than in the present, but today’s 
visitor will also be more likely to return in the future. 

Measuring perceptions: Customer satisfaction analysis
Customer satisfaction/dissatisfaction is a comparison of customer expec-
tations to perceptions regarding the actual service encounter (Hoffman & 
Bateson, 1997). It is also defined as a post-consumption evaluation where 
a chosen alternative at least meets, or exceeds, an individual’s expectations 
(Engel, Blackwell, & Miniard, 1990). In terms of tourism, a satisfied customer 
from a destination will be the one where his/her experience from the visit will 
be higher than the expectations that he/she had about the destination prior 
to the visit. Thus, if there is a positive discrepancy (experience higher than 
expectations) then there is a positive satisfaction. If the discrepancy is nega-
tive (experience lower than expectations) the satisfaction is negative (dissat-
isfaction). In the case that the experience is equal with the expectations the 
satisfaction is neutral (Antonides & Raaij, 1998). Oliver (1980) has named 
the above definition as the ‘expectancy disconfirmation model’. Anton (1996) 
defines customer satisfaction as a state of mind in which an individual’s needs, 
wants, and expectations throughout the product or a service have been met 
or exceeded. This action has many possibilities to lead to the repurchase of 
that product/service and, in expansion, to brand loyalty. 

In the particular survey the comparison of a series of attributes (related to 
attractions, facilities and services, infrastructure, hospitality, cost and experi-
ence) that encircle a cultural destination — in this case Delphi — is measured 
separately in terms of importance and satisfaction (perceived experience) 
levels. Therefore, positive, neutral, and negative satisfaction is calculated. If 
the discrepancy/gap is higher (perceived experience higher than importance) 
then there is a positive satisfaction level, if the discrepancy/gap is lower (per-
ceived experience lower than importance) there is a lower satisfaction level, 
and, finally, if the perceived experience/gap is equal to the importance, then 
there is a neutral satisfaction level.
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Methodology
The scope of the research was to assess young visitors’ perceptions towards 
the archaeological site of Delphi, through the measurement of a series of 
attributes that illustrate the cultural destination. 

The research tool was a questionnaire divided into four sections. The first 
section included closed-ended and opened-ended questions concerning the 
travel characteristics of the respondents, including the role of culture as the 
strongest motive for travelling. The second section included closed-ended 
questions concerning the levels of importance that young visitors attach to 33 
attributes of the cultural destination, in general. The third section included 
closed-ended questions concerning the levels of satisfaction of young visitors 
of the same 33 attributes from the site of Delphi specifically, and the overall 
satisfaction of the site, generally. Finally, the fourth section included closed-
ended and opened-ended questions concerning the demographic characteris-
tics of the respondents. 

Both importance and satisfaction levels were measured through 5-point 
scales from Unimportant (1) to very important (5) concerning the impor-
tance levels, and from very dissatisfied (1) to very satisfied (5) for the satisfac-
tion levels respectively. The questionnaire was translated in four languages: 
Greek, English, French, and Italian. The research took place at the exit point 
of the site’s museum (located next to the site), during August and September 
2006, and was piloted during the first week of August.

The sample of the research was 408 visitors (from 15 to 35 years old) at 
the archaeological site of Delphi, after their visit to it. Since the questionnaire 
concerns respondents that have ‘consumed’ the cultural destination and its 
attributes, respondents were first approached and asked if they had already 
visited the site. In order to find out if the individuals belonged to the desired 
age group (between 15 and 35 years old) the researcher checked the age of 
the respondents after the completion of the questionnaire. In the case where 
the judgement of the researcher concerning the age of the respondents was 
mistaken, those questionnaires were excluded from the valid responses. From 
the 408 questionnaires given to the visitors, 348 were usable or valid. The 
remaining 60 questionnaires were poorly or half completed, or belonged to 
people outside the given age margins, so they were not accepted for the analy-
sis procedure.

The analysis began by coding the statements of the questionnaire and 
entering the data at the SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) soft-
ware program, while non-parametric tests (Chi-Square and Wilcoxon Signed 
Rank Test) were used for the analysis of the data.
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Findings
Demographic profile
Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the respondents. Most of 
the respondents were females (55.2%). The majority of them were between 
15 to 20 years old (40.5%), while a significant percentage — 27.0% — were 
between 26 to 30 years old. The main countries of origin of the respond-
ents were France (25.1%), Greece (12.4%), USA (12.4%), and Italy (11.8%), 
while other countries included Romania, Russia, Czech Republic, Portugal, 
Hungary, Switzerland, Ireland, and Brazil. The most common educational 
qualification held was a school diploma (38.7%), followed by a bachelor 
degree (26.2%). Other degrees included private institution, and school and 
college degrees. Concerning the educational status of the respondents, it 
can be concluded that they are highly educated (almost 50% of them have 
a degree from a higher education institute/university — Table 1), indicating 
the positive relationship between education and interest for culture, as men-
tioned above. The levels of annual household income had a wide distribu-
tion between all the categories with 72.4% of respondents having an annual 
household income under €39 999. Finally, in regard occupation, there was a 
multiple answers question where respondents could tick as many responses 
that applied. Therefore, from the 375 responses, 32.8% indicated their occu-
pation as full-time employee, followed by higher education student (25.1%) 
and high school student (23.7%). 

Travel profile
The majority (89.6%) of the respondents have visited at least one cultural 
destination (except Delphi) in the last 3 years while 16.1% are repeat visi-
tors to the site. It is evident that the participants tend to have an interest for 
culture while a significant percentage of them are repeat visitors at the same 
destination, indicating loyalty for it. An almost wide distribution between the 
2 groups indicates that 59.6% of the respondents arranged their visit inde-
pendently, while 40.4% belonged to an organised group.

Concerning the travel party, 51.0% indicated that they arrived at Delphi 
with a group or their family, followed by those that arrived as couples (22.9%) 
and with friends/relatives (22.6%). Of the visitors 53.4% indicated that they 
planned their visit one month or more before, while the rest, 46.6%, indi-
cated that they planned it less than one month ago. The most popular sources 
of information for the respondents are travel guidebooks (25.04%), history 
books (19.20%), friends and relatives (14.37%), and previous knowledge 
(13.94%). Concerning the reasons for visiting the Delphi site, the respond-
ents indicated that the most popular response was to see the heritage site 
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Table 1. Demographic profile of respondents

Characteristic Number (N) of respondents %

Age

15–20 141 40.5

21–25 68 19.5

26–30 94 27.0

31–35 45 12.9

Gender

Male 156 44.8

Female 192 55.2

Country of origin

France 87 25.1

Greece 43 12.4

USA 43 12.4

Italy 41 11.8

Belgium 25 7.2

Spain 21 6.1

Germany 18 5.2

UK 7 2.0

Netherlands 4 1.2

Cyprus 2 0.6

Other 56 16.1

Highest qualification

School diploma 130 38.7

Bachelor degree 88 26.2

Master degree 56 16.7

Doctorate (PhD) 11 3.3

Other 51 15.2

Annual income

Under €4999 55 20.3

€5000 – 9999 23 8.5

€10 000 – 19999 43 15.9

€20 000 – 29999 43 15.9
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Characteristic Number (N) of respondents %

€30 000 – 39999 32 11.8

€40 000 – 49999 21 7.7

€50 000 – 59999 14 5.2

More than €60 000 40 14.8

Occupation

Full-time employee 123 32.8

Higher education student 94 25.1

High school student 89 23.7

Unemployed seeking job 14 3.7

One or more part-time jobs 14 3.7

Volunteer 10 2.7

Full-time homemaker 6 1.6

Unemployed not seeking job 4 1.1

Other 21 5.6

Total 375 100.0
 

Table 1 continued

and the museum (43.11%), followed by part of my tourist package (17.93%) 
and educational reasons (16.44%). Finally, the most popular form of travel 
arrangement, was arranged independently (49.9%), followed by use of travel 
agents outside Greece (23.7%) (Table 2).

Culture as the strongest motive for travelling and overall satisfaction
In the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to rate the following 
statement: ‘In general, culture is my most important motive for travelling.’ 
Respondents were asked to rank this statement through a 5-point scale, from 
strongly disagree, coded with 1, to strongly agree coded with %. Respondents 
that answered this question rated it with a mean score of 3.82, explaining 
that they tend to agree that culture is the strongest motive for travelling. 
Furthermore, at the level p=0.05 (*) this score appears to be valid and signifi-
cant (0.00<0.05) (N is the number of the respondents) (Table 3). Therefore, 
culture is a strong motive for travelling and the majority of the respondents 
agree that it is the most important motive for their travels in general. The 
validity of the above statement can be reflected by the fact that culture is one 
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of the most popular elements for students and young visitors, and there is a 
continuously growing interest for it (Misiura, 2006; National Heritage Board, 
2005; Scottish Executive et al., 2001; Shoham, Schrage, & van Eeden, 2004). 
This result indicates that culture is not necessarily a commodity that is con-
sumed mostly by elderly people, but also an important characteristic that 
young people seek to experience when they travel. Hence, demand for cul-
ture for the youth market is obvious, while young visitors that visited Delphi 
belong to the first two categories of the typology of McKercher and du Cros 
(2002): purposeful and sightseeing cultural tourists. 

The overall satisfaction of young visitors from the archaeological site 
of Delphi was 4.32 (from fairly satisfied to very satisfied). The significance 
value is 0.00, indicating that there is significance for the overall satisfaction. 
Therefore, young visitors were fairly satisfied with Delphi overall, indicating 
positive satisfaction (Table 3). This satisfaction will bring positive word-of-
mouth marketing which is essential, especially for the case of young visi-
tors who are influenced a lot by their friends and the Internet (blogs, etc.) 
(Gmelch, 1997; Young Tourism Consortium of Canada, 2004). As it was 
derived, it also means that there is a chance for repeat visits to the destina-
tion — already some of those were repeat visitors — and a change in attitude. 
These issues are important in bringing more young visitors to the archaeo-
logical site since they generate increased interest for the destination by visi-
tors of younger ages. 

Importance and satisfaction levels
Table 4 presents the average importance that young visitors attach to the 
characteristics of cultural destinations in general. According to Chi-Square 
Tests all the mean scores of the characteristics are significant. The highest 
score, in terms of importance is 4.48 (from fairly important to very impor-
tant) while the lowest score is 2.86 (from fairly unimportant to neither). The 
most important attributes that young visitors perceive for cultural destina-
tions, in general, are the ‘maintenance of the attractions’ (4.48), the ‘beauty of 
the scenery and the landscape’ (4.41), the ‘cleanliness of the area’ (4.39), and 
the ‘learning more about site’s past’ (4.34) (from fairly to very important). All 
these attributes are related to the attractions of the sites and to the adequate 
management of them. ‘Seeing old buildings and monuments’, ‘quality of the 
museum and interpretation centres’, ‘learning about the Greek history’, ‘toi-
lets’, and ‘experiencing a different environment’ follow, also with relatively 
high scores. Attributes from the tenth to seventeenth position in the ranking 
of the table have lower mean scores, but are also from Fairly to Very impor-
tant. Amongst them are the ‘seeing an aspect of the area’s heritage’, the ‘help-
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Table 2. Travel profile of the respondents

Characteristic
N re-

spond-
ents

% Characteristic
N res-

ponses
%

Visits to other cultural 
destinations, except 
Delphi, the last 3 years

Source/s of information 
about Delphi

Yes 310 89.6 Travel guidebook 176 25.04
No 36 10.4 History books 135 19.20

First visit to Delphi Friends/relatives 101 14.37
Yes 292 83.9 Previous knowledge 98 13.94
No 56 16.1 WWW/Internet 57 8.11

Arrangement of the 
visit

Tourist authority 40 5.69

Organised group 139 40.4 TV programme 27 3.84
Independently 205 59.6 Magazine article 20 2.84

Travel party Newspaper story 14 1.99
Family/group 174 51.0 Radio program 1 0.14
Couple 78 22.9 Other 34 4.84
Friends/relatives 77 22.6 Total 703 100.0
Alone 12 3.5 Reason/s for visiting Delphi

Time planning visit to 
Delphi

To see the heritage site/
museum

291 43.11

Last minute/same day 35 10.1 Part of my tourist package 121 17.93
Less than 1 week 71 20.6 Educational reasons 111 16.44
Less than 1 month 55 15.9 Short break trip 47 6.96
3 months or less 88 25.5 To accompany family 40 5.93
4–6 months 33 9.6 To accompany friends 39 5.78
6 months or more 63 18.3 Conference/seminar 3 0.44

Other 23 3.41
Total 675 100.0

Way/s of arrangement
Arranged by myself 181 49.9
Travel agent outside 
Greece

86 23.7

Travel agent in Greece 13 3.6
Component of my package 39 10.7
Arranged by 
accommodation’s 
management

5 1.4

Other 39 10.7
Total 363 100.0
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fulness of the staff’, the ‘peaceful and calm place’, the ‘authentic experience’, 
the ‘variety of exhibits and displays’, and the ‘safety and security on the site’. 

From the attributes that young visitors rated as fairly to very important, 
a significant number is related to experience and learning, beauty of land-
scape, variety of monuments, and amenities. From these scores, the wants of 
young visitors for a cultural site are related to the cultural place itself and the 
experience sought, together with the enrichment of their knowledge about it. 
This is sensible since, according to the Youth Tourism Consortium of Canada 
(2004), youth travellers (independent) seek to explore other cultures, look 
for excitement, and try to increase their knowledge through self-discovery. 
Additionally, they also pay attention to more practical matters such as the 
maintenance and cleanliness of the place, indicating a high interest for a 
holistic cultural destination, with the emphasis on quality.

Some of the least important attributes with mean scores from neither to 
fairly important include attributes concerning the procedure of visiting a cul-
tural destination such as accessibility and timetables, as well as pricing This is 
also evident for the actual visit within the site (tour guides and signage within 
the site). The result on pricing appears to contradict some of the literature. 
For example, according to Carr (1998) one of the main characteristics of 
young visitors when they travel is price sensitivity. However, in the case of 
the young cultural visitors there is a different tendency, as they rated ticket 
prices with a relatively low mean score (3.63). This result indicates a possible 
change in the purchase behaviour of young people, especially in the case of 
culture, as they are willing to spend money in order to see a cultural attraction. 
However, careful consideration must be given to the interpretation of these 
results as ticket prices still had a level of importance attributed to them. The 
least important attribute with a mean score of 2.86 is the ‘shopping facilities’, 
indicating a low interest in shopping for souvenirs within the site. Overall, 
most of the attributes of the table seem to be important hence, the sample of 
the research is a demanding market for cultural and heritage destinations. 

Table 3. Rating of the culture’s importance while travelling and overall 
satisfaction

N Mean
Score

Std.
Deviation X2 Sig. 

value

In general, culture is my most 
important motive for travelling

346 3.82 0.97 187.87 0.00*

Overall satisfaction 344 4.32 0.64 448.99 0.00*
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This indicates that young visitors have special needs and wants, and likes and 
dislikes. The characteristics of this dynamic market (Smith, 2003) have to be 
indicated and studied not only for marketing reasons, but also, academically, 
to enable a better understanding of their behaviour and way of life.

The satisfaction of the respondents for the same 33 attributes for the 
archaeological site of Delphi, is outlined in Table 5. The highest score is 4.60 
(from fairly satisfied to very satisfied) while the lowest score is 3.03 (very 
close to neither). The attribute that respondents stayed the most satisfied 
with was the ‘beauty of the scenery of the landscape’ (4.60). The second 
attribute related to the attractions of Delphi and was ‘seeing old buildings 
and monuments’ (4.37). The third attribute was the ‘place of major fame’ 
and then following, ‘experiencing a different environment’. The respondents 
were fairly satisfied to very satisfied with almost half of the attributes used 
in the study (15 out of 33). From the mean scores of the first category (from 
fairly to very satisfied), it can be concluded that the attributes which visitors 
stayed the most satisfied with are related more to experience and landscape, 
and less to the amenities and facilities within the site. That means that Delphi 
is a ‘strong’ cultural destination because of its landscape, its monuments and 
exhibits, and its history and uniqueness, but less ‘strong’ because of man-
made interventions such as facilities and amenities. This means that the site 
of Delphi is a holistic destination that can respond to the needs of young visi-
tors, as far as the experience that they seek is concerned. 

The positive satisfaction for attributes related to experience is impor-
tant since young visitors tend to value more features related to experience 
and learning. The strong points of a destination have to be maintained and 
expanded, and must be at the core for future promotional campaigns to 
young visitors. However, the lower levels of satisfaction for the attributes of 
amenities and facilities must set one thinking. Young visitors are demanding 
‘customers’ in terms of quality issues and, therefore, more attention to these 
attributes would be necessary for the potential improvement of the image of 
the site.

Attributes which young visitors were less satisfied with were ‘entertain-
ment activities’, ‘shopping facilities’, ‘educational activities’, ‘parking’, ‘infor-
mation centres’, and ‘helpfulness of the staff’. These attributes are related to 
facilities and are quality issues, thus, close attention must be paid to them 
in the future planning of the destination. Quality can be improved with the 
appropriate guidance and management, while facilities can be differentiated 
and planned according to the needs of young visitors. 
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Table 4. Importance of 33 cultural destinations’ attributes

S/N Attributes N Mean
Std. 

Deviation
X2 Sig. 

value

Fa
ir

ly
 im

po
rt

an
t t

o 
ve

ry
 im

po
rt

an
t

1 Maintenance of the attractions 347 4.48 0.76 371.48 0.00*
2 Beauty of scenery & landscape 347 4.41 0.77 336.83 0.00*
3 Cleanliness of the area 346 4.39 0.85 326.44 0.00*
4 Learning more about site’s past 346 4.34 0.77 294.52 0.00*
5 Seeing old buildings/monuments 343 4.29 0.77 283.85 0.00*
6 Quality of museums/interpretation 

centres
342 4.29 0.80 159.56 0.00*

7 Learning about Greek history 346 4.29 0.84 263.14 0.00*
8 Toilets 346 4.23 0.92 252.04 0.00*
9 Experiencing a different 

environment
344 4.17 0.89 218.21 0.00*

10 Seeing aspect of the area’s heritage 345 4.12 0.82 255.45 0.00*
11 Helpfulness of staff 345 4.12 0.93 204.42 0.00*
12 Peaceful and calm place 345 4.07 0.94 212.57 0.00*
13 Authentic experience 345 4.06 0.89 216.26 0.00*
14 Variety of exhibits & displays 345 4.06 0.84 196.90 0.00*
15 Safety and security on the site 344 4.05 1.07 167.96 0.00*
16 Information centres 347 4.04 0.90 221.16 0.00*
17 Place of major fame 345 4.03 0.91 189.13 0.00*

N
ei

th
er

 to
 fa

ir
ly

 im
po

rt
an

t

18 Signage within the site 337 3.97 0.96 176.48 0.00*
19 Resting areas 345 3.86 0.99 138.07 0.00*
20 Tour guides 341 3.85 1.12 117.11 0.00*
21 Accessibility around the site 341 3.84 0.99 155.98 0.00*
22 Signposting to/from the site 341 3.83 1.04 128.64 0.00*
23 Well promoted site 346 3.81 1.00 125.91 0.00*
24 Concession tickets 340 3.77 1.23 98.74 0.00*
25 Accessibility to/from the site 343 3.74 1.07 128.64 0.00*
26 Eating /refreshment areas 344 3.70 1.08 113.28 0.00*
27 Ticket prices 344 3.63 1.11 137.26 0.00*
28 Educational activities 344 3.59 1.07 106.01 0.00*
29 Transport services to/from the site 344 3.57 1.05 109.03 0.00*
30 Timetables 343 3.48 1.15 144.99 0.00*
31 Parking 345 3.46 1.22 62.72 0.00*
32 Entertainment activities 344 3.08 1.17 56.76 0.00*

33 Shopping facilities 344 2.86 1.22 38.74 0.00*

Fairly 
unimpor-

tant to 
neither

33



446 • young visitors’ perceptions towards cultural destinations 

Table 5. Satisfaction from the 33 attributes of the archaeological site of Delphi

S/N Attributes N Mean
Std. Dev-

iation
X2 Sig. 

value

Fa
ir

ly
 to

 v
er

y 
sa

ti
sfi

ed

1 Beauty of scenery & landscape 347 4.60 0.65 333.62 0.00*

2 Seeing old buildings/monuments 345 4.37 0.77 199.42 0.00*

3 Place of major fame 345 4.31 0.76 287.52 0.00*

4 Experiencing a different 
environment

345 4.29 0.76 153.34 0.00*

5 Peaceful and calm place 344 4.19 0.94 219.61 0.00*

6 Maintenance of the attractions 347 4.18 0.86 243.99 0.00*

7 Seeing aspect of the area’s heritage 345 4.17 0.80 130.49 0.00*

8 Learning more about site’s past 346 4.17 0.85 275.67 0.00*

9 Quality of museums/interpretation 
centres

336 4.15 0.82 217.52 0.00*

10 Learning about Greek history 345 4.12 0.91 228.17 0.00*

11 Authentic experience 343 4.11 0.87 208.41 0.00*

12 Cleanliness of the area 346 4.10 0.94 223.72 0.00*

13 Variety of exhibits & displays 342 4.08 0.86 204.64 0.00*

14 Toilets 346 4.04 0.84 209.78 0.00*

15 Well promoted site 341 4.01 0.83 101.67 0.00*

N
ei

th
er

 to
 fa

ir
ly

 s
at

is
fie

d

16 Accessibility around the site 345 3.94 0.88 204.03 0.00*

17 Accessibility to/from the site 346 3.93 0.90 196.32 0.00*

18 Safety and security on the site 342 3.82 0.88 179.40 0.00*

19 Timetables 345 3.81 0.92 188.07 0.00*

20 Concession tickets 336 3.80 1.10 130.91 0.00*

21 Signposting to/from the site 345 3.75 0.99 148.24 0.00*

22 Eating /refreshment areas 347 3.66 1.00 135.71 0.00*

23 Transport services to/from the site 339 3.58 0.87 192.83 0.00*

24 Ticket prices 346 3.57 1.10 83.58 0.00*

25 Signage within the site 339 3.55 1.11 98.96 0.00*

26 Resting areas 346 3.54 1.01 131.56 0.00*

27 Tour guides 336 3.51 0.94 196.32 0.00*

28 Helpfulness of staff 344 3.47 0.89 192.25 0.00*

29 Information centres 345 3.22 0.93 170.64 0.00*

30 Parking 344 3.18 1.15 69.47 0.00*

31 Educational activities 343 3.13 0.97 202.28 0.00*

32 Shopping facilities 342 3.10 0.96 227.66 0.00*

33 Entertainment activities 343 3.03 0.95 277.52 0.00*
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Importance – satisfaction analysis
In finding relationships between the importance and the satisfaction levels of 
the attributes of the site or, in other words, the young visitors’ perceptions for 
Delphi, Wilcoxon Signed Rank Tests were used. Table 6 presents the mean 
scores for the importance and the satisfaction for each of the 33 attributes, 
their difference (satisfaction mean score minus importance mean score), and 
the Z value and the significance value of each attribute. According to Table 
6, a positive difference of the means shows that the satisfaction with Delphi’s 
attributes is higher than the respective importance of the same attributes in 
cultural destinations in general. Furthermore, negative satisfaction does not 
necessarily indicate disappointment or a negative attitude about, and for, the 
destination; it indicates that young visitors were less satisfied with certain 
attributes than others. 

Young visitors stayed satisfied with 15 out of 33 attributes in Delphi, where 
the difference between satisfaction minus importance is positive (positive dif-
ference from 0.01 to 0.33). These attributes are the first 15 in the ranking of 
the table. However, only the first eight indicate statistical validity between the 
scores, below 95% (p<0.05). Of them, the first seven attributes have signifi-
cant scores 0.00 indicating a significant difference between the mean scores 
of each attribute at the confidence level of 100% (or their significance is 100% 
correct), while the last (eighth attribute) is at the level of 98% (possibility of 
estimate to be wrong: 2%). The remaining seven of the 15 attributes do not 
show any significant difference. 

Attributes related to experience and the site itself prevailed in the case 
of Delphi. Timetables give the most positive level of satisfaction, indicating 
that the operation timetable of the site is totally desirable for young visi-
tors. Shopping facilities also gave a positive level of satisfaction indicating 
no special need for any important change. For the participants, Delphi is a 
well-promoted place. This is rational since Delphi is frequently referred to in 
the travel books that young visitors are advised to read before, and while, they 
are travelling. However, higher levels of promotion are desirable. Besides, 
according to Silberberg (1995), better promotion of the site could increase the 
awareness of visitors to participate in cultural activities. The relatively good 
conditions of the streets, especially during the period of the summer, explain 
the positive satisfaction of the attribute concerning the accessibility to and 
from the archaeological site. Furthermore, the close distance to major urban 
places and especially the capital city, Athens, enforces this result. Concerning 
the beauty and the scenery of the landscape, it is obvious that the respond-
ents stayed satisfied; one of the main reasons for visiting was the landscape of 
the area. Finally, experiencing a different environment and seeing a peaceful/
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calm place, gave positive satisfaction to young visitors, explaining their need 
to seek and live various experiences (Youth Tourism Consortium of Canada, 
2004) and the positive impact of the landscape on them, concerning peace-
fulness and relaxation. 

Table 6 outlines 17 attributes with a negative difference from satisfaction 
minus importance (from -0.82 to -0.04). These attributes take the place in the 
ranking from 16 to 33. However, only 14 of them have a significance value 
below p<0.05, indicating a statistical validity between the scores. Specifically, 
13 out of 14 negative attributes indicate a significant difference at the level of 
100%. These are the thirteen first attributes from the end.

The two variables with the lowest difference between satisfaction and 
importance levels are related to the politeness of the personnel and the provi-
sion of information. This indicates the urgent need for personnel training, 
hiring of more qualified people that could give more accurate information, 
and distribution of printed material for the better guidance of the visitors 
(e.g., maps). The lack of educational activities in the site brought also nega-
tive levels of satisfaction; considering that education was one of the most pop-
ular reasons for visiting Delphi, this fact is evident. Educational activities as 
well as tour guides that explain the history of each monument/exhibit would 
give better information about the place, would guide the visitor flows in the 
large geographical area, and would assign complete and accurate knowledge 
about the history of the place. Changes in the written/optical guidance are 
also necessary since visitors consider the signage within the site to be poor. 
Finally, the lack of multilingual translation of the signs and the limited areas 
for resting also generated negative satisfaction. Considering that the area of 
Delphi is large and rough, resting areas should be a necessity in the site. 
Figure 1 presents graphically the positive and negative satisfaction for the 33 
used attributes, or their perceptions towards the site. 

Conclusion 
Cultural and heritage sites constitute elements for the attraction of visitors 
all over the world. Therefore, an understanding of their strong and weak 
characteristics is vital for the appropriate management of them. Additionally, 
a knowledge of people’s thoughts about different attributes that compose a 
cultural place can give feedback concerning which particular attribute must 
be promoted, supported, corrected, redeveloped, and emphasised, in order 
to enhance tourist development. Considering that young tourists will be the 
tourists of the future and that they are a growing market, understanding their 
behaviour for a tourist feature, such as culture, is important for generating 
the development of cultural tourism. 
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Table 6. Importance — satisfaction analysis / perceptions of the respondents

S/N Attribute N
Import.

Mean

Satis-
fact.

Mean

Dif-
fer-

ence

Z
Val.

Sign.
Value

Po
si

ti
ve

 S
at

is
fa

ct
io

n

1 Timetables 341 3.48 3.81 0.33 -4.96 0.00*
2 Cultural place of major fame 343 4.03 4.31 0.28 -5.16 0.00*
3 Shopping facilities / souvenirs 339 2.86 3.1 0.24 -3.58 0.00*
4 Well promoted site 340 3.81 4.01 0.20 -3.29 0.00*
5 Accessibility to/from the site 341 3.74 3.93 0.19 -3.11 0.00*
6 Beauty of scenery and landscape 347 4.41 4.6 0.19 -3.69 0.00*
7 Experiencing a different 

environment 
342 4.17 4.29 0.12 -2.98 0.00*

8 Peaceful and calm place 342 4.07 4.19 0.12 -2.25 0.02*
9 Accessibility around the site 339 3.84 3.94 0.10 -1.67 0.09

10 Seeing old buildings/monuments 341 4.29 4.37 0.08 -1.88 0.06
11 Authentic experience 341 4.06 4.11 0.05 -0.87 0.38
12 Seeing an aspect of the area’s 

heritage
343 4.12 4.17 0.05 -1.05 0.29

13 Concession tickets / free entrance 
for special interest groups 

329 3.77 3.80 0.03 -0.48 0.63

14 Variety of exhibits and displays 340 4.06 4.08 0.02 -0.62 0.54
15 Transport services to/from the site 335 3.57 3.58 0.01 -0.28 0.78

N
eg

at
iv

e 
Sa

ti
sf

ac
ti

on

16 Eating / refreshments area 344 3.70 3.66 -0.04 -0.18 0.86
17 Entertainment activities 340 3.08 3.03 -0.05 -0.38 0.70
18 Ticket prices 343 3.63 3.57 -0.06 -0.91 0.36
19 Signposting to/from the site 340 3.83 3.75 -0.08 -0.82 0.41
20 Quality of museum / 

interpretation centre
332 4.29 4.15 -0.14 -2.75 0.01*

21 Learning more about the site’s 
past

344 4.34 4.17 -0.17 -3.31 0.00*

22 Learning about Greek history, in 
general

344 4.29 4.12 -0.17 -3.33 0.00*

23 Toilets 345 4.23 4.04 -0.19 -3.29 0.00*
24 Safety and security on the site 339 4.05 3.82 -0.23 -3.49 0.00*
25 Parking 341 3.46 3.18 -0.28 -3.05 0.00*
26 Cleanliness of the area 344 4.39 4.10 -0.29 -4.53 0.00*
27 Maintenance of the attractions 346 4.48 4.18 -0.30 -5.62 0.00*
28 Areas for resting in the site 343 3.86 3.54 -0.32 -3.97 0.00*
29 Tour guides 329 3.85 3.51 -0.34 -5.25 0.00*
30 Signage within the site 334 3.97 3.55 -0.42 -4.97 0.00*
31 Educational activities 340 3.59 3.13 -0.46 -6.22 0.00*
32 Helpfulness of staff 341 4.12 3.47 -0.65 -9.29 0.00*
33 Information centres 344 4.04 3.22 -0.82 -0.22 0.00*
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Figure 1. Discrepancy between satisfaction and importance levels (negative & 
positive satisfaction)

The main purpose of the paper was to identify young visitors’ perceptions 
towards the archaeological site of Delphi, through the assessment of a series 
of attributes concerning their importance and satisfaction levels. In the par-
ticular study, young visitors identified that culture is one of the most impor-
tant motives for travelling, indicating that they are a mature segment with 
certain needs and wants, and are not accidental or incidental cultural tourists 
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that happened to be on the site (typologies of McKercher and du Cros, 2002; 
and Silberberg, 1995). The particular segment, as it is derived from this study, 
is highly sensitised about culture while it pays attention to knowledge enrich-
ment and experience orientation. 

