THE RECREATION
OPPORTUNITY SPECTRUM:
AN INTRODUCTION

By G. H. STANKEY and J. WOOD,
School of Applied Science,
Canberra College of Advanced Education.

The steady growth in leisure and outdoor rec-
reation over the past three decades has made
the tasks of recreation planning and manage-
ment more complex. Difficult questions con-
cerning what recreation opportunities should
be provided, where, and by whom continually
confront us. Moreover, as competition for re-
sources grows, there is an increasing need to
rationalise the provision of recreation oppor-
tunities in terms of the various costs and bene-
fits achieved.

Generally, it is recognised that the best way
to respond to this growth is to provide a range
or diversity of recreation areas so that the
varying desires, preferences and needs of as
many people as possible can be met. This idea
of providing a system of recreation areas has
been addressed in the literature on many occa-
sions and to some extent, policies have been
proposed to ensure such diversity. For ex-
ample, one of the basic purposes behind the
formulation of open space and rccreation stan-
dards is to ensure that a range of recreation
areas and facilities are provided, differing
from one another in terms of location, size and
level of development.

The notion of treating park and recreation
provision in a systems framework received ex-
plicit attention in a paper delivered at the First
World Conference on National Parks (Claw-
son & Fisher 1962). The authors argued “the
various parts of a park system for a nation are
interrelated; the various parts cannot be con-
sidered separately and without regard to other
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parts.” The system envisaged by the authors
ranged from wilderness areas and natural pre-
serves, through extensive recreation areas,
where recreation could be combined with com-
mercial activities such as logging, to local rec-
reation and activity areas with intensive use
and development levels. :

The system proposed by Clawson and Fisher
represented one of the first times such a spec-
trum was explicitly outlined, yet, as Gray
(1973) noted, “At first sight it would appear
that the proposition . . . is so elementary as to
be of little significance.” But as Gray points
out, the significance of the Clawson and Fisher
proposal was not so much in the typology of
areas proposed, but in the notion that indi-
vidual areas within the system were interrelated
and that each unit was of equal importance.
Failure to provide any one part of the system
would result in a weakening of the whole sys-
tem. As Hart (1966), in a monograph prepared
for the International Union for the Conserva-
tion of Nature and Natural Resources con-
cludes “The relevance of park system planning
is that it offers the best, if not the only way,
to secure the resources necessary for the long
range protection and management of all kinds
of parks for the use, enjoyment and inspiration
of all the pcople.”

Clearly then, the idea of a park system, involv-
ing a range or spectrum of park types is well
recognised, and its value as a framework for
managing recreational resources appreciated.
Yet, when we examine the efforts to implement
a system for providing a spectrum of parks,
we find that the progress fails to match the
promise.

The lack of progress in developing a park
planning system can be traced to several fac-
tors, but in general, it is the result of not hav-
ing a logical framework within which all as-
pects of recreation and leisure can be con-
sidered systematically. However, recent de-
velopments in planning methodology in the
United States have led to the successful imple-
mentation of such a framework — the Recrea-
tion Opportunity Spectrum (ROS). The re-
mainder of this paper is intended to provide
an introduction to the underlying rationale of
the ROS, the basic steps involved in its imple-
mentation and some suggested applications.

Basic Principles
Traditionally, recreation planning has focused

on measures of use intensity, such as the num-
er of visitors coming to a site or activity
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participation figures. While such measures are
important, they nevertheless leave much to be
desired. For example, they contain no concep-
tion of quality or visitor satisfaction. Nor is
such information especially useful in dealing
with questions concerning the most appropriatc
resource allocation, or how fair or equitable
- the allocation of recreation facilities and sct-
tings is among the various social groups.

The ROS framework outlined here is intended
to help planners and managers contend with
questions such as those noted above. The basic
assumption underlying the ROS is that
quality recreational experiences can best be
assured by providing a diversity of recreation
opportunities (Clark & Stankey 179a). A rec-
reation opportunity is defined. as a chance for a
person to participate in a specific recreational
activity in a specific setting in order to realisc
a predictable recreational experience. Thus, the
ROS conceives of the recreation planning and
management task as involving three distinctive
elements (Driver & Brown 1978):

® The first element involves the desirc of
people to participate in an activity. As noted
earlier, traditional recreational analyses have
been concerned with measuring participation
rates on a site or per capita basis, but there
is also general recognition that such meas-
ures leave much to be desired. For example,
when we talk about camping, we frequently
include everything from caravan camping to
camping on bush walks, pursuits vastly dis-
similar from one another in terms of who
participates, resource impacts and manage-
ment implications. Thus, it is important to
identify who the potential users are, what are
their expectations and the specific styles of
activities in which they participate.

