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INTRODUCTION 

In the late spring of 1983, a group of social scientists specializing 
in parks and recreation gathered at the Uplands Field Research Laboratory 
in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park (GRSM) to share their 
experiences using unobtrusive measures to study social behavior in parks. 
Unobtrusive measures refers to those means of evaluating human behavior 
that do not require direct contact and interaction with the recreator. 
Examples are direct observation, wear patterns on grounds or equipment, 
litter patterns, time lapse photography, traffic counters, etc. 

The two day discussion was lively and enthusiastic. All agreed that 
unobtrusive measures can be very effective tools of social research and 
tend to be underutilized in park settings. 

The workshop opened with a presentation by Dr. Geoffrey Godbey 
concerning why the time has come for greater use of unobtrusive techniques 
to study social behavior in parks. Drs. Gene and Lei Lane Bammel then 
summarized various ways that unobtrusive measures have been applied in 
park and recreation studies. More detailed analyses of specific types of 
techniques were then presented by Drs. Gary Machlis, Thomas More, 
Gary Mullins and John Heywood. Finally, discussion focused on three 
studies planned for the summer. The unobtrusive measures used in those 
studies are presented by Dr. John Burde, Dr. John Peine and Mrs. Laura 
Szx-zak. 

It is hoped that this collection of papers will prove to be a valuable 
tool to both scientists and park managers concerned with social behavior 
in parks and recreation. 
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SOME REACTIONS TO NON-REACTIVE RESEARCH 
IN PARK AND RECREATION SETTINGS 

Geoffrey Godbey 
Department of Recreation and Parks 
The Pennsylvania State University 

If an unobtrusive or non-reactive research technique is defined as 
"a research technique that can be used without the awareness of the subjects 
being studied" (Theodorson and Theodorson 1969), then a clear case can be 
made for their use in park and recreation settings. While a number of 
arguments can be developed for their use, I believe the two most compelling 
are these: 1) obtrusive research techniques violate and often temporarily 
destroy the essence of the park and recreation experience—play; and 
2) obtrusive measures often yield wildly inaccurate or uninsightful data 
due to the playful nature of the recreation and park experience. Let's 
examine these arguments. 

Much of the park and recreation experience unfolds as play. The 
playful nature of the park and recreation experience is central in 
distinguishing it from other services of government. While "play" is an 
elusive concept (as most important concepts are), it has been identified 
as having the following characteristics: 

"A free activity standing quite consciously outside ordinary life as 
being 'not serious,' but at the same time absorbing the player 
intensely and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material 
interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It proceeds within its 
own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules and 
in an orderly manner. It promotes the foundation of social groupings 
which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to stress their 
differences from the common world by disguise or other means" 
(Huizinga 1950) . 

Frederick Law Olmsted himself stressed the playful nature of parks 
and their opposition to ordinary life. The pleasure grounds Olmsted 
envisioned would possess "a class of opposite conditions" from work and 
urban life (Cranz 1982). 

If we examine the impact that obtrusive methods of research have on 
play in park and recreation settings, it is apparent that such effects are 
profound. Obtrusive methods of research tend to make the parks much more 
like "ordinary life." One more form to fill out. One more situation in 
which you provide demographic information about yourself for planning 
purposes in an impersonal manner. Survey research is ordinary life and 
its intrusion can spoil the magic. For the "player" who is "intensely and 
utterly absorbed," the intrusion of the survey researcher can devastate 
the experience. 

Play, in park and recreation settings, involves many "secrets," both 
in terms of behaviors, modes of expression, and motives. Being asked to 
reveal these secrets is often insulting or threatening to the player, who 
may be forced to choose between giving away secrets or lying, either of 
which is degrading. 
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Obtrusive research insults and trivializes the park experience for 
many. Asking motivation-satisfaction questions, in particular, forces 
trivial responses. If you want to know what satisfaction I get from 
playing tennis, for example, it would be much more instructive to watch 
me pX.Ay than to ask me. Even if park users do understand their motivations 
for visiting a park and are capable of enunciating them, they may be 
reticent to do so in the presence of a total stranger or a questionnaire 
administered by strangers. 

Play, in the final analysis, is sacred, and obtrusive research 
techniques disrupt it as would a television reporter at a prayer meeting. 

