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A study of Southern Appalachian backcountry hikers tested the hypothesis
that recreationists with high experience levels would have greater differen-
tiation of site attribute values when making recreation choices than would
individuals with low experience. Contrary to cognitive development theory.
a simulated laboratory choice study found that more experienced subjects
employed fewer and broader attribute value categories that did their less
experienced counterparts. This surprising finding might be explained by the
nature of the judgment task. Cognitive development theory suggests that
greater experience leads to greater perceptual distinction along a range of
attribute values, but social judgment theory suggests fewer attitudinal or pref-
erence distinctions along the range of attribute values with increased involve-
ment with the issue or object. Leisure planners, managers, and programmers
must decide what type of judgment they are asking recreationists to make
when they attempt to influence choice through provision of information.
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Introduction

One of’ the important goals of recreation management is to provide a
continuing flow of satisfying experiences to the public (McCool, Stankey,
& Clark, 1985). In the past, managers tried to achieve this goal by altering
or protecting the resource, providing facilities, providing programs to in-
crease understanding and enjoyment of park resources, or managing peo-
ple to reduce conflicts and protect health and safety. Recently, however,
many have recognized that resources might best be protected and expe-
riences most greatly enhanced by helping people choose the best recreation
area to meet their needs (McCool et al., 1985). Given this, recreation plan-
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ners, managers, and researchers have become increasingly interested in
recreation choice processes.

Conceptual approaches for the study of how recreationists select places
to visit can be arranged on a continuum of the extent to which individual
preference determines choice. At one end are the approaches that examine
the forces outside an individual that govern choice. These approaches
emphasize that the availabilitv of attractive recreation sites, distance to
alternative recreation sites, availability of transportation and fuel, and cost
of fuel or public transportation heavily influence recreation decisions
(Lieber, Fesenmaier, & Bristow, 1989; Peterson, Dwyer & Darragh, 1983).
Toward the middle of the spectrum we find theories that focus on the
social factors---friends, families, or club affiliates--that influence recreation
decisions (Bultena & Field, 1980; West. 1982). These theorists argue that
social referents influence recreation choice, noting that “our” favorite rec-
reation site may not be the same as “my” favorite site (Clark & Downing,
1985). At the other end of the spectrum are the theories that focus on how
individuals choose from among several options guided by their own pref-
erences (Krumpe & McLaughlin, 1982; Schreyer & Beaulieu, 1986; Wil-
liams, 1985).

Certainly the environmental and social setting shape recreation choices,
but we believe that the very nature of recreation, as an experience char-
acterized by freedom of individual choice, favors theories that emphasize
individual decision making. We view recreationists as active-not passive-
players in the choice process (Knopf, 1983). The purpose of this paper is
to examine how experience levels of recreationists influence the way they
process and shape information from the environment to make a choice.
More specifically, we examine the relationship between past experience
and differentiation among attribute categories used in evaluating recreation
choice alternatives.

The Cognitire Approach to Recreation Choice

The individual, cognitive approach to recreation choice recognizes that
information from outside the individual is taken in, shaped, reconstructed,
and interpreted on the basis of internal models of reality during the process
of decision making (Krumpe & McLaughlin, 1982). To understand rec-
reation choice, one must understand this process. To understand this pro-
cess, at least four basic questions must be addressed: What environmental
stimuli bombarding the individual are attended to and relevant to the choice
process? At what level of specificity or abstraction are these stimuli encoded?
What characteristics of the individual shape the internal image of the ex-
terior environment? How are the many external stimuli weighted, ordered,
combined, and processed to make a decision? (See Krumpe & McLaughlin,
1982; McCool et al., 1985; Schreyer & Beaulieu, 1986.)

