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Abstract—Despite 50 years of wilderness visitor experience research, 
it is not well understood how visitors conceptualize a wilderness 
experience. Diverging from etic approaches to wilderness visitor 
experience research, the research presented in this paper applied an 
emic approach to identify wilderness experience attributes. Specifi-
cally, qualitative data from 173 on-site semi-structured interviews 
illustrate that wilderness visitors’ conceptualizations of wilderness 
experiences strongly resemble characteristics described in the Wilder-
ness Act. Furthermore, descriptions reveal that experiences are both 
complex and dynamic, and an assortment of personal, social and 
environmental factors determine experience quality. Although most 
participants reported experiencing wilderness, they also frequently 
mentioned factors that diminished the quality of the experience. 
Their conception of a prototypical experience was one occurring 
in a remote destination with few (or no) encounters where they can 
escape civilization. Some participants explained that such premier 
experiences are readily found even within high-use wilderness areas 
by hiking off-trail or by hiking further from trailheads, and most 
participants asserted that these experiences can also be found outside 
of designated wilderness. These data illustrate that naturalness, lack 
of development, and solitude remain relevant wilderness experience 
concepts, particularly for visitors seeking “outstanding” wilderness 
experiences.

Introduction ______________________
 Defining a wilderness experience is important for managers 
to adequately protect those experiences. The Wilderness Act of 
1964 mandates that managers provide visitors with “outstanding 
opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of 
recreation.” However, Hendee and Dawson (2002) point out that 
the testimony accompanying the writing of the Act indicated 
that managers should provide “a complex set of experiences” 
(p. 22). The types of experiences typically addressed by re-
searchers and provided by federal agencies include freedom, 
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remoteness, privacy, solitude, challenge, self-reliance, humility, 
and a sense of timelessness, all of which are complex constructs 
that do not yet have standardized measures. For example, most 
researchers explore the solitude construct through measures of 
encounters (for example, Hammitt and others 1984; Manning 
1985; Vaske and others 1986) in which solitude is conceptual-
ized as an outcome of acceptable use density. However, other 
researchers conceptualize solitude as a dimension of privacy 
(for example, Hammitt 1982; Hammitt and Madden 1989; 
Hammitt and Rutlin 1995; Hammitt in press), a more complex 
concept than being alone or isolation. Wilderness privacy is 
a product of intimacy, cognitive freedom, individualism, and 
remote, natural settings. Other wilderness experience attributes 
have varied definitions. Using the writings of Aldo Leopold, 
Bob Marshall, and Sigurd Olson, researchers have developed 
measures of primitive recreation that include connecting with 
the past, facing the challenges of living simply, and relying 
on personal skills (Borrie and Roggenbuck 2001; Shafer and 
Hammitt 1995). Definitions of unconfined recreation include 
feelings of freedom in actions (Hall and others 2010; Shafer 
and Hammitt 1995) and an immersion within nature that al-
lows the human-nature transaction to unfold freely (Borrie and 
Roggenbuck 2001).
 Guided by these notions, researchers have attempted to 
measure the achievement of specific experience attributes to 
help inform management decisions. Borrie and Birzell (2001) 
outline the four dominant approaches to this research: satisfac-
tion (evaluations of on-site conditions, such as comparisons of 
the desired versus actual number of encounters); benefits-based 
(achievement of psychological outcomes, such as the ability 
to reduce stress or tensions); experience-based (explorations 
of feelings and cognitive states during multiphasic, on-site 
experiences, such as experiencing a sense of humility during 
a wilderness experience); and, meanings-based (examination 
of the meanings ascribed to the experience that relate to a 
visitor’s sense of self or self-identify, such as feeling a high 
degree of wilderness involvement). Most research has used the 
satisfaction approach—particularly to measure solitude (see 
Dawson and Watson 2000)—that breaks down the complex 
and multifaceted nature of wilderness experience into smaller 
components (Borrie and Birzell 2001). However, it is difficult 
to assess the quality of dynamic and multi-phasic experiences 
using quantitative visitor surveys, which often require complex 
methodologies, such as the Experience Sampling Method 
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(Borrie and Roggenbuck 2001). Despite such challenges, a 
few studies have used an emic approach to understanding 
wilderness experiences (for example, Borrie and others in 
press; Seekamp and Cole 2009).
 An emic approach to researching wilderness experiences is 
based on gaining an insider (visitor) perspective on the im-
portant attributes of experience. Rooted in anthropology, this 
research approach has most commonly involved ethnogra-
phers striving to understand cultural beliefs from “the native’s 
point of view” (Malinowski 1922, p. 25) by documenting the 
ideas and categories of meaning of members of a cultural 
group. In contrast, an etic approach to researching wilderness 
experiences focuses on isolating particular components (for 
example, solitude) to explore antecedents (for example, lack 
of crowding) and consequences (for example, satisfaction with 
wilderness experience quality). An etic approach, with roots 
in behaviorist psychology (Skinner 1933), assumes that fac-
tors affecting cultural beliefs “may not be salient to cultural 
insiders (Harris 1979)” (as cited in Morris and others 1999, 
p. 781) and, thus, focuses on the ideas and categories meaning-
ful for researchers. Although there is much debate regarding 
the appropriateness, contributions, and integration of the two 
approaches (see Harris 1976; Headland and others 1990; Lett 
1987), the purpose of this paper is not to judge the merit of one 
approach over the other. Rather, applying an emic approach 
in this research is complementary to past research efforts that 
aim to enhance management decisions (an etic approach). An 
emic approach offers the ability to (dis)confirm and expand 
researcher-derived concepts by asking visitors to define a wil-
derness experience and examining the factors visitors identify 
as specifically impacting wilderness experiences in their own 
words.
 In this paper, we present qualitative data on how visitors 
conceptualize the wilderness experience from on-site semi-
structured interviews with visitors to three high-use Forest 
Service wilderness destinations in Oregon and Washington. 
Our purpose is to discuss what people consider to be a “true” 
wilderness experience and the factors that contribute to or 
detract from that experience. The study was motivated in part 
by a desire to understand, from the visitor’s point of view, 
whether and how use density affects wilderness experiences 
in high use locations, especially with respect to solitude. We 
also wondered whether visitors to these popular locations had 
notions of wilderness experiences that are consistent with 
what managers seek to provide. Thus, we sought to answer 
the following questions: What does the concept of a “wilder-
ness experience” mean to wilderness visitors? Are visitors’ 
conceptualizations of wilderness experiences different from 
the experiences managers seek to provide? What factors are 
most important in determining a prototypical, or ideal, wilder-
ness experience? Does visitation density affect whether or not 
visitors have a wilderness experience?
 Two other aspects to this study pertain to practical manage-
ment considerations. The first relates to whether wilderness 
experiences are dependent upon being in designated wilder-
ness areas, a topic that has arisen many times over the years 
(for example, Williams and others 1992). Hence, we ask, are 