Specifically, attributes that are related to the cultural site itself such as 
landscape, attractions, monuments, and history, as well as attributes that 
concern the experience that someone can gain on the site, are the most sig-
nificant for young visitors. This indicates the significance of learning and 
experiencing through visiting cultural and heritage destinations. Therefore, 
the marketing campaign of a cultural destination with these characteristics 
should be focused on the unique experience that young visitors can have. 

Regarding Delphi, visitors stayed fairly satisfied overall. Attributes concern-
ing the landscape of the site, the place itself, and its monuments and history were 
the strongest points in terms of satisfaction. Attributes related to amenities and 
facilities were the weakest. From the importance-satisfaction analysis, measur-
ing the gap between the perceived importance and the proportional perceived 
satisfaction levels of the 33 tested attributes, positive satisfaction was raised by 
organisational issues (such as the timetables and accessibility to and from the 
site), as well as issues concerning fame and promotion. Negative satisfaction 
was related mostly to quality issues (such as politeness of the staff or provision 
of information) and educational activities. Therefore, issues concerning qual-
ity have to be taken into consideration and improved. Issues concerning the 
site itself, the fame, popularity, and its organisation have to be maintained or 
enhanced in order for Delphi to be more attractive to young visitors, to increase 
their levels of satisfaction and, consequently their overall number.

Limitations of the research included the small size of sample in only a cer-
tain cultural destination, Delphi. The survey should also be applied to other 
similar cultural destinations so that a more holistic image of young visitors 
to heritage cultural destinations can be sketched. Nevertheless, the research 
studies the role of young visitors in cultural destinations, and the apprecia-
tion of their value in the global tourism industry. As potential older tourists, 
this unique segment with its specific characteristics, needs, and wants will 
promote cultural tourism as one of the most significant forms of sustainable 
tourism development. 
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Māori tourism: Image and identity 
— a postcolonial perspective

Maria Amoamo, Department of Tourism, University of Otago, 
Aotearoa New Zealand 

Abstract • This paper is a study of the tourism-identity nexus in the repre-
sentation of Māori culture in Aotearoa New Zealand. It draws on postcolonial 
theory to critically examine national and regional promotion of Māori culture 
in a tourism context. It aims to identify points of difference that might assist 
development of Māori tourism while highlighting how such differences chal-
lenge the pervasiveness of the legacies of colonialism in tourism. The study, 
based on qualitative interviews with Māori tourism operators, identifies that 
tribal identity as attached to storytelling provides a means to diversify the Māori 
tourism product, but also acts as a counter-narrative to the homogenous iden-
tity of Māori culture as promoted by the national tourism body. Results reveal 
that Māori tourism operators are increasingly engaging with a third space — a 
hybridity — which re-inscribes the dualisms of colonised and coloniser. 

Key words: tourism, identity, colonialism, Maori, Aotearoa

Introduction
This paper is concerned with answering: how are Māori tourism practices and 
practitioners using their individual and regional identities in ways that chal-
lenge the colonial ‘othering’ binary? What strategies are Māori tourism opera-
tors implementing that challenge the homogenised image as previously pro-
moted by the national tourism organisation? These points of difference may 
lie in the notion of Bhabha’s (1994) concept of hybridity which prompts new 
forms of cultural meaning and production. Hybridity refers to the integration 
of cultural signs and practices from the colonising and the colonised cultures 
(Lye, 1998). Such points of difference are seen to operate in a third space that 
renegotiates previous representation of Māori culture as homogenous, whilst 
simultaneously operating within the discursive (colonial) framework that 
created such perceptions. This third space is a mode of articulation, a way of 
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describing a productive, and not merely reflective, space that engenders new 
possibility (Meredith, 1998). 

Such an approach places Māori within the wider indigenous framework of 
global relations and postcolonial relationships that seek mutual consent and 
partnership rather than difference, and notions of self-determining autonomy 
rather than institutional accommodation. It also places indigeneity today not 
so much as a legacy of the past, but as a product of the modern, fast globalis-
ing world, and of indigenous peoples’ reaction to Western hegemony (Kolig, 
2002). This inversion of what Edward Said (1978) termed ‘racialized knowl-
edge’ which previously labelled and defined the other, can also be seen as a 
process by which the other (i.e., Māori) have adopted this knowledge for their 
own representation and discursive practices. This blends notions of colonised 
and coloniser and renegotiates binary oppositions that have dominated previ-
ous discourse on indigenous tourism development. In Hollinshead’s (1998) 
view this also challenges tourism studies to develop more vigorous interro-
gations of the everyday performative activities that tend in an ethnocentric 
manner to essentialise people, places, and pasts, through tourism.

This paper begins by introducing postcolonial theory and the connec-
tions between identity, images, and indigenous tourism. This is followed by 
a critical review of historical and contemporary images of Māori. The prime 
method used by this researcher to gain further understanding about contem-
porary representation of Māori culture within a tourist context, is then pro-
vided. Finally, the results of this study are presented and discussed. 

Postcolonial theory and tourism
Postcolonialism is a concept that is increasingly influencing the intellec-
tual terrain of tourism studies (Hall & Tucker, 2004). Postcolonial theory 
is concerned with a range of cultural engagements and also provides a crit-
ical perspective that draws attention to the power structures constructed 
and maintained via forms of discourse. It has been defined as reflexive 
Western thought, interrogating and rethinking the very terms by which it 
has constructed knowledge through the duality of coloniser and colonised 
(d’Hauteserre, 2004). Postcolonial theory is built around the concept of 
resistance, but is problematic in that resistance always inscribes the resisted 
into the texture of the resisting (Lye, 1998). For indigenous peoples it rep-
resents a ‘claiming back’ of history, and thus representation and identity 
(Fanon, 1970). For Fanon the importance of culture and representations of 
their past is central to the creation of both new positive forms of subject for-
mation and new forms of social organisation. Yet, this reclamation operates 
under new forms of identity; colonised peoples will also be other than their 
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pasts, which can be reclaimed but never reconstituted: you can’t go home 
again (Lye, 1998). 

The relationship between postcolonial theories and tourism is largely 
centred on the ‘exoticism’ that many tourists seek in former colonies 
(d’Hauteserre, 2004). These exotic landscapes can be viewed as cultural man-
uscripts on which meanings have been inscribed, erased, and overwritten in 
the broad geopolitics of Western superiority (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 
1995). Tourist representations draw heavily on such landscapes as perpetu-
ated by the tourism industry; however, this often ignores the fact that such 
destinations are layered with indigenous cultural inscriptions. With respect 
to cultural landscapes, myths, and legends associated with actual locations 
offer an exotic dimension to contemporary tourists (Carr, in press). In 
Aotearoa New Zealand non-Māori operators have often promoted these, an 
approach which is increasingly being challenged by Māori tourism. As with 
many indigenous people mythology and legends are linked to their ances-
tral lands, such narratives forming an important aspect of collective heritage 
identity and place identity (Pfister, 2000; Shackley, 2001; Timothy & Boyd, 
2003; Walker, 1992). The retelling of a myth provides Māori tourism guides 
with an opportunity to convey their sense of place by informing visitors of 
their historic, ancestral, and spiritual ties with culturally specific areas (Carr, 
in press). Echtner and Prasad (2003) have noted representations of the Third 
World remain disturbingly tied to a set of nostalgic colonial images — reified 
through tourism’s propensity in forming the other as a stereotyped subject. 
Images of the other are seen as reiterative, reflecting, and reinforcing histori-
cally embedded colonial myths. Tourism representations adopt the myths and 
also serve as another vehicle that continues to perpetuate them. Hollinshead 
(2004: 31) has commented ‘it may well be that “tourism” and “imperialism” 
are unavoidably mutually reinforcing entities, given the positional superiority 
of Western forms of consciousness at the helm of the industry.’

The prefix ‘post’ has been contentious amongst critics for its temporal and 
theoretical interpretations (Loomba, 1998; Tuhiwai Smith, 2003). The post in 
the term postcolonial refers to ‘after colonisation began’ rather than ‘after colo-
nialism ended’, because the cultural struggles between imperial and dominated 
societies continue into the present (Ashcroft & Ahluwalia, 2001). The post 
prefix also situates the concept both in historical and chronological terms, and 
therefore the conceptualisation of Māori tourism must be placed within tempo-
ral and spatial dimensions of cultural production in order to theorise its devel-
opment. This also places the study in a narrative context in order to study its 
social meanings. A postcolonial orientation integrates past and present to create 
new positive forms of subject formation and new forms of social organisation. 
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Identity, image and indigenous tourism 
The concept of identity within tourism literature has received much attention 
over the past decade (Edensor, 2002; Hollinshead, 1992, 1996; McCabe & 
Stokoe, 2004; Morgan & Pritchard, 1999; Robinson, Long, Evans, Sharpley, 
& Swarbrooke, 2000; Taylor, 1998; Wassmann, 1998; Wearing & Wearing, 
2001). There is a growing body of work recognising the importance of how 
identity is manifest within indigenous tourism development (Lischke & 
McNab, 2005, Medina, 2003; McIntosh, Hinch, & Ingram, 2002; Tuulentie, 
2006, Viken, 2006). Despite increased attention over the past decade to issues 
of Māori tourism (Barnett, 2001; Cloher, 1998; McIntosh, 2004; Ryan, 1999, 
2000; Tahana & Oppermann, 1998; Zygadlo, McIntosh, Matunga, Fairweather, 
& Simmons, 2003) there has been a lack of research exploring how identity 
contributes to regional diversity of Māori tourism product development and 
any conceptualisation of this within a postcolonial framework. 

Identity is a multi-layered term. Viken (2006: 10) states that identity is 
what makes a person distinct and distinguishable from others. Traditional, 
philosophical approaches to the concept of identity tended to conceive it as 
something essential, unifying, fixed, and mainly unchangeable. Hall (1996: 
4) has stated ‘identities are constructed within, not outside discourse, we 
need to understand them as produced in specific historical and institutional 
sites’. This places the notion of identity within discursive formations and 
practices that are dominated by power. 

According to Urry (2001), contemporary Western society has become a 
site of cultural hybridity, float and fluidity whereby elements of fixity and 
change intermingle. The result is a blurring of boundaries between different 
identities as tourists constantly partake in the mobility and movement offered 
by tourism. Analogous to this blurring is the concept of culture. Past notions 
of culture as a coherent structure that bound a group of people together have 
been renegotiated. The present meaning of the concept has shifted to include 
the diversity and derivations of individual constructions, representations, and 
interpretations of culture. A ‘culture’ is no longer considered to speak with 
one voice, so to speak, but to be multivocal and polyphonous (Van Meijl, 
2002). 

As such the Māori culture has subsequently undergone transformation. 
The term ‘Māori’ is commonly used to refer to the indigenous peoples of 
Aotearoa New Zealand and originated as a means of identity that grew out of 
their contact with European settlers. As a result the terms Māori and Pakeha 
(non-Māori) arose which named the two sets of people (O’Regan, 2001). 
There is also evidence of a sense of reinvention of cultural identity by Māori 
who declare ancestrally derived identity such as iwi (tribe) or hapu (sub-tribe) 
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delineations. Māori did not operate as a unified ethnic collective historically 
and the current choice of either Māori or iwi/hapu identities is a reflection 
of the wider social construct that both accommodates and is in tension with 
more particularistic and traditional lines of affiliation.

National tourism organisations contribute to how cultural identities are 
manufactured by the use of imagery to promote and differentiate one des-
tination from another. There are numerous examples of indigenous images 
being used to promote destinations, including Māori images in Aotearoa 
New Zealand (Ryan, 1997), Sami images in Norway, Sweden, and Finland 
(Muller & Petterson, 2001), Aboriginal images in Australia (Zeppel, 1998), 
and Inuit and Dene images in Northern Canada (Hinch, 2004; Notzke, 1999, 
2004). The appropriation of indigenous images by the tourism industry has 
not always been one of mutual benefit. Permission has often not been sought 
to use these images, and advice by indigenous peoples on the most appropri-
ate ways to incorporate this type of information into their promotions has 
resulted in misrepresentation of their culture (Waitt, 1999). The following 
comment two decades ago from the Māori Tourism Task Force (MTTF, 1987: 
25) reiterates this point with regard to Māori images:

It has been of deep concern to the Māori that the Māori image has been used 
as a marketing tool in the promotion of the tourist industry for over a hun-
dred years. Māori are also critical of the way they are stereotyped into guides, 
entertainers, carvers, and as components of the natural scenery. This has been 
without consultation and with little commercial benefit to the Māori people. 

Tourism has often been criticised for exploiting indigenous cultures and 
denying the contemporary aspect of indigeneity. It has also been seen as a 
cause of decline in pre-existing local indigenous identities (Tuulentie, 2006). 
Greenwood’s (1977) early study of commoditisation of culture through tour-
ism concluded that commoditised cultural products lost their intrinsic mean-
ing and significance for local people. Counter-examples can be found whereby 
local people are proud to present their art or cultural traditions for money to 
an external audience, and in fact this has often resulted in cultural hybridity 
as local people adapt external cultural aspects with their own. Cohen (2004: 
113) has stated that: 

commoditization does not necessarily destroy the meaning of cultural prod-
ucts, neither for the locals nor for the tourists . . . tourist-oriented products 
frequently acquire new meanings for the locals, as they become a diacritical 
mark of their ethnic or cultural identity, a vehicle of self-representation
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Despite these concerns many indigenous communities are turning to tourism 
as a vehicle for economic development. For these communities, tourism is 
seen as a step towards building new meanings for traditional practices and reaf-
firming values (McIntosh et al., 2002). The development of cultural tourism 
for some indigenous people has revived cultural traditions and contributed to 
empowering local community status. In Aotearoa New Zealand, Whalewatch 
Kaikoura is an example of how local Māori have used a natural resource 
(sea/whale) to create an internationally acclaimed ecotourism venture. The 
once economically depressed region has been reinvigorated by this multi-
million dollar success story. It also reveals the notion of hybridity. What has 
traditionally been a resource in traditional Māori food gathering activities; the 
whale now offers local iwi a sustainable and contemporary resource for the 
future economic development of its people. 

We cannot ignore that some negative effects are wrought by tourism 
development, such as exploitation of local resources, loss of local control, 
and commodification and bastardisation of culture (Viken, 2006). Māori cul-
tural tourism has not escaped these effects in its long history of development. 
Issues of authenticity, commercialisation, intellectual property rights, and the 
disregard on the part of tourism policy-makers for Māori concerns have been 
evident (McIntosh et al., 2002). A recent study by McIntosh et al. (2002) 
of three major Māori tourism attractions in Aotearoa New Zealand revealed 
that despite good intentions of being representative and authentic, there is a 
tendency to expose so-called attraction-based Māori identity — a commer-
cialised version of cultural identity. 

Carr (in press) has also commented that tourism managers also need to 
consider whether, despite tourism providing an opportunity for economic 
development, by commodifying culture are Māori unwittingly placing yet 
another layer of Western ‘economic’ values on their land? The inclusion of 
storytelling into cultural tourism encounters may offer Māori tourism opera-
tors a measure of control and authentication of the product and their iden-
tity. This would help ensure issues of trivialisation and accuracy of material, 
respect for privacy by traditional ‘owners’, and sacredness of the material 
were safeguarded (Pfister, 2000). There is already a strong ethos for iwi con-
sultation when developing such products and the blending of traditional and 
modern approaches to this form of cultural experience is itself a form of post-
colonial counter-narrative. It moves beyond the categorical binary structure 
of contemporary bicultural Maori/Pakeha relations and creates a third space, 
where ongoing (re)vision and negotiation are produced through new mean-
ing and representation (Meredith, 1998). 
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The Māori image: Past and present
The tourism image of Aotearoa New Zealand has continually relied on its 
spectacular landscape and natural environment to attract tourists for well 
over a century. The New Zealand film industry has also boosted the scenic 
image of Aotearoa New Zealand with the production of internationally 
acclaimed films like the Lord of the Rings trilogy, The Last Samurai, and Whale 
Rider. Tourism New Zealand (TNZ) continues to concentrate on this theme 
with its successful global campaign 100% PURE. Alongside the promotion 
of the destination’s natural splendour has been the corresponding image of 
its native people, the Māori. Māori have featured as a backdrop to this scenic 
wonderland — more often expected to be figures in a landscape than entre-
preneurial participants in the business of tourism (McClure, 2004). But par-
ticipants they were — catering to the needs of tourists visiting the unique 
geothermal region of Rotorua in the North Island. 

It was with Te Arawa, the tāngata whenua (original people of the land), 
that the long history of tourism began (Edwards, 1996; Te Awekotuku, 1981). 
From the 1850s to the 1890s Māori were the equal of the colonists in wealth 
and business organisations in the tourist region of Rotorua, a region rich in 
geothermal activity and Māori culture. Of note was the popularity of female 
guides who lent a touch of the exotic, popularising Māori culture. Pihema 
(2002: 32) has commented that the hiring of Māori guides instituted a ‘proc-
ess of cultural alienation and misappropriation within tourism that exists 
today’. This early representation by Māori women guides did, however, chal-
lenge the production of stereotypes regarding their identity. Several of these 
women were astute business people and influential within the wider Rotorua 
community. Although this period constituted the formation of a solid founda-
tion for local Te Arawa’s association with tourism, control of the region would 
become more commercially driven by European business and Government 
needs. Government legislation of the time (e.g., Thermal Springs Districts Act) 
codified the process of land purchase for the ‘use of the nation’, and stalled 
Māori participation in future growth of tourism. 

Images of Māori became increasingly available to tourists and colonists 
during the colonial period of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centu-
ries through various mediums such as photographic prints, postcards, news-
papers and journals, shipping brochures, ethnographies, and travel guide-
books. Such publications contributed to the ‘print capitalism’ that charac-
terised a dimension of European imperialism (Wevers, 2002). The power of 
the printed word reinforced cultural differences, ideas of civilised and savage 
peoples. Not only native people, but also native landscapes and natural 
beauty were put on show. Such images found their way back to Europe and 
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other colonial enclaves, reinforcing the stereotypical difference of the Māori 
other. Māori identity was consistently fixed under a patronising and sensu-
alising colonial gaze, situated within a specifically nature-bound stereotype 
(Taylor, 1998). Idealised and sentimentalised images of ‘noble savage’, ‘war-
rior’, and Māori ‘maiden’ did much to establish and confirm a belief in Pakeha 
supremacy (Edwards, 1989). 

The past representation of Māori culture is reflective of colonial discur-
sive practices that produced and privileged the West over the rest. Certain 
discursive formats develop over time that accrue truth-value, reinforcing par-
ticular stereotypical images and ways of thinking. This creates perceptions of 
indigenous cultures as homogenous, or without particular individual or tribal 
identities. It also reveals political processes as reflecting and reinforcing the 
dominant ideologies of the time that contribute to the construction of such 
binary oppositions (Ateljevic & Doorne, 2002). However, such racialised 
knowledge (Said, 1978) that has previously labelled and defined the other 
can also be seen as a process by which the other (i.e., Māori) have adopted 
this knowledge for their representation and discursive practices. This inter-
rogates the duality of colonised and coloniser and creates a third space from 
which to articulate new subject positions. For Māori their representation 
within historical images used by tourism agencies during the twentieth cen-
tury has had both positive and negative effects. The dissent voiced by Māori 
in the last two decades over issues of stereotyping and control of imagery are 
evidence of this (MTTF, 1987; Taylor, 1998; Te Awekotuku, 1981). 

But images have also contributed to constructing the Māori through a cul-
turally positive lens that has showcased Māoridom to an international audi-
ence. Māori now have the opportunity to re-present their culture based on 
such traditional imagery or the integration of contemporary elements of their 
culture that may cater to present tourist demands. The straddling of two cul-
tures (indeed Aotearoa New Zealand is now deemed multi-cultural) indicates 
Bhabha’s new hybrid identity resulting from the interweaving of elements of 
coloniser and colonised. Binary opposites are used and useful in negotiating 
new forms of identity construction with a ‘mutual and mutable’ (Bhabha, 
1994) representation of cultural difference. The concept of hybridity helps 
break down the false sense that colonised cultures are monolithic, or have 
essential, unchanging features (Lye, 1998).

Having excavated images of Māori via a postcolonial lens, I was interested 
to examine whether contemporary Māori tourism practices use their indi-
vidual and regional identities in ways that challenge the colonial ‘othering’ 
binary. In the following section, I detail the method I used to help answer this 
research question.



462 • mĀori tourism

Methodology
This research was informed by postcolonial theory and used an in-depth qual-
itative approach to study the representation of Māori culture within a tourism 
context. The objectives of the qualitative study sought to determine points 
of difference between national and regional development of Māori tourism. 
This was achieved by examining the socio-political framework that has con-
structed past representation and informs the current (re)presentation of Māori 
culture. Firstly, tourism data from national archive collections such as bro-
chures, pamphlets, posters, photographs, and postcards were deconstructed 
for recurrent use of stereotypical images of Māori such as ‘haka’ (dance, per-
formance), Māori maiden, ‘warrior’, concert party groups, and scenes that 
juxtaposed Māori as an inherent ‘feature’ of the natural landscape. 

Secondly, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 Māori tour-
ism operators and 10 personnel from government agencies and associated 
organisations. Both groups provided a dichotomous view of Māori tourism 
development. The latter were chosen for their input to regional and national 
strategic development of Māori tourism and their ability to ‘shape’ the politi-
cal discourse surrounding its representation. Analysis of transcripts sought to 
match the rhetoric of personnel with that of recent policies and reports ema-
nating from government and national tourism bodies (e.g., TNZ, Ministry of 
Tourism and Te Puni Kokiri — the Ministry of Māori Development). Were 
the ‘cultural brokers’ of tourism perpetuating the ideologies of colonialism 
in order to cater to the tourist gaze? Or did they reflect a postcolonial shift 
from the political and socio-cultural context from which tourism originated? 
The researcher visited an inaugural trade event in Wellington in April 2007 
to view a range of ‘new’ promotional Maori tourism images commissioned by 
TNZ to ascertain if such changes were happening.

The range of tourism products offered by Māori tourism operators at the 
selected case study sites included cultural tours, adventure activities, eco-cul-
ture, heritage, urban experiences, horse treks and camping, and geothermal 
attractions. All operators used story telling within the tourism experience. A 
dispersed case study approach was taken in order to obtain a cross-section of 
Māori cultural product. It also served to compare particular identities within 
and between regions and the people. Methods of data collection from these 
case studies included participant observation and interviews. The initial phase 
of examining historical imagery and tourism-related material influenced the 
choice of case study sites. These sites provided a wealth of historical literature 
and were also significant points of early tourism development between colo-
nial settlers and Māori. As such there was a rich cultural and political discourse 
that existed in relations between Māori and non-Māori in these regions. 
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Four site visits to high profile Māori tourism attractions were also 
undertaken for the purpose of observing the day-to-day operation and 
representation of the tourism experience from a tourist perspective. 
Participating in guided tours at these sites provided insight into how Maori 
guides used stories to portray identity from both a tribal and individual 
perspective. There are currently some 350 plus Māori tourism businesses 
in operation throughout Aotearoa New Zealand. Of these, 92 are situated 
in the Northland region, 20 in Auckland, and 50 in the Rotorua region 
(New Zealand Māori Tourism Council [NZMTC], 2006). These were the 
regions used in this study. Operators were questioned specifically about 
their use of storytelling as a tribal resource that distinguishes Māori tour-
ism product from mainstream (non-Māori) and promotes regional/tribal 
identities within Māoridom. This enabled the researcher to critically ana-
lyse the importance of stories as an identity-forming concept and point of 
difference between iwi/regions. This analysis was drawn from issues such 
as the importance of storytelling as a component of tourism product, the 
use of personal/iwi or generic Māori stories, ownership of stories, cultural 
integrity, commodification of culture, and the telling of traditional and/or 
contemporary stories. 

Three of these operators were selected for more in-depth interviews to 
gain a better understanding of their personal and business-operating philos-
ophies and the role that identity plays in their tourism products. They were 
also chosen for their contemporary portrayal of Māori culture and their rela-
tive newness as a tourism operation — all three businesses were less than 3 
years old, but have achieved national and international recognition of their 
products and/or business operation. Thus, they offered new perspectives 
on Māori tourism as previous studies had focused on ‘established’ products 
(15+ years) situated in the high profile area of Rotorua. 

Storytelling within Māori tourism product: Case study sites
There is nothing new about indigenous storytelling or history making. Māori 
have long been telling histories in which, for example, they have created a 
sense of landscape, community, and place (Attwood & Magowan, 2001). 
Stories for land have been among the most important element in cross-cul-
tural interaction between indigenous and settler peoples. Stories for indig-
enous people have also been a vehicle for colonial processes — trying to 
persuade tribunals of their rights of land ownership, telling their own histo-
ries of their experiences of colonialism, explaining their culture to those who 
have regarded them as other, and importantly, to sustain a genealogy of his-
tory for themselves. By comprehending their world through narrative, people 
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make sense and interpret the world around them (Chase, 2005; Fog, Budtz, 
& Yakaboylu, 2005; Fulford, 1999; Riessman, 2002).

The natural environment or the land is at the very heart of native culture 
(Notzke, 2004). For Māori the land is inextricably tied to heritage and history 
in ways that are mutually inclusive when presenting Māori culture as a tourism 
product. This internalisation of land and cultural identity enables operators to 
capitalise on their individual resources in a variety of ways; however, issues of 
cultural integrity and misappropriation can be highly problematic if not pre-
sented with the correct kawa (protocol). Comments from operators that were 
interviewed varied in their responses. All agreed that stories should be told by 
those iwi/hapu that belonged to the area or region. In this way stories would not 
only attain authenticity but their ownership would remain uncompromised. 
However, conflict over ‘whose version’ is valid was shown to be contentious, 
an example being between two hapu of the same area. Those who told generic 
stories about Māori culture were happy to do so within the context of their 
tourism experience and location without the constraint of ‘ownership’. 

Interviews with Māori tourism operators during fieldwork also high-
lighted the importance of cultural sensitivity. Stories were often generalised 
and adapted to fit with European knowledge systems for better understand-
ing and practicality, but also because many Māori elders were keen to protect 
particular knowledge which was deemed not transferable to other cultures. 
One operator was exploring the possibility of translation to other languages 
(e.g., German, Italian, Chinese) to suit the urban-based experience. Most 
operators were sensitive to the nature of content — telling those aspects of 
tikanga (customs) they deemed public, therefore keeping private elements of 
tikanga sacred to the iwi/hapu. In this respect product differentiation amongst 
Māori operators and its development become part of an identity forming rela-
tionship that can be shared between host and visitor. The role of storytell-
ing within this relationship further enhances product differentiation: each 
region/iwi/hapu draws upon its own genealogical stories. One comment from 
a Māori operator stated, ‘tourists want to know the stories are genuine to the 
region — stories come from the people who make them.’ 

Auckland is Aotearoa New Zealand’s largest city and is the major gateway 
for international visitor arrivals. Although not primarily promoted as a Māori 
cultural location, the local Auckland Regional Tourism Organisation’s (RTO) 
strategy is to encourage tourism products around multi-cultural tourism and 
cultural heritage and ‘telling the story of Auckland’. A collaborative venture 
between the RTO and local iwi provides a half-day urban walking tour with a 
Māori guide that incorporates Māori culture/stories/tikanga. The RTO saw a 
need to promote regional uniqueness — why would a tourist want to hear sto-
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ries from ‘there’ as opposed to elsewhere? The narrative content was designed 
in collaboration with Māori elders (kaumātua) as it was important that it 
didn’t conflict with ‘what the tribe wanted to be told’. Thus, the teller of the 
story holds authorisation and sustains a balance between cultural integrity 
and commercialisation of an indigenous product. The highly personalised 
tour commences with the identity affirming mihi (personal narrative) by the 
guide, followed by a song with musical accompaniment. This encapsulates 
the Māori concept of manaakitanga (hospitality). The host/guest relation-
ship is reciprocated by requesting a similar response from the visitor. The 
tour infuses Māori culture with general sightseeing attractions of Auckland. 
Visitors are introduced to the history of the Auckland region from a Māori 
perspective. This perspective is relayed through Māori creation stories of how 
the land came into being along with stories about the effects of colonisa-
tion on local tribal boundaries and the social organisation of both Māori and 
non-Māori as they interacted. The tour takes in the botanical garden area 
surrounding the city’s museum where the guide explains to the visitor some 
of the traditional Māori medicinal uses of native flora. Mythical stories of the 
local fauna also illustrate supernatural connotations to how the Māori world 
evolved according to the local iwi. Thus, the guide shares traditional knowl-
edge handed down through generations via oral narrative. 

The local RTO representative stated a need to analyse what opportuni-
ties there are for the regions to develop Māori cultural product as opposed 
to just getting ‘a national feeling for Māori tourism’. They want to show the 
contemporary side of Māori tourism and the different perspectives regions 
convey. This was reiterated by another Auckland operator whose use of the 
land was paramount to their objective of ‘introducing visitors to the beauty 
and relevance today of Māori culture.’ They promote this by offering adven-
ture based urban cultural experiences they describe as ‘contemporary Māori 
experiences’. Their use of the land for activities such as abseiling, horse treks, 
and kayak/canoe trips demonstrated their personal affinity with the land as 
something to share with the visitor — ‘the resources are the whenua (land), 
the people and the moana (sea) . . . our product is all about contemporary 
urban culture, the way that Māori living in a city incorporate and understand 
their environment and history.’

The operator agreed that international marketing by TNZ of Māori culture 
has represented Māori as a collective image, stating: ‘But not in a good way, I 
think that they lump us all together which does not do us any favours’. The 
merit in distinguishing between regional/national differences of Māori cul-
ture enable tourists to interact with aspects of Māori culture that are specific 
to that place. This same operator comments: 
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Otherwise visitors think that all aspects of Māori culture are the same, and that 
if they go to a hāngi [underground oven] in Rotorua, they have ‘done’ Māori 
culture, seen all there is to be seen . . . showcasing regional differences is fine 
as a marketing strategy, so that people want to experience Māori culture in 
each area, but there needs to be reference to the diversity of experience found 
in each area as well. 