PROBLEMS OF RECALL 

A second major problem with obtrusive techniques in park and recreation 
settings is that much of the data they produce, particularly where recall 
is involved, may be inaccurate or not insightful. Two recent studies 
(Chase and Godbey 1982) found that, when participants in a recreation 
activity were asked to report the number of times they had participated 
during the last 12 months, their responses were extremely inaccurate. 
Using situations in which actual rates of participation could be externally 
validated, it was found that participants showed a marked tendency toward 
overestimation and that this overestimation, often as great as 200 or 300 
percent, makes the data essentially worthless for planning purposes. 

Another source of inaccuracy in regard to participation data is due to 
the fact that park managers often lie when reporting such data on the 
assumption that higher attendance will mean a higher budget. The unobtrusive 
research measure can tell you, in many instances, how many people were in 
the park last week—not how many people perceived they were, or how many 
the park manager wanted to visit—but how many were physically present. 

The unobtrusive research techniques are often threatening to managers 
because they uncover truths we don't like to have known or which are 
contrary to popular belief. Wade, for instance, using cinematography (1968), 
found that children visiting Philadelphia playgrounds were rarely in 
physical contact with any of the play equipment provided. Gold (1974), 
using direct observation, found that many urban parks were not used much 
of the time. A colleague in Britain, using observation, determined that 
the most frequent use of a large park was by dog owners who visited so 
their pet could go to the bathroom. Conversely, however, the unobtrusive 
technique can uncover data to the manager's liking. More (1980) found that 
problem behavior in urban parks was rare, accounting for less than one 
per cent of the behaviors observed. 

The unobtrusive research techniques are frequently avoided by 
professors because they have been trained primarily in survey research 
methodology and in statistical techniques which are usually more appropriate 
for survey research analysis. Also, in a publish-or-perish era, one can't 
help but notice that most refereed journals dealing with recreation and parks 
seem to favor a conservative, quantitative, statistical approach to studying 
the subject. Park and recreation research, unfortunately, is often 
thought of as automatically involving inferential statistical tests. What 
an amazingly limited view of the search for truth! 
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We need to go in new directions in recreation and park research. 
Parks accommodate a huge diversity of behavior and meanings and we need a 
similar diversity of methods to understand them. We need to better 
understand what does exist in the park, not what we think should exist. 
In doing these things, we need to observe the players but not spoil the 
game. In all of these undertakings, the unobtrusive techniques are of 
increasingly great importance. 
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APPLICATIONS OF UNOBTRUSIVE METHODS 

Lei Lane Burrus-Bammel 
Gene Bammel 

Division of Forestry, West Virginia University 

Published with the approval of the West Virginia Agricultural 
and Forestry Experiment Station as Scientific Article #1881 

INTRODUCTION 

Researchers gathering data on human behavior have primarily relied 
upon the obtrusive methods of interviews and questionnaires. These 
methods "intrude as a foreign element into the social setting they would 
describe, they create as well as measure attitudes, they elicit atypical 
roles and responses" (Webb 1966:1). The purpose of this paper is to 
(1) point out some of the limitations of traditional obtrusive methods, 
(2) systematically describe alternative types of unobtrusive methods, 
(3) indicate the values of cross-validation, plus (4) discuss the necessity 
for reliability and validity in research design. Numerous examples of past 
research have been given and/or referenced to help illustrate the various 
points. 

Limitations of Obtrusive Methods 
Obtrusive research methods have certain subject and event limitations 

which can be offset by appropriate unobtrusive methods. There are times 
when subjects are not willing or able to respond accurately to either an 
interview or a questionnaire due to physical, mental, or linguistic 
limitations. People have a limited capacity to recall past events. In a 
study designed to improve information and educational exhibits (Shiner and 
Shafer 1975) visitors were observed to determine average viewing time. 
Visitors remained at exhibits 15 to 64 percent of the actual time required 
to read or listen to the presented message. On a percentage basis, 
observational time decreased as the message length increased. Some method 
ought to be used to monitor the effectiveness of various interpretation 
programs and exhibits. Visitors, in the above case, would not have been 
able to accurately estimate their own viewing time at each exhibit. 