® The second element concerns the settings that
people seeck at which they will participate
in their selected activity. Recreational sct-
tings are defined as the combination of
physical-biological, social and managerial
conditions that give value to a place (Clark
and Stankey 1979a). The physical-biological
setting involves features such as the vegeta-
tion or topography of an area. The social
setting refers to such things as the number
of other people present, and the kinds of rec-
reational activities that occur. The manage-
ment setting refers to the level of develop-
ment in an area or to the rules and regula-
tions that are in effect. It is through the
actions of management that these compo-
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nents can be packaged in various combina-
tions, thereby creating a diversity of recrea-
tional settings.

® However, settings are not an end in them-
selves. The settings provided by manage-
ment, and the activities in which recrea-
tionists engage, are the means by which rec-
reationists can achieve the third element of
intcrest — experiences. These experiences
include things such as challenge, risk, soli-
tude, and sociability. They represent the end
product of recreation planning and manage-
ment; the task of the planner and manager
is to provide various combinations of ac-
tivity and setting opportunities in ways to
facilitate thc widest achievement of desired
experiences, as shown in Figure 1.

Thesc ideas about the recreation opportunity
spectrum have been used to develop a formal
planning framework called the Recreation Op-
portunity Planning (ROP) system. In develop-
ing this system, several guidelines were adopted
to ensurc that it be as useful as possible:

* it should build upon existing systems of rec-
reation planning;

® it should have intuitive appeal to planners
and managers;

® it should be both simple and inexpensive to
implement;

® it should fit with existing planning and man-
agement systems used by different organisa-
tions; .

® it should yield consistent results;

® it should offer objective criteria for evaluat-
ing the recreation opportunity potential of
different types of resources and landscapes;

® it should assure that the total range of rec-
reation opportunities is considered, from
highly developed to primitive; and

¢ it should be based on tested behavioural
science theories relevant to how people make
recreation choices (Brown et al. 1979).

Using these guidelines, a number of planning
systems were reviewed and useful elements of
each were combined to produce the Recreation
Opportunity Planning system. At present, this
system has been adopted as the basic planning
framework in the United States for both the
U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of Land Man-
agement. In addition, it has been applied to
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planning problems in Australia, such as rec-
reational sailing on Lake Burley Griffin in
Canberra (Wood and Hooy 1981) and the
Brisbane Forest Park (ESS 1978). It has also
been used in conjunction with the CSIRO
LUPLAN Methodology in the Tidbinbilla
Nature Reserve (Cocks 1980) and in develop-
ing a plan for the Yarrowlumla Shire Council.
The ROP system views the provision of rec-
reational opportunities as a production pro-
cess that does not differ appreciably from that
associated with any other resource. In brief,
this process is composed of seven steps that
lead to the provision of a particular pattern
of opportunities.

|. Estimation of the demand for specific rec-
reational opportunities that arc distributed
along the ROS;

2. Conducting a resource capability analysis to
determine the potential of a resource to pro-
vide different recrcation opportunities;

1. Identification of current patterns of recrea-
tional opportunity provision:

4. Determination of where and how different
recreational opportunities should be pro-
vided through an analysis of demand and
resource capability information;

5. Integration of recommendations for recrea-
tional opportunities with those for other re-
source outputs (e.g. timber, agriculture,
urbanisation);

6. Development of alternative plans for re-
source allocations;

7. Development of recreation management
plans consistent with the allocation chosen
in step 6.

A short discussion of the activities involved in
these steps follows.

Demand and Resource Capability Analysis
The overall purpose of the ROP process is to
provide desired experience opportunities so it
is necessary at the outset (o develop some
measure of what is demanded. Demand analy-
sis is currently a major deficiency in the ROP
process. Assessment of the demand, including
latent demand. for non-marketed goods and
services is still in the devclopmental stages.
although there is promising research underway
(King and Davis 1980).

Despite these shortcomings, some type of de-
mand analysis must be performed so that pro-
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posed patterns of recreation supply accurately
reflect desired opportunities. This will require
the exercise of professional judgment as most
cxisting demand data are developed along
activity lines; i.e. camping, swimming, etc. The
difficulty is that activities can occur across a
wide range of settings, and the way an activity
is pursued and the experiences it produces will
vary greatly across these settings. Thus, know-
ing that demand for activity “X” will grow by
“Y™ percentage over 4 specified time span tells
us little about what specific kinds of resource
settings might be needed to cater for different
activity styles.