 wilderness experiences uniquely found in designated wil-
derness areas? Second, we were interested in the relationship 
between the experience of solitude and wilderness experiences. 
Research demonstrates that even in crowded conditions, visitors 
continue to report high quality experiences (Cole 2001; Stewart 
and Cole 2001) and visitors are not typically supportive of 
restrictions on use in order to improve solitude (Cole and Hall 
2008b; Cole and others 1997; Hall and Others 2010). Perhaps, 
in modern society, visitors have become so accustomed to high 
levels of use that solitude is no longer considered a necessary 
part of wilderness experiences. Accordingly, we ask, is solitude 
still a relevant component of the wilderness experience?

Methods _________________________
 We used an emic research approach to explore how visitors 
conceptualize a wilderness experience. An emic approach fo-
cuses on intrinsic meanings defined by members of a culture 
or subculture (Harris 2001). In our study, we focused on the 
experiences that are meaningful to wilderness visitors. This 
qualitative strategy reduces researcher-imposed bias by allow-
ing the factors that define a wilderness experience to emerge 
from participants’ responses to general, open-ended questions 
and clarifying follow-up questions rather than their responses 
to researcher-defined aspects of a wilderness experience (an 
etic research approach). Specifically, our semi-structured inter-
view guide asked participants if they were having a wilderness 
experience and what made it a wilderness experience. When 
participants indicated that they were not having a wilderness 
experience or noted that their wilderness experience was not 
ideal, we asked them to describe an ideal wilderness experience 
and the reasons they were not having a wilderness experience. 
Additionally, we asked participants if they could achieve a 
wilderness experience outside of a designated wilderness area.
 Interviews were conducted in 2002 between May and Au-
gust. Researchers spent 15 days at each of three destinations: 
Marion Lake in the Mt Jefferson Wilderness (Oregon); Pete 
Lake in the Alpine Lakes Wilderness (Washington); and the 
Lakes Basin Management Area in the Eagle Cap Wilderness 
(Oregon). Marion Lake (360 acres) is located in a dense old 
growth forest setting, an easy two-mile hike from a trailhead 
that is approximately 90 minutes southeast of Portland, Oregon. 
Situated in a montane forest setting, Pete Lake (100 acres) is a 
moderate 4.5-mile hike from a trailhead that is approximately 
90 minutes east of Seattle, Washington. Located seven hours 
from Portland, Oregon, nine hours from Seattle, Washington, 
and five hours from Boise, Idaho, the Lakes Basin Manage-
ment Area provides a more remote experience that involves a 
moderately strenuous 8-mile hike to a basin with a number of 
subalpine lakes.
 Interviews were conducted with visitors when and where 
contacted (n=173), and researchers recorded daily use level, 
with a range from 3 to 114 visitor encounters per day. All 
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. We 
inductively analyzed the transcripts using open coding (Corbin 
and Strauss 2008). For the text pertaining to questions regarding 
wilderness experiences, 14 primary themes and 154 subthemes 
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emerged. We used insider peer-debriefing (Spillett 2003) to 
enhance the interpretive quality of the coding process, by hav-
ing multiple project researchers read through the transcripts, 
develop separate lists of codes, negotiate on a final codebook, 
and code a subset of interviews until interpretive patterns were 
consistent.
 It is important to note that the data presented here represent 
a subset of the questions in the interview guide and, due to 
the dynamic nature of on-site interviews, not all participants 
were asked all questions. Therefore, although we present the 
data descriptively through the words of our participants and 
based on coding frequencies, these data are not intended to 
be generalized to all wilderness visitors. However, strong pat-
terns emerged, and it is our intent to present the ‘essence’ of 
wilderness experiences as conceptualized by the 173 visitors 
we interviewed. Other reports derived from these interviews 
include Johnson and others (2005), Hall and others (2007) and 
Hall and Cole (in press).

Results __________________________
Participant Profile
 The majority of participants were male (62 percent) and 
nearly equal proportions were day (46 percent) and overnight 
(54 percent) visitors. One-half of the interviews were conducted 
on high use days (>40 encounters), 28 percent on moderate 
use days (20-40 encounters), and 22 percent on low use days 
(<20 encounters). Sixty-one interviews were conducted at 
Marion Lake, 58 at Pete Lake, and 53 in the Lakes Basin 
Management Area. Similarities were found in the proportion 
of day and overnight visitors reporting that they either had 
or did not have a wilderness experience, as well as between 
study locations and between interviews conducted at differ-
ent visitation levels. We also explored the extent to which 
differences in descriptive experiential codes (that is, codes 
representing specific characteristics of wilderness experi-
ences) were related to user type, location, and use levels. No 
distinct patterns emerged. Therefore, we aggregated the data 
for the purposes of this paper and do not distinguish between 
day and overnight participants, visitors to the three areas, or 
participants interviewed at different visitation levels.