That diversity is apparent in the range of cultural product explored in the vari-
ous case study sites. The iconic Māori cultural capital of Rotorua still strongly 
promotes traditional images of Māori culture in its marketing material (haka, 
warrior, hāngi, and concert party performance). Tourism has evolved around 
the rich geothermal activity in the region and the unique volcanic landscape 
of boiling mud pools, geysers, and therapeutic hot springs. Rotorua’s larg-
est tourist attraction Te Puia combines the geothermal resources with Māori 
culture. This attraction is synonymous with Māori culture and houses the 
Māori Arts and Craft Institute set up in 1963 under government legislation 
to encourage, foster, and train students in the Māori crafts of whakairo (carv-
ing) and weaving (TNZ, 2003). The art of whakairo is intrinsically linked to 
story telling — guides explain how carvings relate to stories, and how stories 
are needed to understand the motifs/meanings implicit in the art form. This 
is also implicit in the Māori mark of authenticity Toi Iho attributed to Māori 
artworks and popular with tourists who want to purchase quality souvenirs 
that represent Māori culture and identity. This mark is an important self-
identity signifier for individual Māori artists whose whakapapa (genealogy) is 
essentialised within the artwork. 

Over 600 000 visitors a year visit Te Puia and Māori guides retain a strong 
genealogical connection with the original guides who operated in the nine-
teenth century. These guides will often recite their whakapapa to illustrate the 
nexus between their connection with the land and their identity as tāngatata 
whenua (people of the land) of the region. The Te Arawa people of Rotorua 
are renowned for their storytelling. The CEO of Te Puia states: ‘we are the 
story tellers; infinite stories are threaded to the history [of the attraction] 
and play an important role in visitor understanding and learning about their 
culture.’ It is the sharing of these stories and the connection with past and 
present that today offer a contemporary Māori experience in a traditional 
context. By this the contemporary is entwined with the past — for Māori they 
are one in the same. 
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Re-presenting the Other — the national narrative
The call by Māori to take control of their image and re-presentation is related 
to the need for the deconstruction and reconstruction of their own images. 
There is a strong case for presenting the Māori image from a Māori perspective. 
This has often involved Western paradigmatic features such as who defines 
audience, what is determined as a quality product, and who controls funding. 
These features are necessary elements for operating any business (not just a 
tourism one) but they have been constructed within western frameworks that 
have acted as gatekeeping mechanisms against Māori, as opposed to inclusive 
mechanisms. 

The concerns over the control of imagery voiced by the MTTF in 1987 
are still prevalent in today’s discourse between Māori and industry stakehold-
ers. Comments from one interviewee with over 30 years experience in Māori 
tourism stated:

Māori identity — is still being manipulated through government processes . 
. . land claims and tribal resources are making Māori ‘pawns of politics’ . . . 
those kinds of things can direct focus away from economic development [in 
the regions]. The focus of national [policy] has to be regional — they reflect 
the ‘legs of the table’. If it loses focus of its own people — the legs fall off. 
(MTTF, 1987)

Discussion over the Māori tourism image is still highly topical between Māori 
and non-Māori industry stakeholders. Tourism New Zealand has struggled at 
times to capture the true essence of the Māori culture in its still imagery. But 
comments from marketing personnel at TNZ also indicate the complexities of 
capturing the distinctive traditional symbols and imagery that distinguishes a 
culture while at the same time make it feel ‘living, breathing and contempo-
rary’. Māoridom is about storytelling — how do you capture that in a single 
magazine image with very few words and without resorting to clichéd set-up 
images? While indigenous culture is of increasing importance for travellers it 
does not register at the moment as a major reason why people visit Aotearoa 
New Zealand. This is rather paradoxical as research has shown that contact 
with indigenous people and their culture is one of the most rewarding and 
satisfying experiences of tourists’ visits to Aotearoa New Zealand (Colmar 
Brunton, 2004). 

TNZ has also taken steps to update Māori tourism images in their current 
marketing campaigns. A review in early January 2006 identified TNZ were 
not illustrating the depth of the Māori tourism proposition that is currently 
being voiced by Māori. In consultation with the New Zealand Māori Tourism 
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Council over 2000 images of regional Māori tourism product were taken. Of 
these, 50 will be selected for national and international promotional purposes 
and will be available on the TNZ image library for international trade and 
media partners. The researcher visited the launch of these new images at the 
inaugural Māori Market exhibition held in Wellington during April 2007. 
This event showcased the largest assembly of contemporary Māori art as well 
as Māori fashion, food and wine, displays of ta moko (Māori tattooing), weav-
ing, storytellers, and tourism. 

All nine Māori Regional Tourism Operators (MRTOs) were represented at 
the event. A joint presentation by TNZ and the NZMTC highlighted the fusion 
of tourism and art and the desire of Māori tourism to represent ‘the many 
faces of Māori tourism’. The new photographic images on display depicted 
Māori ‘doing everyday things’. One MRTO representative commented, ‘we are 
trying to break a cliché impression of what Māori tourism is about . . . the 
new images show engagement from a Māori perspective.’ It was commented 
that past images of Māori tourism (as represented by TNZ) had been static, 
with an emphasis on people/activities (e.g., haka, poi dances, hāngi) — ‘these 
were not connecting with the whenua’. These new images ‘show an affin-
ity with the landscape — the inherent connection Māori culture has with 
Papatuanuku (Earth Mother).’ Images depicted such scenes as whitewater 
rafting, trekking in national parks, cycling through rainforests, one Māori 
artist stands in front of an urban graffiti mural he had designed. There were 
no images of Māori in traditional costume — in fact one particular image 
stood out for its hybrid nature. The theme was based around the close associ-
ation Māori have with the sea and fishing. Two males stand together on rocks 
by the sea — one with bare torso, buttocks and legs adorned with ta moko 
(tattooing) and holding a traditional flax kete (basket); the other wearing 
long surfer shorts holds scuba fins and snorkel. Ta moko is also visible on his 
torso. Both men are shown with their backs to the camera, both represent the 
old and the new — the adaptation of fishing methods that has evolved within 
the culture due to Western influences; their ta moko represents their iwi/hapu 
identity. The theme for the Māori Tourism exhibit was ‘Māori Tourism. . . . 
Sharing our Stories’. 

One MRTO drew a dichotomous difference in discourse between the 
national tourism body and Māori tourism . . . ‘TNZ promote the “telling of 
our stories” . . . we [Māori] promote the “sharing of our stories” . . . there are 
connections — mana [prestige, authority] — whakapapa . . . telling stories 
about your place.’ This highlights the intrinsic connection with land held by 
Māori, and the various ways Māori operators are using this connection by the 
use of storytelling within the tourism experience. TNZ is also taking a more 
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strategic approach with how they represent Te Ao Māori (the Māori world-
view) in all mediums throughout the organisation. Where possible, they will 
supply not only the location of the photos that appear in the tourism section 
of their website, but also the story/myth/legend that goes with it. Thus, steps 
are progressing between the national tourism body and Māori to highlight the 
difference of an Aotearoa New Zealand cultural experience. It also reflects a 
hybrid form, uniting local conceptions with Western conceptions and thus, 
reconstitutes the identity of the colonised.

Conclusion
As the Tāngata Whenua of Aotearoa New Zealand, Māori play a key role in 
the identity of the nation’s cultural touristic image. However, the position-
ing of the Māori cultural other in past tourism advertising exhibits the same 
essentialised features that were attributed to Māori culture during the colo-
nial period. The discourse of tourism (like colonialism) has preserved images 
as unchanging and static. Such images have been consumed by a predomi-
nantly eurocentric audience. This does not ignore that fact that Māori have 
also been complicit in this othering process; however, Māori identity now 
encompasses a wider set of subject positions influenced by global relations 
and the desire of Māori tourism operators to reflect diversity to a global audi-
ence. Thus, the notion of a pluralised culture allows for a multiplicity of 
styles, knowledges, and stories. A reclaimed but hybrid identity is created by 
the colonised’s attempts to constitute and represent identity.

Representation is at its most useful when it does not seek the stationary, 
the monumental view. It is best seeing movement and hinting at reciproc-
ity. We are speaking, that is, of cultural exchange (Gidley, 1994). Cultural 
exchange as noted by Gidley incorporates the idea of reciprocity, a core value 
of Māori culture. In a postcolonial perspective we can view this as meaning 
a relationship involving mutual exchange. Māori have increasingly sought 
to control the production and presentation of Māori culture by Māori. Past 
representation of stereotypical images and a homogenised view of Māori cul-
ture have been to the detriment of promoting tribal diversity within tourism 
development. The notion of defining a Māori identity within this framework 
contributes to the interface between local, regional, and national tourism 
policy for Māori. The re-presentation (by Māori) of Māori tourism product 
offers a re-inscribing of local/national narratives for Māori culture. While the 
identity of all Māori is bound to the general concept of tāngata whenua, none-
the-less the regional identities of iwi/hapu illustrate points of difference born 
of particular tribal adherences to tāngata whenua and manifest through tribal 
stories as related to genealogy. 
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While Māori in Auckland have developed an urban-based experience of 
their culture, Māori in Rotorua still highlight the traditional aspects of culture 
that have shaped their life based on geothermal resources. These are impor-
tant points of difference and are bound by a common concept (i.e., tāngata 
whenua). The points of difference expand tourism opportunities that become 
branded according to expertise in interpretation or story telling and the con-
duct of experiential tours. By pointing to different emphases we can distin-
guish cultural variations between different iwi/hapu that contrast the previ-
ously homogenised image of Māori promoted by Tourism New Zealand.

This paper has looked at the various ways in which tourism practices in 
postcolonial settings are, or could potentially be, sites of postcolonial resist-
ance and contestation by examining the representation of Māori tourism. It 
proposes that the delivery of Māori tourism product through storytelling as 
attached to tribal (thus, regional) identity represents a form of critical post-
colonialism by offering indigenous people a discursive space in which they 
can re-articulate and re-present their culture. The effects of colonialism show 
how discourse has both informed and shaped native/settler identities and 
constructed the notion of the ‘other’. As postcolonial agents Māori seek to 
redress the situation of social, cultural, and political domination that has 
arisen through colonialism. 

The asymmetrical dominances of the ‘white gaze’ in tourism practice is 
challenged by taking a more holistic approach to recognising the diversity of 
indigenous identities and the potential for the tourism industry in creating 
richer tourism experiences (Hollinshead, 2002). Tribal stories enhance the 
cultural tourism product and diversify both regional and national promotion 
of Māori tourism. As such, the recognition and promotion of this cultural 
aspect is an important contributor to visitor experience.
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Abstract • This research investigates whether the frequency of crime in the 
Caribbean island of St Lucia has an effect on tourist arrivals to the island and 
whether there is a relationship between the two. The study examines the fre-
quency of crime in St Lucia and tourist arrivals on the island during the period 
1996 to 2004 and proceeds to analyse the data in an attempt to establish a 
relationship between the two variables. It also investigates the types of crimes 
that were perpetrated against tourists and whether tourists were victimised 
more than citizens. Secondary analysis was utilised to analyse the raw police 
crime data and then further statistical analyses were conducted on the data. 
The research findings have indicated that citizens are more likely to be affected 
by crime on the island than tourists. Study results also reveal that property 
related crimes, such as stealing and house/hotel breaking, are the main types 
of crime perpetrated against tourists. Additionally, it was discovered that most 
of the crimes against tourists are perpetrated in the north, north-western and 
south-western sections of the island which is where the island’s main tourism 
infrastructure is located. The frequency of crime in St Lucia has the potential 
to have a significant negative impact on the tourism industry and as such, the 
study concludes by making a number of recommendations that are based on 
the research findings, as well as what is currently being prescribed by other 
Caribbean countries. 

Key words: tourism, crime, impacts, St Lucia, Caribbean
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Introduction
Tourism has emerged as one of the world’s leading industries and the most 
important industry to the majority of the Caribbean countries (Duval, 2004; 
World Travel and Tourism Council [WTTC], 2004). The Caribbean region 
consists of an archipelago of approximately 28 countries, including sover-
eign states (e.g., St Lucia and Trinidad and Tobago), overseas departments 
(e.g., Guadeloupe and Martinique), and dependencies (e.g., British Virgin 
Islands and Cayman Islands). These territories are located in the Caribbean 
Sea, south-east of North America, east of Central America, and north-west 
of South America (Figure 1). According to the World Travel and Tourism 
Council (WTTC) (2004), tourism accounts for 15% of total Caribbean GDP 
and employment and about 20% of exports and investment (McElroy & 
Roccanti, 2005). In 2004, the Caribbean received about 43 million visitors 
and approximately 21 million cruise ship visitors (Millar, 2005). The region 
remains the premier cruising destination, accounting for around 48% of the 
world’s cruise bed days over the last 5 years (WTTC, 2004). In 2002, the 
Caribbean Tourism Organisation (CTO) estimated that more than 900 000 
persons were directly or indirectly employed in tourism in the Caribbean 

Figure 1. Map of the Caribbean region (Source: http//www.turq.com/destmaps.html)
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(CTO, 2002; Silva, 2002). As such, the Caribbean is considered the most 
tourism dependent region in the world and tourism is the economic lifeblood 
of many Caribbean countries (WTTC, 2004). 

The Caribbean region markets itself as a safe destination. However, accord-
ing to Griffin (2007: 2), ‘there is increasing concern that domestic tranquillity 
and political stability and, by extension, visitor safety and human security are 
under threat due in part to the rising rate and the changing nature of crime.’ 
Of greater concern is the heightened perception by travel and hospitality offi-
cials within and outside the region that crime against tourists is on the rise. 
This situation has the potential to threaten the tourism product, affect tour-
ism investment, and negatively impact the overall economic viability of many 
countries in the region (Bennett & Lynch, 1996; de Albuquerque & McElroy, 
1999a,b; Griffin, 2007; Nuttall, 2001). 

Concerns over visitor safety and security have been paramount, especially 
with the recent travel advisories that have been issued against some Caribbean 
islands from the United Kingdom, Canada and the United States.1 These advi-
sories warn tourists to the region about the significant increases in the cases 
of murder, kidnappings for ransom, rapes, robberies, and other violent crime. 
Given the importance of tourism to the Caribbean and the lack of objective 
data on crime against tourists, there is a need to conduct an analysis of crime 
victimisation in the region. As such, this study focuses on crime against tour-
ists in the Caribbean, utilising St Lucia as a case study (Figure 2). 

This research has three hypotheses: 

•	 H1—Tourists arrivals to St Lucia will decline as the frequency of crime 
increases. 

•	 H2—Tourists in St Lucia are more likely to be victimised by property 
related crime than by violent crime.

•	 H3—Tourists in St Lucia are more likely than citizens to be victims of 
crime.

Hopefully, the information gathered from this study will provide policy 
makers, law enforcement agencies, and tourist authorities in St Lucia, as well 
as the rest of the Caribbean, with some guidelines on how best to deal with 
this pressing issue. 

Overview of the literature on crime and tourism 
Before discussing the issue of crime and tourism in the Caribbean, it is first 
necessary to present a brief, general overview of some of the major studies 
conducted on this subject, as well as the existing themes and findings. One 
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Figure 2. Map of St Lucia (Source: Adapted from the Royal St Lucia Police Force, 
2004.)
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of the earliest studies on crime and tourism, conducted by Jud (1975), exam-
ined the relationship between crime and tourism in 32 states in Mexico. To 
conduct the study, Jud used crime data obtained from the police and statis-
tics on tourists arrivals from the Ministry responsible for tourism. This study 
postulated that property related offences were strongly related to tourism. It 
also indicated that violent offences were slightly associated with tourism. The 
study revealed that the crime rate, in general, responded less than proportion-
ally to an increase in the volume of foreign tourism. The study also suggested 
that the crime rate within geographic areas in Mexico was significantly cor-
related to the magnitude of foreign tourist business.

In 1981, Walmsley, Boskovic, and Pilgram published results of a study in 
which they examined the influence of tourists on crime in Australia between 
1971 and 1979. They selected the north coast of New South Wales (NSW) as 
their study area because it was one of the State’s prominent tourist areas. Like 
Jud (1975), they utilised crime statistics, traffic accident reports, crime infor-
mation reports, as well as occurrence pad entries which they obtained from 
the NSW Police Department. They also utilised charge books that were kept 
at three tourist resorts and data from control towns and tourist centres. The 
study revealed that tourist centres had significantly fewer sexual and drug 
offences than control towns. However, the offences of theft and breaking and 
entering were more prevalent in the tourist centres. This study also indicated 
that most offences committed in tourist areas occurred during the daytime. 

Pizam (1999) conducted a study in which he reviewed 300 acts of crime 
and violence that occurred at tourist destinations around the world over a 
10-year period. The review was conducted via examination of cases reported 
in English-language newspapers, weekly magazines, and professional tour-
ism periodicals. The study discovered that acts committed against tourists 
at tourist destinations have a stronger effect on tourism demand than those 
committed against local citizens. It also indicated that there was no differ-
ence between severe criminal and violent acts, which were conducted on 
the premises of tourism enterprises, and those which were conducted off-
premises. However, the study revealed that severe violent and criminal acts 
that were conducted on the premises of tourism businesses had a greater effect 
on tourism demand than those which were conducted off these premises. 
This was one of the first studies to confirm that acts that cause mass destruc-
tion to life and property, followed by loss of life and bodily harm, have the 
strongest effect on tourism demand.

Research conducted by Ferreira and Harmse (2000) in South Africa and 
Harper (2001) in Kauai, Malaga, Barbados, Hawaii, and Miami between 1978 
to 1993, revealed that wherever the national crime rate was high, the risk of 
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tourists becoming victims of crime increased. The study also revealed that 
an increase in the crime rate in South Africa had the potential to cause a 
decrease in tourist arrivals to that country. This was also supported by Farr 
(then Executive Head of the South African Tourism Board in 1998), who said 
that the murder of one tourist could result in 200 potential tourists deciding 
not to visit South Africa (cited in Van Zyl, 1998). 

In light of the above findings, there is an urgent need for the Caribbean 
to pay greater attention to victimisation rates of tourists for various crimes 
and its potential impact on tourist arrivals. To date, there have been relatively 
few published research papers on this subject and this study aims to begin to 
redress this deficit.

The issue of crime and tourism in the Caribbean
Harriott (2002) stated that since 1970, there has been a general increase in 
the rate of violent crime in every Caribbean country for which data is avail-
able. Griffith (2003) noted that the most dramatic increases in crime in the 
Caribbean involve robbery, theft, homicide, and serious assault or precisely 
those crimes associated with drugs. Other trends include increases in the 
use of firearms, youthful offenders, perpetrators who are addicts, incidents 
of gang warfare, multiple murders, and the killing of innocent bystanders 
(Harriott, 2002). 

De Albuquerque and McElroy (1999a,b) stated that victimisation of tour-
ists, as a major problem affecting the industry, first emerged in Jamaica in the 
early 1980s. The late 1980s and early 1990s witnessed a stream of adverse sto-
ries in the metropolitan press about tourists in Jamaica being robbed, raped, 
assaulted, and even murdered. The rise in the rate of crime against tourists 
climaxed on 1 July 1992, with the murder of a Dutch tourist in Ocho Rios 
(de Albuquerque & McElroy, 1999a,b). The story was carried extensively by 
the media in the Netherlands with the advice that Dutch tourists to Jamaica 
should not leave their hotels. The US and the UK also issued travel adviso-
ries to their citizens planning on vacationing in Jamaica (Tourists Hijacked, 
1992). 

One of the most publicised crimes against tourists in the Caribbean was 
the murder of tourists at the Fountain Valley Golf Course in St Croix in the 
Virgin Islands in September 1972. There were 16 persons gathered at the 
clubhouse when six masked gunmen suddenly burst in and ordered two 
vacationing couples who were among the group to stand at the bar and the 
five white employees to lie face down. The gunmen proceeded to rob the 
tourists and the cash register and then began to fire, killing eight persons and 
wounding four others (Boyer, 1983). The killings made instant news in the 
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US television and print media and prompted several reports on crime and 
racial violence in St Croix.

In the tourist developed sister island of St Thomas, crime against tourists 
was also escalating. Although most of these crimes were property related, 
there was a noticeable increase in the incidence of gratuitous violence that 
appeared to be racially motivated (de Albuquerque & McElroy, 1999). 
Following 12 violent attacks (robberies, assaults, and one murder) against US 
Navy sailors in 1993, the US Navy Atlantic Fleet cancelled all shore leave on 
St Thomas (Rohter, 1994). There was also a series of highly publicised rapes 
and murders of tourists, including the slaying of an internationally promi-
nent Californian swimming coach, Murray Callan (Rohter, 1994). The crime 
spree against tourists peaked in 1996 with the shooting of three tourists in St 
Thomas on 27 January (Police in the Virgin Islands, 1996), followed by the 
execution style slaying of two tourists from South Carolina on 9 March (2 
Men Killed in an Ambush in St Thomas, 1996).

Elsewhere in the region, the advent of mass tourism also brought about 
an escalation in crime against tourists (de Albuquerque & McElroy, 1999a,b). 
Initially, these crimes were minor larceny of unattended valuables at a beach 
or in an open rental car and burglary of hotel rooms, with the occasional rob-
bery at knife- or gunpoint. However, with growing animosity towards tourists 
in the region on the part of marginalised youth with little hope for gainful 
employment, and with the increase in drug use, the level of violence directed 
against tourists has increased visibly in the 1990s. Crime has escalated from 
verbal harassment to incidents of stone throwing, physical assaults, robbery, 
rape, and even murder.

The Third World nations have generally been considered more dangerous 
than developed nations as travel destinations (Crotts, 1996). Highly publi-
cised crimes against tourists cause travellers to shift their vacation to safer 
locations (Brunt, Mauby, & Hambly, 2000; King, 2003; Schiebler, Crotts, & 
Hollinger, 1996). According to Maslow (1954), the need for safety is an innate 
trait of human nature. For example, it took St Croix’s tourism industry more 
than 10 years to rebound from the Fountain Valley massacre (de Albuquerque 
& McElroy, 1999a,b).

An overview of the limited research on crime and tourism in the Caribbean 
over the past 10 years produces the following summary of findings:

•	 Mass tourism in the Caribbean impacts crime in two ways: (1) it serves 
as a constant reminder to citizens of their disparities of wealth, and (2) 
the presence of tourists in the Caribbean creates opportunity for crime 
with minimal risk.
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•	 Research conducted by de Albuquerque and McElroy (1999) on visi-
tor victimization rates in Barbados for 1989-93, was unable to confirm 
a positive link between tourist victimisation rates and visitor density 
level. Additionally, the research at that time found that the crime rates, 
either in general or against tourists, had no measurable effects on tour-
ist arrivals to Barbados. Results showed that crimes against tourists in 
Barbados were mainly property related offences and robbery.

•	 As tourist arrivals increased in Jamaica, crime against tourists also 
increased. Also, if crime and tourism remain constant in all other 
Caribbean nations, a 1% increase in the absolute level of crime 
in Jamaica will cause a 0.75% decline in the number of tourists it 
receives.

•	 The chance of a visitor becoming a victim of personal violence is very 
low (de Albuquerque & McElroy, 1999a,b; King, 1997; Levantis & 
Gani, 2000).

The tourism industry in St Lucia
St Lucia is a small island developing state (SIDS) situated in the eastern 
Caribbean region, measuring 238 sq. miles (616 sq. km), with a population 
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Figure 3. Visitors to St Lucia, 1996–2004 (Source: St Lucia Tourist Board, 2006)
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of about 160 000 (St Lucia Tourist Board, 2007). St Lucia’s economy is driven 
by tourism and related investments, as well as offshore banking. In 2004, 
the island received 779 710 tourists of which 481 279 were cruise ship pas-
sengers and 298 431 were stay-over tourists (Figure 3). In 2005, the tourism 
industry recorded a 17.1% increase in earnings, totalling US$879.3 million or 
71% of total earnings (St Lucia Tourist Board, 2006). 

St Lucia has successfully used tourism to enhance its culture and to 
create jobs while conserving its environmental heritage. Recently, St Lucia 
was named among the top 20 tourist destinations in the world. A report 
published by American Express Travel in 2006 revealed that St Lucia is the 
world’s top destination for weddings. According to the report, St Lucia beat 
famous destinations like Las Vegas and the Maldives (BBC Caribbean.com, 
2006). However, there is growing concern about the future of tourism both 
in terms of global developments and the need to safeguard and maximise its 
development potential. The increasing rate of crime on the island has the 
potential to single-handedly threaten St Lucia’s mono-industry economy, and 
if it is not controlled in the near future it could have serious implications on 
the island’s tourism industry. For example, St Lucia’s Director of Tourism, 
Maria Fowell, in response to an investigation into a missing Briton who was 
resident on the island for more 10 years, said, ‘The statements in the interna-
tional media can easily affect tourism in St Lucia. . . . We have always enjoyed 
a reputation of being a relatively safe destination’ (Gruesome discovery at 
Cap Estate, 2006). 

Tourist crime in St Lucia
St Lucia, like many other Caribbean countries, has been experiencing an 
increase in serious crime over the past few years. This is a matter for serious 
concern, as previous research has shown that a rise in a destination’s national 
crime rate can have adverse consequences on its economy and its tourism 
industry (Bernard, 1980; Schiebler et al., 1996). Although recently reported 
crime statistics have indicated that there has been a slight decrease in the 
crime rate in St Lucia (Table 1), serious crime on the island is on the rise. 
There has been an increase in robberies, burglaries, harassment, and even 
incidents of violent crime against tourists. Some of these cases have been 
reported in the international media and as such, St Lucia’s destination image 
is at risk. 

For example, in 2005, two employees at the Rendezvous Hotel raped 
a tourist at the hotel (Tourism Minister says visitor rape news ‘not good’, 
2005). In 2006, a honeymooning couple was robbed and raped by bandits 
near Magot Estate, in Soufriere. Another couple was also robbed and raped 
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near Reduit beach in Castries the following week (personal communication, 
the Royal St Lucia Police, 2007). Recently, Ian Cowan, the managing part-
ner of Island Waterworld, a yacht chandlery that operates in the Rodney Bay 
Marina situated in Gros Islet, stated that crime was one of the main chal-
lenges facing the yachting sector (Heightened security measures for Rodney 
Bay Marina, 2005). Cowan estimated that about 30% of persons who bought 
dinghies from him had their original ones stolen at the Rodney Bay Marina 
(Heightened security measures for Rodney Bay Marina, 2005). 

Tourist officials in St Lucia have been calling on the government to take 
some action to ensure that St Lucia maintains its image of safety that it has 
overseas and that that safety is translated in reality when tourists come to St 
Lucia (Tourism Minister says visitor rape news ‘not good’, 2005). Additionally, 
tourist-generating countries such as the USA have appealed to the St Lucian 
authorities to do something to reduce the crime level on the island, espe-
cially crime perpetrated against tourists. The government of St Lucia has also 
been receiving constant pressure from the public to do something to curb 
crime and violence on the island (Gul, 2006; Wayne, 2006). In an attempt 
to control the crime problem, the government has implemented a number of 
measures, which includes tougher penalties for some crime. However, these 
measures have not had a great effect on the crime rate. Crime still remains 

Table 1. Frequency of crime and yearly tourist arrivals from 1996–2004

Year Frequency of Crime Yearly Tourist Arrivals

1996 14 268 241 232

1997 14 485 253 369

1998 13 876 257 530

1999 13 303 269 768

2000 13 486 282 703

2001 14 296 256 554

2002 13 497 261 184

2003 13 273 289 765

2004 13 252 309 872

Total 123 736 2 421 977

Sources: Government Statistical Department, 2006; St Lucia Tourist Board, 2006.
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an important issue on the people’s mind and continues to affect the St Lucian 
society including its vital tourist industry. 

Methodology
In order to investigate the types of crimes which are perpetrated against tour-
ists and to compare crime against tourists and citizens, this research limits its 
focus to three of St Lucia’s 10 districts (Figure 2). These districts are Castries, 
Gros Islet, and Soufriere. Limiting the focus of the research to these three 
districts/towns was done to ensure that the subsequent analysis would not be 
biased by the country’s many rural districts that receive only a small propor-
tion of the overall annual tourist volume. This is similar to the method used 
by Pelfrey (1998) where he focused his study on 10 of Florida’s 67 counties. 
As indicated by Figure 2, Gros Islet is located in the north of the island, 
Castries is located to the north-western part of the island, and Soufriere is 
located along the south-western coast of the island.

There are a number of other reasons why these three districts were 
chosen:

•	 The majority of the crimes against tourists take place in these dis-
tricts (personal communication from the Royal St Lucia Police, 2007). 
The majority of tourist activities on the island also take place in these 
areas. 

•	 Most of the hotels and resorts, inns, guest houses and villas and apart-
ments in St Lucia are found in these three towns (St Lucia Tourist 
Board, 2007). 

•	 Most of the sightseeing areas are found in Soufriere. This includes the 
Pitons, the Sulphur Springs, the Diamond Waterfall and Hot Springs, 
the Botanical Gardens and the Rain Forest. 

•	 The major shopping areas are found in Castries. These are Point 
Serapphine, La Place Careenage, The Vendors Arcade, and the Castries 
Market. There are yachting facilities in Castries, which are found in 
Marigot Bay and Vigie (St Lucia Tourist Board, 2007). 

•	 Gros Islet also has a yachting facility, located in the Rodney Bay Marina. 
There are a number of shopping facilities at Rodney Bay, which serves 
as a shopping centre for the tourists. The Friday-Night Festival in Gros 
Islet town is a major tourist attraction. 

Data collection and analysis
Raw data on crime committed against tourists and citizens in the study dis-
tricts were sourced from reports at the police stations in the said districts 
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for a 9-year period (1996 to 2004). At present, data on crimes against tour-
ists are not collected and compiled separately from data on crimes against 
citizens. Therefore, the researchers conducted secondary analysis on the raw 
crime data, in order to isolate crimes against tourists. Secondary analysis as 
defined by Hakim (2000: 24), is ‘any re-analysis of data collected by another 
researcher or organisation, including the analysis of datasets collated from a 
variety of sources to create time series or area-based datasets.’ According to 
Dale, Arrber, and Procter (1988), secondary analysis must by definition be an 
experimental exercise carried out on data that has already been gathered or 
compiled in some way.