Recreation researchers have begun to answer some of these questions.
For example, attributes of the environmental setting are believed to be the
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most relevant external stimuli to the choice process. Peterson, Stynes,
Rosenthal, and Dwyer (1985) cite consumer theory that contends that the
object of choice is not the good itself but rather the attributes possessed
by that good. Clark and Stankey (1979) contend that the combination of
the physical/biological, social, and managerial attributes of a recreation
setting gives that place value as a locale for leisure behavior. Thus, relevant
attributes of the environment include not only the natural features, but
also human use, users, facilities, and such managerial interventions as rules
and regulations (Schreyer, Knopf, & Williams, 1985). Based on the con-
ceptual work of Clark and Stankey (1979), and Driver, Brown, and their
associates (for example, see Brown, Driver, & McConnell, 1978; Driver &
Brown, 1978; Driver, Brown. Stankey, & Gregoire, 1987; Manfredo, Driver.
& Brown, 1983), the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) land clas-
sification system has been developed and adopted extensively throughout
the United States. The system is founded on the notion that environmental
features or attributes are linked to desirable experiences. The assumption
is that recreationists consider and weigh the attributes expressed in the
ROS to select sites that promise satisfying experiences.

Recently some have questioned the appropriateness of the individual
attributes considered in the ROS system (Williams & Knopf, 1985). the
type of attributes considered (Williams & Knopf, 1985), the level of ab-
straction of attributes considered (Schreyer et al., l985), and the implication
that behavioral responses to setting attributes will be consistent across in-
dividuals (Schreyer, 1982; Schreyer & Beaulieu, 1986; Schreyer, Lime, &
Williams, 1984; Williams, 1983). These challenges arise from the view that
individuals process information not only on the basis of external stimuli
but also on the basis of existing, internal representations of the world.
Additionally, these internal representations, or images, evolve in content
and complexity as the individuals gain more experience and information
about the object or situation under consideration (Williams. 1985). For
example, individuals at different levels of experience have been found to
define the leisure meanings and desired outcomes of similar recreation
settings differently (Schreyer & Lime, 1984; Schreyer & Roggenbuck, 1978;
Schreyer et al., 1984; Williams, Schreyer & Knopf, 1989). Thus, in order
to predict. understand, and shape recreation choice, we need to know more
about the internal person, the current frame of reference from which he
or she evaluates settings, how the frame of reference evolves with expe-
rience, and how the frame of reference shapes the relevance, importance,
and specificity of attributes. More specifically, we need to know how ex-
perience level of the recreationist may influence appropriate level of detail
of information needed to shape recreation choices.

Past Experience as a Developmental Frame of Reference for Recreation Choice

Cognitive development theory provides a useful framework for making
predictions about the role of past experience on information processing



and recreation choice (Williams, 1985; Williams et al., 1989). Research
based on developmental theory clearly demonstrates that the content and
structure of cognitions evolve with development, leading to greater dif-
ferentiation. complexity, abstraction, and integration of cognitions (Bieri,
1966; Flavell, 1972; Moore, 1979; Scott, 1969). For example, Scott (1969)
concluded from review of several studies that increased information tends
to increase the differentiation of attributes in a cognitive domain. While a
number of operational measures of differentiation have been proposed,
consumer choice researchers (Park & Lessig, 1977, 1981) have generally
defined it as the number of distinct levels or values a person perceives
along an attribute (e.g., price or usable capacity for microwave ovens). This
most closely resembles what Scott (1969) defined as attribute differentia-
tion.

Developmental theory would suggest that as recreationists gain knowl-
edge, through experience, about a given setting or activity, their cognitive
representations of that setting would become more complex (Williams,
1985). Their images would become more detailed and organized in more
complex ways. As development proceeds, increased differentiation occurs
within internal representations, and what was previously seen as an un-
differentiated domain now becomes two or more distinct categories within
the original domain (Williams, 1983). With the new, more numerous and
more complex internal categories, the individual sees the world differently.
He or she interprets, makes sense of, and responds to external stimuli in
different ways.

Level of experience thus becomes critical to understanding the choice
process. More cognitively advanced recreationists have more internal cat-
egories, more complex categories, and more complex relationships among
categories through which they interpret and make sense out of the external
world. Thus, individuals with little knowledge or experience in a given
setting or activity likely make decisions on the basis of information orga-
nized at the macrolevel. Experienced recreationists make finer distinctions
among similar alternative settings and activities, and therefore need more
detailed information.

