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Managing Recreational Use

Stephen F. McCool
David N. Cole

Thinking and Acting Regionally:
Toward Better Decisions about Appropriate Conditions,
Standards, and Restrictions on Recreation Use

ecreation managers make and act on decisions, often implicit, about
the conditions, management approaches, and visitor experiences
that are most appropriate for the individual recreation areas they
administer. As demand for recreation, particularly in wilderness,

backcountry, and wild river settings, has increased, such decisions have be-
come more difficult, complex, and contentious. We believe that managers,
while charged with deciding what is appropriate in the individual places they
manage, need to make decisions that are also appropriate within a regional
context. A fundamental objective of recreation management is to maximize the
values and benefits that accrue to the public from a system of recreation areas
(Wagar 1966). Consequently, managers need to make decisions that maxi-
mize the values and benefits that accrue from that system, not just the individ-
ual areas for which they are responsible.

Backcountry settings are not only
scarce—in terms of their acre-
age—but they are also highly de-
manded as locales for recreation and
tend to be sensitive to recreation-use
impacts. In responding to growth in
demand for recreation in these set-
tings, managers must make tradeoffs
between access and provision of op-
timal biophysical and experiential
conditions. One relatively popular
management approach is to limit the
amount of recreation use allowed in
an area. This policy was first imple-
mented for whitewater rivers of the
West in the early 1970s, but the
practice has since been adopted, in
one form or another, in dozens of
terrestrial backcountry areas. Manag-

ers have usually developed use limits
on an area-by-area basis (e.g., the
managers of one backcountry area
develop their plan with little knowl-
edge of the demand, supply, and op-
portunities provided in nearby ar-
eas). In addition to their intended
protective effects, use limits have a
number of unintended and poten-
tially irreversible consequences, no-
tably the displacement of visitors and
impacts to other areas, the prefer-
encing of one type of visitor over an-
other, and the reduction of access
and recreational opportunities
(Freimund and Cole 2001).

In this paper, we argue that the
systemic failure to both think and act
regionally has resulted in the homog-
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enization and suboptimization of rec-
reation opportunities, and the dis-
placement of problems from one area
to another. In presenting this argu-
ment, we use the example of recrea-
tion-use limit policies to explore
more completely the issues raised by
the “area-by-area” management ap-
proach. We contend that a regional
approach to planning and manage-
ment is needed to reverse the trend
toward homogenization and subop-
timization. We discuss barriers to
regional planning for recreation, and
conclude with ideas about the basic
outline of a regional analysis frame-
work and suggestions about research
questions that must be addressed.
While we have more questions than
answers, our intent is to point out the
limitations of current science and
management, and suggest a direction
that might lead to better future deci-
sions.

Suboptimization and
Homogenization

Protected areas in the USA are
each part of a larger biosocial region
or system. Management actions de-
veloped for one area inevitably affect
conditions and management in a
nearby one. Area-by-area imple-
mentation of management actions is
an example of incremental decision-
making. Such decision-making fo-
cuses on the “art of the possible” but
without reference to the long-term or
spatially expansive consequences of
this approach. A common outcome
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of incremental decision-making is
that even though each manager may
be acting responsibly for the area
under his or her jurisdiction, the
cumulative effect of individual, ap-
parently unrelated decisions may be
a situation that was never explicitly
intended and is difficult to reverse. In
particular, such decision-making
tends to displace use and diminish
important values, effects that result in
the homogenization of conditions
and suboptimization of the aggregate
value and benefit of recreation sys-
tems.

To clarify our terminology, we
offer the following definitions. “Dis-
placement” is a process in which rec-
reationists and their impacts move
from one place to another, in re-
sponse to management action (or
lack of action). By “homogeniza-
tion,” we mean a decrease in the di-
versity of recreational opportunities
that a region offers—again as a result
of management action or inaction. By
“suboptimization,” we mean that a
regional recreation system offers less
than optimal value and benefit, pri-
marily because the management ac-
tions taken (or not taken) do not
adequately serve the diversity of rec-
reation tastes in the region. It should
be noted that, while these processes
and effects result from management,
they are typically unintended.