To contend with this probem, it is necessary to
develop classes of recreation opportunities that
provide a range of conditions in terms of ap-
propriate activities, settings, and experiences.
There is obviously no one best way to do this;
the number of classes or categories and the
names associated with them can be adapted to
any particular situation. However, as an eXx-
ample of what we are talking about, we might
consider the opportunity classes used by the
US. Forest Service. Six classes have been
chosen to represent the range of environmental
conditions from the primitive and undeveloped
to the very modern and developed. The six
classes are:

® Primitive

® Semi-primitive non-motorised
¢ Semi-primitive motorised

e Roaded natural

® Rural

Modern-urban

In turn, each class is described in terms of
the activities appropriate in it, the general
nature of the setting, and the probable kinds
of experiences associated with participating in
an activity in that setting. For. example, we
can contrast the “Primitive” opportunity with
the “Rural” as shown in Table 1. As can be
seen, many activities, such as hiking, occur in
both opportunity classes. However, there would
be major qualitative differences between hiking
in a “Primitive” setting as opposed o a
“Rural” setting. Thus, in terms of relating de-
mand projections to supply requirements, it is
necessary to make judgments as to what pro-
portion of the total projected demand ought
to be allocated to the different opportunity
classes. This is obviously a speculative busi-
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TABLE 1

Relationship Among Activities, Settings and Experiences

for Primitive and Rural Opportunity Classes.

Primitive Rural
Viewing Scenery Viewing §Eenery Unguided Walking
Hiking Hiking General Information

Cross Country Ski Touring

Upland Birds
Nature Study

Unguided Walking
General Information

Cross Country Ski

Touring

and Snowshocing and Snowshocing ORYV Touring
g| Horseback Riding Horseback Riding Power Boating
E| Canoeing Canoeing Picnicking
&| Sailing Sailing Gathering Forest Products
91 Other Non-motorised Other Non-motorised Downhill Skiing
< Watercraft Use Watercraft Use Water Skiing and Other Water Sports
2] Swimming Swimming Viewing Interpretive Signs
k] Diving (Skin or Scuba) Diving (Skin or Scuba) Resort and Commercial Public
E Fishing Fishing Services
Photography Photography Resort Lodging
Camping (Tent) Camping (Tent, Genceral Day, Competitive Games
<| Snowplay Auto, Trailer, Organisation) Scooter-Motorcycle Use
Hunting (for survival only) Snowplay . Bicycling
Nature study Hunting (Big, Small Game; Orienteering

and Waterfowl) Pleasure driving

Area is characterised by essen-
tially unmodified natural en-
vironment of fairly large size.
Interaction between users is

minimal. The area is managed| moderate to high.

Settings

dence of human-induced re-
strictions and controls. Motor-
ised use within the area is not
permitted.

Area is characterised by substantially modified natural environment. Re-
source modification and util

tion activities and to maintain vegetative cover. Sights and sounds of
humans are readily evident,

utilisation practices are to ecnhance specific recrea-

and the interaction between users is often
A considerable number of facilities are designed for

to be essentially free from evi- use of a large number of people. Facilities are often provided for special
activitics. Moderate densities are provided
Facilities for inten

away from developed sites.

sified motorised use and parking are availablc.

Extremely high probability of
experiencing isolation from the
sights and sounds of humans,
independence, closeness to na-
ture, tranquility, and self Te-
liance through the application
of woodsman and outdoor
skills in an environment that
offers a high degree of chal-
lenge and risk.

venient,

Experiences

Probability for experiencing affiliation with individuals and groups is
prevalent. Sites and opportunities are characterised as being
These factors are
the physical environment.
taking, and testing of outdoor skills are
specific activitics like downhill skiing, for which challenge and
are important elements.

r very con-
generally more important than the

except for

generally unimportant
risk-taking

ness, but through trial-and-error the ability to
do a reasonable job should improve.

The recreation capability analysis identifies the
recreation opportunity (RO) potential of the
resource as well as the attractiveness of the
resource for recreation. It does not account
for how management investments might alter
this potential. It uses specific standards for
factors such as remoteness from sights and
sounds (including road access), size of area
and resource modification. The result from
applying these standards is a basic capability
map that shows the boundaries of several RO
classes (Figure 2).

After the basic capability map is completed, it
is necessary to identify those specific landscape

Pace 10

features required for recreation activities (e.g.
hills with sufficient slopes for downhill skiing
at a given skill level). The combination of the
capability map and the activity opportunity
inventory becomes the basic reference docu-
ment for the remainder of the process, pro-
viding details on the spatial patterns of recrea-
tion opportunities and on the relative attrac-
liveness of each area for specific recreation
opportunities.