Event Limitations 
Certain event limitations, besides subject limitations, could cause the 

use of obtrusive methods to be inappropriate. An unobtrusive technique 
called "participant observation" was utilized by Campbell, Hendee, and 
Clark (1968) to investigate law and order in public parks, a national 
forest, a national park, and a state park. In this situation each researcher's 
true identity was hidden from the subjects under investigation while specific 
variables were being observed (Campbell 1970). They reported that depreciative 
behavior (e.g., theft, vandalism, destructive play, rule violations, 
littering) was "much more extensive" than they had been led to expect from 
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previous obtrusive interviews with managers and campers. Apparently, 
much of the depreciative behavior, such as theft, went unreported. 
Private property,however, was found to be the target of vandalism in only 
10 percent of the cases. Sixty percent was directed at campground 
facilities and 30 percent at the natural environment. Eighty percent of 
all depreciative acts were in the presence of other campers. Obtrusive 
methods would not have been able to reveal the needed type of descriptive 
data. Campbell concluded that "participant observation should make an 
important methodological contribution to the advancement of leisure 
research" (1970:235). 

It could be the case that certain situations are too dangerous, too 
demanding, or too enjoyable to allow for on-the-spot interviews or 
reaction to questionnaires. Should an individual motivated by solitude 
be bothered in a wilderness setting? Should happy, cold, hungry white-water 
rafters have to face researchers at the end of a trip when these same 
participants could be unobtrusively observed during their activity? 
Obtrusive research methods may be viewed in some cases as compromising 
the quality of users' experiences. 

Reactivity 
Even if one did not believe that either subject or event limitations 

pose a problem, the fact that obtrusive methods can be "reactive" would 
have to be accepted. Subjects know they are being investigated when 
obtrusive methods are employed and consequently their behavior may be 
modified. Personal attributes of the researcher (age, sex, race, 
prestige, warmth) may also affect the subjects' performance (Freidman 
1967, Johnson 1976, Rosenthal 1966). 

UNOBTRUSIVE METHODS 

Some of the previously mentioned limitations can be offset by 
adopting procedures which have compensating strengths. Systematic 
unobtrusive methods can be used either in conjunction with obtrusive 
methods to cross validate results or by themselves. There are three main 
categories of unobtrusive methods: systematic observation, physical 
traces, and archives. 

Systematic Observation 
Observation can be conducted by individuals or by unobtrusive 

mechanical devices such as cameras, tape recorders, and various counting 
devices. Problems of gathering essential statistics can exist for unattended 
recreational sites. A process of double sampling was used by James and 
Ripley (1963) to estimate recreation visits and use. Pneumatic traffic 
counters were placed on site entrances to tally total vehicle crossing. 
Simultaneously, the number of people visiting the area and hourly use 
levels were determined by observers. This data then allowed future use 
levels to be determined by only continuing the automatic vehicle counts. 
This technique is very site specific - the prediction equation cannot 
be applied to a different location. 
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Unobtrusive observers sampled five trailheads in an investigation 
on compliance rates at unattended trailheads in the Selway-Bitterroot 
Wilderness. Only 28 percent of the visitors were found by Lucus (1975) 
to register - a rate much lower than previous studies had indicated. 
Lucus suggested that user estimates based on trail registers may be very 
unreliable and that such registration rates should be "spot-checked and 
periodically rechecked" (1975:5). Good pointed out that "only direct" 
observations of overt behavior can reveal what the subject actually does" 
(1972:243). 

Observable behaviors can be divided into four areas: linguistic, 
extralinguistic, nonverbal, and spatial. People are constantly moving— 
yet the frequency, range and outcomes of these movements are seldom recorded 
(Weick 1968:388). 

The significance of these movements has been demonstrated by 
analyzing the physiology of over-crowding, the cross-cultural 
comparisons of spatial relationships, and the general use of 
space by animals. This area of proxemics, the study of 
peoples' need to lay claim to and organize territory, as well 
as to maintain a pattern of discrete distances from one's fellows' 
(Hall 1963a:422) has illustrated that space is structured 
with surprising regularity and that when spatial boundaries are 
violated, significant behavior changes occur (Weick 1968:389). 
To facilitate encoding of "spatial observations," Hall (1963b) 
has developed a notation for proxemic behaviors (Bammel and 
Bammel 1979:209). 

Campground observers as early as 1932 (Meinecke) commented on the 
importance of locating roads and facilities properly. It has also been 
noted that the proper channeling of pedestrians and vehicles can reduce 
the wear on resources (Magill 1970). A Forest Service campground study 
in Tennessee showed that 26 percent of the participants' tents exceeded 
the dimensions of the provided pads (Cordell and Sykes 1969). The role 
of campground design in (1) reducing physical resource deterioration 
and (2) enhancing camper experiences has been discussed by Lime (1974) . 