To illustrate the processes of dis-
placement and homogenization, con-
sider the multi-day wilderness-like
whitewater river trips in the Colo-
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rado Plateau country of Utah and
Arizona—particularly on the Colo-
rado River in Grand Canyon, the
Green River in Desolation and Gray
canyons, and the San Juan River
between Bluff, Utah, and Lake Pow-
ell. This example was selected be-
cause displacement and homogeni-
zation occurred rapidly in these ar-
eas, with readily apparent resuits.
We contend that similar processes

are occurring—perhaps more slowly -

and subtly—throughout our parks
and wilderness areas.

Recreational use on each of these
Colorado Plateau rivers increased
throughout the 20th century, but
most explosively on the Colorado
River. As of 1965, only about 1,000
people had ever gone done the Colo-
rado through Grand Canyon. Just
seven years later—in 1972—more
than 16,000 people went down the
river in a single year. Solitude and
pristine environments were suddenly
lost. People were no longer able to
experience the conditions they pre-
ferred, and—in 1973—the National
Park Service (NPS) implemented a
management program that limited
use to the 1972 level. Launches were
limited such that typically 6-8 groups
per day start down the river. De-
mand for the Grand Canyon rafting
experience continued to increase,
however. By 1980, the wait to obtain
a noncommercial permit reached 10
years. Today, the number of people
on the waiting list is so large that it
would take 20 years to accommodate
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them all.

Grand Canyon managers were
forced to make a tradeoff between
legislated mandates both to provide
preferred experiences and unim-
paired environments and to provide
access to park resources. Their
choice—as the most appropriate
course of action for Grand Can-
yon—was to select a compromise that
provides (1) conditions that are still
acceptable to most visitors but more
crowded and less pristine than most
prefer and (2) an ability to gain ac-
cess that is much less frequent than
desired but not as infrequent as it
would be if use levels were even
lower. They rejected alternative
compromises such as (1) preferred
experiences and virtually no access
and (2) even less-preferred experi-
ences and more frequent access.

Boating had also been increasing
in the 1960s and early 1970s on the
Green and San Juan rivers, but
nothing like it did after floaters could
no longer freely access the Colorado.
Boating on the Green River through
Desolation and Gray canyons in-
creased 250% from 1973 to 1974,
the year after use limits were im-
posed at Grand Canyon. Opportu-
nities for experiencing solitude and
pristine environments were lost here
as well, and, by 1980, use was lim-
ited on the Green. Launches were
limited to 6 groups per day. Today,
the odds of obtaining a permit in a
lottery during the prime use season
are about 5%. Here—as on the Colo-
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rado—managers chose the compro-
mise of acceptable rather than pre-
ferred experiences (with use densi-
ties comparable to those on the
Colorado) and infrequent access.

Demand to float the San Juan
River increased more slowly than on
the Green River. However, by 1980,
managers chose to limit use to about
6 launches per day. Initially, permits
were easy to obtain. Today, how-
ever, the odds of obtaining a permit
are poor here as well. Consequently,
the San Juan River—like the Colo-
rado and the Green—provides ac-
ceptable experiences and is difficult
to gain access to.

The choice made by managers
appeared to be a reasonable one for
each of these rivers. In fact, with only
a few exceptions, managers of all
whitewater rivers offering multi-day
trips through primitive environments
have made similar choices. There are
about 5-8 launches per day, resulting
in a situation in which use densities
are not extremely high but experi-
ences are far from those that are pre-
ferred, and permits are extremely to
moderately difficult to obtain. On all
of these rivers, managers— individu-
ally deciding what is most appropri-
ate for the river they manage—have
made nearly identical choices. Their
decisions have affected each other, as
both floaters and visitor impact
problems have been displaced from
one river to another. The result is a
recreational system that is neither
very good at providing access nor at
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providing preferred experiences.
Such a homogeneous system is
suboptimized because many of the
values these rivers originally pro-
vided (e.g., preferred experiences
and ready access) have been lost
from the entire system.