The limited recreation research to date gives some support to the
hypothesis that increasing experience leads to increased specificity and
differentiation of recreation environments. Schreyer and Beaulieu (1986)
found that recreationists in mountain and desert settings with high expe-
rience and commitment levels tended to describe more attributes affecting
their site selection decision, more specifically, than did more novice users.
These relationships, though significant, were weak. Schreyer (1982). re-
ported that river runners with higher experience levels stated the desired
outcomes of their trips more specifically. Finally, Williams (1985) related
developmental level of anglers, canoeists, and backpackers to their differ-
entiation of photographs in terms of activity, setting, and social situation
attributes and found the hypothesized relationship only in the case of .
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fishing. Thus, type of activity may be a mediating variable. Additional
research is necessary to further clarify the relationship between recrea-
tionists’ level of experience and the specificity of information processed to
make recreation choices in a variety of settings or activities.

Research Hypothesis

Past theory development and some empirical research suggests that
(a) recreation choice is influenced by the specificity with which site attributes
are defined and considered, and that (b) complexity of attribute definition
is shaped by the recreationist’s developmental frame of reference that evolves
with experience. Some research, however, has failed to find relationships
in the hypothesized direction, suggesting a need for further research
(Williams, 1985). This study, therefore, addressed the following hypothesis:
Recreationists with high experience levels will define attributes more spe-
cifically (for example, exhibit more categories on attribute dimensions) than
will recreationists at low experience levels.

Methods

This study examined recreation choice decisions in a controlled lab-
oratory setting. Attributes of hypothetical backcountry areas were pre-
sented and the information processing and the final decision were recorded
on a microcomputer. The activity selected was overnight backpacking. We
chose backpacking because of mixed earlier findings about the site selection
behavior of this group (Schreyer & Beaulieu. 1986; Williams, 1985). and
further specified the backpacking to be overnight use so that we might
more easily define relevant attributes. The choice context was the selection
of a hypothetical backcountry area in the Southern Appalachians; the re-
gion where the study took place and about which respondents were familiar.
A microcomputer program was designed to present study participants with
attribute information on 15 hypothetical backcountry areas, and attributes
were described to ensure the entire possible range and combination of
values across the areas. Thus, the decision was complex enough to ensure
a thoughtful decision making process; there would likely be no one obvious
choice for any participant. Any variation in how individuals consider, weigh.
and process information to make site choices would likely be demonstrated
in our simulation.

Subjects

Subjects were volunteers who had backpacked or who were planning
to take their first backpacking trip. Participants were undergraduate stu-
dents, members of a university outing club, participants in a wilderness
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leadership training course, faculty and graduate students in forestry and
wildlife, and members of the general public.

Participants received a brief overview on the purpose of the study and
procedures for operating the microcomputer program. They were then
left to their task. Decisions made by the participants were automatically
recorded by the microcomputer. The entire task took about 30 minutes.

Variables

Selecting and describing site attributes. The attributes selected for research
were generated from previous studies in spatial cognition, scenic quality,
natural hazards, and the social and managerial features of backcountry
recreation areas (Brown & Haas, 1980; Driver & Knopf, 1977; Feimer,
1983; Haas, Driver & Brown, 1980; Roggenbuck & Dawson, 1979). The
original list of 33 attributes was pilot tested among 37 university under-
graduates. graduates, and faculty who had experience in backpacking to
find the 15 items considered to be the most important to area selection
(Watson, 1983; see Table 1).

The microcomputer program recorded subjects’ responses to varying
levels or values for each of the 15 attributes. The possible range of values
of some attributes was binary. For example, permits to enter an area are
either required or not, campfires are either allowed or not, and campsites
are either assigned or not. For other variables, like the probability of finding
an isolated campsite, the potential range could have stretched from 0 to
100%. For other variables, like size of area in acres, the, potential range in
values was very large. For these attributes with potentially large value ranges.
the range was described in 5 to 12 units. For example, miles of trail of an
area was divided into nine units: 1-5, 6-10, 11-20, 21-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-
75, 76-100, more than 100 miles. Altogether, the 15 attributes had 101
value units across which subjects were asked to make judgments.