Brown and Hunt (1969) were concerned with visitor distribution. An 
unobtrusive study, in which personal observations were combined with 
pneumatic traffic counters, was initiated to test the hypothesis that 
signs can influence facility use patterns. A significant change in 
vehicle stoppage attributable to the signs was reported. 

Physical Traces 
Unknowingly, often unconcernedly, people have left a host of primary 

and secondary sources of data for the keen observer—for the Sherlock 
Holmeses. The virtually untapped primary data sources of physical traces 
surviving from past behavior "is probably the social scientist's least-used 
source of data, yet because of its ambiguity, it holds flexible and 
broad-gauged potential" (Webb 1966:35). Two broad classes of physical 
evidence can be discriminated, accretion and erosion measures. Accretion 
measures are signs of material deposits whereas erosive measures are signs 
of selective wearing on some material. 
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Natural Accretion Measures. 
"Littering is a pervasive problem of modern society that is aesthetically 

offensive, a health and safety menace, and increasingly expensive" (Clark 
et al 1972:22). Littering behavior was studied in the Lake Kachess Forest 
campgrounds on the Wenatchee National Forest in Washington. Two types 
of litter were measured—that thrown down by the campers plus that planted 
by the researchers. Planted litter was necessary to maintain a relatively 
constant level and to determine which types are most likely to be picked 
up. A map was used to keep records on the location and type of each 
litter. The first week of the study was used as a "control" time in 
which baseline values were established. Anti-litter incentives (patches, 
badges, comic books, etc.) were added the second week. Incentives were 
found to be effective for altering behavior in a natural setting just 
as they had been in an indoor environment (Clark et al. 1972). Litter 
with built-in value (deposit bottles), however, needed no additional 
incentives. 

Forest managers have noted campers' predeliction for constructing 
elaborate boat docks, shelves, coolers, lean-to's, fireplaces, etc. 
Analysis of these left-behind structures led Burch (1964:611) to comment that 

such forest 'make-dos' have an intrinsic value far beyond their 
utility value and that part of the satisfaction is the sense 
of independence from the present and continuity with the 
resourcefulness imagined to have occurred in the past. 

It is possible for researchers to intervene "in the data-production 
process without destroying the nonreactive gains characteristic of trace 
and erosive data" (Webb 1966:43). Nose and fingerprints used to determine 
relative popularity of glass front exhibits require that the glass be 
dusted each night for prints and then wiped clean for the next day. 
Viewer's age can be estimated "by plotting a frequency distribution of the 
heights of the smudges from the floor and relating these data to normative 
heights by age (minus of course, the nose-to-top-of-head correction)" 
(Webb 1966:46). Note the campground study by Hancock (1973) which will 
be discussed later in this paper under the subdivision of cross-validation. 

Natural Erosive Measures. 
The popularity of exhibits has been indicated by an analysis of 

erosive indicators. For example, someone at Chicago's Museum of Science 
and Industry realized that the floor tiles around a live exhibit of hatching 
chicks had to be replaced every six weeks or so while tiles in other areas 
of the museum had not been changed in years (Duncan 1963). 

More recently, trail deterioration was investigated as an indicator 
of trail use (More 1980). The assumption tested was that the physical 
condition was directly correlated with use. Therefore the wider the 
trail—the greater the use. Pressure-plate trail traffic counters were 
used along with measurements of trail width (bare ground). Statistical 
analysis indicated a significant relationship, but only gross differences 
in light and heavy use could actually be predicted since moderately used 
trails did not differ from those receiving heavy use. 
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Analysis of erosive measures allowed Pruitt to conclude that the 
morphological and insulative changes caused in snow by 50 passes of people 
on snowshoes is equalled by only two passes of a snowmobile (Brander 1974). 
Quantitative effects of human trampling on vegetation were discussed by 
Burden and Randerson (1972) as an aid to the management of seminatural 
areas. At least one city park commissioner has estimated the use of fitness 
trails by the amount of soil compaction (Anderson 1983 Personal Comm. 
with Morgantown WV:B0PARC Superintendent) . 

Archives 
The United States has numerous private and public continuing and 

episodic records. While this information is generally produced for 
non-research purposes, it does provide inexpensive, valuable data. Stankey 
and Baden pointed out that "careful analysis of records kept by wilderness 
managers .... is absolutely necessary to identify problem areas, their 
precise nature, and alternative solutions" (1977:16). On much the same note, 
Lime and Buckman (1974) commented that one of the major advantages of 
the mandatory wilderness permit system was that it would not only provide 
an accurate record of use and of developing trends but "a much improved 
assessment of conditions" (Stankey and Baden 1977:16). 