In contrast, consider the situation
on three river segments in Idaho: the
Selway, the Middle Fork of the
Salmon, and the Lower Salmon.
These rivers were also experiencing
rapid increases in use in the 1970s.
Limitations were imposed on the
Middle Fork of the Salmon in 1972,
a year before Grand Canyon, with
managers selecting a use level of 7
launches per day. The current odds
of obtaining a permit on the Middle
Fork during the prime use season are
3%. Thus Middle Fork managers
made choices similar to virtually
every other river manager. Managers
of the Selway chose something dif-
ferent, however. They decided to
provide opportunities for high levels
of solitude (preferred experiences),
even though it would be very difficult
to gain access to that experience.
Only one launch per day is al-
lowed—providing a very different
experience on the Selway. The like-
lihood of obtaining a Selway permit
is even lower than the odds of ob-
taining a Middle Fork permit.

The managers who made the de-
cision on the Selway are revered in
certain circles for their foresight in
preserving something that is scarce,
the opportunity for a preferred expe-
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rience on one of these rivers. The
same reverence should be given as
well—though we seldom hear it—to
the managers of the Lower Salmon
River who have also tried to preserve
something scarce, a river that you
can float when you want to. Despite
increasing use, resulting in increased
use-density, managers of the Lower
Salmon have not limited use. As a
result, the conditions found along the
system of rivers in Idaho have not
been homogenized to the extent that
they have been elsewhere (Allen
1991). There are rivers that offer
preferred experiences (the Selway),
rivers that offer acceptable experi-
ences but somewhat easier access
(the Middle Fork Salmon) and rivers
that provide the opportunity to go
floating, admittedly often under
crowded circumstances, when one is
not lucky enough to obtain a permit
elsewhere. This system, we contend,
provides more value and benefit, and
is not as suboptimized as the system
of rivers on the Colorado Plateau.
These two examples illustrate
how the choices individual managers
make—when deciding what is ap-
propriate for the individual areas
they manage—determine the aggre-
gate value of the regional system of
recreation areas within which indi-
vidual areas are nested. Each indi-
vidual decision affects neighboring
areas, through displacement (or at-
traction) of use and impact, and ei-
ther contributes to homogeneity or
adds diversity to the system. Thus it
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is critical that managers make choices
that maximize the value of the system
at least as much as the value of their
individual river.

Homogenization of recreation
opportunities—as has occurred al-
most everywhere on rivers—is trou-
blesome because many opportunities
are increasingly scarce relative to
demand, and because the lost op-
portunities are not easily recovered.
It is unlikely that the managers of
other river settings would lower cur-
rent use limits to an equivalent level,
even given the tremendous unsatis-
fied demand represented by applica-
tions for floating the Selway River. It
is equally unlikely that managers on
other river segments would raise use
limits to accommodate the ever-
increasing demand for river recrea-
tion. Managers—and the pub-
lic—have been victimized by a “tyr-
anny of small decisions” (Kahn
1966), each representing a tradeoff
for any given setting, but in sum not
maximizing the benefits of a system.

In most cases where use has been
limited, the limit has been set at cur-
rent use levels. Management actions
that are based on preserving current
conditions privilege current users
over other users. Current users are
found at recreation sites because the
biophysical, social, and managerial
conditions there provide the oppor-
tunity they seek—or are at least will-
ing to tolerate in order to gain access.
Maintaining current conditions thus
protects what current users seek, re-
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gardless of other demands existing
within a population. The needs and
desires of those who prefer other
conditions—and either have chosen
not to visit or who still come to the
area but in small numbers—are mar-
ginalized, perhaps inadvertently.
While managing for the average cur-
rent visitor may be appropriate, at
least some recreation managers need
to provide for the preferences of
other users or the system will be-
come ever less diverse and less bene-
ficial.

In summary, wilderness and
backcountry areas exist not on a site-
by-site basis, but within the context
of a region where such areas consti-
tute a system. Management actions in
one area affect use patterns, bio-
physical and social conditions, and
eventually actions in others. Area-by-
area approaches to management ul-
timately result in homogenization
and suboptimization of recreation
systems. Regional analysis and plan-
ning, in contrast, would increase the
likelihood that individual decisions
lead to diversity and optimization
instead.