Differentiation  among attribute categories. Differentiation along attribute
dimensions was measured using an approach developed by Park and as-
sociates for application in consumer choice modeling (Park, 1978; Park &
Lessig, 1981). Differentiation was determined by asking each subject to
indicate how much satisfaction would be derived from each level or value
on a given attribute. Subjects rated satisfaction on a seven-point scale (“0”
represents maximum dissatisfaction and “6” represents maximum satisfac-
tion). According to Park, a category exists whenever two or more levels of
an attribute are treated equally. Therefore, if two or more values were
indicated as providing the same degree of satisfaction they were treated as
one category. For example, the values considered for the "number of people
you are likely to encounter during a day of hiking” were 0, 1-5, 6-10, 11-
20, 21-30, 31-40. 41-50, 51-75, 76-100, and more than 100 people. If the
subject indicated that encountering 0 and 1-5 people per day both provided
maximum satisfaction, the two values were considered as one category. The
possible number of categories in the study ranged from 15 to 101. The

T H E  I N F L U E N C E  O F  P A S T  E X P E R I E N C E 2 7

TABLE 1
Important Site Attributes in Backcountry Area Selection

Att r ibu te

N u m b e r  o f
categories used to

desc r ibe  r ange  o f
attribute values

Number of miles of trail  between springs

Probability of finding an isolated campsite

Miles of trail in the area

Permits required to enter the area

Campfires allowed in the area
Number of wildlife species you would likely see in the area
Number of people who enter each trailhead per day
Tra i l  con f igu ra t ion
Number of people l ikely to encounter per day
Campsites assigned in the area
Number of bears seen in the area during last  visitor season

Size of the area in acres
Camping at designated sites only in the area

Number of overlooks along trails in the area
Probability of vandalism to your vehicle at the trailhead

5

11

9

2

2
7
7
3

1 O

2
8

12
7
7
9

higher the total number, the more differentiated was the individual’s ca-
tegorization scheme. The actual range in number of categories in the study
was from 43 to 67, with a mean of 57.1.

Past experience. Previous research employing measures of past expe-
rience as a developmental indicator have often used more than one ex-
perience variable (Hammitt & McDonald, 1983; Schreyer et al., 1984).
Similarly, in an effort to tap the full meaning of experience in the context
of cognitive development, we obtained six measures from our respondents:
years of backcountry experience anywhere, average number of backcountry
trips per year, number of different backcountry areas visited, years of
backcountry experience in the Southern Appalachians, average number of
trips per year in the Southern Appalachians, and number of different areas
visited in the Southern Appalachians (Table 2).

These various dimensions of past experience have often been com-
bined into a single index of past experience (Beaulieu & Schreyer, 1985;
Hammitt & McDonald, 1983). We chose not to form a composite index
from our six past experience variables for theoretical and psychometric
reasons. First, past experience is not a unidimensional construct. Previous
studies have shown that various patterns of past experience make a dif-
ference in the motivations and preferences of visitors (Schreyer & Lime,
1984; Schreyer et al., 1984). Moreover, there seems little common sense

justification or mathematical propriety in adding across different units of
measurement (such as total years and times per year). If experience is
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T A B L E  2
Backcountry Experience of Study Participants

Variable

Years of experience anywhere
Average  number  o f  t r i p s /yea r

Number of different areas visited

Years of experience in the Southern
Appalachians

Average number of trips/year in
the  Sou the rn  Appa lach ians

Number of different areas visited in
the  Sou the rn  Appa lach ians

R a n g e M e a n M e d i a n Mode Sd

0- 16 8 .74 8 .50 5 4.31

0-10 2 .52 2 .115 2 2.19

0-25 7 .00 5 .875 6 5.60

0-15 5 .22 4 .722 < 1 4.16

0-6 1.72 1.50 < 1 1 .62

0-20 3 .46 2 .50 2 3.90

measured as low, medium, and high, then addition or multiplication would
be carried out on ordinal data with its consequent problems (Schuster &
Zuuring, 1986). Sometimes weights are assigned to variables when com-
puting the index (Hammitt & McDonald, 1983), but such weighting is
almost always based only on researcher intuition. Finally, the results from
a composite index variable are difficult to interpret. The same overall index
score can be obtained from a variety of combinations of scores on the items
making up the index. Also, with the composite index, it is impossible to
determine which dimension of experience. if any, is more relevant.