The annual cost of providing a new facility such as a campground can 
be determined by using standard investment analysis which is dependent 
upon record keeping figures such as construction cost, annual maintenance 
and reconstruction cost (Lundgren 1974). Another type of archive material, 
letters sent by users, was mentioned in a study designed to evaluate visitor 
reaction (Magill 1974) . 

An easily available source of secondary data is the mass media. 
Potential sources of information include newspapers, consumer magazines, 
television programming, commercial films, radio programs, billboards, 
plays, speeches, photographs, books, etc. An analysis of wildlife in 
children's literature was conducted by More (1977) to ascertain the ways 
animals are portrayed in children's stories. A similar investigation 
looked at the impression that children's books gave about nature in the 
city (Marcus 1977). 

Types of environmental information on television programs most 
frequently watched by children aged 2 to 11 was explored by Hamlin, 
Nelson-Schulman and West (1977). Each program was viewed and simultaneously 
videotaped for later analysis. Encoding included such items as setting 
description, frequency of settings, duration of internal or external shots, 
climactic conditions, plot developments, verbal references and so on. 

Sales records have been used as one index to document the boom in 
leisure and recreation. Cordell and Hendee (1982) pointed out that 
outdoor recreation generates economic benefits. The expenditure by the 
federal government exceeds $5 billion annually and the public spends 
almost $250 billion for consumption of outdoor recreation. Records indicate 
that "at least three-fourths of all Americans participate in some form of 
outdoor recreation" (Cordell and Hendee 1982:ii) and Americans spend $1 
out of every $8 for leisure pursuits. 
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CROSS-VALIDATION 

The objection to obtrusive methods is not so much that they are used, 
but that they are used alone. The validity of an investigation can be 
increased by using a second technique to measure the same variable(s). 
"Once a proposition has been confirmed by two or more independent 
measurement processes, the uncertainty of its interpretation is greatly 
reduced" (Webb 1966:3). This process is referred to as cross-validation. 

In a study to determine the relationship between stated preferences 
and actual recreation choices, campers' preferences for vegetation were 
compared to observations of their actual campsite selections (Hancock 1973). 
Five experimentally treated campsites in Utah's Cache National Forest 
varied from heavy screening and 80 to 85 percent ground cover vegetation 
to virtually zero levels by four successive 25 percent reduction cuts. 
Even though few campers had indicated that vegetation reductions would 
be acceptable, "season-long observations showed campers reacting 
increasingly favorably toward decreases in amounts of vegetation within 
campsites" (Hancock 1973:336) until the final reduction was made. 
Hancock concluded that these comparisons between "what campers said and 
their observed behavior tend to make opinions suspect as reliable indicators 
of preference" (Hancock 1973:337). If resource managers want to provide 
for expressed demand, researchers should be sure that the expressed 
opinions are consistent with actual behavior and desires. 

Bryan (1977) developed a typology of trout fishermen by using both 
interviews and participant observation. Participant observation in the 
extensive fishermen network revealed behavioral information insights 
that were not touched by the more direct interview technique. Recreation 
has been described as having an enjoyment cycle which includes anticipation 
and planning, travel, on-site experience, plus reminiscence (Clawson and 
Knetsch 1966). The special importance of the first and last phases of the 
enjoyment cycle for the fishermen surfaced when the participant observer 
noted the "tackle shop, bar, and campfire 'bull sessions'" as key ingredients 
to the experience (Bryan 1977:183). After investigating campsite selection 
and visitor characteristics at a high mountain lake, Heberlein and 
Dunwiddie concluded that "a combination of both observational and interview 
data would be preferable to either method alone" (1979:315). 

Cross-validation can involve more than two different methods. Two 
obtrusive methods of recall reports and requested diary keeping were combined 
with unobtrusive observation by Shelby and Colvin (1982) in a river carrying 
capacity study. Managers need to know how one management parameter, such 
as use levels, affects another parameter, such as encounters. Encounter 
data gathered by trained observers were used to determine the accuracy 
of recall reports and user completed trip diaries. Data analysis revealed 
that recall reports were accurate "only at the lowest encounter levels; 
at higher levels users under-report by about half" (Shelby and Colvin 
1982:350). Similar findings were reported for the diary measures. Bishop, 
Jeanrenaud and Lawson (1975), in an earlier study, had also reported similar 
results when using the two techniques of diaries and recall questionnaires. 
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