
UC Berkeley
Parks Stewardship Forum

Title
Enhancing visitor use management in parks and protected areas through qualitative 
research

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3wz0m4rm

Journal
Parks Stewardship Forum, 40(3)

Authors
Rose, Jeff
Zajchowski, Chris
Fefer, Jessica
et al.

Publication Date
2024-09-15

DOI
10.5070/P5.35446

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial License, available at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3wz0m4rm
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3wz0m4rm#author
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


Parks Stewardship Forum  40/3  |  2024      610

Jeff Rose, University of Utah
Chris Zajchowski, University of Idaho
Jessica Fefer, US Federal Energy Regulatory Commission
Matthew T.J. Brownlee, Clemson University

CORRESPONDING AUTHOR
Matthew T.J. Brownlee 
Clemson University Institute for Parks
Department of Parks, Recreation, and Tourism Management (PRTM)
Clemson, SC, USA
mbrownl@clemson.edu

Received for peer review 1 August 2023; revised 1 February 2024; accepted 13 February 2024; published 15 September 2024

Conflict of interest / funding declaration. The authors have no conflicts of interest or funding sources to report.

  PSF
PARKS STEWARDSHIP FORUM

Enhancing visitor use management in parks and protected areas 
through qualitative research

ABSTRACT
Applied research aims to generate knowledge that can be used to improve policy and practice. In the field of visitor use 
management (VUM), researchers and park managers seek to generate knowledge regarding specific dimensions of visitor 
experiences within and across parks and other kinds of protected areas. A wide variety of management-centric questions are 
addressed through VUM research. In this article, we argue that to answer such questions, VUM researchers and managers 
can use qualitative methods (independent of or coupled with quantitative methods) to deepen our knowledge about visi-
tor experiences while improving visitor use management policies and practices. We present current qualitative research 
designed to aid in the management of parks, and future directions for qualitative inquiry. Existing qualitative research and 
future possibilities call to expand our collective understanding of what kind of knowledge “counts” in VUM research.

“Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted.” 
— William Bruce Cameron, 1963

PARKS STEWARDSHIP FORUM  
ADVANCES IN RESEARCH AND MANAGEMENT  •  peer-reviewed

Applied research aims to generate knowledge that can 
be used to improve policy and practice. In the field of 
visitor use management (VUM), researchers and park 
managers seek to generate knowledge regarding specific 
dimensions of visitor experiences within and across 
parks and other kinds of protected areas. A wide variety 
of management-centric questions are addressed through 
VUM research. Example questions might include: how 
does seasonal wildfire smoke influence visitor behavior 
in national forests (Zajchowski et al. 2019)? How many 
visitors can congregate in one location without degrading 
the nature-based experience (Nettles et al. 2021)? What is 
the level of public concern for biodiversity conservation 

(Hunter and Brehm 2003)? In this article, we argue that 
to answer such questions, VUM researchers and managers 
can use qualitative methods (independent of or coupled 
with quantitative methods) to deepen our knowledge 
about visitor experiences while improving visitor use 
management policies and practices.

Qualitative research is regularly associated with the analy-
sis of words and text collected through interviews, focus 
groups, and documents, whereas quantitative research 
focuses on statistical analyses of numbers gleaned 
from such sources as laboratory studies, self-report 
questionnaires, and observational counts. Quantitative 
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Ultimately, VUM aims to develop effective management 
approaches that optimize visitor experiences while 
maintaining the long-term sustainability of the park. 

Relatedly, VUM research is the systematic investigation 
and interpretation of new or existing data aimed to 
inform VUM processes and decisions, while advancing 
theory, concepts, and methods. Given its importance 
to park management, VUM research has increased in 
sophistication and application since it first emerged in the 
1950s (for a review, see Manning et al. 2021). Today, almost 
all federal and state land and water management agencies 
in the United States increasingly use empirical research to 
design and implement VUM plans (IVUMC 2018).

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN VISITOR USE MANAGEMENT
While quantitative approaches have dominated VUM 
literature, qualitative methods are seeing increased 
use, particularly in addressing targeted research 
questions, research with diverse populations, and 
questions requiring greater depth than breadth. A 
variety of qualitative approaches, including interviews, 
focus groups, photography, and mixed methods, are 
well equipped for exploring the deeper meanings of 
experiences from the perspective of visitors, local 
communities, park managers, and other populations.

Populations
Researchers often use qualitative methods to interrogate 
perspectives, values, meanings, and experiences to inform 
VUM understandings and practices. While researchers 
can use qualitative approaches to investigate a wide 
variety of social science research question and can 
address nearly every population imaginable, here we focus 
on two common groups of participants in qualitative 
research: visitors to parks and other stakeholders. 

Visitors
In studying visitors and their use of parks and other 
protected areas, VUM research has often relied on 
questionnaires where a sample provides input on 
their attitudes towards management preferences 
and alternatives regarding resource and experiential 
conditions. Alternatively, for research questions that 
require description or narrative, are not yet well 
understood, or are contextually unique, qualitative 
methods may be most appropriate.