One major challenge of using the police data was the fact that there were 
inconsistencies in the key categories or terms used to capture the crime data. 
For example, the Royal St Lucia Police uses terms such as stealing, general 
stealing and stealing from persons, which all have overlapping meanings. It 
is therefore necessary to define these terms (according to the Royal St Lucia 

Table 2. Definitions of terms used by the St Lucia Police Force

Term Definition 

Stealing Dishonestly appropriates property belonging to another with 
the intention of permanently depriving the other person of it.

Stealing from vessel (yacht) Steals from or in any vessel or yacht.

Stealing from motor vehicle Stealing from or in any motor vehicle.

House/Hotel Break-in Anyone who uses force or threats to any person who is within 
a building or causes damage to any thing which is in or forms 
part of the building or commences to force or undo or open 
any lock, bolt, latch, or other fastening or if he/she opens a 
closed door or window or if he/she is aided in entering or 
quitting the building by any person who is there in or who aids 
him for the purpose or abetting the commission of any felony 
there in by him or by any other person.

Robbery Steals, and immediately before or at the time of doing so, 
and in order to do so, he/she uses force on the person or puts 
or seeks to put the person in fear of being then and there 
subjected to force.

General stealing Steals from or in any dwelling house, shop, factory, warehouse, 
place of worship and any other place or building.

Stealing from person Stealing property from another person’s body, clothes or in 
immediate presence of a person.

Source: Criminal Code of St Lucia, 1994, 2004.
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Police Force) for the purposes of data analysis and discussion (Table 2). Data 
on tourist arrivals for the same period were obtained from the St Lucia Tourist 
Board.

It should be noted that there are some challenges to using crime statistics 
and tourist arrivals figures. Crime statistics can show some bias in the sense 
that they cover only the crimes that were reported. Therefore, crimes which 
were not reported (also known as the ‘dark figure of crime’), over the period 
under examination are not represented in this study. Also, the statistics from 
St Lucia Tourist Board only represent tourists who were actually counted and 
recorded as tourists/visitors to St Lucia. As a result, the uncounted tourists to 
the island are not catered for in this study.

Case study districts 
Figure 4 shows the total number of recorded crimes perpetrated against tourists 
in Castries, Gros Islet, and Soufriere from 1996 to 2004. This graph indicates 
that there were fluctuations in the number of recorded crimes against tour-
ists over the 9-year period in all three districts. For example, in Gros Islet, the 
number of recorded crimes rose sharply between 1996 to 1997 but there was 
a decline in 1997. Recorded cases then rose again in 1998 to 1999 and then 
there was a decrease between 2000 and 2002. The number of recorded crimes 

Figure 4. Tourist related crime in case study districts, 1996–2004 (Sources of 
data: Castries Police Station, 2006; Gros Islet Police Station, 2006; Soufriere Police 
Station, 2006.)
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started to rise once more from 2002 through to 2004. In Castries, the number 
of recorded crimes rose sharply from 1996 to 1997, 2000 to 2001, and 2003 to 
2004. However, there was a constant decrease in the number of recorded crimes 
from 1998 to 2001. In Soufriere, the number of recorded crimes peaked in 
2000, with a decline over the next 2 years and then a sharp increase in 2004.

H1—Relationship between frequency of crime and tourists 
arrivals in St Lucia
One of the key reasons for conducting this research is to find out whether 
the crime rate in St Lucia affects tourist arrivals to the island. In order to do 
this, the yearly tourist arrivals and the yearly recorded crimes for the 9-year 
period (1996 to 2004) were tabulated and a comparative analysis was carried 
out. The crime and tourist data that were used to conduct the analysis are 
presented in Table 3 in the form of a frequency table. 

Pearson correlation was used to analyse the yearly crime rate and yearly 
tourist arrivals to St Lucia and Minitab software was used to carry out the 
correlation. The frequency of crime was denoted as C1 and tourists arrivals 
as C2. The analysis revealed a 0.790 Pearson correlation, which means that 
there is a negative correlation between the frequency of crime and tourist 
arrivals in St Lucia. This means that the frequency of crime in St Lucia did not 
positively affect tourist arrivals to the island. Therefore:

•	 H1—Tourists arrivals will decline as the frequency of crime increases 
= FALSE 

Table 3. Crimes against tourists and residents in case study districts, 1996–2004

Soufriere Castries Gros Islet

Offences Citizens Tourists Citizens Tourists Citizens Tourists

General Stealing 969 36 6344 90 2452 251

Stealing from persons 39 9 1795 116 161 86

Stealing from Motor 
vehicle

38 4 3253 34 315 43

Robbery 26 5 1421 105 260 111

House/Hotel break-ins 811 108 9954 48 2393 289

TOTAL 1883 162 22 767 393 5581 780

Sources: Soufriere Police Station, 2006; Castries Police Station, 2006; Gros Islet Police Station, 2006. 
Compiled by researchers.
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H2—Tourists in St Lucia are more likely to be victimised by 
property related crime than by violent crime
Property related crime includes offences such as stealing from person, vessel, 
motor vehicle, beach, and restaurants, and house/hotel break-ins. Violent 
crimes include assault, rape, murder, and kidnapping. To test the above 
hypothesis, the different types of crimes that were perpetrated against the 
tourists in the three selected districts for the 9-year period were analysed. 
The number of reports for each offence perpetrated against tourists was then 
expressed as a percentage of the total number of reported crime against tour-
ists for each town. Figures 5 to 7 represent the results of this analysis, show-
ing the top five types of crime perpetrated against tourists.

Between 1996 and 2004, there were 212 reported cases of crimes against 
tourists in Soufriere. As Figure 5 indicates, house/hotel break-ins was the 
crime that was most frequently committed against tourists (35%) and stealing 
from Diving House/Hotel Room (32%) was the second most reported. Violent 
crimes were hardly perpetrated against tourists in Soufriere. In fact, over the 
9-year period, there was one case each of assault with a firearm, assault with 
a motor vehicle, and assault, respectively (not shown). In other words, prop-
erty related crimes were the main crimes perpetrated against tourists in this 
town.

Between 1996 and 2004, there were 420 reported cases of crime against 
tourists in Castries. As Figure 6 shows, stealing from persons represented 
29% of the total crime; robbery represented 27% of the crime, and stealing a 

Figure 5. Crimes perpetrated against tourists in Soufriere, 1996–2004
(Source of data: Soufriere Police Station, 2006. Compiled by authors.)
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further 23%. In terms of violent crime over the study period, there was one 
reported case each of assault with a firearm; rape and kidnapping and there 
were two cases of rape (not shown). The main type of crimes which were 
perpetrated against tourists in Castries was property related crime.

Between 1996 and 2004, there were 906 reported crimes against tourists 
in Gros Islet. As Figure 7 shows, house break-ins represented 36% of the 
total crimes; stealing accounted for 31%, and robbery a further 14%. There 
were two cases of assault with a motor vehicle and 38 cases of assault (4.2%). 

Figure 6 Crimes perpetrated against tourists in Castries, 1996–2004
(Source of data: Castries Police Station, 2006. Compiled by authors.)

Figure 7. Crimes perpetrated against tourists in Gros Islet, 1996–2004
(Source of data: Gros Islet Police Station, 2006. Compiled by authors.)
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The results also indicate that tourists were mainly victims of property related 
crimes in Gros Islet.

In summary, the main crime perpetrated against tourists in the three towns 
under study were property related crimes such as house/hotel breaking, steal-
ing from person, stealing from vessel, and robbery. This finding is consistent 
with the findings of de Albuquerque and McElroy (1999) and King (1997) 
that confirmed that crimes which were perpetrated against tourists in Jamaica 
and Barbados respectively were mainly property related offences. It also sup-
ports Jud’s (1975) findings that revealed that property related offences in 
Mexico were strongly related to tourism demand. Therefore:

•	 H2—Tourists in St Lucia are more likely to be victimised by property 
related crime than by violent crimes = TRUE

H3—Tourists in St Lucia are more likely than citizens to be 
victims of crime 
In order to test this hypothesis, the crime rate for the tourist population in St 
Lucia for the period in question and then for the local population was calcu-
lated. The two crime rates were then analysed to find out which group was 
affected more by crime. 

Table 3 shows the five most frequently committed crimes against tourists, 
compared with how often those same crimes were committed against citizens 
for the study period. Citizens in all three towns were more often victims of 
crime than were tourists. Soufriere recorded the lowest victimisation rate for 
both citizens and tourists alike for the entire 9-year period. The statistics 
reveal that citizens were more often victimised by robbers in the town of 
Castries, whereas tourists were more often victimised by robbers in the town 
of Gros Islet. The statistics reveal that citizens were more often victimised by 
general stealing than tourists in all three towns. 

In summary, citizens were victimised more often than tourists in all the 
offences. This study also confirms that generally when crime increases for the 
citizens, it tends to increase for the tourist. Therefore:

•	 H3—Tourists in St Lucia are more likely than citizens to be victims of 
crime = FALSE

Having concluded the research results, the paper now turns to briefly outline 
some of the measures which were adopted by the government to fight crime 
against tourists, and to make some further recommendations.
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Measures adopted in St Lucia to deal with crime against 
tourists
In an attempt to combat crime against tourists, the Minister of Tourism has 
adopted a number of measures. In collaboration with the Royal St Lucia 
Police Force, they have commissioned a team of Special Constables, who have 
powers of arrest. These Constables were placed into two groups: the Rapid 
Response Team and the Rangers. The Rapid Response Team performs both 
foot and mobile patrol in the tourist/hotel areas both in the north and south 
of the island. The Rangers, also referred to as Beach Rangers, are responsible 
for patrolling the beaches near the hotels all over the island. They also assist 
the hotel security by patrolling the hotel area. 

Additionally, the prominent tourist sites located in Soufriere, such as the 
Drive-in Volcano, The Rain Forest, The Diamond Falls, and The Piton Heritage 
Site have private security officers, who have been hired by the Ministry of 
Tourism. The Port police also provide security to the tourists from the time 
they leave the cruise vessel until they return to the port area. They also ensure 
that the tourist boats are secure while in the port. This is done in collabora-
tion with the Marine Police who constantly patrol the seaport area while the 
tourist boats are in the harbour. Whenever tourist boats come to the island, 
police patrols are normally increased in the area in order to ensure that the 
tourists are secure while on the island. 

The Ministry of Tourism, in collaboration with the Royal St Lucia Police, 
has also created a system of police audit checks on hotels. This system allows 
the police to carry out regular checks on security at the hotels around the 
island. They also advise the hotels on what security changes should be made 
in order to safeguard tourists. 

Recommendations
Despite the measures discussed above, St Lucia, like many other Caribbean 
islands with limited resources, is faced with the continued challenge of how 
best to manage visitor safety. The issue of visitor safety and security is a regional 
one and has been on the Sustainable Tourism agenda of the Association of 
Caribbean States2 (ACS) since 2002. The ACS members have been developing 
the concept of establishing a Regional Tourist Safety and Security Network, as 
an initiative to facilitate collaboration between the public and private sectors 
at both the national and regional levels (ACS, 2007). At the recently con-
cluded Regional Policy Dialogue on Tourist Safety and Security,3 Caribbean 
countries shared a number of best practices in terms of initiatives that they 
have used, or plan to use, to help decrease their crime rates and create a safer 
environment for both locals and tourists. In light of the findings from this 
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research, as well as the fact that St Lucia is a member of the ACS, St Lucia 
should investigate and perhaps adopt some of the following measures that 
were recommended: 

•	 Establishment of a Tourism Police Unit/Task Force—this unit will 
be responsible for all aspects of visitor safety and security within the 
tourism sector.

•	 Development of an Anti-Crime Tourism Program—the main tenets of 
this proposed program would detail the role of the major stakeholders 
such as the society, the tourist, tourism stakeholders, criminal justice 
agencies, and policy makers. 

•	 Legislative Framework—Establishment of a Tourist Court or Night 
Court to deal with crimes against tourists on a 24-hour basis. Also, 
amend existing criminal laws to include teleconferencing as part of 
the country’s laws of evidence to give the judicial process the global 
reach it needs. This will remove the need for the visitor to return to the 
country to give evidence. 

•	 Crime Data management—develop a common regional data collec-
tion system to record crimes against tourists. This includes the devel-
opment of standard definitions for categories/types of crimes, as well 
as the separate recording of crimes against tourists. This system will 
help with the exchange of information between security agencies, as 
well as the study and strategic analysis of cases, which might threaten 
tourist centres.  

•	 Public–Private Sector Partnerships—ongoing discussions should be 
held between the Government, the St Lucia business community, and 
community leaders to develop strategies aimed at reducing crime and 
the factors that fuel property crime, such as unemployment and youth 
delinquency. 

Conclusion
For SIDS such as St Lucia, whose economy is heavily dependent on the tour-
ism industry, the issue of crime against tourists is a matter of serious national 
concern. The aim of this research was to investigate the relationship between 
crime and tourism in the island of St Lucia by testing three hypotheses. The 
first hypothesis sought to test whether there was a decline in tourist arrivals 
when the frequency of crime increased. The results showed that there was 
a negative relationship between these two variables and that tourist arriv-
als were not directly affected by the increase in crime. Nevertheless, the 
researcher urges the Government of St Lucia along with all the relevant stake-
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holders to be mindful of the fact that St Lucia’s image is at risk and the mere 
perception that tourists will not be safe on the island is enough to harm the 
industry’s growth.

The second major finding of this research is that tourists in St Lucia are 
more likely to be victims of property related crimes than violent crimes. 
Statistics from the three case study districts of Soufriere, Castries, and Gros 
Islet showed that tourists were more often victims of housebreaking, robbery, 
and stealing than assault, murder, or rape. In order to reduce these incidents 
the authors have suggested that the Government establish a Tourism Police 
Unit, in tandem with developing an Anti-Crime Tourism Program. The estab-
lishment of a Tourist Court will also send a signal to both tourists and crimi-
nals that the island is serious about curbing crime in the sector.

Finally, the results of the last hypothesis tested showed that citizens were 
more often victims of crime than were tourists and that an increase in crime 
against citizens generally corresponded with an increase in crime against tour-
ists. Given this fact, it is important that the Government seeks to address the 
bigger issue of national crime and not just crime against tourists. Strategies 
need to be developed to deal with unemployment, particularly amongst the 
youth in both urban and rural areas. 

It is hoped that this study will engender further research into the relation-
ship between crime and tourism in SIDS. Research needs to be conducted 
with tourists to determine to what extent their knowledge of crime in St 
Lucia, and the wider Caribbean region, has influenced their travel decisions 
and their perception of the island’s image. Additionally, regional governments 
need to conduct research to determine the effectiveness of crime reduction 
initiatives that have already been implemented in order to ascertain what 
needs to be changed. 

Endnotes
1. �The Australian Government has never issued a travel advisory for St Lucia. 

However, in the past, it has issued advisories for other Caribbean countries 
such as Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, and Trinidad and Tobago, warning travel-
lers of ‘high levels of serious crime’ in these islands (http://www.smartrav-
eller.gov.au). 

2. �ACS member countries include: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, 
Belize, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, El 
Salvador, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, Panama, St Kitts and Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent and the 
Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, Venezuela.

3. �This Conference was held in Trinidad and Tobago from 5–7 July 2007.
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On the Trail of Food and Wine: 
The tourist search for meaningful 
experience

Robb Mason & Barry O’Mahony, Centre for Hospitality and 
Tourism Research, Victoria University, Melbourne

Abstract • The purpose of this paper is twofold: first, to identify important 
factors in the development of food and wine trails within the context of culinary 
tourism and, second, to propose methods by which trail businesses can further 
build on the tourism potential of food and wine. The trail development factors 
identified are the trail as a tourist product, the relevance of alternative food 
networks, and the identity of the culinary tourist. The research to date suggests 
that a difficulty facing trail developers is the problem of incorporating a tourism 
product into what is essentially a cooperative marketing mechanism. This sig-
nals a need to develop mechanisms by which the food and wine tourism product 
of a trail can be better presented. The paper thus concludes with suggestions 
for ways in which trail businesses can construct narratives in order to improve 
‘meaningful experiences’ for contemporary culinary tourists.

Key words: food and wine trails, networks, identity, experience, narrative, tour-
ism potential

Introduction
There are many contentious issues in contemporary tourism (Hall & Tucker, 
2004; Mowforth & Munt, 2002; Wahab & Pigram, 1997). What is usually 
considered uncontroversial is that tourism is a contributor to the economic 
vitality of nations and places, an important dynamic given the increasing vola-
tility and risk confronting regional economies (Beer, 2000; Cocklin & Dibden, 
2004). Making tourism work is not always easy. Nevertheless, diverse strate-
gies to promote tourism continue to be developed in rural Australia, often 
as a hedge against economic uncertainty. Food and wine trails are numbered 
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among them (Boyne, Williams, & Hall, 2002; Hashimoto & Telfer, 2003) for 
their capacity to capitalise upon increasing interest in culinary tourism is 
considerable (Nexus & Urban, 2003).

There are a number of factors with the potential to affect the development 
of food and wine trails (Correia, Ascenção, & Charters, 2004). A review of 
all of them is outside the purview of this paper. Rather, it will concentrate on 
three particular aspects identified in research to date, namely, understanding 
and developing the tourist product of the trail, the relevance of alternative 
food networks, and the identity of the culinary tourist.

These three points are elaborated upon more fully later in the paper. From 
that discussion a number of potential destination management problems are 
identified. One of these, the difficulty of incorporating a tourism product into 
what is essentially a cooperative marketing strategy, is elaborated upon in 
order to further develop the tourism potential of food and wine trails. Finally, 
a discussion ensues on the ways in which food and wine ‘stories’ can be gen-
erated by food and wine producers in order to develop the tourism product 
and meet the proposed need for more meaningful tourism experiences. In 
order to understand the development of food and wine trails, however, it is 
necessary to first address the issue of culinary tourism and other changes that 
have affected the expansion of interest in trails.

Culinary tourism
The diversity of foodstuffs and foodways is immense, and the potential for 
tourism subsequently varied and extensive. Yet the reality of culinary tour-
ism often seems constrained to high-end wining and dining — a compo-
nent of cultural tourism apparently aimed at attracting the well-heeled and 
the well-educated to restaurants. Tourism to Canadian cities, for instance, 
has been promoted as ‘offering numerous opportunities for learning and 
cultural enrichment in concert with opportunities to enjoy fine cuisine 
and wine, luxury setting and nightlife’ (Lang Research, cited in Jenkins, 
2005: 178). Such an interpretation appears problematic because it works 
to preclude broader consideration of culinary matters and overlooks the 
potential of food in all its difference as a tourist attractor. Assessing culi-
nary tourism in this way posits it as niche tourism aimed at a particular 
demographic. It neglects the varied and extensive potential contribution 
of other forms of food and foodways to tourism — and the potential for 
different audiences. 

For these and other reasons, then, culinary tourism has been more expan-
sively construed as:
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. . . tourism trips during which the purchase or consumption of regional foods 
(including beverages), or the observation and study of food production (from agri-
culture to cooking schools) represent a significant motivation or activity . . . culi-
nary tourism concerns the self-aware and conscious interest in experiencing a 
destination through its foods. (Ignatov & Smith, 2006: 238)

Such a broader understanding emphasises a number of important factors; first, 
food’s distinct diversity and difference according to region are highlighted; 
second, the conscious choice to apprehend an area through understanding its 
food and drink is recognised, and, finally, the importance of food production 
as well as consumption and, therefore, the variety of locations through which 
food and wine can be explored is acknowledged. All these points highlight 
the greater potential for food and wine to be used as instruments to attract 
tourists. Such a broader understanding of food and wine tourism is implicit 
in this paper; it is not only about wining and dining.

It is now widely accepted that food and wine are an integral part of con-
temporary tourism (Hjalager & Richards, 2002). Apart from the common-
place need for tourists to eat and drink there is also a widely accepted under-
standing that ‘tourism and culinary arts can never be separated from each 
other, and indeed the former often springs from the latter’ (Frangialli, cited 
in Grihault & Koya, 2004: 1). Tourism and food are closely integrated. Cities, 
regions, and nations as diverse as South Africa, Canada, Hong Kong, and 
Australia recognise the influence of culinary attractions as a magnet for tour-
ists (Hashimoto & Telfer, 2006; Kivela & Crotts, 2006; du Rand & Heath, 
2006; Tourism Australia, 2005). 

European cuisines are globally familiar and capable of informing tour-
ist choice. They also include foods with protected designations, such as 
Roquefort cheese, which can produce economic advantage through tour-
ism (Parrot, Wilson, & Murdoch, 2002). Such advantages are not as evident 
in Australia where the settler food history is largely derivative and where 
unique foodstuffs have not been so strongly privileged or connected to place 
(Symons, 1982). Australia could be considered a more or less placeless food-
scape (Ilbery & Kneafsey, 2000) although that situation is changing. Certainly 
wine types are more strongly associated with particular regions. 

Australian food tourism needs to be constructed; there are few historic 
antecedents. At this time it is mainly the concentration of product in a par-
ticular place, its association with local wines, the attraction of a particular 
person or chef, or the peculiarities of food/wine production and processing 
that invoke such possibilities. Products and people can be used to help pro-
mote food festivals, seasonal harvests, brewery tastings, farmers markets, 
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cooking schools, chocolate tasting, cellar-door visits, farm stays, cheese fac-
tory visits, and other agri-tourism activities including food and wine trails 
(Deneault, 2002). These activities can be of real economic significance to 
regional areas. A report on the Twin Rivers Farm Food and Wine Trail in East 
Gippsland, Victoria, for example, indicated,

The Trail makes a significant contribution to the rural community, in terms of 
additional visitor nights and expenditure. Using known tourist information 
about the region and Trail member estimates of sales and visitor numbers, it 
can be estimated that the Trail induces additional visitor expenditure in the 
region of $3.6 million per annum. (Nexus & Urban, 2003: 3)

It is easy to derive from the foregoing the particular relevance of wine to 
such tourism. Wine is a unique product, one that intertwines a romanticised 
history and imagery with modern marketing — and is quintessentially local. 
Wine is, at once, an international status symbol, a measure of cultural stand-
ing and distinction, an asset within a country or region’s image, even a bev-
erage with beneficial properties (Mattiacci & Zampi, 2004). It is helped in 
this by the distinctions in character that are derived from geographical differ-
ence, or terroir, an oft-contested concept denoting the unique combination of 
topographic, soil, climatic, and cultural particularities that impart a special 
character to the wines from different grapes and different places (Demossier, 
2004; Vaudour, 2002). These distinctions attract connoisseurs prepared to 
travel and pay higher prices in order to experience such differences. 

In general, raw food does not elicit the terroir advantage of wine. Apples 
grown in an orchard on one side of the hill are likely to taste the same as 
those grown on the other, although there are ecologists who hold that such 
taste differences are distinct and discernible (Nabhan, 2002) and that more 
importance should be made of them. There are certainly discernible differ-
ences in processed foods given seasonal changes to products such as cheese. 
This potential for difference is an important issue facing those who would 
contemplate involvement in food and wine tourism. Food and wine trails 
offer a range of culinary experiences based upon differences within specific 
areas and with trails in other regions.

Relevance of food and wine trails to food and wine tourism
What is a food and wine trail? It is an itinerary product. To paraphrase Gatti 
and Incerti (cited in Brunori & Rossi, 2000), a food and wine trail is an itin-
erary, self-directed or pre-determined, through a well-defined area the aim 
of which is the exploration and understanding by tourists of the products, 
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cuisine, and culture of the area. Such exploration is usually carried out in the 
premises of the producers and/or in the spaces specifically around the pro-
duction. Such an itinerary will also include reference to accommodation and 
cultural attractions that meet the needs of the tourist for food, rest, recrea-
tion, and further understanding and aesthetic appreciation of the region.

The development of food and wine trails in Australia is recent, mainly in 
the last 25 years. The timing of this emergence seems important. As Jordan 
suggests (2007: 21), a cultural object (such as a food and wine trail) seems 
to emerge ‘where the efforts of the actors engaged in it combine with broader 
cultural shifts,’ and this definitely seems the case here. The shifts are both 
producer and consumer driven in the context of a broader shift to culinary 
tourism already noted. 

On the supply side there has been growing uncertainty over the future 
of farms and food production. This has been triggered by declining profit-
ability in some areas, an orientation shift from production to consumption, 
changed land use patterns, and the increasing importance of retail chains in 
food purchasing and distribution patterns (Cocklin & Dibden, 2004; Gray & 
Lawrence, 2000). These changes have had a dramatic impact in diverse areas. 
Some farmers and farming communities have diversified within agriculture; 
others have had to look to economic opportunities different to those that 
have sustained them in the past. Tourism is one such option. So, as Hegarty 
and Przezborska (2005: 64) suggest, ‘the primary motivation factor for opera-
tors to diversify their economic base through tourism [is] related to their 
desire not to be over reliant on agricultural income.’ 

On the other hand, food and wine trails have been stimulated by demand. 
A useful summary example of such factors is contained within the Ark of 
Taste Manifesto of the Slow Food organisation, founded in Italy in 1986 and 
now a worldwide organisation dedicated to fighting the inroads and alleged 
effects of ‘fast foods’ (Jones, Shears, Hillier, Comfort, & Lowell, 2003; Slow 
Food, 2005). The organisation aims inter alia to protect food from standardi-
sation, ensure the survival of endangered animal breeds, cereals, fruits, and 
diverse food types, promote taste education, and protect the right to pleasure. 
From the motivation set that supports such aims it is possible to detect a 
variety of factors: unease about food health and safety, suspicion of industrial-
ised food systems, growing interest in food provenance and quality, enhanced 
awareness of environmental issues and ethical standards in food production 
(Goodman, 2003; Ilbery & Kneafsey, 1999; Ilbery, Maye, Kneafsey, Jenkins, & 
Walkley, 2004; Jordan, 2007; Marsden, 1999) and greater complicity of food 
in matters of identity and lifestyle (Bell, 2002; Bell & Valentine, 1997; Sloan, 
2004; Sparks, Deery, Davies, & Brown, 2005). To these can be added a certain 
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nostalgia for food and a pining for things past (Duruz, 1999; Jordan, 2007). 
All such factors suggest that food and wine demand is assuming heightened 
social relevance. As Roe (2006: 108) notes, ‘the life of the materiality of food-
stuff has begun to matter.’ 

Alternative food networks
Food and wine trails thus appear to be one of a variety of responses referred 
to as alternative food networks (AFNs) or short food supply chains (SFSCs), 
marketing mechanisms that diverge from the conventional food supply sys-
tems although they are seen to supplement rather than replace them (Marsden, 
Banks, & Bristow, 2000). AFNs are viewed as more sustainable, possibly 
maintaining biodiversity, saving energy, improving producer remuneration, 
reducing food miles, re-establishing trust between producers and consumers, 
maintaining local food knowledge, and retaining economic value in a com-
munity (Ilbery & Maye, 2005; Morris & Buller, 2003). Another strong iden-
tifying characteristic is their capacity to include important information in the 
producer-consumer exchange. It is believed that such information will help 
consumers deal with the food uncertainties previously outlined. As Renting, 
Marsden, & Banks (2003: 400) propose,

. . . it is the fact that [the product] is embedded with value-laden information 
when it reaches the consumer, for example, printed on packaging or commu-
nicated at the point of retail. This enables the consumer to make connections 
with the place or space of production and, potentially, with the values of the 
people involved and production methods employed.

In discussing the importance of SFSCs in Europe, Ilbery et al. (2004) high-
light their relevance in enabling producers to move from economies of scale 
to economies of scope, diversifying agricultural businesses around issues of 
rurality rather than relying only on different crops or efficiencies of size to 
survive. New businesses can thus incorporate such features as the rural land-
scape, lifestyle, and wildlife as well as the seminal characteristics of place, 
region, and culture. 

It is proposed that such activity also heralds a shift to economies of 
synergy whereby agricultural producers not only diversify their operations 
but they relate what they do to ‘the imperatives of territorial development 
more broadly’ (Clark, 2005: 479). That is, they connect their diversified on-
farm activity to important local and regional initiatives. A farmer might, for 
instance, develop accommodation facilities in an area where wine tourism is 
predominant and important. Others might work cooperatively to develop a 
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food and wine trail thus bringing together elements of a territory in ways that 
a single entity might not be able to present. 

It would be easy to conclude that AFNs such as food and wine trails pro-
vide a ready solution for the problems of primary production previously out-
lined. Yet melding tourism with agriculture has not always been as easy as it 
sounds. For example,

From a business perspective farming and tourism are complete opposites — 
farming is supply driven, tourism is market-led; farmers are cost-cutters, tour-
ism businesses are revenue maximisers; farmers produce single standardised 
products at a given price, tourism business diversify into many products and 
offer a range of prices. (Getz, Carlsen, & Morrison, 2004: 125–126)

Farming (including grape production) and tourism appear uneasy bedfellows 
and some primary producers have found the transition to tourism difficult, if 
not impossible. There can be a real clash of purpose between producer objec-
tives and customer preferences. This is highlighted in Beames’s (2003: 207) 
reference to a tourism operator who said, ‘Look at it this way. The winemak-
ers are interested in cellar-door sales. The tourists want a total experience. 
There is no coordination — we therefore concentrate on other destinations.’

There do appear to be serious points of friction between food, wine, and 
tourism, in this instance between the proponents of food and wine trails and 
the potential tourist. A contention of this paper is that there are at least three 
things that complicate the destination management and development of food 
and wine trails. These are:

1.	 The potentially perverse incorporation of a cooperative marketing 
mechanism, with a tourist drawcard for food and/or wine. A food and 
wine trail is a collaborative mechanism that attempts to join oft-times 
competitive businesses into a cooperative business project, a trail that 
both sells products and provides an experience. What appears to be 
lacking at times is a clear understanding of the balance between tour-
ism and product sales, what the actual trail product is and how it can 
be jointly presented.

2.	 Such work is also clouded by a general misapprehension, referred to 
previously, that conflates culinary tourism with ‘just dining out, an 
appreciation of gourmet foods and the good life’ (Ignatov & Smith, 
2006: 236). This approach has the capacity to minimise the impor-
tance and relevance of other forms of food and wine tourism.

3.	 Some of this confusion appears to exist because there is also an incom-
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plete understanding at this point of what constitutes the Australian 
culinary tourist. 