Having a Wilderness Experience
 One hundred fifty participants were specifically asked if they 
were having a wilderness experience. Twenty percent of these 
participants indicated that they were not having a wilderness 
experience, responding with phrases such as “no,” “probably 
not,” “not especially,” and “not ‘wilderness’ wilderness.” One 
participant stated, “I’m having a forest experience, not really 
a wilderness experience.” Another six percent of these 150 
participants were unsure of whether or not they were having 
a wilderness experience, answering with responses such as “I 
am not sure” or “I don’t know.” For example, one participant 
had trouble determining whether or not she was having a 
wilderness experience:

I guess not. Well. I don’t know. A lot of times, I’ll base 
it sort of on if I see a bear or something that you don’t 
see necessarily all the time or find some tracks… I 
guess when you walk in you really are walking for an 
entire day and you don’t see hide nor hair of anybody. 
I guess, maybe, those are the sorts of the kind of things 
that classify. So, I guess that just being out here, I’d say 
that this is more of a … sort of a wilderness experience, 
but sort of not, kind of.

 Five percent of these 150 participants indicated that they 
experienced wilderness “at times” during their trip. For ex-
ample, one participant stated:

Uh, not so much today on this hike. I haven’t felt as 
remote. I’ve seen a few more people but yesterday, 
or the day before yesterday, and we were up towards 
Rachel Lake, I really felt out and away from everything.

 The remaining two-thirds (106) of the 150 participants 
specifically asked if they were having a wilderness experi-
ence answered affirmatively with statements such as “yes,” 
“definitely,” and “absolutely.” However, 35 of these 106 par-
ticipants qualified their response based on personal, social, or 
environmental factors that compromised the quality of their 
experience. Such qualifying descriptions illustrate that wilder-
ness experiences are complex and, for some participants, there 
are varying degrees of wilderness (for example, “I would say 
it is pretty moderately a wilderness experience”). Participants 
explained that wilderness experiences may be obtained at 
certain times during the trip and not others. They observed 
that experience quality fluctuates depending on the social 
conditions (for example, the presence and/or number of other 
visitors), the biophysical impacts (for example, evidence of 
other visitors, such as litter or worn trails and campsites), and 
on management actions, such as signs and toilets. For ex-
ample, one participant, who was asked to rate the experience 
on a 10-point scale, explained that the amount of impact and 
the presence of others influence the quality of a wilderness 
experience:

I don’t know, a 9 or a 10. I guess being out in the wilder-
ness and not seeing a soul, and not seeing any impact, 
and finding your special spot, that’s a 10. Running into 
people like yourselves, or the couple last night, who 
seemed to really appreciate where they were, it doesn’t 
diminish it any. It’s, and the trash, maybe that’s what 
drops it to a 9.

 Similarly, another participant stated that the presence of 
management structures degraded the wilderness experience:

I would have to rate it about a 6. I don’t want to say 
it’s not a wilderness experience but at the same time 
I mean you have pit toilets over there and you have a 
pretty well established trail.

 Offsetting those detractors were the derived psychologi-
cal (cognitive and affective) or physiological benefits of the 
experience, as well as opportunities for wildlife viewing and 
the aesthetic quality of the natural environment. For example, 
one participant reflected, “Well, I guess when I think about 
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wilderness I think about more isolation, but in terms of the 
type of country and the scenery it doesn’t get better than this.” 
Another participant explained that wilderness experiences oc-
cur in “the parts where we don’t see anybody else… definitely 
yesterday, when we were having to find our own way through 
the snow and nobody had been up that trail yet. And that was 
great. I really enjoyed that and getting up to where you had 
views of Mount Jefferson.”
 Participants also used spatial and temporal qualifiers to de-
scribe the varying degrees of wilderness experiences (table 1). 
Attributes associated with the quality of wilderness experiences 
included (1) the amount of time spent in wilderness (for ex-
ample, “I think I have to be out a couple more days to make it 
a wilderness experience”), (2) the ability to stay in wilderness 
overnight (“Well I guess, it’s camping at least several nights in 
a couple of different places along the way”), (3) the remoteness 
of the area (“I’m so close to civilization here. I don’t feel like 
I’m in a wilderness per se”), (4) the distance from the trailhead 
(“It requires more hiking and having to plan it more, a longer 
duration”), and (5) opportunities for off-trail hiking (“If you 
hiked a little off the trail you would find those thoughts”).

Factors Contributing to a Wilderness Experience
 The 87 participants who were not experiencing wilderness 
or who indicated that their experience was compromised were 
asked to describe a “true” or “ideal” wilderness experience 
(what we refer to hereafter as a “prototypical” wilderness experi-
ence) to elicit key experience factors. In addition, we asked 
all participants to describe the factors that contributed to their 
current wilderness experience. Finally, descriptions of such 
factors also emerged in responses to other questions during 
the interview. In tables 2-6 we differentiate between these 
three sources of information about factors that contribute to a 
wilderness experience as follows: (1) information obtained 
at any time during the interview is reported in the “Percent Total” 
column as the percentage of all respondents; (2) responses regarding 
one’s current wilderness experience is in the “Percent Current 
Experience” column; and, (3) responses regarding a prototypical 
experience, for those who were not experiencing wilderness or 
who indicated that their experience was compromised, is reported in 
the “Percent Prototypical Experience” column. Some participants 
provided responses included in all three categories, while oth-
ers provided responses that fit into fewer categories.

Table 1—Coding frequency of spatial and 
temporal qualifiers of wilderness 
experiences mentioned at anytime 
during interview

Qualifier Percent

Spatial (n=55)
 Remoteness 66
 Distance traveled 44
 Room to roam 11
 Size of wilderness 7
Temporal (n=30)
 Trip duration 90
 Overnight visit 30
 Time of year visited 7
 Day of week visited 5

Table 2—Coding frequency for general factors affiliated with wilderness experiences

  Percent Totala Percent Current Percent Prototypical
 Factor  (n=173) Experienceb (n=150) Experiencec (n=87)

Environmental attributes 74 26 52
Social attributes 60 15 53
Psychological benefits 51 9 43
Personal skills 41 9 37
Activity engagement 21 7 11
Physiological benefits 16 3   8
Ancestral connections   7 1   7 
a Frequencies for all interviews in which wilderness experiences were discussed.
b Frequencies for interviews in which specific experience factors were discussed in relation to participants’ current 

wilderness trip.
c Frequencies for interviews during which participants who were not having a wilderness experience or who reported 

having a diminished wilderness experience were asked what factors would define a prototypical, or ideal, type of 
wildernes experience.
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Table 3—Coding frequency for specific environmental attributes that contribute to having a wilderness 
experience