Qualitative inquiry focusing on visitor perceptions of 
nature-related recreation experiences includes off-road 
vehicle use (Hallo et al. 2009), heritage site visitation 
(Daengbuppha et al. 2006), hiking and camping 
experiences (Hassel et al. 2015), wilderness and near-
wilderness experiences (Hallo and Manning 2010), and 

research has dominated VUM studies and subsequent 
technical reports and peer-reviewed journal articles for 
good reasons. For example, quantitative research has 
addressed important management needs, such as creating 
a visitor capacity, documenting spatial and temporal dis-
tributions of visitor use, determining visitor expenditures 
during a trip, or optimizing fee schedules. However, many 
people have come to understand that quantitative analyses 
alone do not represent the whole story, and not every 
question that managers and researchers have about visitor 
experiences can be effectively represented in discrete, 
operationalized variables and metrics. Furthermore, many 
VUM questions concern values, perspectives, meanings, 
and/or experiences that are contextual, contingent, and rife 
with intersecting concerns about who is doing the talking, 
the politics underlying the study, and how data are being 
understood by researchers.

In this article, we demonstrate that qualitative methods 
have both the analytical sophistication and the empiri-
cal persuasiveness to inform VUM practices and under-
standings of social and environmental phenomena. 
Qualitative VUM research is important because some 
aspects of VUM, such as historical narratives of visitor 
use (e.g., Hanna and Hodder 2015), sensory experiences 
(e.g., Zajchowski and Rose 2020), and perceptions held 
by minority populations (e.g., Erickson, Johnson, and 
Kivel 2009), are difficult to objectively quantify and 
represent. Qualitative approaches are particularly apt 
when there is a need to focus on the depth of a research 
question as opposed to the breadth of its occurrence, 
or when understanding specific situations, individuals, 
groups, or moments may provide particularly revealing 
insights. Furthermore, recent scholarship highlights that 
common VUM research approaches, including indicators 
and thresholds, can be analyzed both quantitatively and 
qualitatively (IVUMC 2018).

In this article, we first describe VUM in the context of 
parks and other protected areas, and then examine ways 
in which qualitative methods are unfolding and adapting 
to new directions and hybrid approaches. We conclude 
with a discussion of the realities of engaging with 
qualitative approaches in VUM research.

VISITOR USE MANAGEMENT IN PARKS AND PROTECTED AREAS
VUM is the “proactive and adaptive process for managing 
the characteristics of visitor use and the natural and 
managerial setting using a variety of strategies and tools 
to achieve and maintain desired resource conditions and 
visitor experiences” (IVUMC 2018: 1). VUM involves the 
creation and implementation of policies and management 
actions to balance visitor use with the preservation of 
a park’s ecological integrity and cultural significance. 
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and contexts. Interviews are most often either semi-
structured or in-depth. Semi-structured interviews are 
characterized by topic guides with broad themes and 
associated questions. The semi-structured nature of the 
interview affords the ability to change question order 
based on the flow of the conversation, and to strategically 
use probing follow-up questions (Veal 2017). Questions 
in a semi-structured interview are open-ended, allowing 
space for participants to share ideas in their own words 
based on their individual experiences. 

VUM researchers use semi-structured interviews for 
a variety of research questions. Several studies have 
leveraged the approach to examine salient indicators 
of the visitor experience, such as degree of naturalness 
(Bullock and Lawson 2007), travel freedom (Hallo and 
Manning 2009), and interactions with wildlife (Glaspell 
et al 2003). Semi-structured interviews are also used to 
understand the deeper meanings and motivations behind 
a variety of activities, such as camping in national parks 
(Hassell et al. 2015). Karst (2016) used semi-structured 
interviews in her study of Indigenous perspectives 
of ecotourism and visitor use in Bhutan, Rokenes et 
al. (2015) explored the benefits of guided outdoor 
experiences, and Dear and Myers (2005) considered 
visitors’ conflicts surrounding subsistence use in a US 
national park. 

Compared to semi-structured interviews, in-depth 
interviews provide more space for participants to share 
profound details about their experiences, behaviors, 
feelings, and attitudes (Veal 2017). The purpose of in-
depth interviews is to probe more deeply for underlying 
concepts that might inform our understanding and 
theory generation. While semi-structured interviews also 
support flexibility in the researcher’s questions, in-depth 
interviews provide additional space to pursue issues of 
importance, imparting even more conversational feel to 
them (Longhurst 2009). Often, a research hypothesis is 
not directly stated when using in-depth interviews, as 
there is little known about the specific topic or context 
under investigation. For example, a study derived from 
a grounded theory approach used in-depth interviews 
to understand visitor experiences at three World 
Heritage Sites in Thailand (Daengbuppha et al. 2006). 
Saethorsdottir (2010) conducted in-depth interviews to 
understand tourists’ perspectives on energy development 
in protected areas in Iceland. Depending on the reason 
for using interviews as a research method, researchers can 
choose from among various approaches to capture rich 
insights into the visitor (or stakeholder) experience. 

Focus Groups
Focus groups are a form of group interview aimed at evoking 

proximity to wildlife (Verbos et al. 2018), among others. 
Depending on the goals of the research effort or the 
context, researchers and managers may choose among 
various qualitative methods to carry out this exploration 
of the visitor experience. 

Stakeholders
While the term “visitor use management” seems to 
indicate that the focus is solely on visitors, in fact VUM 
research can be used to analyze other populations who 
influence what, when, and how the management of parks 
occurs. Any changes to the management of parks require 
thoughtful and deliberate planning and consideration of 
the affected parties. For instance, both local stakeholder 
groups (e.g., surrounding communities, business owners) 
and land managers affect who visits a protected area, 
what activities are offered, and, in certain instances, what 
experiential characteristics are available. Qualitative 
methods have been utilized, albeit infrequently, to explore 
stakeholder attitudes and management perceptions of 
parks.