Barriers to Thinking
and Acting Regionally
Our observations about the re-
gional character of recreation man-
agement are not new. Managers and
scientists have argued for 25 years
that management must occur at a re-
gional level. Lime (1976) suggested
that a “full range of recreation op-
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portunities within the region to sat-
isfy the diversity of recreation tastes
is desirable” (emphasis added).
Bruns (1984, 82) argued that one
value “of the system of rivers concept
is that it provides a framework for
managers to actively plan for pro-
viding specific recreation opportuni-
ties rather than simply responding to
whatever visitation occurs.” Others
have noted that management of rec-
reational use must occur within the
context of a regional system of op-
portunities, and that limiting recrea-
tional use in one of these areas with-
out considering the management re-
gime in others carries a variety of
significant negative consequences
(e.g.,  Stankey 1977; Schreyer
1977).

Thinking and acting at a regional
level is not easy, as the evidence sug-
gests. There are a number of signifi-
cant barriers to doing so. A major
barrier results from the number and
variety of agencies often involved in
providing backcountry opportuni-
ties. Each agency (U.S. Forest Serv-
ice, Bureau of Land Management,
NPS, state park agencies) operates
under different mandates, policies,
and priorities. Agency managers may
simply be unaware of the conse-
quences of their actions on other
backcountry ~managers. Incentive
systems are narrowly defined: pro-
tecting the area under one’s jurisdic-
tion takes priority, not areas man-
aged by other managers or other
agencies.
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Figure 1. Parks within a region should provide a diversity of recreation opportun i-

ties.

To think regionally, managers re-
quire institutional environments to
encourage such activity and venues
for doing so. Venues that encourage
“working through” regional analyses,
conflicting priorities and agendas,
and differing missions (Yankelovich
1991) are rare. A venue would re-
quire participation of all relevant
agencies, scientists and users (and
others with interests in the parks).
These interested parties should be
able to interact in a non-threatening
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environment and in such a way that
implications  (benefits, costs and
tradeoffs) can be described at a re-
gional scale.

Another barrier to regional plan-
ning is the lack of social science re-
search approaches capable of pro-
viding a strong empirical foundation
for local decisions that optimize re-
gional recreation values. Currently,
the most prominent social science
input to the decisions individual
parks and wilderness areas must
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make about appropriate conditions,
experiences, and management pro-
grams is generated by surveys of cur-
rent visitors to individual areas. The
way that the results of this research
are frequently applied to park man-
agement has contributed to subopti-
mization and homogenization in at
least two ways.

First, although social science re-
search conducted on an individual-
area basis provides managers with
useful information, it only provides
information about the preferences of
those currently visiting an area. Dis-
satisfied users or those seeking op-
portunities no longer provided by
the area will not be sampled; thus
their preferences will be inadver-
tently marginalized. As a result, such
research usually shows support pri-
marily for current conditions. Sec-
ond, the practice of focusing most
research attention on central tenden-
cies (to simplify interpretation of the
data) contributes to a predisposition
to manage for the average visitor. A
substantial and long-established lit-
erature (e.g. Wagar 1966, Shafer
1969) has developed showing that
the average visitor simply does not
exist. The population of outdoor
recreationists consists of a series of
segments, none of which account for
the majority of participants. By di-
recting management at a mythical
average visitor, the needs and desires
of few visitors are met (Wagar 1966).
Returning to our rivers example, tra-
ditional visitor surveys will tend to
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suggest that every river should be
managed for the average current
visitor, meaning most rivers will be
managed like the Middle Fork, with
few rivers managed like the Selway
or the Lower Salmon.

These limitations result, in part,
from asking too much of science—a
common malady in this era of so-
called science-based management, in
which descriptive data are frequently
confused with prescriptive action.
Managers need to develop prescrip-
tions of what should be (desired or
acceptable social and biophysical
conditions at a site), but social sci-
ence research can only provide de-
scriptions of what is (visitor prefer-
ences and opinions). Some scientists
have tried to get around this limita-
tion by using evaluative or even pre-
scriptive phraseology in their ques-
tions—asking visitors what is accept-
able or what management should do.
But, the tabulated responses to such
questions are still merely descrip-
tions of the opinions of a select group
of stakeholders (average current on-
site users). Information about this
group enriches decisions about ap-
propriate conditions but it suggests
little about what the ultimate deci-
sion should be.