  Percent Totala Percent Current Percent Prototypical
Environmental Attribute  (n=173) Experienceb (n=39) Experiencec (n=45)

Natural features 53 79 56
 Wildlife 23 36 29
 Aesthetics 22 28 18
 Vegetation 12 18 13
 Mountains/elevation 10 21 7
 Air quality 6 5 4
 Sounds of nature 3 5 2
 Water 2 10 0
Biophysical conditions 54 44 89
 Natural 25 13 20
 Undeveloped 17 13 27
 Noise pollution 13 8 16
 No trails 7 0 18
 Limited human impact 6 3 11
 Wild 2 0 7
 Not overly maintained 3 3 2
 No litter 5 10 2
a Frequencies for all interviews in which wilderness experiences were discussed.
b Frequencies for interviews in which specific experience factors were discussed in relation to participants’ current wilderness trip.
c Frequencies for interviews during which participants who were not having a wilderness experience or who reported having a 

diminished wilderness experience were asked what factors would define a prototypical, or ideal, type of wilderness experience.

Table 4—Coding frequency for specific social attributes that contribute to having a wilderness experience

 Percent Totala Percent Current Percent Prototypical
Social Attribute  (n=173) Experienceb (n=22) Experiencec (n=46)

Other visitors’ behaviors 3 9 4
Seeing other visitors 55 91 100
 Absence of lots of other visitors 31 32 37
 Seeing no one 29 59 59
 Isolation 18 18 9
 Alone preferred 3 9 2
 Number of people not important 2 5 2
 ‘Right kind’ of people okay 1 5 0
a Frequencies for all interviews in which wilderness experiences were discussed.
b Frequencies for interviews in which specific experience factors were discussed in relation to participants’ current wilderness trip.
c Frequencies for interviews during which participants who were not having a wilderness experience or who reported having a 

diminished wilderness experience were asked what factors would define a prototypical, or ideal, type of wilderness experience.

 Rarely did participants identify a single factor that defined 
their wilderness experience; instead, they recognized a wide 
mix of internal and external factors that made a trip a wilder-
ness experience (table 2). Participants most often identified 
environmental attributes (74 percent), social attributes (60 
percent), psychological benefits (51 percent), and/or the use of 
personal skills (41 percent) as contributors to having a wilder-
ness experience. Other attributes noted included engagement 
in specific recreational activities (21 percent), physiological 
benefits (16 percent), and ancestral connections (7 percent). 
The following sections cover each of these categories in depth.

 Environmental attributes—In terms of environmental at-
tributes, participants described factors related to either specific 
natural features or to more general biophysical conditions 

(table 3). Viewing wildlife and being in a beautiful environ-
ment were the most frequently mentioned natural features 
that contributed to a wilderness experience. For example, one 
participant explained:

Well, I would say it’s just a, it’s a wonderful wilderness 
experience. This, it’s a great setting, the mountains all 
around and ospreys, eagles, and typically a lot of fish.

 Another participant noted that the potential for viewing 
wildlife contributes to the “wildness” of an area:

Just the wildness of it, the thought that there could be 
a bear or a cougar or a bobcat and the fact that there 
are elk nearby… Even if the chance of seeing any of 
these things is very remote there are these things that 
you don’t know when they are going to happen, that’s 
part of wilderness.

Seekamp, Hall, and Cole  Visitors’ Conceptualizations of Wilderness Experiences
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Table 6—Coding frequency for personal skills that contribute to having a wilderness 
experience

  Percent Totala Percent Current Percent Prototypical
 Personal Skill (n=173) Experienceb (n=13) Experiencec (n=32)

Self-reliance 27 54 66
Navigation 10 15 22
Danger/risk 8 23 25
Challenge 8 15 13
Uncertainty/surprise 3 0 13
Exploration/adventure 3 8 3
Exposure to elements 3 23 3
a Frequencies for all interviews in which wilderness experiences were discussed.
b Frequencies for interviews in which specific experience factors were discussed in relation to participants’ 

current wilderness trip.
c Frequencies for interviews during which participants who were not having a wilderness experience or who 

reported having a diminished wilderness experience were asked what factors would define a prototypical, 
or ideal, type of wilderness experience.

Table 5—Coding frequency for psychological benefits that contribute to having a wilderness 
experience

 Percent Totala  Percent Current Percent Prototypical
Psychological Benefit  (n=173) Experienceb (n=14) Experiencec (n=37)

Cognitive 46 64 89
 Escape 42 57 76
 Introspection 8 7 16
 Perspective 3 0 8
 Mental clarity 3 0 8
 Timelessness 1 0 3
 Change of pace 1 7 3
Affective 24 29 32
 Enjoyment 12 14 8
 Peacefulness 10 7 16
 Nature connection 3 0 3
 Freedom 2 0 5
 Spiritual connection 2 7 3
 Sense of awe 2 0 3
 Inspiration 1 0 3
 Humbling 1 0 3
a Frequencies for all interviews in which wilderness experiences were discussed.
b Frequencies for interviews in which specific experience factors were discussed in relation to participants’ current 

wilderness trip.
c Frequencies for interviews during which participants who were not having a wilderness experience or who reported 

having a diminished wilderness experience were asked what factors would define a prototypical, or ideal, type of 
wilderness experience.

 We found that, although natural features can enhance a 
wilderness experience, the experience may be compromised 
by other factors, such as use level:

When you have people around you, when you’re out 
on the lake and you hear conversations and so forth, I 
mean, it’s not a true wilderness I guess. But then, you 
can look overhead, like we did today, we saw a pair 
of eagles coming by. Osprey. We saw a deer along the 
bank. Especially early in the morning, when there wasn’t 
a lot of people moving yet. So, yeah, it’s, it’s a certain 
amount of [wilderness] experience.