Given that qualitative inquiry is uniquely positioned to 
explore context-specific phenomena, these methods are 
often well poised to understand community perceptions of 
parks and other protected areas, especially in areas where 
populations are marginalized and under-represented in 
planning efforts. This trend can be seen in studies of parks 
in developing countries (Mutanga et al. 2015), rural areas 
(Schmidt and Rose 2017), and areas where Indigenous 
populations are explicitly included in decision-making 
processes (Reo et al. 2017). Researchers working with these 
populations may use qualitative research approaches to 
understand their experiences more clearly.

Other qualitative studies have focused on the perceptions of 
managers about resource, social, and managerial conditions 
in parks (e.g., Rose et al. 2016). For instance, Fefer and 
colleagues (2018) used qualitative inquiry (e.g., interviews 
and Delphi methods) to understand perceptions by experts 
in VUM of management strategies domestically and abroad. 
That said, qualitative approaches in VUM largely remain 
focused on understanding the perceptions and experiences 
of visitors. Given that qualitative methods are still emerging 
as a tool in VUM research, we next present an overview 
of those methods that have been used most frequently to 
explore visitor, stakeholder, and management perceptions 
of visitor use and experiences in parks. 

DATA COLLECTION METHODS
Interviews
Interviewing is the most popular qualitative method in 
VUM research. Interviews gain in-depth perspectives 
about a variety of user experiences and unique settings 
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of understanding and the measurement of relationships 
among variables.

In VUM research, the most common mixed-methods 
format couples questionnaires with semi-structured 
interviews. Several studies have used mixed methods to 
understand visitor perspectives. For instance, interviews 
have been used to uncover potential indicators of the 
visitor experience, followed by questionnaires to develop 
and understand thresholds for those indicators (Glaspell 
et al. 2003; Hallo and Manning 2009; Zajchowski et al. 
2019). Mixed methods are also utilized to understand 
stakeholder (Puhakka et al. 2014) and community 
(Bennett and Dearden 2014) attitudes toward park 
management strategies. For instance, using both semi-
structured interviews and questionnaires Puhakka 
and colleagues (2014) positioned mixed methods as a 
complement to traditional approaches to understand 
the sociocultural sustainability of visitation to Oulanka 
National Park, Finland, as perceived by local stakeholders. 

QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS
Given that qualitative methods are used to study phenom-
ena that are contingent and emergent, data analysis is often 
more iteratively developed than quantitative analysis and 
often occurs throughout repeated data collection. This 
ongoing process allows researchers to follow up on any 
surprises and more accurately target research questions 
(Veal 2017). In other words, qualitative analysis leads to 
the refinement of a hypothesis and/or research questions, 
followed by ongoing data collection. Data collection 
is usually complete once saturation (no more unique 
information) has been reached.

Because qualitative data often results in hundreds of 
pages of interview transcripts, quotes, and/or relevant 
documents, the most common form of analysis occurs 
through coding. The coding process involves systematically 
labeling segments of text to identify themes, patterns, and 
categories that help researchers interpret and understand 
the data. Researchers follow documented and validated 
steps to code data, such as using coding frameworks, 
participating in the peer-review process, and involving 
multiple coders to analyze the same data. 

Coding decisions and framing deployed by the researcher 
have large implications for the analyses of the data, and 
often result in the development of a hierarchy of themes, 
subthemes, and emerging concepts, and is often supported 
by quotes or other direct material (e.g., Rose et al. 2016). 
Multiple rounds of coding are usually required, where 
each round facilitates greater specificity and clarity of 
themes and associated relationships. Researchers should 
be careful that codes do not become too abstract and 

participants’ attitudes, feelings, beliefs, experiences, and 
reactions that might not be apparent through other methods, 
such as observation or one-on-one interviewing (Veal 2017). 
Focus groups capture interactions between the participants 
based on topics that the researcher proposes. In VUM 
research, focus groups are most often utilized to question 
surrounding communities and stakeholders, rather than 
visitors themselves. Focus groups are used in public scoping 
processes, stakeholder engagement, and environmental 
impact statement (EIS) and environmental assessment (EA) 
procedures. Focus groups are one way to give voice to those 
who might not always be able to share their opinions and are 
considered a useful tool for integrating local and Indigenous 
knowledge into conservation efforts, including biodiversity 
conservation (Danielsen et al. 2014) and ecotourism 
development (Mendoza-Ramos and Prideaux 2018). 

Visitor-Employed Photography
Visitor-employed photography (VEP)—which has also 
been referred to as “resident-employed photography” 
(Beckley et al. 2007), and “volunteer-employed photo-
graphy” (Balomenou and Garrod 2014)—is a methods 
that combines visitor-produced photographs and in-
depth interviews. While researchers in various fields 
have adapted the method to their own particular needs, 
the typical approach is to first ask participants to take 
photographs that will inform a specific research question. 
Participants are then asked to take part in an in-depth 
interview, where they share the reasons and meanings for 
the photographs they took.