Several studies have attempted to
develop a regional perspective by
aggregating the results of several
area-specific surveys conducted in
the same region. Bruns (1984) was
perhaps the first to do this. While
these regional analyses recognize the
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need to think regionally, they can still
contribute to the problem if manag-
ers are not attentive to their strengths
and weaknesses. Warzecha et al.
(1998; and the article in this vol-
ume), for example, present the re-
sults of visitor surveys conducted on
three river segments on the Colorado
Plateau. The results are more strik-
ing in their similarity than in their
differences, with the mean number of
acceptable watercraft encountered
per day varying between 8 and 11 on
the three rivers. This study provides
useful descriptive information; there
is little difference in the acceptability
judgments of the average current
visitor on each of these three rivers.
However, if decisions about condi-
tions are largely based on such re-
sults, managers of all three river seg-
ments are likely to make similar
choices about social settings, leading
to homogenization of opportunities.
Site-specific studies of visitors—even
aggregations of several sites in a re-
gion—cannot provide an empirical
basis for taking the risks associated
with managing for preferred experi-
ences or managing to provide access
as frequent as desired. If we want to
provide a scientific basis for deci-
sions that lead to diversity and
maximum aggregate value of recrea-
tion systems—instead of homogene-
ity and suboptimum value—we need
more science that can explicate
tradeoffs and consequences at large
spatial scales and that can provide
more insight into the needs of par-
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ticipants other than the average cur-
rent users of an individual park, wil-
derness, or river.

In addition to new research ap-
proaches, thinking regionally re-
quires research funded across agency
administrative functions and
boundaries and at longer time frames
than is currently the case. Develop-
ment of regional-level recreation re-
search would require new ways of
thinking, innovative  conceptual
frameworks, and approaches to
technology transfer that are not read-
ily accessible in today’s managerial
environment. Regional-level analyses
are likely to require more time to
plan, implement, and evaluate, a
situation in conflict with today’s
“need it now” drive for information.

Toward a Regional Approach

The first step toward a regional
approach to recreation decision-
making is to recognize the problems
and consequences associated with
not doing so. Our fundamental con-
tention is that—in the absence of a
regional perspective—individual
managers are likely to make decisions
that, while appropriate for their indi-
vidual park or wilderness, may be
inappropriate for the systems of
parks and wilderness areas that rec-
reationists use. Uncoordinated indi-
vidual decisions will result in a rela-
tively homogeneous system that gives
preference to the needs and desires
of a minority—those with needs and
desires close to those of the mythical
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average recreationist.

Given our current understanding
about how to conduct a regional ap-
proach that will minimize displace-
ment, reduce suboptimization, and
counteract the trend toward homog-
enization, the primary objective of
this paper has been to point out the
significance of these problems. How-
ever, in the following pages, we will
present some initial ideas about a
framework for regional analysis and
identify some of the important re-
search needs related to such a
framework. Changing the questions
that science asks and developing re-
search approaches capable of ad-
dressing these critical questions is a
necessary step. In addition, institu-
tions will have to change in ways that
encourage regional planning and
management. This is critically im-
portant—and challenging—although
we do not attempt to offer insights
into how to do this.

The framework we envision is
founded on two types of definitions.
First, the region to be analyzed needs
to be defined. This involves devel-
oping a better understanding of how
areas and populations interact. Sec-
ond, definition and classification of
the range and types of recreation ex-
perience is needed. Levels of de-
mand for these different experience
types, within the population of the
region, needs to be assessed.