 Other natural features that contribute to a wilderness experi-
ence included vegetation (for example, “being in the woods” 
and “old growth forests”), mountains or topography (“rugged 
looking” and “in areas with rockfalls”), air quality (“fresh air” 
and “you don’t smell any cars”), specific sounds of nature (“the 

sounds of toads” and “hearing that river flowing down there”), 
and water (“cleanliness of the water” and “having the lake”). 
The relative lack of noise pollution was fairly frequently de-
scribed as a biophysical condition that enhances a wilderness 
experience. Some participants described this condition generally 
(“Just being away from the noise, cars and everything else that 
has to do with civilization”), while others were more specific 
(“no airplanes flying overhead” and “not hearing people”).
 Participants also used more general adjectives when describ-
ing a wilderness experience. Naturalness, a lack of development 
(“untouched by the industrial age”), and wild (“how nature just 
does its own thing whether we want it to or not”) were identi-
fied frequently as conditions that contribute to a wilderness 
experience. These were typically coupled with other factors, 
as by one participant who stated:

Visitors’ Conceptualizations of Wilderness Experiences Seekamp, Hall, and Cole
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Well, it partly means getting away, and having the 
sunset…I mean part of it means that you’re not going 
to have any machines or cars, no motorized vehicles… 
you’re far enough from a population center that you feel 
like you’re away, can’t see anything that isn’t natural 
if you look, lots of wildlife.

 Similarly, other participants described conditions with limited 
human impact (“a place that is more or less devoid of signs of 
human activity or has minimal amounts of human activity”).
 Trail quality played a role in wilderness experiences for 
some participants. For example, one participant explained:

The trail here in front of us is twenty feet wide with 
no plant growth, it’s all dirt, it’s well packed. To me 
that’s a well-used area. To me a wilderness experience 
is a more primitive trail, if any trail, and fewer people. 
A wilderness experience would be different from this.

 For a wilderness experience, trails should not be overly 
maintained (“the trails are maintained just adequately to get 
through”), and there should be no litter (“if people pick up 
after themselves, it would be a lot better”).

 Social attributes—We categorized descriptions of the social 
attributes that influence a wilderness experience (table 4) as 
references to the behavior of others (3 percent) versus simply 
seeing other visitors (55 percent). When describing the behav-
ior of other visitors, most participants explained that hearing 
others and unethical actions (for example, littering) detracted 
from or could ruin a wilderness experience. One participant 
said:

I think if everybody, even if it’s a lot of people, that they 
know what they are doing, being respectful of others, 
and keep a low profile – it doesn’t hurt that much to 
have a bunch of people. It’s when people come up that 
seem kind of like novices and are loud and obnoxious, 
or they don’t seem very appreciative of the place they’re 
in. That is the only time it seems not so good.

 Participants frequently stated that seeing no other visitors 
was a defining aspect of a wilderness experience. For example, 
when describing a prototypical experience, one participant 
asserted:

A complete wilderness experience would be… in the 
complete wilderness where you’re using a compass and 
getting there and nothing, there’s no people around. 
I’d say that’s a complete wilderness experience to me.

 Yet, many participants mentioned that they expected to see 
other visitors during a wilderness trip and that, as long as there 
were not many other visitors, they could have a wilderness 
experience. For example, one participant explained why she 
felt she was having a wilderness experience:

I guess just the fact that there’s not a mass populace 
here …I mean, you don’t have to be in the woods to be 
in the wilderness, so to speak. Just the mass of people 
sort of tends to destroy a wilderness.

 Another participant mentioned that seeing other people in a 
wilderness wasn’t usually an issue for her, but that the number 
encountered surpassed her threshold on this trip, ultimately 

keeping her from having a wilderness experience. When asked 
to described a wilderness experience, she said:

Not as many people. I’ve never been in a wilderness 
area that’s been abused. This was the first time. I’ve just 
never seen anything as crazy before. I totally get it; it’s 
an amazing place. Everybody was very nice and doing 
their own thing but somehow it’s disconcerting to me.

 Some participants used the terms isolation and solitude to 
describe a wilderness experience. For example, one participant 
stated that a wilderness experience:

Would be totally isolated from people. It would be doing 
something very few people do, where your amenities 
are very low. I think of really roughing it, going out 
on your own with the real minimal. You might be off 
trail, using topo maps.

 Another participant made a similar observation:

It’s not seeing people, not hearing people, or civilization. 
It’s when you hear water running; animals, birds are 
part of it. There aren’t very many places in this part of 
the country where you can find real solitude.

 As is evident in these excerpts, participants typically described 
a complex set of factors when explaining their conception of 
a wilderness experience.

 Psychological benefits—Participants frequently men-
tioned cognitive (46 percent) and affective (24 percent) benefits 
when describing what makes up a wilderness experience (table 
5). For many participants, the opportunities to escape civiliza-
tion or the demands of daily life and to enjoy themselves were 
described as key wilderness experience factors. For example, 
one participant stated:

Key, basically we came to fish and enjoy the wildlife 
and get away from the routine, work and phones and 
computers and all that and that’s what we accomplished.

 Although escaping the crowds and noise of civilization was 
described by some participants (“I guess just the quietness, 
less people around makes it more wilderness. It’s wilderness 
anytime you get away from all the people”), other participants 
claimed that escaping civilization doesn’t necessarily have 
to mean that you don’t see other people. For example, one 
participant said:

Just getting outside and getting away from work or 
whatever. It doesn’t necessarily mean like getting 
away from everybody else to me, it’s just more being 
outside and going and doing stuff that doesn’t have 
to do with anything other than walking around and 
enjoying yourself.

 Another participant described a wilderness experience as an 
opportunity for introspection and mental clarity, as well as an 
opportunity to escape social pressures:

My mind jumps back and forth all over the place, but 
it’s definitely good no matter what I’m thinking about. 
It’s just good to get those thoughts cleared out, and 
the wilderness area definitely allows you to do that. 
You get away from the city and you’re not involved 
in drinking or the social problems or anything, so you 
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can concentrate on your own thoughts, even if you’re 
with a big group of people.