Two of these problems will now be addressed: first, the difficulty of establish-
ing the food and wine trail tourism product as opposed to the sales of food 
and wine and, second, the identity of the culinary tourist. (Attention has pre-
viously been drawn to culinary tourism as an influential factor in the growth 
of trails.) In so doing the importance of stories as a means to enhance tourist 
trail experiences will be developed.

The food and wine trail product
Food and wine trails actualise the synergy of food, wine, and tourism. That 
much is clear. Trails can sell produce (Boyne et al., 2002; Meyer-Czech, 2003; 
Nexus & Urban, 2003) and act as a tourist drawcard into regions that may well 
struggle to present tourist attractors overall (Meyer, 2004). The benefits are 
proposed as mutual. Martin and McBoyle (2006: 236), writing about the Malt 
Whisky Trail (MWT) in Scotland, observed that, ‘each establishment on the 
Trail gains according to its specific needs. . . . At the same time the tourist gains 
a series of high quality experiences at low or no cost.’ The tourist benefits, the 
trail operators benefit. The potential for growth and tourism is evident.

The MWT, however, is a trail based upon one key beverage and the dis-
tilleries involved are substantial enough to have developed special facilities 
and activities for tourists (McBoyle, 1994). Food and wine trails in Australia, 
on the other hand, do not usually have such advantages. They are frequently 
comprised of small, even micro- businesses often involved in quite separate 
industries (Knowd, 2003; Nexus & Urban, 2003). They may have little capi-
tal to provide for special attractions or programs even if they were aware of 
the need to do so. Usually such trail businesses operate independently as 
well as together, that is, they are small businesses in their own right trading 
autonomously but acting collaboratively in order to produce a trail. 

In their role as independent operators, separate from the food and wine 
trail, such businesses may or may not be part of tourism. Frequently they are 
not. A berry farm may put most of its produce into a supermarket chain and 
only be involved in a tourist trail on a weekend. Such businesses as these may 
have a business plan or a well-developed commercial understanding based 
upon how they have operated their businesses and sold their products in the 
past. As the MWT evidence suggests, however, cooperation within a trail takes 
them beyond that and engages them in a tourist endeavour, one for which they 
might not be initially prepared or suited. They might well be able to engage with 
wholesalers and distributors but be quite unaware of the needs of tourists.
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This was the point of Beames’s (2003) reference to the dissatisfaction of 
tourism providers with some wineries. The latter can look upon food and 
wine trails as simply a means to sell product, and neglect the tourist needs 
of their visitors. This is in contrast to the MWT where tourists were offered 
the chance to inspect distillery premises, watch coopers at work, learn some 
history, and discuss the production processes — as well as taste the product 
and buy if they felt so inclined (Malt Whisky Trail, 2007; Martin & McBoyle, 
2006). Some trail businesses appear not to comprehend that they are engaged 
in a tourist attraction as well as a means to sell a product or service. But this 
begs the question of just what it is the diverse businesses on a food and wine 
trail can offer as a tourist attraction.

The food and wine trail story
In discussing themed heritage trails, Hayes and MacLeod (2007: 51) suggest 
that ‘telling a compelling story should be the aim of trail developers wanting 
to attract and satisfy visitors by providing a memorable experience.’ Susanne 
Freidberg (2003: 4) pointedly supports such a contention from a food stand-
point, suggesting that ‘most food is sold with a story.’ It is the twin concepts 
of ‘story’ and ‘memorable experience’ that appear critical. Methods for how 
they can be developed will now be elaborated upon.

Heritage trails are often historically connected phenomena and the narrative 
theme that binds them could be historic, geographic, and architectural. Food 
and wine trails are essentially themed culinary trails and while it may well 
be possible to incorporate such broad narratives into a story it is more than 
likely, given the newness of much of the Australian food culture, that the 
story components will be elsewhere. Ilbery, Morris, Buller, Maye, & Kneafsey, 
(2005) suggest that whatever the food story is, it will generally relate to one 
or more of three principal themes: product, process, or place.

The truffle is useful in illustrating the tripartite construction of product, 
process, and place put forward by Ilbery et al. (2005). The truffle, a small, 
aromatic fungus that fruits underground, is an interesting product in itself. 
There are two main types, black and white, territorially differentiated. The 
high cost, limited availability, and unique flavour and aroma of the truffle 
have buried this subterranean product in an aura of mystery and desirability. 
Truffle finding is surrounded by secrecy and excitement as well. The process 
involves dogs or pigs that are trained to locate the fungus by its smell. The 
animal finds the truffle in the woods; the handler digs it up. Stories abound 
about the theft or death of truffle-seeking animals, their cost, ability, and the 
clandestine routines developed by their handlers to throw others off the scent 
(Osler, 2000). Finally, there is the matter of place. The truffle only grows 
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around the roots of certain trees in forested areas, usually around oaks and 
hazelnuts. Truffle-seekers keep their favourite haunts hidden and go to great 
lengths to protect them and divert others. 

Stories about these three aspects of product, process, and place are legend 
(Black, 2004) and tourists are drawn to the Perigord and Alba regions of 
Southern Europe to participate in this experience. The truffle is not only nur-
tured in the soils of these regions, it is embedded in their very heart and his-
tory and contributes enormously to the lives and livelihoods of local people. 
The truffle is critically important for its drawing properties, not only to dogs 
and pigs but to tourists, for ‘over the past few years it has been noticed that 
quality regional products, such as truffles, attract extraordinary tourist flows 
to the area concerned’ (Hjalager & Corigliano, 2000: 290). The truffle is a 
food tourism icon. It has few parallels. Nevertheless, it is stories of product, 
process, and place that support its success and that resonate throughout food 
tourism more generally, as the reference by Hjalager and Corigliano to other 
‘quality regional products’ implies. 

Given the importance of story, and hence the teller, it would seem perti-
nent to add another alliterative noun, people, to those of product, process, 
and place suggested by Ilbery et al. (2005). Foods are associated with people, 
people with food. There appear to be three principal elements of this food, 
wine, and tourism interrelationship in Australia:

1.	 There is a positive connection between the status of particular people 
in regional Australia with food and wine: Stefano de Pieri in Sunraysia, 
Victoria; Maggie Beer and the Barossa Valley in South Australia; the late 
Len Evans and the Hunter Region in New South Wales, for example.

2.	 Wine vintages, but food and wine production more generally, are often 
associated with particular people. The Brown brothers of Milawa in 
north-eastern Victoria, for instance, are still very active in their epony-
mous wine business and still very actively sought after for their advice 
and support (Brown Brothers, 2007).

3.	 There is a gathering concern among some consumers to re-establish 
relations of trust, a phenomenon seemingly at risk with the anonymity 
and impersonal nature of most supermarket shopping and exacerbated by 
recent scares about food safety. Establishing direct face-to-face interactions 
with growers and producers would seem to be important (Sage, 2003b).

Interactions between consumers and the people engaged in the description, 
preparation, or presentation of the product, process, and place stories are 
critical tourism exchanges.
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Given that the four elements thus identified have the potential for stories, 
what will the specificities of such stories be? What will an orchardist develop 
as elements of a story for potential tourists? It will not necessarily be verbal. 
Work on the experience economy suggests that a ‘memorable experience’ 
might well mean participation in activities that help tourists understand and 
appreciate the story beyond simply listening (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Doing 
is important. That is the message from the MWT (Martin & Haugh, 1999). 
All the senses can be used to develop activities to tell the stories of food and 
wine. Fortunately, food and wine are two things with potential for all senses.

Still, there are further implications. For it appears that people are seeking 
out new and different foodstuffs or culinary experiences based upon motiva-
tional sets similar to those evidenced in the Slow Food convivia mentioned 
previously. These include dissatisfaction with the prevalent agro-food pro-
duction systems, unease about health and food safety, concerns over animal 
welfare, and a rejection of standardised food products in favour of the novel 
and different (Verhaegen & Van Huylenbroeck, 2001). Impinging upon this, 
there is also, as Valentine (1999: 52) suggests, a cultural power about food, 
‘an important way that people imagine a sense of shared identity with those 
who share the same taste.’ It is not necessary to accept all post-modern theo-
rising to acknowledge, as does Storey (cited in Sloan, 2004: 31), that,

When we meet someone new our understanding of their character comes from 
observations about their lifestyle, which in turn comes from questioning them 
about their patterns of consumption.

From this it is a small step to observe, as did Maffesoli (1996), that people 
can be assessed by their interests, in this case, an affective tribe built around 
issues of food, drink, and taste. Mara Miele (2006) proposed such persons as 
principal attendees at farmers’ markets in Great Britain. It is another small 
step from there to assume that people who might be interested in visiting a 
food and wine trail could have similar motivations. Food and taste are impor-
tant signifiers.

Responses to these changing attitudes towards food and drink have been 
summarised as a turn to quality (Goodman, 2003). Food quality has often 
been defined in reference to itself, that is, better than or worse than. More 
recently the notion of quality has been expanded to incorporate aspects other 
than the simple comparative. Such different assumptions of quality, seemingly 
derived from the economic theory of conventions (Sage, 2003a; Wilkinson, 
1997), assume that products or services possess characteristics (qualities) 
that make them different and therefore able to stand apart from other prod-
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ucts or services (Goodman, 2003; Parrot et al., 2002; Sage, 2003a). In the 
food area Gralton and Vanclay (2005) have suggested that quality can be 
determined as anything that value-adds to an agricultural product and have 
proposed the categories of technical, environmental, place, socio-cultural, 
and production-related.

Technical characteristics relate to the typicity of a product, its taste, tex-
ture, appearance, and the like. Environmental qualities are those that contrib-
ute to the ecological sustainability of food. Place conjures up the power asso-
ciated with the meanings people attach to space, place, area, and nation. This 
often has a powerful affiliation with regionalism, a strongpoint in food and 
cuisine differentiation. Socio-cultural includes means of ownership, the use 
or otherwise of traditional methods and local knowledge, and immediate and 
direct transactions between producer and consumer. It also involves aware-
ness of the socio-cultural capital that food and wine possess. Production-
related includes the level and nature of human input, production volume, 
and the amount of local foodstuffs used (Gralton & Vanclay, 2005).

It would then seem possible to generate stories through the apposite jux-
taposition of the various elements of product, process, place, and people with 
the qualities that appear to be associated with food and wine in the early 
twenty-first century. For many people the emphasis will be on environmental 
matters, for others it will be the product itself, its taste, colour, and aroma, 
and its potential contribution to their health or wellbeing. For particular 
others it will be enough just to have been there and be able to talk about it 
for, as Sloan notes (2004: 39), the upsurge of interest in food and wine ‘has 
as much to do with the acquisition of admired and valued lifestyles as it does 
with a genuine interest in cuisine.’ The choice of story will be particular to 
the small business involved but it could be incorporated into a total story 
that all businesses share, regional food being a case in point. The diagram on 
the following page (Figure 1) amalgamates the aforementioned factor groups 
and presents them as a composite to suggest the many items that could be 
involved in presenting a food and wine story.

Culinary tourist
The stories within trails in Australia may not be as distinctive as those of the 
European truffle. Yet they are apt to be local, unique, strong — and interest-
ing. It is more than likely, however, that the story that resonates, the one that 
is remembered, will relate to the interests of the culinary tourist, the visitor 
attracted to the trail. Identifying the culinary tourist is important if the story 
is to be right and the experience relevant. Some of the different attitudinal 
sets that consumers might carry have been previously identified. Yet, in other 
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discussions it often seems that food and wine tourists are merged into one 
category; frequently along the lines of ‘above-average-income professionals, 
largely in their 30s to 50s — basically the same market as cultural holidays’ 
(Grihault & Koya, 2004: 1). This could reflect the fixation with high-end 
wining and dining attested to earlier. More recently there have been attempts 
to differentiate among food and wine tourists with the objectives of clearer 
understanding and more efficient marketing (Hjalager, 2003; Ignatov, 2003). 

Generally, more is known about the wine tourist (Carlsen & Charters, 
2006) than the food tourist. On the face of it, though, it is likely to be the latter 
as much as the former who will be drawn to a food and wine trail. Tourism 
authorities in places such as Australia, South Africa, and New Zealand, coun-
tries with productive wine industries, have encouraged the study of the wine 
tourist in order to help market their products (Carmichael, 2005; Charters & 
Ali-Knight, 2002; Tassiopoulos, Nuntsu, & Haydam, 2004). There have been 
numerous attempts at demographic, psychographic, and motivational catego-
risation of the wine tourist but even so, ‘our knowledge of the target markets 
for wine tourism is not well developed’ (Carlsen, 2004: 7). 

Opinions also vary as to the nature of the culinary tourist and it appears 
an under-developed area of study. Ignatov (2003) undertook research work 
in Canada based on three preordained categories: food tourists, wine tourists, 
and food and wine tourists. She acknowledges the rather familiar and now 
challenged stereotype of the wine tourist as a middle-aged to older, well-
educated, and affluent male but upends it somewhat by suggesting that a 
number of her subjects had all those characteristics — older, well-educated, 
and well-off — but were mainly female. This food tourist category Ignatov 

Figure 1: The sources of food and wine stories 
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further sub-divided into a food/rural group enthusiastic about rural areas and 
food provenance and very interested in local and traditional cooking styles. 
Secondly, there was a food/wine/true cuisine group that was quite diverse in 
travel motivations and activities but was more interested in restaurant dining. 
A further finding was that the category of food tourist, principally but not 
exclusively female, outranked the other categories at the rate of about six to 
one. There were far more people interested in food tourism than food and 
wine or just wine alone.

There have been other attempts at differentiation. Hjalager (2003), for 
instance, proposes that tourists can be categorised four ways according to 
their relationship with gastronomy: existential, experimental, recreational, 
and diversionary. Each of these would have different demands of a food and 
wine related attraction although it would appear that only the first two cat-
egories, existential and experimental, are going to include people who would 
deliberately seek out novel food and wine tourism experiences. Existential 
food tourists are those who, 

. . . seek food and beverage combinations and eating experiences that foster 
(gastronomy) learning. For these tourists . . . food and beverage consump-
tion does not only satisfy hunger and thirst but, important for them, such 
consumption means gaining in-depth knowledge about the local or regional 
cuisine, wine, and beverages and of the destination’s culture. (Kivela & Crotts, 
2006: 357)

The experimental gastronomy tourist, on the other hand, is more likely to use 
food and wine as a means to indicate their lifestyle. So they will frequent the 
‘in’ vineyard or patronise the boutique restaurant as a means of symbolising 
who they are. There is some superficial overlap between these two catego-
ries and the food/rural and food/cuisine groups identified by Ignatov but that 
would need to be further explored. Yet here again is the connection between 
food and lifestyle, food and identity.

The work of Hjalager and Ignatov is important but still does not allow 
for the ready assembly of thematic stories based upon the potential culinary 
tourist. Ignatov’s work was sourced in the Canadian Travel Activities and 
Motivation Survey (TAMS) that has preset categories and limited the study 
to an assessment based upon pre-determined activities that appear to repre-
sent more the high-end wining and dining sphere. Hjalager’s is an interesting 
sociological assessment but remains highly theoretical and one step removed. 
But they both offer sound contributions to understanding the culinary tour-
ist. Using all the foregoing it is possible to construct a schema to enhance 



512 • ON THE TRAIL OF FOOD AND WINE

understanding of the principal themes and preoccupations that culinary tour-
ists might bring to a food and wine trail (Figure 2). 

These six components appear to cover all the factors covered in Figure 1 
and suggest the principal themes and interests that might be brought to a food 
and wine trail. Both figures considered together constitute a means whereby 
the various story elements of food and wine can be juxtaposed against the 
likely motivation of culinary tourists, and an appropriate narrative developed 
in order to inform and entertain tourists. There is no suggestion that these 
are exclusive, that culinary tourists are limited to just one of these categories, 
or that all possible story components have been exhausted in Figure 1. What 
this does provide, however, is a means to establish the broad script whereby 
the story of the food can be performed, narrated, displayed, or somehow con-
tained within the producer-consumer exchange. In so doing this will hope-
fully provide the basis for the meaningful experiences that culinary tourists 
seem to need and value.

Conclusion
This paper places food and wine trails in the context of a growing interest 
in culinary tourism. Three key factors with the potential to influence the 
performance of food and wine trails over and above other functions were 
proposed. These included the development of the trail as a tourist product, 
the relevance of alternative food networks, and the identity of the culinary 
tourist. Theorising about the tourist product of a food and wine trail, and 

Figure 2: Possible themes of the culinary tourist
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about the nature of the culinary tourist, was then used to propose a means 
by which food and wine trails could develop ‘stories’ based upon the ideas of 
product, place, process, and people. This is conjectural material and would 
need to be followed up with research to determine the validity of such pro-
posals. Understanding the nature of the food and wine trail consumer and 
the complexity of the interrelationships between trail, trail businesses, trail 
consumer, and trail product will go a long way to enabling trails to capitalise 
on their unique positions. Further empirical research to test these proposi-
tions is warranted.
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Crowding and Visitor Satisfaction 
During the Off-season: Port 
Campbell National Park

Brent Moyle & Glen Croy, Department of Management, Monash 
University

Abstract • Crowding in outdoor recreation has received considerable atten-
tion in academic literature, in relation to its ability to cause both physical and 
perceptual impacts. In particular, the influence of crowding on visitors’ satisfac-
tion has received much consideration. Nonetheless, these studies have focused 
on crowding and satisfaction during peak periods of visitation. Focusing stud-
ies on peak periods seems logical, as this is when a destination experiences 
high visitation, and consequent potential for crowding. However, collecting data 
during peak season has an important conceptual issue; visitors particularly sen-
sitive to crowding implement coping mechanisms, such as activity substitution 
and spatial and temporal displacement, and may not be on-site during poten-
tially crowded times. This paper presents results of the influence of crowding 
on satisfaction during the off-season at Port Campbell National Park in Victoria, 
Australia. The major finding was that relatively high levels of crowding were still 
perceived during the off-season, and the influence on satisfaction was apparent. 
A leading implication for protected area managers is the recognition that crowd-
ing is not limited to peak visitation periods. Consequently, crowding should 
be considered and managed during the off-season, when visitors sensitive to 
crowding are more likely to be at the location. 

Key words: crowding, outdoor recreation, national parks, impacts, Victoria, 
Australia

Introduction
In March 1872, the first national park was established at Yellowstone, USA, 
for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations (Rydell & 
Culpin, 2006). Now there are more than 100 000 protected areas worldwide, 
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spanning 11.5% of the terrestrial area of the planet (Phillips, 2005). Alongside 
the growing importance and recognition of protected areas as a tool for bio-
diversity conservation, natural areas across the world have seen an enormous 
expansion in the numbers and types of users. Pigram and Jenkins (1999) 
argue that this increased popularity, largely attributed to the increased mobil-
ity associated with tourism, has brought additional physical and perceptual 
impacts to these inherently fragile areas. These impacts have left protected 
area management groups with the arduous task of finding the point of equilib-
rium between protecting and preserving parks’ biological resources and pro-
viding a satisfying experience to visitors (Graham, Nilsen, & Payne, 1988).

Research on protected areas has demonstrated that excess visitor numbers 
inevitably cause physical impacts such as vegetation trampling, trail erosion, 
litter, and disturbance to wildlife habitats (Deng, Qiang, Walker, & Zhang, 
2003; Tisdell & Wilson, 2005). However, crowding of recreation sites also 
causes perceptual impacts, decreasing the quality of a visitor’s experience, 
resulting in the adoption of coping mechanisms such as activity substitution 
or spatial and temporal displacement (Marion & Reid, 2007). This adoption 
of coping mechanisms, because of crowding, means visitors participate in a 
different recreation activity, undertake the activity in a different place, visit 
the site at a different time, or use a combination of these mechanisms to avoid 
unwanted encounters (Johnson & Dawson, 2004). 

Although the influence of crowding on visitor satisfaction has been estab-
lished, most of these studies are focused on the high season, or periods of 
peak visitation (Manning, Valliere, Wang, & Jacobi, 1999). Research to date 
has not signified the nature or extent of the phenomenon during the off-
season, especially with respect to visitors who may already be temporally dis-
placed. This paper explores this gap by investigating the influence of crowd-
ing on visitor satisfaction during the off-season at Port Campbell National 
Park (PCNP), a popular and iconic protected area on Victoria’s south-west 
coastline in Australia. 

Visitor satisfaction and crowding in protected areas 
The complex and multi-dimensional construct of visitor satisfaction has 
been researched from a wide range of perspectives in a variety of contexts, 
including within natural and protected areas (Hammitt, 1980; Hwang, Lee, & 
Chen, 2005; Li, 2000; Master & Prideaux, 2000; Neal, Sirgy, & Uysal, 1999). 
Traditionally, visitors to protected areas were motivated by the opportunity 
to achieve privacy and solitude (Hammitt & Patterson, 1993; Kerkvliet 
& Nowell, 2000). With the recent increase in recreational popularity and 
accessibility of natural areas, crowding has become an even more important 
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dimension of visitors’ satisfaction (Manning et al., 1999). In fact, Manning 
and Valliere (2001) describe crowding as one of the most fundamental and 
intensively studied issues in outdoor recreation. All the same, research on 
crowding evolved from minimising the ecological impacts associated with 
tourism to protected areas (Ovington, Groves, Stevens, & Tanton, 1974; 
Sinden, 1976). From this conceptual base, crowding research has progressed 
towards assessing visitors’ social perceptions of crowding, while maintaining 
the dimension of ecological sustainability (Manning & Valliere, 2001; 
Manning, Lawson, Newman, Laven, & Valliere, 2002; Manning, 2003; Ryan 
& Cessford, 2003; Stewart & Cole, 2003; Vaske & Donnelly, 2001). 

Although research has progressed to visitors’ perceptions of crowding, 
most studies have nevertheless focussed on the impact of crowding during 
periods of peak visitation (Manning et al., 1999). Researchers have concluded 
that, during these peak visitation periods, crowding in natural areas unsur-
prisingly impacts on visitors who seek solitude, and a range of other natu-
ral experiences, resulting in lower satisfaction levels (Hammitt & Patterson, 
1991; Kearsley & Croy, 2001; Manning & Ciali, 1980). Additionally and 
importantly, visitors affected by crowding change their behavioural patterns 
to cope (Heberlein & Shelby, 1977; Manning et al., 1999; Manning & Valliere, 
2001; Schneider & Hammitt, 1995). Research has also found that perceptions 
and expectations of, and sensitivity to, crowding vary depending on the visi-
tor group, site visited, activity, and visitors’ socio-demographic characteristics 
(Cole & Stewart, 2002; Ditton, Fedler, & Graefe, 1983; Fleishman, Feitelson, 
& Salomon, 2004).

Nonetheless, studies suggest that although crowding is an important per-
ceptual impact, visitor satisfaction remains relatively high even when usage 
levels increase (Manning et al., 1999). During these periods of increased use, 
Manning and Valliere (2001) argue that satisfaction levels may remain high 
because visitors, particularly those who are sensitive to crowding, use coping 
mechanisms such as shifting recreation to other locations, redefining appro-
priate experiences or visiting destinations during another time period. Ditton 
et al., (1983) argue the adoption of these coping mechanisms results in visi-
tors less sensitive to crowding visiting during the high season, and expecting 
a high level of encounters. Therefore, protected area visitors who are sensitive 
to crowding are spatially displaced (visiting other areas in national parks or 
less crowded national parks), or temporally displaced (visiting during a qui-
eter time of the day or of the year), and are not visiting protected areas during 
peak periods. 

Alternatively, protected area visitors sensitive to crowding shift product 
usage by selecting another activity, or rationalise the experience through 
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accepting protected areas are crowded during the high season and continue 
to visit, though modify the expected experience to suit the crowded condi-
tions (Johnson & Dawson, 2004). Due to the possible absence of visitors par-
ticularly sensitive to crowding during peak periods, crowding has become a 
problematic concept to accurately measure (Manning et al., 2002). Moreover, 
Johnson and Dawson (2004) found that just over half of visitors use crowd-
ing coping mechanisms, and nearly two thirds of these visitors use more 
than one. They identified that, for those sensitive to crowding, temporal dis-
placement is the most popular coping mechanism used to avoid unwanted 
encounters, which includes visiting protected areas during the off-season 
(Fleishman, Feitelson, & Salomon, 2007; Johnson & Dawson, 2004). 

It seems logical that visitors using coping mechanisms to avoid unwanted 
encounters, such as visiting in the off-season, do so because they expect signifi-
cantly lower levels of crowding. All the same, these visitors will still be particu-
larly sensitive to crowding. Therefore it could be hypothesised that, due to high 
levels of sensitivity and low expected encounters, even a relatively low number 
of encounters would significantly influence visitors’ perceptions of crowding, 
and ultimately impact on satisfaction. One study that has addressed visitors’ 
perceptions of crowding during the off-season is that of Needham, Rollins, and 
Wood (2004). However, their study was located at an alpine ski resort, with 
a different range of products and activities for visitors during the off-season, 
creating a different range of crowding and conflict issues. Consequently, the 
study did not provide insights into the issue of temporal displacement and the 
influence of ‘same experience crowding’ on satisfaction.

The recognition of the existence and utilisation of coping mechanisms 
by visitors raises methodological considerations when attempting to research 
crowding in protected areas (Manning et al., 2002). Often studies have 
assumed that the influence of crowding on visitor satisfaction would be par-
ticularly prolific during these peak periods of visitation. Consequently, when 
crowding has not been found to be a significant influence on visitor satis-
faction, further consideration of visitors’ adoption of coping mechanisms, 
such as activity substitution, spatial and temporal displacement, should be 
made (Lee & Graefe, 2003; Manning & Valliere, 2001; Mowen, Vogelsong, & 
Graefe, 2003). Accordingly, this study will research the influence of crowding 
on visitor satisfaction during the off-season. 

Method
Within this context, research was undertaken at Port Campbell National 
Park (PCNP), which stretches 65 linear kilometres along the Great Ocean 
Road in Victoria, Australia. PCNP attracts over three million domestic and 
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international visitors annually; its two most popular sites for international 
and domestic visitors are the Twelve Apostles and Loch Ard Gorge. Parks 
Victoria (1998), the managers of PCNP, identified that the main visitor 
season is during summer and autumn, and often visitation exceeds capacity 
of the sites, reducing the quality of the visitor experience. This research used 
PCNP to assess the influence of crowding on visitor satisfaction during the 
off-season (winter). Additionally, the research investigated the role of visitor 
group, site visited and visitors’ socio-demographic characteristics, in forming 
perceptions of crowding. To achieve this objective, a structured survey was 
administered at PCNP over a 3-week period in June–July 2005. The survey 
was designed to solicit visitors’ temporal and spatial recreation experience 
at PCNP (anticipation, travel to, on-site, travel back, and recollection), and 
particularly the influence of crowding on visitor satisfaction during the off-
season. 

Visitors’ overall satisfaction at PCNP was measured using a 6-point Likert-
type scale from completely dissatisfied through to fully satisfied. This scale 
was taken from Parks Victoria’s summer visitor satisfaction survey. Visitors’ 
perception of crowding was measured on a 9-point Likert-type scale from 
not at all crowded, through to extremely crowded (Kearsley & Croy, 2001). 
Another question explicitly assessed visitors’ perceptions of the influence 
of crowding on their satisfaction, from not at all through to extremely on a 
5-point Likert-type scale. Furthermore, to ascertain visitors’ actual encoun-
ters, maximum acceptable encounters, and expected number of encounters, 
a photograph matrix was included (Figure 1). This matrix was derived from 
a previous study undertaken at PCNP, and from the similar techniques found 
within the literature (Chang, 1997; Yagi & Pearce, 2007). The technique 
assessed visitors’ expectations of crowding at the stairway, walkway, and view-
ing platform at the Twelve Apostles. The park management noted that these 
locations, at the Twelve Apostles, were particularly sensitive and problem-
atic for visitor crowding. The photo-matrix questions were also asked of visi-
tors to Loch Ard Gorge, as there were identifiable visitor encounter scenarios 
having a stairway, walkway, and viewing platform. In Figure 1, Photograph 
A represents slight crowding, Photograph B represents moderate crowding, 
and Photograph C represents heavy crowding. In addition, visitors’ socio-
demographic characteristics, site visited, and group sizes were obtained using 
a combination of tick-box responses and open-ended questions.

Using a convenience sampling method, respondents were intercepted at 
the exit points of the two most frequented attractions at PCNP, the Twelve 
Apostles and Loch Ard Gorge. Respondents were encouraged to complete the 
survey on-site with a table, chair, and some light refreshments. Pre-paid enve-
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lopes were also supplied to respondents bound by time constraints. A total of 
205 surveys were distributed at PCNP, 141 of these surveys were completed 
on-site with 64 visitors selecting the mail back option. Of the 64 that selected 
the mail back option, 41 were returned. This achieved a total of 182 com-
pleted surveys. During data entry, four incomplete surveys were eliminated, 
providing 178 valid and useable surveys and an 87% response rate. 

Results
The following analysis displays the results from the survey undertaken at 
PCNP. A socio-demographic profile of respondents is presented first. This 
is followed by the descriptive statistics on the overall satisfaction of visi-
tors. Moreover, a direct measure of visitors’ perceptions of the influence of 
crowding on satisfaction is presented. Results from the photograph matrix 

Figure 1. Photo matrix used in survey
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are analysed to determine visitors’ actual, maximum acceptable, and expected 
encounters at the sensitive and problematic locations. Additionally, an indi-
rect measurement of the influence of perceptions of crowding on visitor sat-
isfaction is included. This involves using Spearman’s R correlation, which is 
specifically designed for ordinal data, to assess the likelihood of a relationship 
between visitors’ perceptions of crowding and overall satisfaction with their 
recreation experience. Furthermore, visitors’ socio-demographic character-
istics, group size, and site visited were tested for a relationship with percep-
tions of crowding.

Traditionally, protected area visitors have been identified as predominantly 
male and highly educated, yet this has changed with the global expansion of 
tourism, and protected area visitors are now growing in both number and 
diversity (Kearsley & Croy, 2001). Reflecting this emerging trend in previous 
research, PCNP also attracts a diverse user base. The socio-demographic pro-
file revealed that a visitor to PCNP would most probably be younger, from an 
urban area, hold a higher educational qualification, be part of a couple, and 
currently work in a full-time higher level occupation, reflecting contempo-
rary protected area trends and the high-profile tourism character of the sites. 

The overall satisfaction of visitors to PCNP was measured on a 6-point 
Likert-type scale from completely dissatisfied to fully satisfied. The mean 
value of visitors’ overall satisfaction along this scale was 4.8 with a stand-
ard deviation of 0.939. This mean value, combined with the relatively small 
standard deviation, indicates the results lay primarily between satisfied and 
fully satisfied. Hence, overall visitors’ to PCNP were very satisfied with their 
experience, though there was still slight room for potential improvement. 