Inventorying Current Opportunities

Inventorying the present recreation opportunity
supply involves examining existing social and
managerial settings. The existing supply might
differ significantly from what is potentially
available (the capability analysis) due to social
and/or managerial factors. In identifying the
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Figure 2: A hypothetical recreation opportunity capability map.

current situation, information on all or some
of the following factors may be useful.

1. Access — including the type of access to
and within the area and the type of travel
permitted;

2. Non-recreational resource uses — including
both the activity and the scale at which it
occurs;

3. On-site management — including the types
of facilitics and the extent, apparentness
and complexity of the modifications;

4. Social interaction — including the amount
and type of inter-party contact;

5. Visitor impacts — including the asscssmcent
of the type (both resource and social) and
amount:

6. Level of regimentation — including the
nature, extent and level of management
control over recreation usc.
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For each RO class, standards indicating ac-
ceptable conditions for each of these factors
need to be developed. For example, somc
standards might specify the acceptable levels
of inter-party contact for a given opportunity
class. Using standards enables examination of
the existing social and managerial settings to
determine whether or not present management
is providing opportunities consistent  with
potential and whether or not present production
meets demand. It also helps identify when
specific factors are inconsistent with estab-
lished standards, thereby notifying managers
that some kind of action may be necessary.
either to re-define what is considered accept-
able or to initiate steps to bring the factor
back within standard.

A map is produced to display the present
situation so that it can be compared to_the
recreation opportunity capability map. This
map may be very similar to the RO capability
map, but sometimes it is markedly different.
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Figure 3: Changes in recreation opportunities shown in Figure 2 due to construction of a new logging road.

Recreation Recommendations and Integration
with Other Resources

Determining the recommended recreation allo-
cation involves a judgmental process for de-
ciding what mix of RO allocations constitutes
the “best.” Obviously there is no simple for-
mula for making such a decision, but decision
makers might utilise information on demand,
RO potential, and existing regional supply con-
diticns within the constraints of budget, tech-
nology, legislative and administrative policy.
resource capability and the potential use of the
same resource base for non-recreation outputs,

The opportunity classes defined on the capa-
bility map represent areas in which conditions
meet the minimum requirements specified by
the criteria used, such as remoteness. However,
within any one class, there will be a range of
conditions, some of which are better suited to
the provision of the kinds of opportunities as-
sociated with the RO class than others, Or,
somc areas may be especially suited to offer
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one particular kind of experience associated
with this RO class while another area produces
a different experience. Thus, with a RO class,
it will be possible to develop a ranking of sub-
opportunity classes. For example, use of the
Visual Management System (VMS) would al-
low one to develop an attractiveness rating
within an RO class to aid decisions regarding
what areas within that class should have
highest priority for recreational development.

The allocation analysis also involves the for-
mulation of a carrying capacity measure for
cach RO. Establishing carrying capacities ac-
complishes two important objectives. First, it
prescribes what the appropriate use level for
a given RO is and therefore serves as a stan-
dard against which Mmanagers can judge
whether existing potential use conditions are
acceptable. Second, it makes possible the meas-
urement of the quantitative effects of alterna-
tive allocations. For example, a primitive RO
typically would have a Jow capacity. If the

AUSTRALIAN PARKS & RECREATION — February, 1982



same area were re-allocated as roaded-natural,
the capacity associated with that allocation
would rise. Thus, it is possible to measure the
gain (or loss) associated with this alternative
allocation. Of course, the nature of the experi-
ence and setting would also change and whether
or not this was acceptable would depend on

many other factors.

At this point, it becomes possible to estimate
the trade-offs associated with alternative rec-
_reation -and non-recreation resource alloca-
tions, thus leading to integrated resource plan-
ning. Although it is not possible to provide
common units of measurement for trade-offs
between recreation and non-recreation alloca-
tions (e.g. a timber allocation would be meas-
ured in terms of money and volume of fibre;
recreation would be measured by hectares in
RO classes and people served), even non-com-
mon unit measures give decision makers a
much better notion of the kinds of gains and
losses associated with alternative allocation
decisions. And, it is these tradc-offs which are
considered in arriving at alternative resourcc
allocations. Thus, trade-off analysis should re-
sult in several altcrnative plans for resource
allocation. '