We therefore treated our six measures of experience as unique di-
mensions, and treated them as independent variables in tests of our study
hypothesis. We felt a one-item measure of each of the dimensions was
sufficient because we were simplv asking our respondents to recall number
of times, years, or areas they had visited.

Sample Size

In this study we were not attempting to draw conclusions about a
population, so sample size determination based on desired precision in
population estimates was irrelevant. Because we had to bring subjects singly
to the microcomputer lab, data collection was time consuming. We tried to
keep the sample small, while still large enough for theory testing. We
monitored the variance in the study’s dependent variable, “specificity of
categorization,” as sample size increased. At 50 subjects the variance had
stabilized, and we settled on this number as an acceptable sample size.

Findings

As an initial test of the study hypothesis, we determined the bivariate
correlation (Pearson’s) between our six dimensions of experience and de-
gree of differentiation of attribute values (Table 3). Four of the correlations
achieved statistical significance: average number of backcountry trips per
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TABLE 3
Bivariate Correlations Among Experience Items and Number of

Attribute Categories

1 2 3 4 5 6

I.  Number of attribute categories

2. Years’ backcountry experience .O2
3. Average number of backcountry trips/year - . 1 8 * - .03
4. Number of backcountry areas visited .06 .47 .19
5. Yea r s ’  backcoun t ry  expe r i ence  i n  Sou the rn - . 1 8 * .42 .23   .11

Appalachians

6 .  Average  number  o f  backcoun t ry  t r ips /yea r  in - . 3 4 * * .07 .76 .20 .54

Southern  Appa lach ians
7. Number of backcountry areas visited in Southern - .32** .24 . 3 1  . 5 4  . 5 8  . 5 6

Appalachians .

year and years of backcountry experience in the Southern Appalachians
at the p < .10 level, and average number of backcountry trips per year in
the Southern Appalachians and number of backcountry areas visited in the
Southern Appalachians at the p = .01 level. The .10 significance level was
chosen rather than the more traditional .01 or .05 level to lower the like-
lihood of a Type II error, which is an erroneous claim of no relationship.
Gregoire and Driver, (1987) have recently urged leisure scientists to be
more concerned about the likelihood and Implications of Type II errors.
But, contrary to the study hypothesis, all four significant correlations were
negative, i.e., the greater the amount of experience, the fewer the number
of categories identified among the attributes measured.

To gain a clearer understanding of the role of experience in explaining
degree of differentiation of attribute values and to identify the most im-
portant dimension(s) of experience, a forward entry regression procedure
was performed (Table 4). (Table 3 indicates that the correlations among
the experience variables were below .80, which suggests that multicolli-
nearity is not a serious problem (Lewis-Beck, 1980)). A significant rela-
tionship was found (F = 6.42, p = .01), but only average number of
backcountry trips per year in the Southern Appalachians entered the equa-
tion, with a correlation of .34. The amount of variance explained by the
overall regression model was . 10. The negative beta coefficient indicates
that the greater the average number of backcountry trips per year in the
Southern Appalachians, the fewer the number of attribute value categories.

Discussion

Contrary to the predictions of Park and Lessig (198l), Schreyer and
Beaulieu (1986), and the cognitive complexity literature in general (Bieri,
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TABLE 4
Multiple Regression Summary: Number of Attribute Categories with

Six Measures of Past Backcountry Experience

S o u r c e D F SS M S F R A d j u s t e d  R 2

Regre s s i on 1 184.20
Residual 4 8 1,376.30

Variables entered

Average number of backcountry trips/

year in Southern Appalachians

184.20 6.42* .34 . 1 0
28.67

Unstandardized B e t a t
coefficients coefficients values

- 1.20 - . 3 4 - 2.54*

**The experience variables: years of backcountry experience anywhere, average number of
backcountry trips/year, number of backcountry areas visited, years of backcountry experience
in  t he  Sou the rn  Appa lach i ans .  and  number  o f  backcoun t ry  a r ea s  v i s i t ed  i n  t he  Sou the rn
Appalachians did not e n t e r  the equation at the p = .10 significance level.