Visitors’ perceptions of crowding at PCNP were measured on a 9-point 
Likert-type scale. This scale ranged from not at all crowded through to 
extremely crowded. The median value of visitors’ perceptions of crowding 
was 5, with an inter-quartile range of between 3 and 6. This, combined with 
the mean of 4.7, indicates visitors felt slightly to moderately crowded during 
the off-season at PCNP. Additionally, a direct measure of visitors’ perception 
of the influence of crowding on their overall satisfaction was obtained on a 
5-point Likert-type scale. The influence visitors’ perceived crowding had on 
their overall satisfaction was dispersed evenly along the uni-polar 5-point 
scale. The inter-quartile range was between 2 and 4 with the mean value of 
3.0, indicating a moderate effect of crowding on satisfaction. 

To further determine if a relationship exists between visitors’ perceived 
level of crowding at PCNP and overall satisfaction, an indirect measurement 
using Spearman’s R correlation was implemented. Spearman’s R correlation 
is specifically designed for ordinal data, such as the data collected in a rank 
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order, using Likert-type scales. This technique calculates the strength of the 
relationship between two variables. The Spearman’s R Correlation identified 
a weak, negative linear correlation (-.162) exists between visitors’ perceptions 
of crowding and overall satisfaction during the off-season at PCNP (p=.031). 
Essentially this indicates that when visitors’ perceptions of crowding increase, 
their overall satisfaction decreases. Similarly, visitors who were fully satisfied 
with their experience were more likely to have perceived low levels of crowd-
ing. This indicates that crowding has a weak, yet significant, influence on 
overall satisfaction during off-season visitation. 

Further measures of crowding were also taken using the photo-matrix tech-
nique showing photographs of crowding. The photo matrix discovered that 
off-season visitors to PCNP did expect a low number of encounters with other 
visitors, and low levels of crowding at these particular locations within the 
park. Table 1 below presents the percentage of respondents that selected each 
photograph at the stairway, walkway, and the viewing platform. Photograph A 
represented a slight level of crowding, photograph B represented a moderate 
level, and photograph C represented a heavy level of crowding. 

Table 1. Actual, acceptable and ideal crowding photograph matrix summary 

Stairway (%) Walkway (%)
Viewing Platform 

(%)

Actual Encounters

Photograph A 24.2 23.6 25.3

Photograph B 43.8 46.6 48.9

Photograph C 32.8 29.8 25.8

Maximum Acceptable Encounters

Photograph A 11.8 11.8 10.7

Photograph B 55.1 56.2 62.4

Photograph C 33.1 32.0 27.0

Ideal/Expected Encounters

Photograph A 74.7 69.1 69.1

Photograph B 24.2 29.8 29.2

Photograph C 1.1 1.1 1.7
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Table 1 shows the photo matrix uncovered similar results at each of the 
three locations. This similarity between sites was expected and in line with the 
dispersal of visitors around these locations. By grouping the three locations 
together, it can be seen Photograph B represents both the maximum number 
of encounters visitors find acceptable, and visitors’ actual encounters, indi-
cating that off-season encounters are at the upper encounter limit. This is fur-
thered as Photograph A represents the ideal or preferred level of encounters 
at the stairway, walkway, and the viewing platform, further reinforcing the 
above results that crowding is affecting visitors’ experience. Although visi-
tors’ perceived actual encounters largely reflect Photograph B, Table 1 illus-
trates that a considerable number of respondents felt on-site crowding was 
best indicated by Photograph C. These differences in part could be attributed 
to fluctuations in visitor numbers depending on the time of day, or the day, 
visitors were surveyed. All the same, these results indicate that, even during 
the off-season, visitors felt moderate to heavy crowding at these specific loca-
tions, and that this is having a weak negative effect on satisfaction. 

To establish if visitors’ perception of crowding was influenced by any 
other factors, a series of independent sample t-tests to compare the scores 
were undertaken. The variables incorporated into these tests were derived 
from previous research on perceptions of crowding and in consultation with 
Parks Victoria. These variables include site selection, group size, and the 
socio-demographic characteristics of age, gender, and education. Site selec-
tion referred to respondents at either Loch Ard Gorge or the Twelve Apostles, 
group size split respondents into groups of below four or five and above, allo-
cating respondents’ age into 10-year cohorts, gender into males and female, 
with education dividing respondents into university and non-university edu-
cated. These t-tests uncovered that there was no significant difference between 
visitors’ perceptions of crowding at the Twelve Apostles or Loch Ard Gorge, 
between varying group sizes, or in relation to visitors socio-demographic 
characteristics. This is a similar result to the studies of Cole and Stewart 
(2002) and Ditton et al. (1983), which also found no significant difference in 
perceptions of crowding or encounters between user characteristics. 

In summary, the results found that visitors’ perceptions of crowding did 
influence overall satisfaction at PCNP during the off-season. Though visi-
tors had a low number of encounters, compared to peak season, even these 
encounters were perceived as crowding. This level was at the maximum 
number of encounters desired, and exceeding the ideal number of encoun-
ters. Additionally, there was no significant difference between visitors’ percep-
tions of crowding subject to site visited, group size, and socio-demographic 
characteristics, indicating that not one specific activity, site, or demographic 
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segment is more prone to the effects of crowding. Reflecting the peak-season 
displacement argument, this research has found that crowding is still a major 
management issue in off-peak season.

Considerations and implications 
The following considerations and implications will further discuss the rela-
tionship between crowding and visitor satisfaction during the off-season. The 
results highlight the complexity of crowding and its relationship with visitor 
satisfaction, and provide valuable insights into the role park management can 
play in ensuring visitors’ expectations of encounters are realistic. This can 
potentially uncover avenues to manage and cater for the overall satisfaction 
of visitors sensitive to crowding in outdoor recreation. 

It is important to note that this paper has focused on one influence on vis-
itor satisfaction during the off-season. Accordingly, as indicated by the weak 
correlation, there may be a range of other factors park management needs 
to consider when managing for visitor satisfaction. Consideration must also 
be given that this research was completed at PCNP, rather than in a range of 
national parks. This was a purposeful decision as PCNP had management 
problems with summer crowding. This high level of visitation in the summer 
potentially led to visitors sensitive to crowding enacting temporal coping 
mechanisms to experience PCNP during a less popular time of the year. As a 
result PCNP was ideal for researching the influence of crowding on tempo-
rally displaced visitors. 

The major implication of this research, for both theory and practice, is the 
identified influence of crowding on visitor satisfaction during the off-season. 
Traditionally, crowding has been regarded as a problem for destinations during 
periods of peak visitation, or the high season. Conventionally, visitors regard 
the off-season as a time of year when it is possible to avoid the peak visitation 
and have a non-crowded experience. Often, the off-season is a time when 
visitors, who have enacted the coping mechanism of temporal displacement, 
do visit. This is in the desire to experience the setting and activity during 
a period where the number of encounters will not have a significant effect. 
Consequently, these visitors, which have enacted a coping mechanism, are 
particularly sensitive to crowding. This results in even lower levels of encoun-
ters potentially posing a greater perceptual impact for the satisfaction of ‘crowd 
sensitive’ visitors. Hence, as expected, this study has identified that crowding 
is not only an important perceptual impact during the high season, but also 
has the potential to influence visitors’ satisfaction during the off-season. In 
fact, crowding may be an even more important consideration in the off-season 
for park managers as the visitors may be more sensitive to its effects.
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The implication of this research for protected area visitors is that in order 
to avoid unwanted encounters at a destination more consideration should 
be given to the selection of coping mechanisms. To avoid these unwanted 
encounters, and achieve the privacy and solitude that many protected area 
visitors seek, a combination of coping mechanisms may have to be consid-
ered. These mechanisms may involve visiting during the off-season, but also 
visiting during a quiet time of day, such as the early morning. For high-profile 
sites, with the increasing demand fuelled by tourism, such as that at PCNP, 
visitors may also have to adjust and rationalise their encounter expectations. 
This realisation should not push sensitive visitors away from popular sites 
but serve as a tool to manage visitor expectations through the careful man-
agement of pre-visit information sources. 

The implication for Parks Victoria, and parks managers in general, is that 
crowding is an important perceptual impact for visitors during the off-season 
as well as the peak. Consequently, strategies should be implemented to ensure 
visitors, particularly sensitive to crowding, are not pushed away entirely. 
The visitors’ information sources and especially the management provided 
sources should provide accurate expectations of the level of encounters. Park 
managers should make a concerted effort to ensure the information supplied 
to visitors contains carefully managed images that display the experiential 
attributes at the destination such as the scenic landscape, and include other 
visitors in the pictures. At PCNP this does currently happen, though it may 
need to be further stressed that similar levels of encounters are still going 
to occur during the off-season. This would inform temporally displaced 
visitors’ expectations and may limit the effect crowding then has on overall 
satisfaction. 

Parks management agencies should also be aware that this issue is not 
specific to PCNP; temporal displacement is a widespread coping mechanism 
implemented by protected area visitors worldwide. As a result, park manage-
ment agencies should pay particular attention to expected and actual levels of 
encounters, as the responses by sensitive visitors may be to avoid experiences 
at popular protected areas altogether. 

Conclusion
This paper has focused on the influence of crowding on visitors’ satisfaction 
during the off-season. Typically, the peak-season is a time when visitors sen-
sitive to crowding enact the coping mechanism of temporal displacement to 
avoid unwanted encounters. This results in temporally displaced visitors trav-
elling to destinations during the off-season. As such, even a low number of 
encounters have the potential to influence visitors’ satisfaction. Accordingly, 
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this study was implemented at PCNP to determine the influence of crowding 
on visitor satisfaction during the off-season.

The results revealed that visitors were satisfied with their experience, yet 
felt slightly to moderately crowded during this experience. Through the indi-
rect tested relationship between crowding and satisfaction, again a weak neg-
ative linear relationship was identified. Visitors’ actual number of encounters 
reflected the upper limit of acceptable encounters at the stairway, walkway, 
and viewing platform, at both the Twelve Apostles and Loch Ard Gorge, with 
the ideal or preferred level of encounters much lower in all three cases. These 
results indicate that, during the off-season at PCNP, crowding was still appar-
ent and had an effect on overall satisfaction. Furthermore, a series of t-tests 
revealed that no significant differences existed between visitors’ perceptions 
of crowding and the site visited, group size, and the socio-demographic char-
acteristics of visitors. 

Fundamentally, the most important outcome of this study message is that 
crowding is an important perceptual impact and influences visitor satisfac-
tion during the off-season. Researchers and parks management agencies need 
to appreciate the role of crowding for the satisfaction in the off-season and 
especially for temporally displaced visitors. Consequently, crowding should 
be considered and managed through creating accurate expectations, not only 
during peak periods of visitation, but also during the off-season, when visi-
tors sensitive to crowding are more likely to be at the destination.

References
Chang, Y. C. (1997). Using computer simulation to manage the crowding problem in 

national parks. Landscape and Urban Planning, 37(2), 147–161.
Cole, D., & Stewart, W. (2002). Variability of user-based evaluative standards for 

backcountry encounters. Leisure Sciences, 24(2), 313–324.
Deng, J., Qiang, S., Walker, G. J., & Zhang, Y. (2003). Assessment on and perception 

of visitors’ environmental impacts of nature tourism: A case study of Zhangiajie 
National Forest Park, China. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 11(6), 529–548.

Ditton, R. B., Fedler, A. J., & Graefe, A. R. (1983). Factors contributing to recreational 
perceptions of crowding. Leisure Sciences, 5(4), 273–288.

Fleishman, L., Feitelson, E., & Salomon, I. (2004). The role of cultural and demo-
graphic diversity in crowding perception: Evidence from nature reserves in Israel. 
Tourism Analysis, 9(1–2), 23–40. 

Fleishman, L., Feitelson, E., & Salomon, I. (2007). Behavioural adaptations to crowding 
disturbance: Evidence from nature reserves in Israel. Leisure Sciences, 29(1), 37–52. 

Graham, R., Nilsen, P., & Payne, R. J. (1988). Visitor management in Canadian 
national parks. Tourism Management, 9(1), 44–62.



530 • crowding and visitor satisfaction during the off-season 

Hammitt, E. W. (1980). Outdoor recreation: Is it a multi-phase experience? Journal of 
Leisure Research, Second quarter 1980, 107–116.

Hammitt, E. W., & Patterson, E. M. (1991). Coping behaviour to avoid visual behaviours: 
Its relationship to wildland privacy. Journal of Leisure Research, 23(2), 225–237. 

Hammitt, E. W., & Patterson, E. M. (1993). Use patterns and solitude preferences of 
shelter campers in Great Smoky Mountains National park, U.S.A. Environmental 
Management, 38(1), 43–53.

Herberlein, T. A., & Shelby, B. (1977). Carrying capacity, values, and the satisfaction 
model: A reply to Greist. Journal of Leisure Research, 9(2), 142–148.

Hwang, N. S., Lee, C., & Chen, H. J. (2005). The relationship among tourists’ involve-
ment, place attachment and interpretation satisfaction in Taiwan’s national parks. 
Tourism Management, 26(2), 143–156.

Johnson, A. K., & Dawson, C. P. (2004). An exploratory study of the complexities of 
coping behaviour in adirondack wilderness. Leisure Sciences, 26(2), 281–293.

Kearsley, G., & Croy, W. G. (2001). A sustainable tourism programme: A review. Research 
Paper Number One, Public Policy Research Institute. Dunedin: University of Otago. 

Kerkvliet, J., & Nowell, C. (2000). Tools for recreation management in parks: The 
case of the Greater Yellowstone’s Blue-Ribbon Fishery. Ecological Economics, 34(1), 
89–100.

Lee, H., & Graefe, A. R. (2003). Crowding models at an arts festival: Extending crowd-
ing models to the Frontcountry. Tourism Management, 24(1), 1–11. 

Li, Y. (2000). Geographical consciousness and tourism experience. Annals of Tourism 
Research, 27(4), 863–883.

Manning, E. R., & Ciali, C. P. (1980). Recreation density and user satisfaction: A further 
explanation of the satisfaction model. Journal of Leisure Research, 12(4), 329–345.

Manning, E. R., Valliere, A. W., Wang, B., & Jacobi, C. (1999). Crowding norms, alter-
native measurement approaches. Leisure Sciences, 21(1), 97–115. 

Manning, E. R., & Valliere, A. W. (2001) Crowding in outdoor recreation: Causes 
and consequences of crowding among community residents. Journal of Leisure 
Research, 33(4), 410–426.

Manning, E. R., Lawson, R. S., Newman, P., Laven, D., & Valliere, A, W. (2002). 
Methodological issues in measuring crowding related norms in outdoor recrea-
tion. Leisure Sciences, 24(3), 339–348.

Manning, E. R. (2003). What to do about crowding and solitude in parks and wilder-
ness? A reply to Stewart and Cole. Journal of Leisure Research, 35(1), 107–118.

Marion, J. L., & Reid, S. E. (2007). Minimising visitor impacts to protected areas: The 
efficacy of low impact education programs. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 15(1), 
5–24.

Master, H., & Prideaux, B. (2000). Culture and vacation satisfaction: A study of Taiwanese 
tourists in South East Queensland. Tourism Management, 21(3), 445–449.



crowding and visitor satisfaction during the off-season  • 531

Mowen, A. J., Vogelsong, H. G., & Graefe, A. R. (2003). Perceived crowding and its 
relationship to crowd management practices at park and recreation events. Event 
Management, 8(2), 63–72.

Neal, D. J., Sirgy, J. M., & Uysal, M. (1999). The role of satisfaction with leisure travel/ 
tourism services and experience in satisfaction with leisure life and overall life. 
Journal of Business Research, 44(2), 153–163.

Needham, M. D., Rollins, B. R., & Wood, B. C. (2004). Site-specific encounters, 
norms and crowding of summer visitors at alpine ski areas. International Journal of 
Tourism Research, 6(4), 421–437.

Parks Victoria. (1998). Port Campbell National Park and Bay of Islands Coastal Park 
Management Plan. Kew, Vic.: Parks Victoria.

Pigram, J. A., & Jenkins, J. M. (1999). Outdoor recreation management. London: 
Routledge.

Phillips, A. (2005). Foreword. In G. L., Worboys, M. Lockwood & T. De Lacy (Eds.), 
Protected area management: Principles and Practice (2nd ed.). Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press. 

Ovington, J. D., Groves, K. W., Stevens, P. R., & Tanton, M. T. (1974). Changing 
scenic values and tourist carrying capacity of national parks, an Australian exam-
ple. Journal of landscape Planning, 1(1), 35–50.

Ryan, C., & Cessford, G. (2003). Developing a visitor satisfaction monitoring meth-
odology: Quality gaps, crowding and some results. Current Issues in Tourism, 6(6), 
457–507.

Rydell, K. L., & Culpin, M. S. (2006). Managing the matchless wonders: A history of 
administrative development in Yellowstone National Park. Historic Resource Study 
Volume 3. Yellowstone: Yellowstone Centre for Resources. 

Sinden, A. J. (1976). Carrying capacity as a planning concept for national parks: 
Available or desirable capacity. Journal of Landscape Planning, 2(2), 243–247.

Schneider, I. E., & Hammitt, W. E. (1995). Visitor response to outdoor recreation 
conflict: A conceptual approach. Leisure Sciences, 17(1), 223–234.

Stewart, W. P., & Cole, D. N. (2003). On the prescriptive utility of visitor survey 
research: A rejoinder to Manning. Journal of Leisure Research, 35(1), 119–127.

Tisdell, C., & Wilson, C. (2005). Perceived impacts of ecotourism on environmen-
tal learning and conservation: Turtle watching as a case study. Environment, 
Development and Sustainability, 7(1), 291–302.

Vaske, J. J., & Donnelly, M. P. (2002). Generalizing the encounter-norm-crowding 
relationship. Leisure Sciences, 24(3/4), 255–269.

Yagi, C., & Pearce, P. L. (2007). The influence of appearance and the number of people 
viewed on tourists’ preferences for seeing other tourists. Journal of Sustainable 
Tourism, 15(1), 28–43 



532 • law enforcement perceptions & changes in the united states park service

Law Enforcement Perceptions and 
Changes in the United States Park 
Service: Urban proximity and level 
of enforcement practices 

Christopher J. Wynveen, Texas A&M University

Robert D. Bixler & William E. Hammitt, Clemson University

Abstract • Crime and urban encroachment to United States National Parks 
and other natural resource areas has been a growing problem for land manag-
ers. This study examined how the perceptions of law enforcement rangers have 
developed in respect to the level of enforcement toward law-breaking visitors 
over a 25-year period, and it identified the role of a park unit’s proximity to an 
urban area on this relationship. An Internet survey of US National Park super-
intendents and rangers (n=527) was conducted in 2005. Data indicated that 
the severity of the techniques used by law enforcement in the National Park 
Service has not changed in recent times; however, when parks are closer to 
urban areas, law enforcement rangers use more intense (e.g., arrest versus pre-
vention) enforcement techniques. The results of this study indicated a need for 
research concerning how level of enforcement affects the experiences of both 
law-breaking and law-abiding visitors.

Key words: crime, urban encroachment, national parks, perceptions, law 
enforcement, United States

Introduction
Public land agencies are continually adapting to changes in visitor-use pat-
terns and behaviours. These changes in visitor behaviour, along with recent 
political developments, have placed United States’ federal, state, and local 
land agencies in precarious positions (Cortner & Moot, 1999). The decisions 
facing land management agencies during much of the last century focused on 
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recreational facility development and resource protection. Recently, however, 
managers have been called on to focus more of their attention on managing 
visitors’ safety in national parks and forests in the United States. The demands 
placed on law enforcement personnel as a result of this paradigm shift have 
had an effect on how managers utilize law enforcement officers. For example, 
the National Park and Conservation Association (NPCA, 2002: 13) wrote: 

Dennis Burnett, the Park Service’s law enforcement administrator, said 400 
rangers left their parks in February to aid with security at sites around the 
country. . . . On the 4th of July, another 300 rangers guarded sites such as 
Mount Rushmore and the Gateway Arch in St. Louis. ‘The real impact has been 
to visitors,’ said Burnett, ‘and it continues.’

These temporary reassignments have continued in response to changes in 
threats and visitor use of certain natural and cultural resource areas. Clearly, 
since managers have had to reprioritise the duties of law enforcement officers 
in the National Park Service (NPS), the need to understand security issues, 
crime, and law enforcement has become increasingly important. The reliance 
on law enforcement as a visitor management technique may have conse-
quences to the visitor’s recreation experience and the relationship of employ-
ees within the NPS.

One common thread concerning visitor experience and safety is the pres-
ence of criminal activity; whether assault, drug use, terrorism, or resource theft 
in national parks. Overall criminal activity in protected areas (land maintained 
by federal, state, local, and non-governmental agencies for the purposes of 
resource protection and recreation) is low compared to urban areas: however, 
urban encroachment of protected areas has led to an increase in certain criminal 
activity, such as drug manufacture and gang related crimes (Chavez & Tynon, 
2000). ‘[Criminal activities] can have adverse psychological effects on visitors, 
as well as major impacts on organizational budgets’ (Gramann, Bonifield, & 
Kim, 1995: 31). Fletcher (1983) and Coble, Selin, & Erickson (2003) indi-
cated that as visitors’ perceptions of fear of criminal activity increase, they 
will stop or modify their use of an area. To ensure visitor safety and effect a 
decrease in perceptions of crime, law enforcement has had to become more of 
an integral part of resource management (Heinrichs, 1982).

Accompanying the increased role of law enforcement is the need to better 
understand the perceptions of visitors and managers toward crime and law 
enforcement. However, law enforcement and crime in protected natural 
resource areas has received limited attention in recreation research (Budruk & 
Manning, 2003; Chavez & Tynon, 2000; Gramann et al., 1995). A specific gap 
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that exists in the literature concerns knowledge of how managers and their 
law enforcement officers perceive crime in protected areas. One study of note, 
Philley and McCool (1981), found that NPS employees’ perceptions of crime 
rates were not highly associated with perceptions of crime or law enforce-
ment practices. The authors found that younger employees advocated the use 
of harder levels of enforcement (e.g., arrest and citation versus prevention 
and education) than older employees. Philley and McCool hypothesised that 
many of these younger employees would be park superintendents and other 
managerial personnel in 20 years. Therefore, to evaluate their hypothesis a 
replication of their study after the year 2000 is needed.

The purpose of this research was twofold. First, it compared the percep-
tions of law enforcement as a management technique in today’s NPS. This 
analysis sought to determine if the level of law enforcement practices advo-
cated by NPS law enforcement rangers has changed between 1981 and 2005. 
Second, this study examined the impact of urban proximity to natural resource 
areas in regards to law enforcement perceptions and practices. Specifically, 
the relationship of urban proximity to a national park and the enforcement 
practices reported by rangers in the park were analysed.

Review of literature
Little recent research exists on law enforcement in recreation resource man-
agement. What does exist addresses visitors’ perceptions of crime and pres-
ence of law enforcement (i.e. law enforcement rangers presence increases vis-
itors’ perception of safety) in an outdoor recreation setting (Harris & Brown, 
1972; Heinrichs, 1982; Pendleton, 2000). However, general literature from 
the criminal justice field provides some help in understanding law enforce-
ment in the NPS. The Pendleton (2000) study and the subsequent literature 
reflect a criminal justice paradigm rather than that of criminology. Although 
related fields, criminology focuses on the making, breaking, and societal reac-
tion to laws whereas criminal justice focuses on the impact of law enforce-
ment on crime and society (O’Connor, 2005).

Recreation and criminal activity
For this study, criminal activity is described as a behaviour that violates laws 
or rules set forth by a public body. This definition of crime holds that for 
behaviour to be called a crime it must be labelled so by society: ‘One of the 
most powerful “boundary maintaining mechanisms” is the social meaning, 
and subsequent labelling, of particular deviant acts as crime’ (Pendleton, 
1997: 40). Hence, behaviour may be a crime at one point in time and not at 
another depending on the reactions of society. 
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It could be assumed that crime and recreation are not strongly related in 
any manner. However, Pendleton (2000: 113) writes, ‘the meaning of crime 
and the meaning of leisure are determined by interactions between people 
and between people and the settings in which they find themselves.’ The 
interaction between people and crime is the basis of a few studies on visitor 
perceptions of safety and how those perceptions change visitors’ behaviour. 
Fletcher (1983: 34) found that crime impacts an individual’s recreation in the 
following ways: ‘(1) . . . actual and perceived safety and security problems 
appeared to affect negatively the use and enjoyment of parks; . . . (2) safety 
and security concerns were reasons for reduced use and enjoyment of the 
parks by a minority of those users interviewed.’

The mechanisms involved in creating the negative impact of crime on 
recreation are many. The literature cites two main constructs linking crime 
and the recreation experience; constraints and Csikszentimihalyi’s ‘flow expe-
rience’. Crawford and Godbey (1987), Crawford, Jackson, & Godbey (1991), 
and Mannell and Kleiber (1997) have all indicated that fear can be a con-
straint to leisure participation. Hence, fear for personal safety and of crime 
may inhibit an individual from enjoying or even participating in recreation 
on protected lands. The flow experience, which matches skill level and chal-
lenge of experience over time to create satisfaction, may also be affected by 
perceptions of crime and safety. For example, if visitors perceive crime to be 
a problem to be overcome during their recreation experience they may ques-
tion their ability to negotiate the perceived dangers inherent to crime, creat-
ing a diminished and unsatisfactory leisure experience (Coble et al., 2003).

Although crime has direct and indirect negative impacts on recreation, 
the techniques used to deter criminal behaviour may also have an indirect 
impact on recreation. For example, rules and regulations designed to encour-
age appropriate visitor behaviour also confine the recreational experience: 
‘On the one hand is the need to maintain law and order in the park. On the 
other is the need to recognize law enforcement practices may negatively and 
unfairly impact the average visitor’ (Philley & McCool, 1981: 367). Lucas 
(1982) postulated that rules and recreation are opposed to each other when 
freedom of choice is considered. Perceived freedom is a main tenet of rec-
reation; however, regulations limit that freedom. Hence, although the rules 
and regulations are developed for the good of the resource and visitor, they 
create a burden on the recreational experience of the law-abiding visitor. 
Furthermore, Hammitt and Cole (1998: 222) posit: ‘Regulations are particu-
larly undesirable toward the primitive end of the recreational opportunity 
spectrum, where regimentation is supposed to be low.’ Clearly, both criminal 
behaviour and management techniques designed to limit these behaviours 



536 • law enforcement perceptions & changes in the united states park service

constrain visitors. Thus, it is important for rangers to choose enforcement 
techniques carefully. However, in order for law enforcement officers to make 
wise decisions, further research is needed on the enforcement techniques cur-
rently advocated by rangers. 

Perceptions of crime in protected areas 
Although criminal activity occurs in protected areas, it is unclear if the 
amount of crime occurring is perceived accurately. Chavez and Tynon (2000) 
indicated there is a lack of public awareness of crime in US national forests. 
Dunham and Alpert (2001: 240) indicated that citizens do not understand the 
forces underlying the crime rate: ‘Crime rates are affected by vast social, eco-
nomic, and political forces.’ Where do these perceptions originate? This ques-
tion has yet to be fully answered. Philley and McCool (1981) indicate sources 
such as gossip, hearsay, and (un)informed guessing. Among law enforcement 
rangers, they posit that perceptions may be influenced by background, law 
enforcement experience, and length of tenure in dealing with crime. 

Regardless of the basis for crime perceptions, they exist and are cor-
related with a number of factors. Philley and McCool (1981) found that 
among NPS managers, the perception of the amount of serious crime was 
positively correlated to the number of acts of vandalism reported in the park. 
Furthermore, they indicated that managers’ perceptions were affected more 
by the total number of criminal acts rather than the crime rate (acts per 
100 000 visitors). 

Although perceptions of crime do not correlate exactly with the actual 
number of criminal activities, it is meaningful to understand the different 
types of crimes occurring in land managed by the NPS. In the most recent 
summation of crime on NPS lands, the International Association of Chiefs of 
Police (IACP, 2000) divided crime into two categories: ‘serious crime’ (crimes 
against people and property) and ‘less serious crime’ (e.g., drug use and dis-
orderly conduct). The IACP (2000) indicated that between 1995 and 1999 
‘serious crime’ declined by 12.1% (about one visitor per 100 000 was vic-
timised by crime in 1999), whereas in 1999 less serious crime increased by 
12.2% (about 10 visitors per 100 000 was impacted by less serious crime). Of 
the less serious crimes, violations against the natural resource made up about 
52% of the total crimes, followed by liquor law violations (11%), vandal-
ism (9%), and drug abuse (7%). In examining the parks with the 20 highest 
total criminal offences, for the year 1997, it appears that these crimes are not 
only occurring in heavily visited parks, such as Yellowstone (8906 reported 
crimes; 2 889 513 annual visitors) but also in less visited parks such as White 
Sands (1200 reported crimes; 629 507 annual visitors) (IACP, 2000). These 
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findings suggest that visitation is not the only variable impacting the amount 
of crime. 

Given that the less serious crimes have been the most prevalent and that 
perceptions of crime are often based on total criminal acts not types of vio-
lations (Philley & McCool, 1981), the majority of analysis is based on per-
ceptions of less serious crime. Moreover, according to Corman and Mocan 
(2005), perceptions of total crime are significantly affected by these less seri-
ous acts. This phenomenon has been referred to as the ‘Broken Windows’ 
approach to law enforcement (see Dunham & Alpert, 2001). 

Law enforcement
Over the past 20 years, the public’s perceptions of crime in protected areas has 
increased. With the influx of urban crimes such as assault, abuse, and drugs 
into the parks the role of the law enforcement ranger has shifted from natural 
resource protection to include visitor safety and protection (Chavez & Tynon, 
2000; Lukas, 1999). Lukas (1999) suggested that the additional responsibili-
ties that have occurred with these changes have led to a shift in the way law 
enforcement rangers view their relationship to the public. Lukas posits that 
‘rangers, like their police counterparts, are confronted with the “us vs. them” 
mentality. This may be leading to the formation of a police subculture within 
the National Park Service’ (p. 19). This shift within the NPS may have led to 
a change in perceptions among different groups both outside and within the 
NPS. These changes may cause a greater division concerning law enforce-
ment practices between concerned groups. To stem this phenomenon Lukas 
suggested the continued use of low-key law enforcement. To analyse Lukas’s 
assertion, research is needed to understand the current level of enforcement 
being advocated in the parks. Crimes in parks, resulting in negative outcomes 
to people, and cultural resources, are committed for many reasons. Hence, 
many law enforcement tactics must be employed to combat the multifaceted 
nature of crime. In general, there are two groups of options officers can use. 
Specific strategies usually fall into categories labelled either as ‘soft’ or ‘hard’ 
enforcement. 