As an example, one output from an integrated
resource analysis might be a map like Figure 3
in which the RO boundaries have been
changed from those shown in Figure 2 becausc
of the addition of a new logging road running
north east from the original secondary road.
In this example, the roaded-natural area has
been expanded at the expense of the semi-
primitive non-motorised area. The effect of this
road change is shown in Table 2 where the
areas and capacities for the recreation oppor-
tunities shown in Figures 2 and 3 are com-
pared. The result for recreation of the roading
change is a decrease in the semi-primitive
opportunity and an increase in roaded-natural
opportunity. In this example, the planner
would be considering trading-off semi-primitive
recreation opportunities for timber products
and roaded-natural recreation opportunities.
Whether or not this is the best decision would
have to be determined by considering many
other factors. For example, if opportunities for
semi-primitive non-motorised recreation were
scarce in the region and there was a large de-
mand for them, it might be decided not to
build the road shown in Figure 3, even though
more people would be served and certain tim-
ber values would be realised if it were (Stankey
and Brown 1981).
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Table 2: Area and capacity comparisons for the rec-
reation opportunities shown in Figures 2 and 3,

Area in ROS class (hectares):

rural 800 800
roaded-natural 1600 2000
semi-primitive non-motorised 1600 1200

Persons served at onc time (PAOT) in ROS class:
4000

ruraltl 4000
roaded-natural? 3200 4000
semi-primitive non-motorised3 160 120

Total 7360 8120

1. Assuming a PAOT (Persons served at one time)
capacity of Sf/hectare. PAOT represents a rough
measure of carrying capacity and constitutes the
number of persons who can use a given unit of
space (e.g. one hectare) at one time without ex-
ceeding the area’s prescribed capacity, a figure
based on facility and design considerations, pro-
fessional judgment, ctc.

2. Assuming a PAOT capacity of 2/hectare.
3. Assuming a PAOT capacity of 0.1/hectare.

Action and Project Plan Development
Specifying management objectives in terms of
RO classes provides guidance for recreation
management and project planning because ac-
ceptable management actions and setting con-
ditions are prescribed by the criteria used to
define the RO classes and to delineate each
planned RO. The factors discussed earlier (e.g.
access, social interaction, resource impacts)
represent features of the physical, social and
managerial setting which managers can manip-
ulate and combine in various ways (within the
range defined as acceptable for each RO class)
to provide diverse recreational settings and op-
portunities for diverse recreational experiences.
For example, standards defining acceptable
types and levels of sounds for an opportunity
type would help serve to define whether the
sounds emanating from a proposed road would
be in keeping with that setting or considered
as “noise” (Clark and Stankey '1979b). The
manager is limited to those activities consistent
with the objective that has been established
through the planning process. This means that
the ROS framework helps the manager to
select conditions and practices that are appro-
priate for the chosen objective and makes
action and project plans a natural outcome of
allocation decisions.

Use of the ROS Framework
As described. the ROS framework is useful
for several purposes. It helps specify more
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clearly the recreational opportunities de-
manded, guides resource inventories for arriv-
ing at recreation planning recommendations,
combines recreation opportunity analysis allo-
cation with other resource outputs or impacts
of other resource uses on recreation opportuni-
ties, and ensures consistency between alloca-
tion, action and project plans. The ROS frame-
work aids in the systematic provision of diverse
opportunity settings that cater to different
kinds and styles of activities, thus promoting
the equitable, effective and efficient delivery
of outdoor recreation services. Through the
diversity that the ROS promotes, the kinds of
change with which planners must contend can
be accommodated and, as suggested earlier,
the consequences of alternative solutions to
meet these changes can be more readily inden-
tified.

Finally, the ROS concepts can themselves be
used as a framework for communicating with
recreationists. By providing information to
visitors about RO’s with regard to acceptable
activities, the nature of the setting and the
likely kinds of experiences, the likelihood of
linking recreationists expectations and desires
with places that meet their demands is in-
creased. Similarly, by asking recreationists to
specify what it is they want, managers can
help people find the desired opportunity sct-
tings, thus minimising such problems as con-
flict.

Workshops on Applying the ROS

To help achieve better understanding of the
values and applications of the ROS concept,
two major activities are planned. The May
1982 issue of Australian Parks and Recreation
will feature a number of papers on different
aspects of the ROS concept. This will include
papers by Australian and United States authors
and will demonstrate the varying ways in
which the ROS concept is used to deal with
some of the kinds of problems mentioned
earlier in this paper.

The second major activity involves conducting
a series of workshops on “Applying the ROS.”
Presently, sessions providing a basic overview
of ROS planning are scheduled in Adelaide,
Hobart and Newcastle in April and May, fol-
lowed by more in-depth sessions in Canberra,
Melbourne and Brisbane in June and July.
These latter sessions are jointly sponsored by
the Canberra College of Advanced Education,
Royal Australian Institute of Parks and Rec-
reation and several state and commonwealth
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organisations. Information regarding the work-
shops can be obtained by contacting the
authors at:

School of Applied Science,
Canberra College of Advanced Education,
P.O. Box 1, Belconnen, A.C.T. 2616.
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