In VUM research, the purpose of using VEP is to study 
visitor perceptions about nature-based recreation 
experiences while simultaneously minimizing the power 
dynamic between the researcher and the participant 
(Wynveen et al. 2012; Hansen 2016). Hansen (2016) 
employed VEP in VUM research, demonstrating the 
utility of photographs to capture visitor perceptions of 
experience qualities. This case study outlined how VEP 
can be used as a management and monitoring strategy 
for a Swedish marine protected area. Fefer and colleagues 
(2020) adopted VEP to develop indicators of wildlife 
viewing for a boat-based polar bear viewing program 
in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. The researchers 
compared semi-structured interviews to VEP methods 
and found that VEP methods provided richer information 
that could be directly utilized for informing decision-
making.

Mixed Methods
Mixed methods, as the name indicates, is a form of 
research that capitalizes on the strengths of both quali-
tative and quantitative approaches. Both kinds of data are 
interwoven in a distinct research design, affording a depth 
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medium, such as email, blog, app, or private forum (e.g., 
Jones and Woolly 2015). Diaries are useful performative 
tools (Spowart and Nairn 2014) that lead to novel insights 
and increased depth of participant responses. Human 
dimensions of natural resources scholars have used cross-
sectional journaling (Ordóñez and Duinker 2014) and trip 
logs that accompany elicited photographs (e.g., Dorwart 
et al. 2009), noting the narrative depth of the daily diaries 
better elucidate participant understandings and meaning-
making. These processes often result in online products, 
providing meaningful and easily consumed analyses on 
websites, social media, apps, blogs, and other media. 
Additional utility stems from diaries or logs completed 
over multiple days or weeks, providing, for example, 
another promising avenue to complement quantitative 
research investigating multi-phasic visitor experiences 
(McKay et al. 2012). Finally, the proliferation of readily 
available technologies accessible through personal digital 
assistants for creating diaries through email (Jones and 
Woolly 2015), photography (e.g., Staiano et al. 2012), or 
voice recordings (Voelkl and Baldwin 2000) may make 
daily diary studies increasingly efficient and effective for 
VUM research.

Transect walk. Recent qualitative scholarship has indica-
ted that the location and timing of an interview may 
partially determine its content (e.g., Jones et al. 2014). 
Researchers often query managers or participants off-
site, away from the parks. Conversely, the transect walk 
is one method that allows VUM researchers to highlight 
the context in qualitative research, by suggesting the 
researcher choose an embedded context (i.e., streambed, 
trail system, scenic overlook) to elicit participant 
perspectives on the relationships between various 
factors affecting the resource or our engagements with 
it. For example, Abel and colleagues (1998) employed 
a walking transect in rangelands for stakeholders (i.e., 
pastoralists, extension officers, research scientists) to 
elicit their divergent mental models towards manage-
ment of resources in southeastern Australia. Interview 
transcripts were then analyzed through content and 
subsequent statistical analyses to assess reported differ-
ences in perspectives and causal factors for rangeland 
health. Similarly, Dixon (2005) utilized transect walks 
to understand Indigenous knowledge and wetland 
management in western Ethiopia, while Chaturvedi and 
colleagues (2015) used transect walks as an initial step 
in a multi-staged research effort designed to understand 
the future management of common property resources 
in Maharashtra, India. In sum, transect walks may help to 
further situate qualitative VUM approaches in the actual 
contexts in question, providing additional grounded 
insight to researchers and managers.

generic, inadvertently mimicking the nature of operational 
measures used in quantitative surveys, but without the 
desirable statistical and generalizable nature of that 
research. The key to meaningful qualitative coding is to 
retain the depth, richness, and interconnections in the 
original qualitative data so that it represents the richness of 
thew experience being studied.

Traditionally, researchers analyze qualitative data manu-
ally, largely in the form of reading and re-reading notes, 
transcripts, and documents, and identifying codes that 
seem to be repeating in the data (Veal 2017). However, 
computer-aided qualitative data analysis software 
(CAQDAS) can facilitate data storage and management, 
especially when a researcher is faced with a substantial 
number of lengthy documents. Several different CAQDAS 
packages exist, such as NVivo and Atlas.ti (Veal 2017). 
While CAQDAS options assist researchers in data org-
anization, the actual interpretation still falls on the 
researcher, and remains subjective. In other words, in 
contrast to popular quantitative analysis software (e.g., 
R, SPSS, Excel) the software does not “do” the analysis 
in the sense that statistical software does. Rather, 
it can tag the data in ways chosen by the researcher 
that allow the retrieval, examination, and creation of 
linkages. Additionally, for studies with a large number of 
participants, CAQDAS programs create the possibility 
of storing meanings made by researchers over time and 
allow them to be retrieved by new researchers to assess or 
replicate findings. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR QUALITATIVE RESEARCH  
IN VISITOR USE MANAGEMENT
In this final section, we provide an overview of two less-
common qualitative methods, three emerging data sources 
for qualitative research, and one under-represented popu-
lation that may benefit from further qualitative inquiry. 
These future directions might answer lingering questions 
about what kinds of data or populations are being left out 
of current qualitative VUM research, where and when 
the research effort takes place, as well as how we might 
more deeply access and understand different dimensions 
of the visitor experience. These methods, sources, and 
populations provide a starting point for continuing 
innovation using qualitative approaches in VUM research.