Soft enforcement aims to reduce criminal activity using education and per-
suasion campaigns rather than the use of tickets, citations, and arrests. ‘Soft 
enforcement encourages compliance through informal methods of education, 
prevention, and community relations’ (Pendleton, 1998a: 552). Specifically, a 
soft approach prompts visitor behaviour through physical design, monitoring 
and improvement of safety conditions, and visitor cooperation (Jubenville, 
1978). For example, the mere presence of a law enforcement officer is consid-
ered soft enforcement. Swearingen and Johnson (1995), for example, found 
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that the presence of a ranger curtailed off-trail hiking in Mt Rainier National 
Park. 

In contrast, hard enforcement includes formal sanctions such as ticket-
ing, arrests, and/or stern warnings (Pendleton, 1998a). ‘This is equated by 
the public with the typical police action of most city police forces; however, it 
is absolutely necessary in light of the many deliberate law and regulation vio-
lations within most park and recreation areas’ (Jubenville, 1978: 215). Since 
hard enforcement may hamper an enjoyable park experience, managers of 
protected areas have encouraged soft enforcement (Lukas, 1999). Two of the 
reasons for advocating the use of soft enforcement are perceived freedom 
and effectiveness. As stated earlier, perceived freedom is an important tenet 
of recreation, hence managers have advocated soft tactics as a way to handle 
depreciative behaviour while maximising the perceived freedom of recrea-
tionists (Manning, 1999). Secondly, soft techniques have been found to be 
effective in handling all but the most serious crime (Knopf & Andereck, 
2004). Gramann et al. (1995) attributed the effectiveness of soft techniques 
to social responsibility. Visitors follow rules and regulations for the benefit of 
themselves and others because abiding by the rules has a positive outcome 
for people like themselves. Pendleton (1998b: 40) states that ‘land manage-
ment agencies have considered soft enforcement as a productive means to 
manage their dual mandate to ensure public enjoyment and protect the natu-
ral setting.’

However, with a recent increase in perceptions of crime in the nation’s 
parks (Pendleton, 1996, 1997) there has been a growing shift away from 
soft enforcement. As early as 1982, Heinrichs indicated that some manag-
ers felt that low-calibre authority may not be enough to handle the increas-
ing threat of crime. The increased perception of crime has motivated some 
managers to look for professional law enforcement personnel who are not 
afraid to use hard tactics against criminal activity (Pendleton, 1998b; Shore, 
1994). Research support for the use of harder enforcement measures also 
exists. Dwyer, Huffman, and Jarrat (1989) and Bury and Fish (1980) found 
that some undesirable behaviour is better managed through direct obtrusive 
measures than by soft tactics. Also, Swearingen and Johnson (1995) indicated 
that when law-abiding visitors identify a perceived need for resource protec-
tion they may prefer more direct law enforcement practices. 

This review documents the need for increased understanding of percep-
tions of law enforcement priorities, duties, and responsibilities and a further 
understanding of the type and level of enforcement currently advocated by 
park rangers. To further this understanding of law enforcement in protected 
areas the remainder of this paper presents a study that analysed NPS super-
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intendents’ and rangers’ perceptions of crime and current law enforcement 
techniques. 

Methods
Data for this analysis were collected as part of a larger study, via a Web-based 
survey in March 2005. A census was conducted of full-time NPS rangers and 
superintendents. The population, invited to participate by email, included 
superintendents, certified full-time law enforcement rangers, and other rang-
ers not currently having full-time law enforcement duties. 527 individuals 
returned a survey. Since the NPS allowed only one contact to be made during 
the data collection process, descriptive statistics were used to compare the 
respondents to the population to ensure the respondents were representative 
(Dillman, 2000). A Web survey was chosen because it was determined to 
be the most appropriate way of contacting individuals across all States and 
territories of the United States. Furthermore, Dillman (2000) indicated that 
response rates and response validity is similar or better than a mail survey 
when dealing with a population that has complete email and World-wide 
Web access as do the NPS employees. 

Items regarding level of enforcement were adapted from an instrument 
designed by Philley and McCool (1981) for their study on perceptions and 
practices of national park law enforcement. Six of the nine items in Philley 
and McCool’s law enforcement practices scale (LPRACS) were used in the 
current study instrument. Three items were dropped in the present study 
because changes in law and NPS policy over the past 25 years made those 
items obsolete. The items dropped regarded the discretion in the wearing 
of firearms while on law enforcement duty (now required), discretion in 
notification of the United States’ Federal Bureau of Investigation for certain 
offences (now mandated by policy when applicable), and discretion in the 
use of lights and siren in a high speed vehicle pursuit (required by policy if 
disregarding traffic signs and signals). 

The six items used to assess perceptions of law enforcement techniques 
measured whether respondents preferred hard or soft approaches to law 
enforcement in national park units. The present study used an ordinal 
7-point bipolar scale where the respondent indicated how much they agreed 
with a given violation and law enforcement response, whereas the Philley and 
McCool study used a 5-point scale.

Regarding the second purpose of this analysis, respondents were first asked 
to indicate their perceptions of the frequency of 17 types of crime (Table 1) 
on a 6-point scale. To asses the effect of urban encroachment on the level of 
enforcement advocated by rangers, six items were developed for this survey 
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and combined with similar items from the Philley and McCool (1981) study. 
These additional items were designed to reflect the wide range of violations 
encountered by law enforcement rangers at the time the study was conducted 
and to reflect changes in policy and laws since Philley and McCool conducted 
their study. All 12 items can be found in Table 2. 

Data analysis
Frequencies, percentages, and measures of central tendency were calculated 
to describe current perceptions of NPS Rangers. To determine if there had 
been a change in the overall perceptions of NPS superintendents and rangers 
regarding the level of law enforcement tactics from the time of the Philley and 
McCool (1981) study to the present study (2005), similar items in each study 
were compared. Reliability analysis of the items was conducted for the items 
contained in the present study by calculating a test of internal consistency 
(i.e., Cronbach’s alpha). 

Although the items compared between the two studies were the same, 
they were on different scales. Both scales had a low point equal to strongly 
disagree, a midpoint equal to neither agree nor disagree, and a high point 
equal to strongly agree. To compare the items in each study the scales were 
standardised using z-score standardisation. Then similar items were matched 
and a paired samples t-test was used to determine if there were differences 
in the mean response on the items in Philley and McCool’s study versus the 
present study. The same method was used to compare a composite score of all 
items in each of the two studies. 

The second part of the analysis was to assess whether urban-encroachment 
on protected areas affected the frequency of crime and the level of enforce-
ment that rangers perceived in the parks. To accomplish this a one-way analy-
sis of variance was conducted for each relationship. The independent vari-
able used was distance from park to an urban area (75 000 people or more). 
The dependent variables for the relationship with crime type was a 6-point 
frequency scale (0=no occurrence; 3=moderate occurrences; and 5=heavy 
occurrences) for each type of crime. The dependent variable for the relation-
ship with level of law enforcement was created by forming a composite score 
of the 12 items in Table 2. The rating scale for this variable remained the same 
as it was for the individual items: 1 was equal to ‘strongly disagree;’ 4 equalled 
‘neither disagree/agree’; and 7 was equal to ‘strongly agree’. 

Results 
About two thirds of the total respondents (n=527) were male (n=342, 68.4%). 
The mean age was 44.3 (sd=9.2) with a range of 23 to 65. The length of 
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employment with the NPS ranged from less than 1 year to over 40 years, with 
a mean of 18.2 years (sd=8.9). Almost three quarters of respondents (71.7%) 
had full-time law enforcement experience within the NPS. In addition, 76.7% 
of the rangers currently worked in parks within 161 km of a metropolitan 
area of 75 000 persons or more. 

Comparison between level of enforcement in 1980 and 2005
The 6-item scale measuring the level of enforcement was found to be reliable 
(Chronbach alpha=.85). As noted in the methods section above, the level of 
enforcement practices ratings were standardised for comparison between the 
present study and that of Philley and McCool (1981). The paired t-tests indi-
cate that there were no significant differences for each pair of means tested. 
That is to say there were no significant changes in responses to the items 
measuring level of law enforcement between Philley and McCool’s study con-
ducted in 1980 and the present study conducted in 2005.

To analyse the possible evolution of perceptions of level of enforcement 
between the two studies, composite scores were calculated from the individ-
ual items in the scale from each study and then standardised. At first glance, 
it appeared that current law enforcement rangers advocated a harder level of 
enforcement then those in 1980. However, the difference was non-significant 
(z-score difference=-0.031, df=193, t=-0.306, p=.706).

Impact of urban proximity on crime perceptions and level of enforcement
The analysis of the relationship between proximity of a national park and 
NPS rangers’ perceptions of the frequency of crime indicates that certain 
crimes are perceived to occur at different frequencies at different distances 
from urban areas (Table 1). ‘Serious crimes’, such as burglary, arson, motor 
vehicle theft, homicide, robbery and vandalism are perceived to occur sig-
nificantly more frequently in parks closer to urban areas. For instance, on a 
6-point rating scale (0=no occurrences, 3=moderate occurrence, and 5=heavy 
occurrence) respondents indicated that motor vehicle theft occurred more 
frequently at parks within 80 km of an urban area ( x =1.04) than at parks 80 
or more kilometres from an urban area ( x =0.65). Motor vehicle theft is the 
only crime that is significantly different between the two lowest distance cat-
egories. Burglary, arson, homicide, robbery, and vandalism are all significantly 
different at parks over 320 km from an urban area and those within 320 km of 
an urban centre. Hence, the results indicate that although proximity to urban 
areas does affect the perception of the frequency of these crimes, the percep-
tions do not change at each distance interval. 
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The opposite relationship was found concerning ‘less serious crime’, such 
as wildlife poaching and artefact theft. These crimes are perceived to occur 
at significantly higher levels at parks more distant from urban areas. For 
instance, wildlife poaching occurs more frequently at parks between 80 and 
320 km from an urban centre ( x =2.38) than at parks within an 80 km of an 

Table 1. Perceived frequency of crime types with regards to distance of park from 
an urban area (n= 515) 

Distance in kilometres of park  
from urban area (n)

Criminal behaviour F p
Less than 80 

(281) 80 – 320 (180)
320 or 

greater (54)

Serious crime

Burglary 4.07 0.02 1.49a 1.23a,b 1.02b

Theft 1.60 0.20 2.18 1.96 1.98

Arson 4.02 0.02 0.80a 0.71a 0.38b

Motor Vehicle Theft 7.89 0.01 1.04a 0.65b 0.62b

Homicide 3.63 0.03 0.54a 0.41a,b 0.28b

Rape 0.28 0.76 0.61 0.58 0.52

Robbery 6.20 0.01 0.88a 0.71a 0.35b

Aggravated Assault 1.12 0.33 1.17 1.26 0.96

Less serious crime

Assault 0.49 0.61 1.33 1.46 1.36

Liquor violations 0.13 0.88 2.94 2.87 2.83

Drug violations 0.70 0.50 2.89 2.80 2.60

Wildlife poaching 3.56 0.03 1.97a 2.38b 2.06a,b

Plant/Tree theft 1.07 0.34 1.38 1.55 1.26

Artifact theft 8.75 0.01 1.46a 2.04b 1.85a,b

Vandalism 6.85 0.01 2.94a 2.84a 2.11b

Other resource damage 0.28 0.76 2.76 2.86 2.71

Traffic violations 2.12 0.12 3.29 3.11 2.76

 a,b Means with different superscripts indicate statistically significant difference at the 0.05 
 level
 Means based on a 5-point frequency rating scale (0=no occurrence; 3=moderate occurrences; 
 and 5=heavy occurrences)
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urban area ( x =1.97). It should be noted that there is no significant differ-
ence between the farthest distant category and the closest category in regards 
either the perceived occurrences of wildlife poaching or artefact theft. The 
mean value for perception of occurrence of wildlife poaching ( x =2.06) and 
artefact theft ( x =1.85) at distances over 320 km from an urban area differed 
only from the 80–320 km category, but not from the less than 80 km from an 
urban area category (poaching x =1.97; artefact theft x =1.46).

Overall participants indicated a slight preference for a harder level of 
enforcement concerning each of the 12 indicators (Table 2). Only speeding 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for items regarding level of enforcement (n=521)

Item Mean1
Standard 
deviation Median

Natural resource regulations, such as picking wildflowers, 
should be strictly enforced 
 by citations.

3.68 1.65 4

A visitor travelling 10 mph over the posted speed limit 
should always be cited.

3.69 1.77 4

Visitors who are not camping in designated areas must be 
cited and moved 
 immediately.

4.36 1.59 4

Visitors with uncontrolled pets should be cited. 4.37 1.56 4

Visitors in restricted areas should be cited or arrested. 4.53 1.55 5

Visitors seen littering should be cited. 5.05 1.75 5

All visitors smoking marijuana should be cited or arrested. 5.06 2.01 6

Visitors engaged in public indecency should be cited and/
or arrested.

5.38 1.73 6

The feeding of bears or other wildlife is an illegal activity 
that should be enforced by 
 citations.

5.42 1.57 6

Publicly intoxicated visitors should always be arrested or 
detained.

5.42 1.58 6

Visitors vandalizing rocks, trees, picnic tables, etc. by 
carving should be cited or 
 arrested.

6.04 1.21 6

Visitors who remove cultural or historic artefacts should 
always be cited or arrested.

6.11 1.24 7

1 Means based on a 7-point agreement scale, where 1=strongly disagree, 4=neither disagree/
agree, and 7=strongly agree
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( x =3.68, sd=1.65) and picking wildflowers ( x =3.69, sd=1.77) warranted a 
softer enforcement approach according to participants. Vandalism to resources 
or park property ( x =6.04, sd=1.21) and artefact theft ( x =6.11; sd=1.24) 
were perceived by respondents as deserving the use of techniques at the hard-
est level of enforcement. To test the impact of proximity to an urban area on 
the level of perceived enforcement, the 12 items from Table 2 were used to 
create a composite variable. The composite was created on the same 7-point 
scale as the original items to represent perceptions of a hard level of enforce-
ment. Hence, the higher the mean value for each item and for the composite 
score the harder the level of enforcement that the respondent agreed with. A 
Cronbach’s alpha of .86 (indicating an acceptable internal consistency) was 
calculated to measure the scale’s internal consistency reliability. 

There was a statistically significant difference (F
df=13.609,486.868 

=3.52; 
p≤0.008) in level of law enforcement among the distance from park to urban 
area categories. Table 3 indicates that the level of enforcement at park units 
over 320 km from an urban area ( x =4.60) was statistically significantly dif-
ferent from park units that are 40 to 75 km from an urban area ( x =5.09) and 
park units less than 40 km from an urban area ( x =5.06). The other distance 
categories were not statistically different from each other. Hence, in general, 
as rangers work in a park unit closer to an urban area with over 75 000 people 
they are more likely to agree with a harder level of enforcement.

Table 3. Differences among distance categories concerning level of enforcement 
(n=508)

Enforcement level*

Approximate Distance of park from urban area n Softer Harder

 321 km and over 54 4.60a

 160 to 320 km 69 4.79a,b 4.79a,b

 80 to 159 km 111 4.84a,b 4.84a,b

 40 to 79 km 86 5.09b

 Under 40 km 188   5.06b

Fdf=13.609,486.868 =3.52; p≤0.008
a,b Means with different superscripts indicate a statistically significant 
 difference at the 0.05 level
* Higher means indicate agreement to harder levels of enforcement
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Discussion and conclusion
With the exception of more law enforcement experience, this sample is repre-
sentative of the population of full-time National Park Service rangers. Similarly, 
the respondents to the Philley and McCool (1981) study were mostly male 
(92.4%) and between 40 and 50 years of age (44.9%). Most respondents had 
a tenure length with the NPS of 16 to 20 years. The majority of respondents 
(75.6%) were employed in a park within 161 km of an urban area. Clearly, the 
samples are similar and the only differences are due to demographic changes 
(more women in the ranger workforce) in the make-up of Park Service super-
intendents and rangers over the past 25 years. Furthermore, there were no 
significant differences between males and females in regard to the items used 
in this analysis.

These analyses suggested that NPS superintendents and rangers do not 
perceive that the level of enforcement they advocate has changed in a quar-
ter of a century. There were no differences in the overall score for level of 
enforcement. Each of the violations described in the individual items did not 
elicit disagree-agree scores for a higher level of enforcement today than they 
did 25 years ago among NPS employees.

The second objective of this study was to identify relationships concerning 
urban proximity to the park. Urban encroachment was found to differentiate 
the rangers’ perceptions of type and frequency of crime. These data indicate 
that ‘serious crime’ occurs in park units closer to urban areas. This suggests 
that the encroachment of the urban world to resource recreation areas influ-
ences the type of crimes and the perception of the frequency of those crimes. 
These perceptions may be a result of greater infrastructure promoting accessi-
bility of the parks to all users (law abiding and deviant), increased awareness 
on the part of the rangers, or a combination of these factors. This finding sup-
ports the work by Chavez and Tynon (2000) who documented the effects of 
urban encroachment on US Forest Service land. Chaves and Tynon described 
the problems of ‘urban’ crime on forest land in the west. They cited crimes 
such as drug manufacture, assault, and vandalism as occurring frequently in 
their case studies. These data also indicated that ‘less serious crime’, such as 
wildlife poaching and artefact theft, was perceived to occur more frequently 
at parks more distant from the urban areas. Again, the reasons for this rela-
tionship need further study; however, the user base and the size of the more 
remote park units may play a role. 

Since Chavez and Tynon (2000) concluded that with urban encroachment 
comes an increase in crime and Shore (1994) and Pendleton (1998b) found 
that harder levels of enforcement are preferred as crime increases, it follows 
that our results are not surprising. The data indicated that the closer a park 



546 • law enforcement perceptions & changes in the united states park service

was to a large urban area the harder the level of enforcement the rangers 
perceived they used. Logically, the results of this study support the hypothesis 
that a protected area’s proximity to an urban centre affects the perceptions 
of the severity and frequency of crime, which in turn increases the level 
of enforcement technique used by law enforcement officers. Although this 
study supports this hypothesis, further research is needed to confirm the 
relationships described. 

Before drawing any conclusions from these results, the limitations of this 
study must be considered. Both the present study and that of Philley and 
McCool rely on NPS employee self-reports and results are thus based on their 
perceptions. It is possible that although the mean values of the responses 
have not changed, the actual level of enforcement has. Along similar lines, 
this analysis is limited because it considers only NPS employees’ perceptions 
and not those of the visitor. 

Twenty-five years ago Philley and McCool (1981: 369) predicted that in 
20 years ‘the National Park Service will be more enforcement-oriented than 
it ever has been.’ Their hypothesis was based on two findings. First, Philley 
and McCool found that even the youngest employees perceived the serious-
ness of crime as high. They also indicated that based on the perceptions of 
older respondents, who often held even stronger perceptions, the seriousness 
of these crime and law enforcement perceptions increased with experience. 
Secondly, the authors indicated these younger rangers, with their strong law 
enforcement attitudes, would likely move into management positions in the 
time period between 1980 and 2000. Philley and McCool hypothesised that 
when these rangers became managers they would support the use of more 
aggressive law enforcement practices. Thus, based on the responses to their 
survey, Philley and McCool posited that by the year 2000 the NPS, as an 
agency, would be utilising harder forms of law enforcement techniques. 

The comparison between the present study and that of Philley and McCool 
(1981) indicates that perceptions have not changed in the elapsed time. In 
fact, the comparison suggests that the NPS rangers and superintendents have 
not shifted in their enforcement orientation. This is especially true when 
considering the level of enforcement advocated among NPS superintendents 
and rangers. Superintendents and rangers today favour a level of enforcement 
that just barely favours citations and arrest (not statistically significant) over 
softer educational approaches that include verbal warnings and education. 

Were Philley and McCool (1981) wrong in their prediction? It is possi-
ble that their assumption, that younger rangers would advocate harder levels 
of enforcement as they gained experience, was faulty. However, this seems 
contrary to Hunter, Baker and Mayhall’s (2004) assertion that once on the 
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job, officers’ shared experiences shape their personality and work. Another 
explanation of Philley and McCool’s findings may be that they based their 
hypothesis on the fact that traditionally the Ranger Division (including all 
law enforcement rangers) was the ‘stepping stone to becoming a superintend-
ent’ (1981: 369). However, many law enforcement rangers did not take this 
step from ranger to superintendent. This is partly due to the United States 
federal retirement system. As a law enforcement officer, one is eligible to 
retire with full benefits 8 years earlier than an employee not currently holding 
a law enforcement commission. Hence, it may be that Philley and McCool’s 
hypothesis did not reach fruition because those who held the strongest law 
enforcement perceptions chose not to become managers. Thus, these indi-
viduals were never in a position to have a leadership influence on NPS poli-
cies and perceptions regarding level of enforcement. Indeed, according to the 
International Association of Chiefs of Police report on law enforcement in the 
NPS only 58% percent of superintendents in the year 2000 had any previous 
law enforcement experience (IACP, 2000).
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Abstract • Climate change represents one of the most significant challenges 
to humanity in the 21st century and is anticipated to have major consequences 
for the climate-sensitive winter sports tourism sector. This study examined the 
vulnerability of Vermont’s (USA) 18 ski areas. Under the six climate change 
scenarios examined, shortened ski seasons and increased snowmaking require-
ments were projected at all ski areas. Using two broad economic risk criteria 
(100-day ski season, probability of being operational for the Christmas/New 
Year holiday period), only the two low-elevation ski areas (Cochran and Suicide 
Six) were considered highly vulnerable to climate change. Consequently, it is 
not the entire Vermont ski tourism industry that is at risk to climate change but 
rather the individual low lying ski areas. The economic implications remain 
uncertain, but a possible outcome of a contraction of ski areas in the region is 
increased market share among the remaining ski areas.

Key words: climate change, winter sports, ski tourism, economic risk, Vermont, 
USA

Introduction
The United Nations (UN) Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) (2001, 2007a) concluded that some degree of additional climate 
change will be inevitable in the 21st century regardless of efforts made to 
reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Even with effective GHG emission 
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reduction strategies, Schellnhuber, Cramer, Nakicenovic, Wigley, and Yohe 
(2006) suggest that global average temperatures might increase by at least 
another 0.5–2°C by 2100 above the 1.8–6.4°C temperature increase projected 
by the IPCC (2007a). An increase in global temperature by even a few degrees 
could have significant environmental and economic impacts (IPCC, 2001, 
2007b), meaning that economic sectors and individual businesses that are 
better able to adapt to a changing climate will prosper and those that are not 
may decline, relocate, or disappear.

Climate change is anticipated to have profound consequences for the 
highly climate-sensitive tourism sector (Gössling & Hall, 2005; Hamilton, 
Maddison, & Tol, 2005; IPCC, 2007b; Scott, Wall, & McBoyle 2005; Wall, 
1992; United Nations World Tourism Organization [UNWTO], 2003). Climate 
change impacts and adaptation research are relatively well-established in sec-
tors such as agriculture and forestry, but there remains a lack of attention paid 
to the impacts that are being felt within the tourism industry. Tourism is one 
of the largest global economic sectors. The World Travel and Tourism Council 
(2007) estimated that in 2006, tourism generated US$6477.2 billion in eco-
nomic activity, contributed 10.3% to the GDP, and sustained 234 305 000 jobs 
(8.7% of total employment). Despite the economic importance of the tourism 
sector and the consequences for its many climate-sensitive industries, climate 
change impact and adaptation is estimated to lag 5 years behind that of other 
leading sectors (Scott, 2005). 

Only in the last 5 years has the tourism industry recognised its vulner-
ability to climate change (Gössling & Hall, 2005; Scott et al., 2005; UNWTO, 
2003). In 2003 the UN, the WTO and delegates from 45 nations endorsed the 
Djerba Declaration at the First International Conference on Climate Change 
and Tourism. The academic community also expressed an urgent need to 
address our limited understanding of climate change impacts on tourism 
(Gössling & Hall, 2005; Hamilton et al., 2005; Scott et al., 2005). Recognition 
of the urgency of the issue has facilitated rapid growth in climate and tour-
ism–recreation literature which doubled between 1995–99 and 2000–04 
(Scott et al., 2005), but still remains limited in scope (see Scott, Jones, & 
McBoyle, 2006). 

Climate and weather have been shown to significantly impact global, 
regional, and local travel patterns, often acting as important ‘push’ or ‘pull’ fac-
tors in the tourist destination decision-making process (Agnew & Palutikof, 
2006; Amelung, Nicholls, & Viner, 2007; Bigano, Maddison, Hamilton, & Tol, 
2006; Gössling, Bredberg, Randow, Svensson, & Sandström, 2006; Lohmann & 
Kaim, 1999; Maddison, 2001). Lohmann and Kaim (1999) found that 43% of 
German travellers ranked weather as the third most important factor in choos-
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ing their destination, just slightly behind landscape and price. Ontario Ministry 
of Tourism and Recreation (2002) found that 23% of Canadian tourists travel 
south to escape the cold winter weather. Retired Americans travel south to 
Mexico, and Australians commonly travel north to the warm and tropical Gold 
Coast (Maddison, 2001). Gössling et al. (2006) also found more evidence that 
climate plays a role in destination choice when more than 50% of tourists sur-
veyed rated climate as important in their decision to visit Zanzibar. 

The impact that climate change is expected to have on the supply side of the 
tourism industry has received far greater attention than its companion demand 
inquiries. The main impacts are seen within two areas including the impact of: 
1) changing climate as a tourist resource (Amelung & Viner, 2006; Lise & Tol, 
2002; Richardson & Loomis, 2005; Scott & McBoyle, 2001; Scott, McBoyle, & 
Schwartzentruber, 2004), and 2) changing environmental resources required 
for tourism participation (e.g., wildlife, water levels, and natural snow cover-
age) (Bicknell & McManus, 2006; Elsasser & Bürki, 2002; Hamilton et al., 
2005; Pendleton & Mendelsohn, 1998; OECD, 2007; Scott et al., 2002; Scott, 
McBoyle, & Mills 2003; Scott, McBoyle, Mills, & Minogue, 2006; Scott & 
Jones, 2005; Scott, McBoyle, & Minogue, in press; Wall, 1992, 1998; Whetton, 
Haylock, & Galloway, 1996; Wolfsegger, Gössling, & Scott, in press).

The winter recreation–tourism sector is particularly vulnerable to global 
climate change (IPCC, 2001, 2007b; UNWTO, 2003). As such, examination 
of the climate change vulnerability of the winter ski sector has been con-
ducted in several countries, including Australia (Galloway, 1988; Hennessy et 
al., 2003; König, 1998), Austria (Breiling & Charamaza, 1999; OECD, 2007), 
Canada (Lamothe & Periard, 1988; McBoyle & Wall, 1987, 1992; Scott et al., 
2003; Scott, McBoyle et al., 2006; Scott, McBoyle, & Minogue, in press; Scott 
& Jones, 2005), Japan (Fukushima, Kureha, Ozaki, Fujimori, & Harasawa, 
2003), Switzerland (Elsasser & Messerli, 2001; Elsasser & Bürki, 2002; 
König & Abegg, 1997; OECD, 2007), and the United States (Casola, Kay, 
Snover, Norheim, & Binder, 2005; Hayhoe et al., 2004; Lipski & McBoyle, 
1991; Scott, Dawson, & Jones, in press). All of these studies predict negative 
supply-side consequences such as altering the amount and timing of natural 
snow and a reduction in ski season lengths. 

An important limitation in this literature, as outlined by Scott et al. (2003), 
Scott and McBoyle (2007), Scott & McBoyle et al. (2006), is that most climate 
change and ski tourism studies do not incorporate snowmaking as a climate 
adaptation in their assessment of climate change impacts. Only six of the 
aforementioned 17 studies (Hennessy et al., 2003; Scott et al., 2003; Scott & 
McBoyle et al., 2006; Scott, McBoyle, & Minogue, in press; Scott, Dawson, 
& Jones, in press; Scott & Jones, 2005) include snowmaking in physical cal-



climate chANGE VULNERABILITY OF THE VERMONT SKI TOURISM INDUSTRY • 553

culations of the snow pack available for ski operations. Scott and McBoyle 
(2007) suggest that neglecting to consider snowmaking has likely resulted in 
an overestimation of the expected climate change impact for the ski sector in 
areas where snowmaking is widespread, such as ski areas in Eastern North 
America, Australia, Japan and parts of Western Europe. When snowmak-
ing was accounted for, Scott et al. (2003), Scott, McBoyle, and Minogue (in 
press), and Scott, Jones, and McBoyle (2006) found the vulnerability of ski 
areas in the Canadian Provinces of Ontario and Quebec were reduced sub-
stantially versus those reported in earlier studies that did not include snow-
making. For example, Scott, McBoyle, and Minogue (in press) projected 
that with advanced snowmaking capabilities under doubled-atmospheric 
carbon dioxide equivalent scenarios (~2050s) average ski seasons in south-
ern Quebec would decline 4 to 32% while an earlier study by Lamothe and 
Periard Consultants (1988) that did not incorporate snowmaking projected 
season losses in the range of 42 to 87% under similar climate change sce-
narios. Consequently, Scott, McBoyle, and Minogue (in press) recommended 
that reassessments be conducted in other ski regions where previous studies 
did not adequately account for snowmaking. 

The State of Vermont (USA) which, due to its mountainous terrain, is 
considered the preeminent ski destination in Eastern United States and where 
snowmaking already covers approximately 70% of the skiable terrain, is a 
candidate for such a reassessment, and is the focus of this study. Past reports 
have suggested that Vermont’s economically important ski industry is highly 
vulnerable to climate change (Bloomfield & Hamburg, 1997; United States 
National Assessment Team, 2000), but no study has examined the implica-
tions of climate change for Vermont’s individual ski areas that also possess 
some of the most advanced snowmaking systems in the ski industry. 