1966). more experienced participants in our backcountry site selection task
evaluated attributes in terms of fewer value categories compared to their
less-experienced counterparts. Two methodological explanations might ac-
count for these findings, one having to do with sampling and the other
with measurement.

First. the sample was limited to 50 subjects that were selected more or
less on the basis of convenience. Therefore, our results may simply be an
artifact of a unique sample. Another potential limitation with the sample
is that subjects were drawn from a university community where partici-
pation in wilderness recreation tends to be high (Hendee & Roggenbuck,
1985). Thus, the sample as a whole was experienced in the use of back-
country, and over the restricted range of experience the effect of little
experience may not have manifest itself. But the fact that the sample did
produce significant findings, albeit in the opposite direction than hypoth-
esized, tends to lower the plausibility of this explanation.

A more controversial aspect about the methodology we used may be
the way we measured experience as an indicator of cognitive development.
Given the great diversity of experience dimensions and related indicators,
such as specialization, commitment, and familiarity, and the various alter-
natives for combining the different indicators, the approach we took may
not be the most valid. Still, several experience measures were used that
have in the past demonstrated a relationship to attribute preference and
cognitive complexity, and the literature does not suggest a clearly superior
alternative.

We believe it is more likely that competing theoretical models may be
contributing to the confusion regarding the role of developmental sophis-
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tication or complexity in the categorization and judgment of choice attri-
butes. These competing frameworks can be distinguished by the type of
task involved. In the developmental literature the experimental tasks re-
quired of the subjects generally involve abstract cognitive or perceptual
skills. For example, subjects are often asked to sort stimuli on the basis of
similarities. Greater differentiation (such as more categories) is predicted
for those more experienced or advanced in the task. In the social judgment
literature the tasks involve preference judgments, particularly of social or
attitudinal stimuli, and the reverse is generally expected. Fewer categories
are predicted for those more experienced or familiar with the issue.

The prediction of greater differentiation in the developmental liter-
ature on which the hypothesis in this study was based is generally confined
to the perceptual/cognitive domain of meaning. Based on the works of
Piaget, Gibson, and Werner, Flavell (1972) concludes that differentiation
is among the most prevalent modes of developmental change. Conceptual
development “involves the differentiation or articulation of previously un-
itary and undifferentiated cognitive items” (p. 300). This is thought to
translate into the use of more attributes in making choices and greater
discrimination (articulation) across levels of an attribute. Further. similar
developmental hypotheses have been confirmed in the context of cognitive
mapping where experience or familiarity represents the developmental
continuum (Moore, 1979) and to a certain degree in recreation preference
and choice research (Schreyer, 1982; Schreyer & Beaulieu. 1986; Williams
et al., 1989).

A similar prediction relates extreme response style in attitude measures
(for example, the tendency of subjects to mark scaled responses at one or
the other extreme) to cognitive complexity. Hamilton (1968) cites a number
of studies indicating that extreme response style is strongly associated with
undifferentiated cognitive structure (analogous to making fewer conceptual
distinctions). An important confounding issue, and one that is particularly
relevant to this study, is that the meaningfulness of stimuli to the individual
increases the extreme response style. Thus, more involved subjects or those
that are more familiar with the stimuli are perhaps more likely to exhibit
an extreme response style.