Once the regions, types of experi-
ence, and demands have been iden-
tified, the places capable of providing
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these experience types need to be
identified and mapped. The relation-
ship between supply and demand for
various experience types will suggest
which types are relatively scarce, in
the sense that there is high demand
for a limited supply. Multi-day
whitewater boating, through largely
natural, undeveloped landscapes, is a
good example of a scarce recreational
opportunity. For scarce opportuni-
ties, it will be necessary to further
subdivide recreational opportunities
along a spectrum from places that
provide preferred conditions but in-
frequent access, to places that pro-
vide conditions that are acceptable
but not preferred and opportunities
for more frequent access.

The next step of the framework
involves allocating experiences—a
series of prescriptive decisions
driven primarily by concerns about
suboptimization. Suboptimization is
minimized by allocating experience
types such that they are distributed
in proportion to demand for them. It
is further minimized by making sure
that, within any individual experi-
ence type, there are opportunities for
both preferred experiences and for
frequent access (i.e., not every place
makes the same compromise be-
tween these two goals). Finally, it will
be necessary to allocate specific
places both to experience types and
position on the spectrum from pre-
ferred to acceptable conditions. For
example, the Selway River has been
allocated to nonmotorized whitewa-
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ter recreation as opposed to motor-
ized whitewater recreation. It has
also been allocated to the preferred-
experience, limited-accessibility end
of the spectrum within that experi-
ence type.

Moving toward this type of
framework will require new scientific
approaches. Currently, the primary
scientific approach is to conduct sur-
veys of current visitors to particular
parks, wildernesses, and rivers.
Questions about preferences for or
acceptability of conditions are used
to make decisions about what is ap-
propriate in that place. As noted be-
fore, we contend that using this ap-
proach for this purpose can contrib-
ute to suboptimization of the sys-
tem—even if these results are aggre-
gated in regional analyses illustrating
differences between individual places
within a region. Information about
the preferences of current visitors to
a specific place is useful in identify-
ing alternatives and in evaluating the
consequences of alternative deci-
sions. Our intent is not to suggest
that this research is not valuable for
these purposes. Rather, our point is
that this research approach is not
very helpful in deciding among alter-
natives. Other research approaches
are more likely to contribute a
stronger empirical foundation to de-
cisions about appropriate conditions.

Traditional research provides im-
portant insights into such questions
as (1) how many current users’ pref-
erences can be met given a particular
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management alternative? (2) how far
are proposed conditions from most
current users preferred condition?
and (3) are proposed conditions still
within the tolerable range of most
current users? However, while this
type of research might suggest the
right approach to satisfy the most
current users in any single place, it
will often not be the right approach
for the recreation system as a whole.

To make good prescriptive deci-
sions about what is appropriate, we
need to consider more than visitor
preferences. We need empirical
studies of demand and supply and to
consider legislative mandates and
administrative policy. We need sci-
ence directed at regional populations
of participants to complement re-
search on area-specific visitors.
Much as the biological sciences have
profited from studying phenomena at
multiple scales (from landscapes to
communities, populations, individu-
als and cells), the social sciences
could profit from studying phenom-
ena at all scales, from the regional
population of participants to the in-
dividual participant and his or her
experience. Studies of individuals
provide a richer vocabulary for de-
scribing larger-scale systems, while
studies of regions provide a context
for decisions about populations and
communities.

The following five topical areas of
research seem particularly important
to the development of regional analy-
ses. First, we need to understand the
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appropriate scale of a regional analy-
sis, the emergent properties of a re-
gion, and how one would make deci-
sions about the appropriate bounda-
ries of a region. Regions may be best
defined in terms of the supply of rec-
reation areas capable of meeting the
demand for particular recreation op-
portunities. The appropriate scale of
a regional analysis probably varies
with the scarcity of supply, or how
specialized the opportunity is, or
both. For example, the size of the
region needed to assess mountain
biking opportunities may be much
smaller than that needed to assess
mountaineering opportunities. Much
as the emergent properties of large
biological systems only became ap-
parent recently, with the blossoming
of landscape ecology, the emergent
properties of regional recreation
systems will not become apparent
until they receive serious study. Such
studies are likely to require new con-
cepts, jargon, and measurement
protocols.