Additional Methods
Daily diary. Diary methods are widely used in the social 
and behavioral sciences but are less common in VUM 
research. Daily diaries retrospectively prompt participants 
to either respond daily to a survey-based assessment (e.g., 
Gross-Camp et al. 2015), document their daily experiences 
in narrative form in a physical journal (e.g., Spowart and 
Nairn 2014), or share daily experiences through an online 

http://Atlas.ti
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experiences reported throughout social media also have 
the potential to be stand-alone inquiries. As always, there 
are potential trade-offs associated with all methodological 
choices, including issues of privacy and the distribution 
of content; such techniques and practices should be 
developed with caution and with participants’ rights and 
confidentiality supported. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI). AI can be used to analyze quali-
tative data by automating the coding process, enabling 
more efficient and scalable analysis, which is particularly 
helpful within large datasets. Techniques such as natural 
language processing (NLP) and machine learning models 
can be employed to categorize and interpret textual data, 
offering insights that might be missed through manual 
analysis while also allowing for quicker processing of 
large volumes of data. However, several drawbacks exist 
when using AI to analyze qualitative data, such as the 
loss of nuance or context, limited ability to leverage the 
background and insight from the research team, and 
inherent bias in the algorithms employed by AI. Regardless 
of these drawbacks, using AI to analyze qualitative data 
will continue to increase in efficiency and perhaps efficacy, 
leading to more opportunities for researchers to meld 
traditional qualitative approaches with the growing field of 
artificial intelligence. 

UNDER-REPRESENTED POPULATIONS
As we have discussed in the preceding sections, qualita-
tive methodologies have the unique ability to allow 
under-represented participants to speak in their voices 
regarding a variety of issues related to visitor use and 
natural resource management. Qualitative inquiry is 
uniquely poised to assist managers in understanding 
the concerns, opinions, and perspectives of under-
represented populations. For instance, qualitative work 
can share perspectives of racial and ethnic minorities 
regarding recreation resources (Roberts and Chitewere 
2011), analyze complex relationships between national 
parks and Indigenous Peoples (Craig et al. 2012), or 
highlight gendered views of conservation (Costa et al. 
2017). Perspectives of park managers themselves on the 
equity of access for these groups have proven equally 
useful (Santucci et al. 2014). 

In addition to these populations, we argue that an additional 
focus on people experiencing homelessness is warranted. 
Of the approximately 550,000 people experiencing home-
lessness in the United States, many seek refuge in urban and 
urban-proximate parks. Qualitative research can illuminate 
how the presence of unsheltered homeless individuals in 
these parks provides a variety of implications for other 
visitors, managers, and community members, as well as 
the people experiencing homelessness themselves (Neild 

Data sources
Videography. Videography is increasingly used to monitor 
visitor behavior (e.g., Arnberger et al. 2005) and its 
impacts, such as on endemic species (Buxton et al. 
2017). While visitor-employed photography capture still 
images, directed either by researchers or the participants 
themselves (Goin 2001), visitor-employed videography, 
using GoPro, SenseCam, Narrative Clip, or other technol-
ogies, creates the potential to capture seamless footage 
documenting specific activities or experiences. Mackenzie 
and Kerr (2012) utilized replay of point-of-view video 
footage created during a whitewater experience to 
encourage stimulated-recall for participants during a 
follow-up interview procedure. The videos, all shot by 
participants, provided novel insights into issues of directed 
attention, stress during activities, and social and emotional 
recollections. Additionally, internet-based webcams that 
capture footage within park contexts provide opportunities 
for qualitative insights from unique populations. Skibins 
and Sharp (2018) illustrate the interest in Katmai National 
Park and Preserve brown bears by a community of engaged 
online viewers using webcams placed near the site where 
bears congregate during the seasonal salmon run. There is 
a high potential for qualitative inquiry with online visitor 
populations such as these that further explore components 
of their experiences.

Social media. A burgeoning social media landscape 
provides VUM researchers with new sources of data at 
their disposal (e.g., Di Minin et al. 2015). Visitors using 
social media platforms (i.e., Flickr, Facebook, X [formerly 
Twitter], Instagram) can provide researchers with a 
wealth of crowd-sourced data illuminating issues such as 
the phenology of plant species (Silva et al. 2018), spatial 
and temporal distributions of visitation (Sessions et al. 
2016), and visitor engagement with an agency’s online 
presence (Miller and Freimund 2017). While the “big data” 
made available through crowd-sourced social media may 
be readily primed for quantitative analyses (Pickering et 
al. 2018), mixed-methods studies offer the opportunity 
to provide additional explanatory potential through 
qualitative analyses of visitors’ responses. Lahiru Prakash 
and colleagues (2018) conducted a content analysis of 
TripAdvisor reviews focused on wildlife tourism in Sri 
Lankan national parks, while Cong and colleagues (2014) 
used a similar source and method at a giant panda breeding 
site in China. Opportunities also exist to use online 
forums as data in VUM research. Greer and colleagues 
(2017) utilized activity-specific forums to analyze public 
sentiment resulting from trail camera monitoring and 
active management related to trail policy in San Diego, 
California. Finally, it should be noted that despite the 
preponderance of mixed-methods social media research 
using qualitative analyses, qualitative studies of the visitor 
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Qualitative Market Research: An International Journal 9(4): 
367–388. https://doi.org/10.1108/13522750610689096 

and Rose 2018). In sum, many under-represented visitor 
populations, like those experiencing homelessness, are 
worthy of additional qualitative inquiry, particularly using 
critical paradigms, which explore the role of power in the 
negotiation of ideas such as “use” and “visitation.”

Transect walks, diary methods, videography, social media, 
and under-represented visitors are a few future methods, 
instruments, and populations where qualitative VUM 
inquiry can excel. Exploration using these qualitative 
approaches will assist managers and researchers to paint 
a more holistic picture of visitor experiences, more fully 
incorporating varied stakeholders into future planning 
and management.