 Other participants pointed out that a wilderness experience 
provides a sense of peace and a time for relaxation. For ex-
ample, one participant said:

I love the calm peaceful feeling, it’s a great family 
place. Something you want to bring family to, which 
is good. Just getting outdoors, getting away from it all, 
just a calming, relaxing feeling.

  More unique psychological benefits included a sense of 
timelessness (for example, “time stands still”), a change of pace 
(“I’m not really a high-energy person anyway, and this slows 
you down”), a sense of freedom (“where you just kind of go 
and stop and look at all the flora and fauna, and the wildlife”), 
a spiritual connection or sense of awe (“to be refreshed and, 
obviously, as a Christian, I know that God created all of this. 
And so, for me, that creates a sense of awe and wonder at what 
he made”), a humbling feeling (“the wilderness is bigger than 
me and more powerful”), and a connection to nature (“now that 
I’m older I want to get re-in touch with that kind of outdoor 
feel that I have in my bones”).

 Personal skills—Participants described the ability to use 
specific personal skills as a defining factor of a wilderness 
experience (table 6), particularly the need for self-reliance. 
When discussing self-reliance, participants mentioned the need 
to exert physical effort and fend for oneself without luxuries 
or excessive amounts of “stuff.” For example, one participant 
explained that his own decisions and knowledge affected the 
quality of his wilderness experience:

To be more self-sufficient, like knowing what plants in 
the forest are edible. And not bringing quite so much 
food. Not bringing so much stuff with us, would feel 
more like a wilderness experience to me.

 Another participant stated that perceptions of remoteness 
enhance the need for self-reliance:

Well, this is a ways back and it’s a long ways in on the 
road, so you really know you’re not close to towns or 
anything and so I think his trail, as opposed to some 
other day hikes where you’re just off a road or some-
thing, you really feel like you worked to get in here and 
there’s not many people back here. And further back 
in your mind, if you were to hurt yourself, you’re not, 
you couldn’t easily get out.

 Similarly, another participant explained how a wilderness 
experience involves challenging oneself:

You have to try everything, you have to be self-motivat-
ed, you have to push it, you have to be able to handle 
it. Basically, there are no frills here—everything is as 
it is. You have to adapt to it, work with it, and make it 
work for you. Sometimes you can’t have things go the 
way you want and you just have to accept that. That 
goes with the territory.

 Thus, wilderness experiences include aspects of danger, risk, 
uncertainty, exploration and adventure.

To be someplace where nobody else had been, no trails. 
If you got in trouble, you would be in trouble because 
there would be no way to get out of it.

 Participants also described the ability to get lost and the 
need to have navigational skills to find one’s way back. For 
example, one participant explained:

Yea, I still feel like I’m not completely out in the woods. 
The trails are so used. There are not that many signs, but 
people have been here, like you’re not the first person 
to camp here… I’ve been hiking in the Brooks Range 
and I’ve climbed Denali and those to me that was true 
wilderness. There were no trails; it was all maps and 
compass readings. We have the maps, but we know we 
don’t really need them.

 A handful of participants actually used the word “primitive” 
to describe such personal skills. For example, when discussing 
the area in terms of remoteness, one participant explained:

Oh, it’s somewhat remote. But, still you get in here, 
you see people, you can see out for long distances, 
you don’t have that place, a primitive feeling, where 
you don’t know what is behind the next bluff, because 
you know there’s no other people up here, and maybe a 
cougar there. And that’s what I consider real primitive 
wilderness experience. So I think it’s a little bit differ-
ent than that up here.

 Other wilderness experience attributes—Some partici-
pants described a wilderness experience in relation to specific 
activities, physiological benefits, and having an ancestral con-
nection. Camping and fishing were often mentioned as part of a 
wilderness experience, though often in conjunction with other 
wilderness experience factors. For example, one participant 
explained how camping and cooking combined with scenery 
and exercise to make a wilderness experience:

Just the beauty of it. Just seeing a new place. I like 
sleeping in a tent, cooking outside. It’s just so nice to 
go to bed and curl up in your sleeping bag. After a hard 
day it always feels so good to take off your pack and 
once your boots are off it is so nice. It’s strenuous but 
you always have a reward at the end of a day.

 In terms of physiological benefits, one participant described 
rejuvenation and physical exertion by saying that a wilderness 
experience involves “being out away, quiet, solitude, time for 
introspection …it’s a time to work with my body and rejuve-
nate my spirit.” Another participant explained: “I’m telling 
you, you can just completely unwind up here. Your stomach 
pains go away, your head clears up. It’s great.” Illustrating the 
multifaceted nature of a wilderness experience, one participant 
explained what a wilderness experience means to her:

To re-energize. To reduce stress. To breathe clean air. 
To maybe see wildlife. Hopefully. And I think it kind 
of puts us in our place when we come out here. When 
you’re in your working environment and in a big city, 
humans tend to be so prevalent and about everything 
we do is so invasive. And when you come out here with 
just whatever you have on your back, I think it just 
humbles you and it makes you realize we’re just kind of 
parasites on this earth and whatever we do is affecting 
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the beauty of it and the natural rhythms of it and so I 
think we just like to come out to remind ourselves and 
put our lives in perspective.

 A few participants also mentioned that an awakening of the 
senses is another part of a wilderness experience:

Just being able to step onto the trail and smell the fresh 
air, and smell the pine needles and look at the big trees 
and try to wrap your arms around a big, thick-barked, 
Douglas fir.

 Some participants said that a wilderness experience enables 
ancestral connections, such as to Native Americans, the ability 
to experience pre-colonization conditions, or being the first 
person to explore an area. One participant explained:

When I think of a wilderness I think of an untouched 
area. I think of something like this. Even though you 
can tell people have been here, sometimes you feel like 
the first person to walk into an area or you’re the first 
person to notice that new stuff is growing.

 Another participant asserted that a wilderness experience “is 
like going back in time.” After collecting water, one participant 
explained: “So I had three water bottles, and I felt like some 
Native American or something bringing back all the water 
back to the tribe.”