Second, we need more research at
smaller scales—research on individu-
als and on subpopulations. More in-
depth study of individuals might
contribute a richer vocabulary for
describing recreation experiences
than our current reliance on such
vague terms as a ~wilderness” expe-
rience. Ideally, we can learn how to
describe experience opportunity
types in terms of what is experi-
enced, complementing our current
ability to describe experiences in
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terms of activities or as setting attrib-
utes that we assume influence experi-
ences. This should lead to better
categorizations of the experience op-
portunities that could be provided
regionally. [t should also increase the
ability to study relationships between
setting attributes—which managers
can readily influence—and experi-
ence opportunities managers are
trying to provide.

A third type of research involves
describing the distribution of prefer-
ences for experience opportunity
types across the regional population.
This research needs to build on cate-
gorizations of experiences developed
from a richer understanding of the
recreation experience. How large are
the various subpopulations that seek
different recreation experiences?
One challenge with this research is to
identify ways that measures of de-
mand can be more readily related to
measures of supply. Typically, de-
mand is articulated in visitor-days,
occasions, or as a proportion of the
population interested in a particular
recreational activity or experience
opportunity. Estimates of supply are
typically expressed in units of area
such as acreages. If we are to effec-
tively match supply to demand, bet-
ter ways of relating one to the other
are needed.

[t is also important to conduct re-
search that will help in making deci-
sions about how to allocate recrea-
tion resources along the spectrum
from preferred experiences to mini-
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mally acceptable but readily accessi-
ble experiences. This research would
address such questions as, “what is
the minimally acceptable condition,
below which denial of access is pref-
erable to further degradation of the
experience?” Together, studies of
the “costs” of experiencing accept-
able conditions as opposed to pre-
ferred conditions, along with studies
of the “costs” of being unable to gain
access to a desired activity, might
suggest approaches to allocating re-
sources along the spectrum. For ex-
ample, should we have one Selway,
ten Middle Forks and one Lower
Salmon, or should the allocation be
something different?

Finally, research is needed to
guide the allocation of specific places
to the various niches in the regional
system. We might decide that the
benefits of a system would be opti-
mized by allocating 20 river seg-
ments to motorized recreation and
20 to non-motorized and then,
within the non-motorized category,
to allocate four segments to preferred
conditions, six to ready access and
ten to a compromise between these
two. However, criteria are needed to
decide which four places should be
devoted to preferred conditions.
Clearly, legal mandates, institutional
policies, and existing conditions will
play a large role. Descriptive infor-
mation in traditional visitor surveys
can help evaluate the consequences
of alternatives. Finally, studies of
place and place attachment would
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improve our understanding of the
socially important values that may be
present at particular places.

Conclusion

Our fundamental assertion is that
the systemic failure of planners and
managers to think and act regionally,
and of researchers to conduct science
relevant to regional approaches, has
resulted in the loss of recreation val-
ues and scarce experience types. In-
dividual managers continue to make
decisions about experiences, condi-
tions, and management actions that,
while perhaps appropriate for their
individual area, may be poor deci-
sions for the system of recreation ar-
eas that serves society. Incremental,
area-by-area decisions lead to prob-
lem displacement, homogenization of
recreational  opportunities,  and
suboptimization, reducing the flow
of benefits from publicly provided
recreational settings. The resulting
loss of value, both at individual areas
and within the system, is not easily
recoverable. Social science research
has inadvertently assisted in this
process, since most research is con-
ducted on current visitors to individ-
ual areas, with little research devoted
to larger spatial scales, other popula-
tions, or even identification of the
diverse tastes of subpopulations.

Our assertion is not new. The
early literature on recreation man-
agement noted the importance of
regional thinking and the shortcom-
ings of area-specific survey research.
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However, the lessons from that era
have seldom been acted on, perhaps
because institutions do not provide
appropriate incentives for regional
research or regional planning and
management. [herefore, it seems
timely to reassert the importance of
regional analysis. We need to ask
more questions about our responsi-
bilities as managers and scientists in

terms of how we can optimize the
flow of benefits from a regional sys-
tem of recreation areas. Regional
thinking requires some revision of
institutional structures and incen-

‘tives, development of venues for the

“working through” needed at the
regional level, and innovative ap-
proaches to social science and its
application.
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