CONCLUSION
Qualitative approaches provide VUM managers and 
researchers opportunities to uncover and present 
new knowledge regarding visitor experiences within 
parks and other types of protected areas. This article 
presented current qualitative research designed to aid 
in the management of parks, and future directions for 
qualitative inquiry. Managers and researchers should 
adopt and further explore qualitative approaches to 
improve our collective knowledge of the multiple 
dimensions of visitor experiences and heighten the 
protections afforded to ecological, cultural, and historic 
resources. As seen here, existing qualitative research 
and future possibilities call to expand our collective 
understanding of what kind of knowledge “counts” in 
VUM research.

REFERENCES
Abel, N., H. Ross, and P. Walker. 1998. Mental models in 
rangeland research, communication and management. 
Rangeland Journal 20: 77–91. https://doi.org/10.1071/RJ9980077 

Altschuler, B., and M. Brownlee. 2016. Perceptions of climate 
change on the island of Providencia. Local Environment 21(5): 
615–635. https://doi.org/10.1080/13549839.2015.1004165 

Arnberger, A., W. Haider, and C. Brandenberg. 2005. 
Evaluation of visitor-monitoring techniques: A 
comparison of counting and video observation data. 
Environmental Management 36(2): 317–327.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00267-004-8201-6 

Balomenou, N., and B. Garrod. 2014. Using volunteer-
employed photography to inform tourism planning 
decisions: A study of St. David’s Peninsula, Wales. Tourism 
Management 44: 126–139.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2014.02.015 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920701537007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2013.08.017
http://dx.doi.org/10.3354/meps12073
https://doi.org/10.1080/1472586X.2014.941547
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2012.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2013.07.005
https://doi.org/10.4103/cs.cs_14_91
https://doi.org/10.4103/0972-4923.101836
https://doi.org/10.1108/13522750610689096
https://doi.org/10.1071/RJ9980077
https://doi.org/10.1080/13549839.2015.1004165
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00267-004-8201-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2014.02.015


Parks Stewardship Forum  40/3  |  2024      617

Greer, K., K. Day, and S. McCutcheon. 2017. Efficacy and 
perception of trail use enforcement in an urban natural 
reserve in San Diego, California. Journal of Outdoor Rec
reation and Education 18: 56–64.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jort.2017.02.002 

Gross-Camp, N., A. Martin, S. McGuire, and B. Kebede. 
2015. The privatization of the Nyungwe National Park 
buffer zone and implications for adjacent communities. 
Society and Natural Resources 28(3): 296–311.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2014.948246 

Hallo, J., and R. Manning. 2009. Transportation and 
recreation: A case study of visitors driving for pleasure 
at Acadia National Park. Journal of Transport Geography 
17(6): 491–499. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2008.10.001 

Hallo, J., and R. Manning. 2010. On the edge, peering in. 
International Journal of Wilderness 16(3): 28. 

Hallo, J., R. Manning, and P. Stokowski. 2009. 
Understanding and managing the off road vehicle 
experience: Indicators of quality. Managing Leisure 14(3): 
195–209. https://doi.org/10.1080/13606710902944995 

Hanna, S., and F. Hodder. 2015. Reading the signs: Using a 
qualitative Geographic Information System to examine the 
commemoration of slavery and emancipation on historical 
markers in Fredericksburg, Virginia. cultural geographies 
22(3): 509–529. https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474014548161 

Hansen, A. 2016. Testing visitor produced pictures as 
a management strategy to study visitor experience 
qualities–A Swedish marine case study. Journal of Outdoor 
Recreation and Tourism 14: 52–64.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jort.2016.05.001 

Hassell, S., S. Moore, and J. Macbeth. 2015. Exploring the 
motivations, experiences and meanings of camping in 
national parks. Leisure Sciences 37(3): 269–287.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2014.995325 

Hunter, L.M., and J. Brehm. 2003. Qualitative insight into 
public knowledge of, and concern with, biodiversity. Human 
Ecology 31(2): 309–320. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023988914865 

IVUMC [Interagency Visitor Use Management Council]. 
2018. Monitoring Guidebook: Evaluating the Success of Visitor 
Use Management. Denver, CO: IVUMC.  
https://visitorusemanagement.nps.gov/VUM/Framework 

Jones, A., and J. Woolley. 2015. The email-diary: A promi-
sing research tool for the 21st century? Qualitative 
Research 15(6): 705–721. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794114561347 

Danielsen, F., P. Jensen, N. Burgess, N., Coronado, I., 
Holt, S., Poulsen, M., Pirhofer-Walzl, K. 2014. Testing 
focus groups as a tool for connecting indigenous and 
local knowledge on abundance of natural resources with 
science-based land management systems. Conservation 
Letters 7(4): 380–389. https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12100 

Dear, C., and O. Myers. 2005. Conflicting understandings 
of wilderness and subsistence in Alaskan national parks. 
Society and Natural Resources 18(9): 821–837.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920500205509 

Di Minin, E., H. Tenkanen, and T. Toivonen. 2015. Prospects 
and challenges for social media data in conservation science. 
Frontiers in Environmental Science 3(63).  
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2015.00063 

Dixon, A. 2005. Wetland sustainability and the evolution of 
indigenous knowledge in Ethiopia. The Geographical Journal 
171: 306–323. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4959.2005.00172.x 