Uniqueness of Wilderness Experiences
 During the interviews, some conversations about wilderness 
experiences (n=91) also included a question about whether or 
not a wilderness experience is unique to federally designated 
wilderness areas. Two-thirds of these participants indicated 
that the experience was not unique to federally designated 
areas, while one-fifth found it to be unique. Other participants 
(11 percent) felt that, although the experience could be found 
outside of designated wilderness, the quality of the experience 
would be lower (for example, “Yes, but I don’t think it would 
be as peaceful”). Ten percent of participants were unsure of 
the uniqueness of wilderness experiences, while another four 
percent admitted to being unsure of the federal designation of 
wilderness.
 Among those who provided a rationale as to why other ar-
eas provided the opportunity to have a wilderness experience 
(n=30), most stated that other areas can be equally or even 
more “remote” than designated wilderness, have “limited im-
pact on it by humans,” are places where “there’s nobody else 
around except for you,” and have enough space where “you 
could get lost.” For example, one participant mentioned being 
aware of “some places that are not technically wilderness, that 
are remote, that people just don’t go into, so I can have some 
wilderness experience… so it doesn’t necessarily have to be 
a designated wilderness area.” Another participant stated, “if 
you try hard enough, you probably can” have a wilderness 
experience outside of designated wilderness. He explained:

I think that it’s more a state of mind a lot of times more 
than it is an area. There are places near where I live at 
where I can go hiking in and you’ll pass quite a number 
of people during the hike but you can still find solitude. 

Just for the day you can step off the trail, find a rock 
or a group of trees or something like that and get away 
from the main flow of people. You can find solitude.

 For these participants, wilderness is a state of mind that isn’t 
only found in designated wilderness areas.
 Some participants (n=13) who perceived wilderness expe-
riences to be unique to federally designated wilderness areas 
also provided a specific rationale for their perspective. Most 
explained that the undeveloped nature of designated wilderness 
and the regulations that restrict “roads,” “cars,” “motors,” “log-
ging,” and “buildings” made the experience unique, as well as 
“the lack of people.” For example, one participant explained:

Some of the hikes I’ve been on where I started to feel 
like I was having a great experience and you go over 
a ridge and see a clear cut, it’s something that’s disap-
pointing. I thing that designated wilderness areas are 
better places for wilderness experiences than places 
maybe in a national forest that are open to development.

Discussion _______________________
 We set out to understand what wilderness visitors think a 
“wilderness experience” is and whether visitors considered 
their wilderness visits to be wilderness experiences. Prompted 
by discussions about the changing demographics of wilderness 
users and increases in use—especially in day use—we wanted 
to know if visitors to these high use places, where solitude may 
be compromised, shared a conceptualization of wilderness 
experience similar to that set forth in the Wilderness Act, and 
whether they felt that use density affected the realization of a 
wilderness experience.
 Our data show that natural features (for example, wildlife 
and scenic mountain vistas), natural and undeveloped condi-
tions, and limited to no encounters with other visitors provide 
people with the opportunity to escape civilization, find isola-
tion, and be self-reliant. As such, we found that wilderness 
experiences are multifaceted (Borrie and Birzell 2001), and 
the key attributes of ideal wilderness experiences identified 
by visitors are highly consistent with those outlined in the 
writing of the Wilderness Act (Hendee and Dawson 2002). 
We also found that most (67 percent) visitors interviewed at 
the three high use destinations reported having a wilderness 
experience. However, these participants often qualified their 
response by explaining how hiking off-trail, spending multiple 
days in wilderness, and hiking further from the trailhead makes 
an excursion into a truer wilderness experience. That is, we 
found that visitors conceptualize a wilderness experience on a 
sliding scale, with the most outstanding opportunities being in 
remote, undeveloped areas where they can be alone and find 
psychological relief from the modern world. Additionally, we 
found that these attributes can also be found—and are some-
times purposefully sought—outside of designated wilderness 
areas.
 It seems then that use density affects the realization of wil-
derness experiences—especially in relation to solitude—as 
participants claimed that low use levels contribute to the feeling 
of a wilderness experience. Therefore, we were surprised by the 
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consistency with which participants reported having a wilder-
ness experience regardless of type of user (day or overnight), 
place of contact (three rather different high use destinations), 
and use density at the time of our interviews (low, moderate, 
and high). We anticipated that day and overnight visitors would 
have different experience ‘thresholds’—particularly during pe-
riods of different use density—with overnight visitors holding 
more stringent experience requirements. The lack of difference 
between day and overnight users supports recent research that 
has revealed few differences based on length of stay (Cole and 
Hall 2010a, 2010b). Indeed, as many wilderness visitors are 
quite experienced, having taken many day and overnight trips, 
it is perhaps reasonable to expect them to identify the same set 
of factors that leads to a wilderness experience.
 Given that use density varied so markedly day-to-day in each 
of the three study areas, we expected visitors to differ in the 
extent to which they felt they were actually having a wilderness 
experience at the time we contacted them. However, the lack 
of difference expressed in qualitative interviews is consistent 
with the weak relationship between use density and perceived 
crowding (Cole 2001) reported in quantitative studies, such 
as those that use satisfaction as a means of assessing effects 
on solitude (for example, Dawson and Watson 2000). The 
effect of use density on wilderness experience achievement 
may be masked by the variation in experience quality over 
the course of an entire trip. This effect would be consistent 
with the finding that some visitors were having a wilderness 
experience at certain times of their trip, substantiating Borrie 
and Roggenbuck’s (2001) notion of dynamic, emergent and 
multi-phasic wilderness experiences.
 We also expected different degrees of wilderness experience 
achievement to emerge between the three destinations—par-
ticularly given the remoteness of the Lakes Basin Management 
Area—as each differed in distance from metropolitan areas to 
trailheads and distance from trailheads to specific attractors 
(lakes). In regards to the similarities found between the three 
destinations, it may be that just knowing that more outstanding 
opportunities exist further down the trail or in cross-country 
zones (off the trail) may wash out the influence of the area’s 
remoteness. That is, if high quality wilderness experiences are 
desired, visitors can find the escape and isolation desired near 
high use destinations by putting forth extra effort, spending 
more time or using advanced navigational skills. This may relate 
to the adaptable human phenomenon (Cole and Hall 2008a) 
in which people report high levels of satisfaction by altering 
their desired experiences to meet the conditions encountered 
during a wilderness visit.