In the research on social judgment (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981; Sherif &
Hovland, 1961), the predictions about how persons will discriminate along
a dimension are similarly related to ego involvement. The basic assumption
of social judgment theory is that judgment involves discrimination and
categorization of attitudinal stimuli. According to social judgment theory,
an attitudinal dimension is composed of three regions or latitudes: positions
that are acceptable, unacceptable, and noncommital. Research in social
judgment has consistently demonstrated that the number of categories a
person chooses to use varies inversely with the person’s degree of involve-
ment with the issue or object (such as its intrinsic importance, its personal
meaning, or its significant personal consequences)(Petty & Cacioppo. 1981).
The explanation given is that involved subjects have wider latitudes of
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rejection. The person’s own position on an attitude serves as a strong anchor
resulting in positions close to the person’s own position being lumped
together (assimilated) and objectional levels lumped together with very little
discrimination. The overall result is fewer categories for highly involved
subjects.

In the present study, and the Park studies on which this was based
(Park, 1978; Park & Lessig, 1981). the judgment task takes on strong pref-
erential dimensions (such as rating the degree of satisfaction). In fact, the
method of having subjects describe the ranges of conditions that produce
similar amounts of satisfaction is very similar to the methods developed in
the social judgment literature in which subjects indicate ranges of values
that are acceptable or unacceptable. Contrary to social judgment theory,
however, Park himself (Park & Lessig, 1981) predicted greater numbers
of categories for more familiar subjects. In his study he found that women
who were apparently similar in terms of ego involvement but who differed
in familiarity with microwave ovens did not differ in number of distinctive
categories identified within the various product dimensions considered.

Thus, from the social judgment perspective our findings are not sur-
prising. High involvement (as measured in this instance by previous ex-
perience) results in fewer categories when judged in terms of differences
in satisfaction. These findings do not conflict directly with the results of
Schreyer and others in which the rating task was less “judgmental” (rating
degrees of satisfaction) and more “conceptual” (identifying and sorting
attributes).

The important issue appears to be understanding the direction and
meaning of developmental differences in perceptions, attitudes, prefer-
ences. and the like. The literature offers some support that developmental
differences will be stronger when the task is perceptual or conceptual. For
example. Schreyer’s (1982) river running motivation study and Schreyer
and Beaulieu’s (1986) wilderness attribute study found no differences in
motive or setting attribute preferences, but did find differences in how
specifically these motivations or attributes were described (perceived). Con-
ceptual differences also emerge across developmental levels in the form of
the structuring of items. Williams et al. (1989). when comparing factor
structures for motivation items across three levels of experience, found
that the number and complexity of factors was greater with greater ex-
perience. Further, when preference differences do appear, they are stronger
or more frequent for setting attributes compared to motives for partici-
pation (Virden, 1986; Williams & Huffman. 1986).

Making this distinction between cognitive/perceptual and attitude/pref-
erence judgments may be important for sorting out competing and con-
fusing predictions regarding the role of experience in other recreation-
related behaviors. As a frame of reference, experience equips us with a
greater awareness of alternative choices (for example, we perceive more
‘categories), but experience also leads us to judge the consequences of a
particular choice in fewer but more definitive and “black and white” terms.
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These apparently competing tendencies are manifest in the often confusing
predictions about satisfaction, displacement, substitution, and conflict. More-
experienced participants are thought to be more aware of opportunities
available and to make more “informed” choices, but at the same time are
more sensitive to negative environmental conditions and changes. are more
likely to experience dissatisfaction and conflict, are more prone to be dis-
placed, and vet are less likely to perceive substitutes available.

The social judgment interpretation of our findings suggests that future
research in these areas must proceed with greater caution and give greater
attention to the nature of the judgment tasks involved. The predictions of
cognitive developmental theorists do not directly apply to preference data
and attitude judgments, and developmental theorists have never claimed
that subjects will always exhibit their highest level of perceptual or cognitive
ability (Flavell, 1972). Strong evaluative judgment of ego-involved partic-
ipants is likely to be more definitive (involve a few broad and discrete
categories). More-experienced participants are capable of processing greater
amounts of and more complex information, and thus capable of making
and using more categories. But to the extent that these same participants
are more ego-involved (that is, know what they want), they may at certain
times and under certain judgment conditions make fewer categorical dis-
tinctions. Thus, with experience we perceive, categorize, and choose among
ever more shades of gray. But when we choose, commit, and involve our
egos, our evaluations tend to become more black and white.
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