Dorwart, C., R. Moore, and Y. Leung. 2009. Visitors’ 
perceptions of a trail environment and effects on 
experiences: A model for nature-based recreation 
experiences. Leisure Sciences 32: 33–54.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400903430863 

Erickson, B., C. Johnson, and D. Kivel. 2009. Rocky Moun-
tain National Park: History and culture as factors in 
African-American park visitation. Journal of Leisure Research 
41(4): 529–545. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2009.11950189 

Fefer, J., J. Hallo, M. Brownlee, B. Baldwin, and R. Collins. 
2020. Pictures of polar bears: Using visitor employed 
photography to identify experience indicators in the 
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. Journal of Environmental 
Management 269: 110779.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2020.110779 

Fefer, J., D. Urioste-Stone, M. Sandra, J. Daigle, and L. 
Silka. 2018. Understanding the perceived effectiveness of 
applying the visitor experience and resource protection 
(VERP) framework for recreation planning: A multi-case 
study in US national parks. The Qualitative Report 23(7): 
1561–1582. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2018.3228 

Glaspell, B., A. Watson, K. Kneeshaw, and D. Pendergrast. 
2003. Selecting indicators and understanding their role in 
wilderness experience stewardship at gates of the arctic 
national park and preserve. The George Wright Forum 
20(3): 59–71.

Goin, P. 2001. Visual literacy. The Geographical Review 91: 
363–369.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jort.2017.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2014.948246
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2008.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/13606710902944995
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474014548161
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jort.2016.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2014.995325
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023988914865
https://visitorusemanagement.nps.gov/VUM/Framework
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794114561347
https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12100
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920500205509
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2015.00063
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4959.2005.00172.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400903430863
https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2009.11950189
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2020.110779
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2018.3228


Parks Stewardship Forum  40/3  |  2024      618

People, Place, and Policy 12(2): 84–98.  
https://doi.org/10.3351/ppp.2018.6244452285 

Nettles, J., M. Brownlee, R. Sharp, M. Blacketer, and 
J. Hallo. 2021. Norm stability: Visitors’ perceptions of 
crowding at Cumberland Island National Seashore. 
Leisure Sciences 45(6): 559–576.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2020.1855275 

Ordóñez, C., and P. Duinker. 2014. Urban forest values 
of the citizenry in three Colombian cities. Society and 
Natural Resources 27(8): 834–849.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2014.905891

Pickering, C., S. Dario Rossi, A. Hernando, and A. Barros. 
2018. Current knowledge and future research directions 
for the monitoring and management of visitors in 
recreational and protected areas. Journal of Outdoor 
Recreation and Tourism 21: 10–18.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jort.2017.11.002 

Puhakka, R., S. Cottrell, and P. Siikamäki. 2014. 
Sustainability perspectives on Oulanka National Park, 
Finland: mixed methods in tourism research, Journal of 
Sustainable Tourism 22(3): 480–505. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2013.839690

Reo, N., K. Whyte, D. McGregor, M. Smith, and J. Jenkins. 
2017. Factors that support indigenous involvement in 
multi-actor environmental stewardship. AlterNative: An 
International Journal of Indigenous Peoples 13(2): 58–68. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1177180117701028

Roberts, N., and T. Chitewere. 2011. Speaking of justice: 
Exploring ethnic minority perspectives of the Golden 
Gate National Recreation Area. Environmental Practice 
13(4): 354–369. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1466046611000378

Rokenes, A., S. Schumann, and J. Rose. 2015. The art of 
guiding in nature-based adventure tourism: How guides 
can create client value and positive experiences on 
mountain bike and backcountry ski tours. Scandinavian 
Journal of Hospitality and Tourism 15(supp. 1): 62–82.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/15022250.2015.1061733

Rose, J., M. Brownlee, and K. Bricker. 2016. Managers’ 
perceptions of illegal marijuana cultivation on U.S. federal 
lands. Society and Natural Resources 29(2): 185–202.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2015.1062948

Saethorsdottir, A. 2010. Tourism struggling as the Icelandic 
wilderness is developed. Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality 
and Tourism 10(3): 334–357.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/15022250.2010.495485

Jones, N., H. Ross, T. Lynam, and P. Perez. 2014. Eliciting 
mental models: A comparison of interview procedures in 
the context of natural resource management. Ecology and 
Society 19(1): 1–7. http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-06248-190113 

Karst, H. 2017. “This is a holy place of ama jomo”: Buen 
vivir, indigenous voices an ecotourism development in a 
protected area of Bhutan. Journal of Sustainable Tourism 
25(6): 746–762. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2016.1236802 

Lahiru Prakash, S., P. Perera, D. Newsome, T. Kusuminda, 
and O. Walker. 2018. Reasons for visitor dissatisfaction 
with wildlife tourism experiences at highly visited 
national parks in Sri Lanka. Journal of Outdoor Recreation 
and Tourism 25: 102–112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jort.2018.07.004 

Longhurst, R. 2009. Interviews: In-depth, semi-structured. 
In International Encyclopedia of Human Geography. R. 
Kitchin and N. Thrift, eds. Amsterdam: Elsevier, 429–433. 

Mackenzie, S., and J. Kerr. 2012. Head-mounted cameras 
and stimulated recall in qualitative sport research. 
Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health 4: 51–61. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2011.653495 

Manning, R. 2022. Studies in Outdoor Recreation: Search and 
Research for Satisfaction. 4th ed. Corvallis: Oregon State 
University Press. 