This study examines the potential impact of climate change on all 18 of 
Vermont’s currently operating ski areas in order to examine the differential 
risk posed to low and high elevation ski areas in the State, and to identify 
which, if any, Vermont communities might need to prepare for the economic 
loss of the ski industry. Vulnerability was accessed by modeling the impact 
projected by six climate change scenarios (three Global Climate Models — 
GFDL, HadCM3, and PCM, each forced with two Greenhouse Gas emission 
scenarios — A1Fi-970 ppm and B1-550 ppm) at three separate time peri-
ods (2010–39, 2040–69, and 2070–99), using four criteria: season length 
with advanced snowmaking; snowmaking requirements in centimetres (cm); 
probability of being operational for 100 days between 15 November 15 April; 
and probability of being operational during the economically important 
Christmas/New Year period (23 December to 3 January). 
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The Vermont (USA) ski tourism industry
Vermont’s historically cold and snowy winter climate combined with its scenic 
mountainous terrain created an ideal location for early development of a ski 
industry. Skiing in Vermont officially began in the early 1900s when people 
from the town of Stowe near Mount Mansfield began using skis to navigate 
treacherous winter roads (Davis, 1998). 

Since then a total of 110 Vermont ski areas have opened and closed again 
(New England Lost Ski Areas Project, 2004). As recently as 1966 there was a 
total of 81 ski areas operating in Vermont (Davis, 1998); more than four times 
as many as today. Of the currently operational 18 ski areas in Vermont there 
are approximately 5987 acres of total skiable terrain, including 1170 different 
trails which are accessed by over 175 lifts (Vermont Ski Areas Association 
[VSAA], 2007). Vermont ranks third in the United States behind Colorado 
and California in terms of annual skier visits, with an average of more than 
four million per year over the past 10 ski seasons. Consequently, the ski tour-
ism sector is a vital contributor to the Vermont economy (US$1.5 billion 
each year), employing over 13 000 people (VSAA, 2004). Skiing is not only 
economically vital to the region but also culturally important considering its 
history and popularity in the region. 

Nicknamed the ‘Green Mountain State’, Vermont has over 223 moun-
tains higher than 610 metres above sea level (masl), which provide pictur-
esque conditions for 18 ski areas, of which 11 have summits above 1000 
masl. While these elevations do not rival those of the mountainous regions 
of Western North America (Rockies, Sierra-Nevadas), they represent some 
of the highest elevation in Eastern North America for skiing and thus offer 
a climate advantage that might reduce their vulnerability to climate change 
relative to regional competitors in other parts of New England, Midwest, and 
Quebec.

The 1980s and early 1990s brought several poor snow seasons, which 
increased the level of investment in snowmaking technology in order to 
reduce inter-annual variability in season length and lengthen the ski season. 
Currently, Vermont ski areas have the capacity to cover an average of 70% of 
ski area terrain with manufactured snow (VSAA, 2007). However this differs 
across individual ski areas. Of the 18 ski areas, 10 have less than 75% coverage, 
five have 50 to 74% coverage, and three have less than 25% coverage (VSAA, 
2007). On average this is much higher than the national average for the United 
States (20% skiable terrain covered), but slightly lower than the Northeast 
regional average (75%) (National Ski Areas Association [NSAA], 2005). 

As an economic sector that is highly influenced by climate, the Vermont 
ski industry may be profoundly affected by future global climate change. 
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Since 1900, annual temperatures across the US Northeast have increased an 
average of 0.08°C (0.14°F) per decade (Hayhoe et al., 2006). From 1970 to 
2002, however, the region has been warming at a higher average rate of 0.28 
°C (0.5°F) per decade. This corresponds to an overall warming for the entire 
region during the last 3 decades of 0.97°C (1.75°F). The increase in aver-
age winter temperatures is even greater, rising an average 0.72°C (1.3°F) per 
decade since 1970 (Hayhoe et al., in press).

Methods
Climate can be measured through various methods. Historical climate data 
is often revealed through paleo-climatic temperature data reconstructions 
using proxy measurements (e.g., tree rings, ice cores, ocean sediments, 
pollen records, boreholes, isotopic age dating). More current measurements 
are compiled through modern techniques including instrumental tempera-
ture records (c. 1850s) and satellite images (c. 1970s) (Burroughs, 2005). 
Projections of climate conditions in the future are primarily derived from 
Global Climate Models (GCMs). 

GCMs are highly complex mathematical models that represent the physi-
cal processes in the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere, and land surface that 
drive the global climate system. They are the most advanced tools currently 
available for simulating the response of the global climate system to increas-
ing GHG concentrations and are the primary tool used by the IPCC in its 
assessments of the physical science of climate change (IPCC, 2007a). In order 
to represent the uncertainty of future climate conditions over the 21st cen-
tury, GHG emission scenarios with high (>1800 gigatonnes of carbon) and 
low (<1000 gigatonnes of carbon) emission trajectories (IPCC, 2001) are run 
through several GCMs developed by scientific teams in many nations.

To assess climate change vulnerability of individual ski areas in Vermont, 
six climate change scenarios were utilised. Changes in ski areas were pro-
jected for three future time periods (2010–39, 2040–69, and 2070–99). The 
six climate change scenarios used were composed of three different Global 
Climate Models (HadCM3, PCM, GFLD), each run under two IPCC-SRES 
emission scenarios, representing a hypothetically high emissions future 
(A1Fi-970 ppm) and a hypothetically low emissions future (B1-550ppm). 

These scenarios are consistent with those used in the recent Northeast 
Climate Impact Assessment (Union of Concerned Scientists, 2006). The 
GCMs were specifically chosen for that assessment and also for this study 
because of their superior performance in reproducing historical climate in the 
region (Hayhoe et al., in press). Further technical rationale for scenario selec-
tion including detailed performance of the three GCMs in the study area, and 
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the methodological details of scenario construction (including downscaling 
from monthly data to daily data) are described in Frumhoff et al., (2007) and 
Hayhoe et al. (2006). However, it should be noted that the scenarios selected 
do not represent the absolute warmest scenarios available under either the 
A1Fi or B1 emission scenario and therefore may be somewhat conservative 
in impact assessments.

As illustrated in Figure 1, the 18 operational ski areas in Vermont are clus-
tered in five main areas of the State. The five clusters encompass between 
two and five operating ski areas: Northeast (Jay Peak, Burke), Northwest 
(Smugglers Notch, Bolton, Stowe, Cochran), Central north (Mad River Glen, 
Middlebury College, Suicide Six), Central south (Killington, Pico, Sugarbush, 
Okemo, Ascutney), and South (Bromley, Magic, Stratton, Mount Snow). 
Gridded climate data (daily temperature and precipitation at 1/8° resolution) 
for both the baseline (1961–90) and future climate change scenarios were 
extracted from Hayhoe et al. (2006), for the grid cell central to each of these 
five clusters of ski areas. The latitude-longitude and average elevation of the 
grid cell representing each of the five ski area clusters are outlined in Table 1. 

Table 1 also reveals that ski areas within the clusters cover very different 
elevation ranges meaning that average temperatures at different ski areas will 
vary considerably. This also means that the average grid cell elevation and 
temperature data extracted from the cell would not represent each ski area 
equally well. To account for the different temperatures at varying elevations at 
individual ski areas, vertical adjustments were made to the temperature data 
extracted from the gridded climate data using a generic lapse rate of +0.65°C 
per 100 m of elevation. The elevation of each ski area was represented by its 
mid-range elevation (summit – base / 2) (Table 1), which is consistent with 
the most comprehensive analysis of the ski industry in the European Alps 
(OECD, 2007) and specifically chosen to facilitate comparisons with that 
study. This approach is, however, different than that of Scott et al. (2003) and 
Scott, Dawson, and Jones (in press), and Scott and McBoyle et al. (2006), who 
used base elevation — the most vulnerable point of a ski area — to represent 
the elevation of ski areas. 

The lapse rate adjusted climate data was then input into the ski opera-
tions model of Scott et al. (2003), Scott & McBoyle et al. (2006), and Scott, 
McBoyle, and Minogue (in press) which is designed to estimate snow depth 
using a snow model that is coupled with a snowmaking module to calcu-
late important ski area operations indicators, including ski season length and 
snowmaking requirements. The snow model that is at the core of the ski 
operations model is a physically based and locally calibrated model that is 
built on methods used to develop the Canadian Daily Snow Depth Database 
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(Brown & Braaten, 1999) and Water Balance Tabulations for Canadian Climate 
Stations (Johnstone & Louie, 1983). Using daily temperature and precipi-
tation inputs, the model estimates snow depth based on the calculation of 
three parameters: amount of precipitation that falls as snow and rain; snow 
accumulation; and snowmelt. Snowfall was added to the snow pack assuming 
a constant density of 400kgm-3, reflecting compaction that occurs by skier 
traffic and surface grooming. The snowmelt equation used in the model was 
developed by the US Army Corps of Engineers (1956). To complete the mod-
eling of daily snow depth at ski areas, a snowmaking module is coupled to 
the snow model. The technical capacities (minimum temperature at which 
snow can be made economically, daily snowmaking capacity) and decision 
rules for the snowmaking module (start/end dates, target snow pack depth 
to maintain) are consistent with Scott et al. (2003), Scott and McBoyle et al. 
(2006), and Scott, McBoyle, and Minogue (in press) and are outlined in Table 
2. The snowmaking capabilities modeled represent those of an advanced 
snowmaking system and the model assumes 100% coverage of skiable ter-
rain. The assumption of 100% coverage of advanced snowmaking capability 
is reasonable for most of the 18 ski areas in the study, with the exceptions of 
Cochran (20%), Mad River Glen (15%), Middlebury (45%), and Suicide Six 
(50%). These four ski areas were modelled the same as the others because 

Figure 1. Vermont (USA) ski areas
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these ski areas could develop this same level of snowmaking capacity (i.e., 
adaptive capacity). It is acknowledged that this study overestimates the cur-
rent snowmaking capabilities of these four ski areas and thus underestimates 
the climate change impacts on these ski areas if they were to choose not to 
add more snowmaking capacity. 

Table 1. Vermont (USA) ski areas location and elevation

Grid Cell
Location

Grid Cell 
Elevation

Ski Area 
(a)

Ski Area
Latitude

Ski Area
Longitude

Mid-
range 

Elevation 
(b)

Northeast  44 45 14 N 388 masl Jay Peak (1) 44 55 28 N 072 31 32 W 881

-71 92 69 W Burke (14) 44 35 00 N 071 54 05 W 691

Northwest  44 31 39 N 551 masl Smugglers’ 
Notch (2)

44 33 19 N 072 47 44 W 712

-72 47 43 W Bolton (3) 44 24 57 N 072 52 11 W 713

  Stowe (3) 42 45 12 N 072 44 40 W 865

  Cochran (4) 44 23 45 N 072 58 55 W 229

Central 
north 

 43 69 02 N
585 masl

Mad River 
Glen (5)

44 12 03 N 072 55 28 W 799

-72 48 29 W Middlebury 
College (6) 

43 55 50 N 072 57 21 W 648

  Suicide Six 
(15)

43 39 53 N 072 32 38 W 267

Central 
south

 43 49 47 N 574 masl Killington (7) 43 37 12 N 072 48 23 W 824

-72 45 30 W Pico (7) 43 51 50 N 072 53 36 W 910

  Sugarbush (8) 44 08 14 N 072 54 24 W 848

  Okemo (9) 43 24 16 N 072 43 56 W 684

  Ascutney (10) 43 26 40 N 072 27 13 W 494

South  43 12 38 N 568 masl Bromley (11) 43 13 40 N 072 56 19 W 798

-72 56 03 W Magic (12) 43 11 48 N 072 45 53 W 618

  Stratton (12) 43 07 41 N 072 54 32 W 876

  Mount Snow 
(13)

42 55 37 N 072 54 21 W 838

(a) correspond to the numbered locations of each ski area in Figure 1
(b) mid-range elevation = summit elevation – base elevation / 2
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From the modeled natural and snowmaking enhanced snow depth, ski 
area operation indicators, including ski season length, snowmaking require-
ments, and probability of being operational during important holiday periods, 
can be examined. The climatic criteria defining an operational ski day were 
adopted from Scott et al. (2003), who derived the criteria from an examina-
tion of 17 years of daily ski operations data from ski areas in Ontario (Canada) 
and communications with ski industry stakeholders in Eastern Canada and 
Eastern US. Ski areas were assumed to close if any of the following climatic 
conditions occurred: snow depth less than 30 cm; maximum temperature 
greater than 15ºC; or 2-day liquid precipitation exceeds 20 mm. It is acknowl-
edged that these criteria may differ slightly in other ski regions; however, 
consultations with stakeholders from the Québec (Canada) and Vermont ski 
industries (Bourque & Scott, 2004; and Scott, 2004 respectively) confirmed 
these criteria were generally transferable to these areas.

For concise presentation of the results, the three GCM’s (GFDL, HadCM3, 
PCM) were averaged for both the lower and higher emission scenarios and 
within each of the three time periods (2010–39, 2040–69, 2070–99).

Table 2. Ski operations model parameters

Snowmaking Capacities and Decision Rules

Start Date = 22 November (Julian day 326) 	 a

End Date = 30 March (Julian day 90) 	 a

Minimum snow base to maintain until Julian day 90 = 60 cm 	 b

Temperature required to start snowmaking = –5	 °C c

Snowmaking capacity = 10 cm / day	
Power cost as percentage of total snowmaking costs = 32%	
100% coverage of skiable terrain 	

a  While the start and end dates for snowmaking were based on regional averages, some 
ski areas attempt to open earlier and continue to make snow into late March to extend the 
season. 
b  Although 30 cm is the minimum operational snow base and the climate suitability threshold 
used to define an operational ski day, ski areas in the region typically produce a deeper snow 
base (usually 50 – 75 cm) early in the ski season in order to have a reserve of snow in case 
of poor weather conditions (high temperatures, rain) later in the ski season. To emulate this 
management strategy, the snowmaking module was designed to maintain a 60 cm snow 
base until the end of March when possible (after the economically important school holiday 
period).
c  While snow can be made at temperatures of approximately –1°C (with low humidity levels 
and special snowmaking additives like ‘SnowMax’), ski area operators and snowmaking 
equipment manufacturers generally identify –5°C as a threshold for efficient snowmaking.
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Climate change vulnerability analysis
Decreasing ski season length
Under both the lower emission (B1) and higher emission (A1Fi) scenarios a 
shorter ski season was projected for every ski area in Vermont. In the 2010–39 
period, average season length decreases of 4 to 14% were projected at individ-
ual ski areas across Vermont (Table 3), with only three ski areas losing 10% 
or more of their ski season even under the higher emission scenario (A1Fi) 
(Cochran, Suicide Six, Ascutney). In the 2040–69 period, projected decreases 
in season length are becoming more pronounced and the differential impact 
of lower and higher emission scenarios became evident. Under the lower 
emission scenario (B1), season losses range from 6 to 14%. Season losses 
are greater under the high emission scenario (A1Fi), with 13 of the ski areas 
losing more than 15% of the ski season, three ski areas losing greater than 
20% of the season, and one with greater than a 25% loss (Cochran). In the 
2070–99 period, a considerable difference in projected season length decrease 
is found between the lower (B1) and higher (A1Fi) emission scenarios, with 
the season losses in the higher emission scenario (A1Fi) projected between 
24 and 46%. The impact of the lower emission scenario (B1) is now approxi-
mately similar to the high emission scenario (A1Fi) in the earlier 2040–69 
time period, with season losses between the 10 to 26% range. 

Table 3 also displays future season length projections for all of the Vermont 
ski areas in days. In both the lower emission (B1) and higher emission (A1Fi) 
scenarios for the 2010–39 time period, all of the Vermont ski areas are able to 
sustain an average ski season of at least 100 days. In the 2040–69 time period, 
the higher emission (A1Fi) scenario projected that the lowest lying ski area 
of Cochran (92 days) was the first ski area no longer able to maintain the 
100-day threshold even with advanced snowmaking. In the 2070–99 period 
under the higher emission (A1Fi) scenario, two of the 18 ski areas are no 
longer able to sustain a 100-day season (Cochran and Suicide Six); however, 
under the lower emission scenario (B1) just one ski area (Cochran) does not 
maintain this threshold. 

Most of the season length losses occur at the beginning of the ski season 
when ski areas are trying to build a snow base with snowmaking. Once open, 
ski areas are often resistant to intermittent closures. While the model reflects 
this business strategy in its choice or parameters, mid-season closures do 
occasionally occur within the model results and as anticipated increase with 
climate change.

Notably, if the length of the ski season modelled with only natural snow 
was instead considered for the two ski areas without comprehensive snow-
making coverage (Mad River Glen at 15% and Cochran at 20% current snow-
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making coverage), then average season length would fall to seven and 44 
days respectively under even the lower emission scenario for the 2010–39 
period. This suggests that if these ski areas do not invest in comprehensive 
snowmaking systems, they would be vulnerable to climate change within the 
next 2 decades.

Increasing snowmaking requirements
As mentioned previously, snowmaking is a vital climate adaptation used 
extensively in the Northeast region of the United States and by all of the 
ski areas in this study. Snowmaking will become even more essential to the 
Vermont ski industry in an era of climate change. Table 4 outlines the future 
snowmaking requirements (in cm) modelled at each of the 18 ski areas. Both 
lower (B1) and higher (A1Fi) emission scenarios project increased snowmak-
ing at each Vermont ski area by more than 25% in the 2010–39 period, with 
some areas requiring more than a 50% increase (Bromley, Magic, Stratton, 
Mount Snow). Under the higher emission (A1Fi) scenario in the 2040–69 
period, snowmaking requirements are projected to increase by 50% for all ski 
areas and by greater than 100% at six areas (Pico, Sugarbush, Bromley, Magic, 
Stratton, Mount Snow). In the 2070–99 period under the higher emission 
(A1Fi) scenario, 14 of the 18 ski areas require at least double the machine-
made snow than in the baseline period, with Cochran and Mount Snow 
requiring more than a 200% increase. At ski areas, Cochran, Suicide Six, and 
Ascutney temperatures become too warm to reliably make snow during parts 
of the winter and their average ski seasons are projected to be cut approxi-
mately in half (Table 4). Under the lower emission (B1) scenario all of the 
ski areas, except Cochran, require more than 50% increase in snowmaking, 
with eight of 18 ski areas projected to require greater than a 75% increase (Jay 
Peak, Killington, Pico, Sugarbush, Bromley, Magic, Stratton, Mount Snow).

Snowmaking under warmer average temperatures will require greater 
energy inputs thereby increasing proportional cost of snowmaking faster 
than the increases in volume requirements outlined in Table 4. The NSAA 
(2005) stated that US Northeast ski areas spent an average of US$727 000 
on snowmaking in 2004/05, representing approximately 5–6% of their total 
operating budget. It remains uncertain which of the ski areas might have 
difficulties coping with the financial strain of increased snowmaking costs 
of the magnitude projected in this study. The exact increase in expenses indi-
vidual ski areas will experience as a result of increased snowmaking require-
ments will depend greatly on their access to water resources, their varying 
power sources, labour requirements, and the efficiency of their equipment. 
Economic data required for a comprehensive assessment of this nature is con-
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Table 4. Changes in snowmaking requirements

Study Areas(a)

1961–90
(b)

A1Fi (high emissions) B1 (low emissions)

2010–39
(c)

2040–69
(c)

2070–99
(c)

2010–39
(d)

2040–69
(d)

2070–99
(d)

cm %∆ %∆ %∆ %∆ %∆ %∆

Jay Peak (1) 68 32 76 144 31 58 79

Burke (14) 93 32 65 110 28 36 63

Smugglers Notch 
(2) 98 34 64 106 31 36 58

Bolton (3) 97 34 65 108 32 37 59

Stowe (3) 79 36 77 130 32 47 70

Cochran (4) 154 31 50 58 29 32 41

Mad River Glen (5) 88 33 68 114 27 41 65

Middlebury (6) 105 32 60 98 27 33 57

Suicide Six (15) 149 27 50 73 25 30 46

Killington (7) 71 44 94 143 38 58 79

Pico (7) 59 49 111 173 41 68 94

Sugarbush (8) 68 45 111 173 39 61 83

Okemo (9) 90 38 75 114 34 45 68

Ascutney (10) 114 36 63 93 32 35 58

Bromley (11) 61 61 114 182 49 68 103

Magic (12) 85 51 113 205 49 66 98

Stratton (12) 53 61 113 205 49 70 109

Mount Snow (13) 58 52 106 186 48 66 98

a  Study areas (1–15) are located on Figure 1  
b  30-year average of six baseline scenarios (GFDL-A1Fi, GFDL-B1, HadCM3-A1Fi, HadCM3-B1, PCM1-
A1Fi, 
  PCM1-B1)
c  30-year average of three scenarios (GFDL-A1Fi, HadCM3-A1Fi, PCM1-A1Fi
d  30-year average of three scenarios (GFDL-B1, HadCM3-B1, PCM1-B1)
% Δ = percentage change
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sidered proprietary and thus unavailable from ski areas. As a result this study 
does not examine specific economic implications for individual ski areas.

Operations during the economically important Christmas / New Year 
period
Along with the financial strain of having to produce more snow at higher 
temperatures is the strain of ensuring ski areas open in time for the economi-
cally important Christmas/New Year period. In the US Northeast ski region, 
up to 20% of skier visits occur in this 12-day holiday period between 23 
December and 3 January (NSAA, 2005). Being operational during this time 
period is important for individual ski areas as they may develop a reputation 
for opening late, causing a potential shift in skier loyalty. 

The probability of being open for the entire Christmas/New Year holiday 
was calculated for each Vermont ski area. Because the Christmas/New Year 
holiday falls early in the snow season it is sometimes difficult for ski areas 
to be fully operational during this period. The Christmas/New Year period 
was deemed the most vulnerable of the key winter holiday periods (Scott & 
McBoyle et al., 2006). In the baseline period, ski areas have a greater than 
90% probability of being open for this entire holiday period, with low-lying 
Cochran (86%) the lone exception. In the 2010–39 period all ski areas have 
a greater chance of experiencing closures, although only Cochran , Suicide 
Six, and Ascutney fall below 90% probability under the lower (B1) or higher 
(A1Fi) emission scenario (Table 5). In the 2040–69 and 2070–99 periods 
there are only slight further reductions in the probability of being open for 
this entire holiday period under the lower (B1) emission scenario. In contrast, 
there are substantial changes under the higher (A1Fi) emission scenario. In 
the 2070–99 period, two ski areas (Cochran, Suicide Six) are projected to be 
open for less than 25% of the Christmas/New Year holiday approximately 
1 in every 4 years and a further three ski areas (Smugglers Notch, Bolton, 
Middlebury) have less than 60% probability of being open for the entire holi-
day (Table 5). 

Discussion
There are many other factors that play a role in ski area vulnerability to cli-
mate change, including business decisions, technological development, the 
state of the economy, changing social trends, and changing demographics. 
It is beyond the scope of this paper to analyse social, political, and eco-
nomic trends comprehensively. Instead, the relative vulnerability of the 18 
Vermont ski areas was examined using two key economic indicators: when 
the average ski season drops below 100 days and when there is less than a 



climate chANGE VULNERABILITY OF THE VERMONT SKI TOURISM INDUSTRY • 565

Ta
bl

e 
5.

 D
ec

re
as

in
g 

pr
ob

ab
il

it
y 

of
 b

ei
ng

 o
pe

n 
du

ri
ng

 th
e 

en
ti

re
 C

hr
is

tm
as

/N
ew

 Y
ea

r 
pe

ri
od

  St
ud

y 
A

re
as

(a
)

19
61

–9
0

(b
)

A
1F

i (
hi

gh
 e

m
is

si
on

s)
B1

 (l
ow

 e
m

is
si

on
s)

20
10

–3
9

(c
)

20
40

–6
9

(c
)

20
70

–9
9

(c
)

20
10

–3
9

(d
)

20
40

–6
9

(d
)

20
70

–9
9

(d
)

da
ys

%
%

%
%

%
%

Ja
y 

Pe
ak

 (1
)

10
0

98
97

77
97

97
91

Bu
rk

e 
(1

4)
10

0
98

91
67

94
92

89
Sm

ug
gl

er
s 

N
ot

ch
 (2

)
94

91
75

53
91

87
80

Bo
lto

n 
(3

)
94

92
76

53
91

87
80

St
ow

e 
(3

)
98

93
85

70
92

89
85

Co
ch

ra
n 

(4
)

87
63

43
23

72
64

44
M

ad
 R

iv
er

 G
le

n 
(5

)
98

96
87

65
96

93
90

M
id

dl
eb

ur
y 

(6
)

96
94

80
59

93
92

87
Su

ic
id

e 
Si

x 
(1

5)
93

74
55

26
78

72
56

Ki
lli

ng
to

n 
(7

)
99

93
89

74
96

94
92

Pi
co

 (7
)

99
95

90
78

97
94

94
Su

ga
rb

us
h 

(8
)

99
94

89
76

97
94

92
O

ke
m

o 
(9

)
97

93
83

65
96

90
89

A
sc

ut
ne

y 
(1

0)
96

85
74

55
88

90
82

Br
om

le
y 

(1
1)

99
94

83
72

95
92

92
M

ag
ic

 (1
2)

98
92

79
65

93
86

87
St

ra
tt

on
 (1

2)
99

94
89

75
97

94
93

M
ou

nt
 S

no
w

 (1
3)

99
94

86
73

97
93

92
a   S

tu
dy

 a
re

as
 (1

–1
5)

 a
re

 lo
ca

te
d 

on
 F

ig
ur

e 
1 

 
b   3

0-
ye

ar
 a

ve
ra

ge
 o

f s
ix

 b
as

el
in

e 
sc

en
ar

io
s 

(G
FD

L-
A

1F
i, 

G
FD

L-
B1

, H
ad

CM
3-

A
1F

i, 
H

ad
CM

3-
B1

, P
CM

1-
A

1F
i, 

  P
CM

1-
B1

)
c 
 3

0-
ye

ar
 a

ve
ra

ge
 o

f t
hr

ee
 s

ce
na

rio
s 

(G
FD

L-
A

1F
i, 

H
ad

CM
3-

A
1F

i, 
PC

M
1-

A
1F

i
d   3

0-
ye

ar
 a

ve
ra

ge
 o

f t
hr

ee
 s

ce
na

rio
s 

(G
FD

L-
B1

, H
ad

CM
3-

B1
, P

CM
1-

B1
)

%
 Δ

 =
 p

er
ce

nt
ag

e 
ch

an
ge



566 • climate chANGE VULNERABILITY OF THE VERMONT SKI TOURISM INDUSTRY

75% probability that the ski area would operate for the entire Christmas/
New Year holiday period. None of the 18 ski areas met these two economic 
risk criteria in the 2010–39 period or under the low (B1) emission scenario 
for the 2040–69 period. Cochran was the only ski area to reach these risk 
criteria under the high (A1Fi) emission scenario for the 2040–69 period and 
was joined by Suicide Six under the high (A1Fi) emission scenario for the 
2070–99 period making these two low-elevation ski areas the most vulner-
able to climate change in the future. Other ski areas may be vulnerable to the 
projected increased in snowmaking costs, changes in water availability, and 
extreme seasons, but did not reach the two vulnerability criteria set out in 
this analysis.

This study examined climate change vulnerability in the Vermont ski tour-
ism industry, finding that the sector will be adversely impacted by projected 
climate change (both lower [B1] and higher [A1Fi] emission scenarios), but 
with the assumption of advanced snowmaking and available water supply, 
only two or three of the 18 ski areas in the State are anticipated to be at risk 
through to the middle decades of the 21st century. The sustainability of snow-
making as a central adaptation strategy (water and energy costs and supply) 
remains a key uncertainty and can only be accessed by each individual ski 
area themselves. Even under the warmest climate change scenario examined 
in this study for the latter decades of the century (2070–99), it is not the 
entire Vermont ski industry that is at risk to climate change, but rather a 
relatively small number of individual low-lying ski areas. This finding is gen-
erally consistent with studies in nearby Canadian provinces of Ontario and 
Quebec (Scott et al., 2003; Scott, McBoyle, & Minogue, in press). 

Cochran appears to be the most vulnerable ski area in Vermont but may be 
able to capitalise on the urban daytrip market considering its close proximity 
to the major city, Burlington. In order for this to become a reality; however, 
the resort must improve their snowmaking capabilities which are currently at 
just 20% of skiable terrain. A closure of Cochran could see Bolton, Stowe, or 
Mad River Glen receiving increased market share due to their close proximity. 
Contraction to Bolton or Stowe is more likely considering Mad River Glen, 
although categorised in the least vulnerable class, has limited snowmaking 
capabilities (15% coverage) and as a result is vulnerable unless it develops a 
comprehensive snowmaking system. Middlebury and Suicide Six also have 
moderate snowmaking capabilities (currently 45% and 50% respectively) 
making them more vulnerable to climate change than other resorts in the 
region that were also categorised in the least vulnerable class.
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Conclusion
Based on the findings of this study, it is likely that the historic contraction 
of the Vermont ski industry (81 areas in 1966 to 18 in 2007) will continue 
under a warming climate of the middle to late decades of the 21st century. 
Several ski areas went out of business in the late eighties and early nineties 
when snowmaking became a necessity for competitive ski area operations. 
Those ski areas able to afford snowmaking technology were better able to 
cope with marginal natural snow. This study suggests that Vermont ski areas 
will, in the decades to come, require more snowmaking capacity (requiring 
further capital investment) and certainly at a greater cost (increasing opera-
tional costs). Once again, those ski areas that cannot withstand the financial 
pressures of a warming climate may cease operations, which would increase 
the market share for the remaining ski areas as long as skier visits remain 
relatively unchanged.

The socio-economic complexity of a contraction in the number of ski 
areas in Vermont, and more generally in the Northeast region, is an issue 
that requires further study. All communities in this region that have a large 
ski tourism industry will need to adapt to climate change, but for very dif-
ferent reasons. Where ski area operations are at risk, communities will have 
to consider the impact of lost tourist spending and employment, while in 
communities where ski operations are projected to persist, communities 
will need to consider the impacts of increased water usage by ski areas, pos-
sible development pressures (expansion of ski terrain or new ski areas at 
the highest elevations, increased real-estate development), and potentially 
tourism related congestion. Furthermore, the impact of more variable skiing 
conditions, reduced natural snow in market source areas (major cities of 
the Northeast like Boston and New York), ski area closures, and potentially 
increased prices (resulting from increased operating costs of snowmaking) 
on skiing demand, is another large uncertainty that requires future research 
if the economic implications of climate change for this important economic 
sector are to be fully understood. 
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