Implications ______________________
 These findings have several interesting implications. First, 
our findings verify that, to visitors, wilderness experiences 
are complex and dynamic. That is, wilderness experiences 
encompass assorted combinations of personal, social and en-
vironmental factors. These factors make having a wilderness 
experience not an “all or nothing” thing. Experience quality 
varies between trips and during trips because the experience 

is not just one thing. Additionally, there does not appear to be 
an obvious threshold beyond which an experience is not “a 
wilderness experience,” as the degree to which an experience 
is a wilderness experience is subjective and complex. As found 
in previous research (for example, Seekamp and Cole 2009), 
there do not appear to be any “clear-cut” distinctive elements 
of a wilderness experience due to its multifaceted nature. From 
a management standpoint this means that a specific adverse 
condition (such as use density) is not likely to destroy the 
experience, because there are likely to be many other posi-
tive conditions at the same time. Such diverse and adaptable 
experience factors may explain why high satisfaction levels are 
reported in quantitative assessments of wilderness experiences 
(for example, Dawson and Watson 2000).
 Second, managers and researchers often argue that visitors 
are often naïve and do not know what a “wilderness experience” 
(as per the Wilderness Act) is. Our data do not support this as-
sertion; most visitors articulated characteristics quite consistent 
with the language of the Wilderness Act. Many descriptions 
included the same words used by managers and researchers 
(remoteness, escape, solitude, natural, undeveloped, and self-
reliance), while other words were less frequently included 
(freedom, primitive, isolation, privacy, challenge, humility, 
and a sense of timeless). Although some visitors have these 
“ideal” types of wilderness experiences in the high use places 
we studied, most are experienced enough to recognize that 
their experiences deviate in some ways and to some degree 
from this ideal due to the signs of use or management, or to 
the presence of other visitors.
 Third, the characteristics and qualities of ideal or prototypical 
wilderness experiences amplify the need for quiet, undeveloped, 
natural areas to escape civilization, be away from other visitors, 
and be introspective. What, then, do these findings mean for 
management of wilderness destinations that receive high use? 
Do such areas provide wilderness experiences of high quality? 
While 67 percent of visitors reported that they were having a 
wilderness experience, one third of these people said that the 
experience was compromised in some way, and another 20 
percent of all participants said they were not having a wilder-
ness experience at all. Many of the conditions that led to these 
negative responses are conditions that managers can address, 
such as campsite impacts or the number of other visitors pres-
ent. Thus, one might conclude that wilderness experiences are 
in jeopardy at these locations, and managers should take action 
to bring experiences more in line with what visitors recognize 
as “true” wilderness experiences. Yet, visitation density at 
the time of the interview did not appear to play a substantial 
role in whether or not visitors reported having a wilderness 
experience. Some visitors noted that although high use, high 
impact places do not provide the most “outstanding” wilderness 
experiences, a more outstanding wilderness experience could 
be had by visiting more remote locations of the wilderness 
(i.e., increasing the distance they traveled or hiking off-trail). 
Thus, they recognize that, across each wilderness as a whole, 
outstanding opportunities for wilderness experiences are not 
presently in jeopardy, even if some high use destinations are 
quite heavily used.
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 Fourth, the majority of visitors do not think that wilderness 
experiences are unique to designated wilderness areas; most 
believe that similar experiences can be had outside of desig-
nated wilderness. Similar to seeking “outstanding” wilderness 
experiences beyond or adjacent to high use destinations, visi-
tors often explained that other remote areas exist outside of 
legally designated wilderness that provide similar experiential 
opportunities. However, other visitors recognized that experi-
ence quality may be lower or could easily become degraded 
in areas outside of wilderness, as certain activities are not 
restricted (for example, motorized recreation) or management 
controls are not present (for example, designated campsites). 
Given the potential for degraded or compromised experiences 
in areas outside of designated wilderness, managers should 
continue to foster outstanding wilderness experiences inside 
designated wilderness. This will help ensure that high quality 
wilderness experiences can be enjoyed by current and future 
generations, as envisioned by The Wilderness Act.
 Finally, solitude continues to be a relevant part of a wilderness 
experience, especially where managers want to provide the most 
outstanding opportunities for wilderness experiences. Most of 
the people we interviewed mentioned the social environment as 
affecting wilderness experiences, even without prompting by 
us. However, other research suggests that people are generally 
unwilling to accept the tradeoffs (more restrictions) necessary 
to maximize solitude in order to achieve those true “wilder-
ness” experiences (Hall and others 2010). It seems that many 
visitors to high use destinations have expectations that align 
with the actual use levels and elect to visit these destinations for 
other reasons (for example, high aesthetic value). Some of our 
participants even articulated knowing how to achieve solitude, 
if desired, during their trip (for example, hiking beyond the 
destination). Thus, managers face a quandary. Our interviews 
suggest that actions such as limiting use would improve the 
wilderness experience; yet most visitors prefer not having their 
access restricted and are generally quite satisfied with the “not 
quite ideal” wilderness types of experiences they can attain, 
even in these high use locations.

Conclusions ______________________
 Most studies of the wilderness experience have asked 
visitors how satisfied they were with their experience or the 
extent to which they experienced phenomena researchers 
consider important. In this emic study, visitors were allowed 
to describe the wilderness experience in their own words. The 
words most visitors use to describe a wilderness experience 
are highly consistent with the language of the Wilderness Act, 
researcher-derived attributes of wilderness experiences, and 
the types of experience wilderness managers seek to protect. 
They recognize the experience as being complex and dynamic, 
understand that there are many factors working to detract from 
an ideal experience, and have learned to cope with such factors. 
This suggests that visitors have a highly nuanced understanding 
of the wilderness experience and are much less naïve than is 
often assumed.
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