McKay, A., M. Brownlee, and J. Hallo. 2012. Changes in 
visitors’ focus on the environment at Congaree National 
Park. Journal of Leisure Research 44(2): 179–200.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2012.11950261 

Mendoza-Ramos, A., and B. Prideaux. 2018. Assessing 
ecotourism in an indigenous community: Using, testing 
and proving the wheel of empowerment framework as a 
measurement tool. Journal of Sustainable Tourism 26(2): 
277–291. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2017.1347176 

Miller, Z., and W. Freimund. 2017. Virtual visitors: Facebook 
users and national parks. Journal of Park and Recreation 
Administration 35(3): 136–150.  
https://doi.org/10.18666/JPRA-2017-V35-I3-8010 

Mutanga, C., S. Vengesayi, N. Muboko, and E. Gandiwa. 
2015. Towards harmonious conservation relationships: A 
framework for understanding protected area staff-local 
community relationships in developing countries. Journal 
for Nature Conservation 25: 8–16.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnc.2015.02.006 

Neild, M., and J. Rose. 2018. An exploration of unsheltered 
homeless management on an urban riparian corridor. 

https://doi.org/10.3351/ppp.2018.6244452285
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2020.1855275
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2014.905891
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jort.2017.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2013.839690
https://doi.org/10.1177/1177180117701028
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1466046611000378
https://doi.org/10.1080/15022250.2015.1061733
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2015.1062948
https://doi.org/10.1080/15022250.2010.495485
http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-06248-190113
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2016.1236802
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jort.2018.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2011.653495
https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2012.11950261
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2017.1347176
https://doi.org/10.18666/JPRA-2017-V35-I3-8010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnc.2015.02.006


Parks Stewardship Forum  40/3  |  2024      619

Verbos, R., C. Zajchowski, M. Brownlee, and J. Skibins. 
“I’d like to be just a bit closer”: Wildlife viewing proximity 
preferences at Denali National Park and Preserve. Journal 
of Ecotourism 17(4): 409–424.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/14724049.2017.1410551

Voelkl, J., and C. Baldwin. 2000. Daily experience research: 
Methods and applications in Therapeutic Recreation. 
Therapeutic Recreation Journal 34(3): 227–244.

Wynveen, C., G. Kyle, and S. Sutton. 2012. Natural area 
visitors’ place meaning and place attachment ascribed to 
a marine setting. Journal of Environmental Psychology 32(4): 
287–296. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2012.05.001 

Zajchowski, C.A.B., J.P. Fefer, C. Henry, and B. Kane. 2021. 
Participant-driven videography in park and protected area 
research: A research note. Journal of Park and Recreation 
Administration 39(1): 131–142.  
https://doi.org/10.18666/JPRA-2020-10582

Zajchowski, C., D. Tysor, M. Brownlee, and J. Rose, J. 
2019. Air quality and visitor behavior in United States 
parks and protected areas. Human Ecology 47(1): 1–12. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10745-019-0046-y 

Zajchowski, C., M. Brownlee, M. Blacketer, J. Rose, D. 
Rumore, J. Watson, and D. Dustin. 2019. “Can you take me 
higher?”: Normative thresholds for air quality in the Salt 
Lake City Metropolitan area. Journal of Leisure Research 
50(2): 157–180. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2018.1560238

Zajchowski, C., and J. Rose. 2020. Sensitive leisure: 
Writing the lived experience of air pollution. Leisure 
Sciences 42(1): 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2018.1448026

Santucci, D., M. Floyd., J. Bocarro, and K. Henderson. 
2014. Visitor services staff perceptions of strategies to 
encourage diversity at two urban national parks. Journal 
of Park and Recreation Administration 32(3): 15–28.

Schmidt, C., and J. Rose. 2017. Environmental and cultural 
changes under Chilean neoliberalism: An ethnography 
of forestry and the Mapuche in Valle Elicura. Local 
Environment 22(8): 1019–1034.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/13549839.2017.1326475

Sessions, C., S.A. Wood, S. Rabotyagov, and D. Fisher. 
2016. Measuring recreational visitation at U.S. National 
Parks with crowd-sourced photographs. Journal of 
Environmental Management 183: 703–711.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2016.09.018 

Silva, S., L. Barbieri, and A. Thomer, A. 2018. Observing 
vegetation phenology through social media. PLoS ONE 
13(5). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197325

Skibins, J., and R. Sharp. 2018. Binge watching bears: 
Efficacy of real vs. virtual flagship exposure. Journal of 
Ecotourism 18(2): 152–164.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/14724049.2018.1553977

Spowart, L., and K. Nairn. 2014. (Re)performing emotions 
in diary-interviews. Qualitative Research 14(3): 327–340. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112473498

Staiano, A., C. Baker, and S. Calvert. 2012. Dietary 
digital diaries: Documenting adolescents’ obesogenic 
environment. Environment and Behavior 44(5): 695–712. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916511403623

Veal, A. 2017. Research Methods for Leisure and Tourism. 
London: Pearson.

https://doi.org/10.1080/14724049.2017.1410551
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2012.05.001
https://doi.org/10.18666/JPRA-2020-10582
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10745-019-0046-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2018.1560238
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2018.1448026
https://doi.org/10.1080/13549839.2017.1326475
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2016.09.018
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197325
https://doi.org/10.1080/14724049.2018.1553977
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112473498
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916511403623



