
Unconfined Wilderness 

Experiences: What is 

important to feeling 

unconfined while in the 

SBW? 
Jonathan Dorman, M.S. 

University of Montana 



Introduction 

 Wilderness areas are to provide 

outstanding opportunities for 

“unconfined type of recreation” 

 “Threats” to opportunities for 

unconfined type recreation are 

generally understood as regulations 

which restrict the visitor in some way. 

 Can opportunities for “unconfined 

type of recreation” be affected by 

more than managerial regulations?



Unconfined 

Conceptualized
 Unconfined opportunities are unbounded and 

unlimited, free, and unrestricted.

 Robert Marshall (1933) roads acted as forms 

of confinement for most recreationists.

 Howard Zahniser (1957) it is paramount to give 

the maximum number of individuals a true 

wilderness experience. Yet the true wilderness 

experience may be threatened by excessive 

people...

 Relates to how unconfined is understood as a 

lack of visitor restrictions.



Objectives of Study 

Objectives:

Explore Dimensions of 

Unconfined

Identify setting attributes 

important to unconfined type 

recreation experiences.   



 1.3 Million Acres 

located in Idaho 

and Montana

 48 Days spent 

sampling

 Sampled at 8 

trailheads 

 4 trailheads 

in Idaho

 4 trailheads 

in Montana  

Study Area 
Selway-Bitterroot 

Wilderness 



Methods Part 1 

 On site questions followed by email 

with link to survey

 1st Section - 20-iterm unconfined 

wilderness experience scale 

 2nd Section - Importance and 

Performance of Setting Attributes 

 3rd Section – PFL Scale

 4th Section  - Visitor and Trip 

Characteristics, Previous Wilderness 

Experience 



Hypothesized Components of 20 item Unconfined Wilderness Experience 

Scale 

Exploration 

“You are exploring”

“You can explore away from trails”

“You are going somewhere new”

Freedom 

“You are in wide open spaces” 

“There are no rules”

“You make your own plans”

“You can camp anywhere”

“You can roam wherever you want”

Spontaneity 

“You can change your plans”

“You just pack some things and go”

“You see wildlife unexpectedly” 

“You make your own schedule”

Untethering

“You are untethered from email”

“You are untethered from your phone”

“You are free from work responsibilities”

“You’re enjoying what you’re doing so much you 
lose track of time”

Self Reliance

“You have the skills to go anywhere you want”

“You make your own way”

“You could keep going”

“You can go at your own pace”

* Note: Response Scale ranged from 0 (not important to 9 (very important)

Unconfined Wilderness Experience Scale 



Importance and Performance 

ratings of Setting Attributes

Setting Attribute Categories Indicators used in this Study

Setting Attribute Indicators

Environmental “Having no trees damaged in your campsite”
“Not seeing mileage signs”

“Seeing mileage signs”
“Not seeing regulation signs”
“Having trails that are completely primitive”

Social “Not seeing other groups”
“Having campsite choices that are out of sight 
and sound of others”

“Not having other groups camped within sight 
and sound of your camp”
“Not having groups pass within sight and sound 
of your camp”

Managerial “The ability to have a campfire”
“No permit is required”
“Not having restrictions placed on where you 
may travel”
“Not having restrictions placed on where you 
may camp”

* Note: Response Scale ranged from 1 (not important/extremely dissatisfied) 

to 5 (extremely important/extremely satisfied)  



PFL Scale Items

Perceived Freedom in Leisure Scale Sample items 
Perceived Leisure Competence Items

“I am good at the wilderness activities I do with other people” 

“I am good at almost all the wilderness activities I do”

“I know many wilderness activities that are fun to do”

Perceived Leisure Control Items

“I can do things during a wilderness activity that will enable 
everyone to have more fun”

“I can make the wilderness activity as enjoyable as I want it to 
be”

“I can usually persuade people to do wilderness activities with 
me even though they don’t want to”

Leisure Needs Items

“My wilderness activities help me to feel important”

“When I feel restless, I can do wilderness activities that will help 
calm me down”

“My wilderness activities enable me to get to know other 
people”

Depth of Involvement in Leisure Activities 

“During my wilderness activities there are often moments when I 
feel really involved in what I am doing”

“Sometimes when I do wilderness activities, I get excited about 
what I am doing”

“Sometimes during a wilderness activity there are short periods 

when the activity is going so well, I feel I can do almost 
anything”



Results 
 245 completed surveys (out of 358) 

 68% response rate 

 90% were hikers, 6 % stock users, 4% trail 

runners

 64% Day visitors 36 % overnight visitors 

 97% have visited a wilderness prior to trip

 51% Female/ 49% male

 Largest age range was 25-34 y/o (26%)

 95% of respondents have completed 

some college level work



Development of 
Unconfined Wilderness 

Experience Scale 

 Lead in question: In 

general, for an unconfined 

wilderness experience how 

important is it that you feel 

like…

Descending Mean Responses to 20 item Unconfined Wilderness Experience Scale

Unconfined Item N Min Max Mean Std. 

Deviation

You can go at your own pace 235 0 9 8.07 1.35

You are free from work responsibilities 233 0 9 7.88 1.88

You make your own schedule 243 0 9 7.74 1.71

You are in wide open spaces 235 0 9 7.65 1.68

You make your own plans 234 0 9 7.62 1.58

You can change your plans 243 0 9 7.61 1.72

You are untethered from email 242 0 9 7.47 2.41

You are untethered from your phone 235 0 9 7.38 2.33

You have the skills to go anywhere you want 240 0 9 7.30 1.85

Your enjoying what your doing so much you lose 

track of time

243 0 9 7.27 2.02

You can roam wherever you want 242 0 9 7.26 2.08

You feel like you could keep going 234 0 9 7.20 2.00

You see wildlife unexpectedly 243 0 9 7.10 1.94

You are exploring 244 0 9 6.91 1.98

You are going somewhere new 233 0 9 6.54 2.18

You just pack some things and go 233 0 9 6.52 2.41

You make your own way 233 0 9 6.52 2.16

You can explore away from trails 242 0 9 6.46 2.27

You can camp anywhere 233 0 9 6.29 2.39

There are no rules 242 0 9 5.05 2.81

Note: Response scale ranged from 0 (not important) to 9 (very important)



PCA on 20 item Unconfined 
Wilderness  Experience 

Scale 

Total Variance of 20-item Unconfined Wilderness Experience Scale Explained

Initial Eigenvalues

Component Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 6.694 33.468 33.468

2 2.048 10.242 43.710

3 1.629 8.144 51.854

4 1.136 5.680 57.534

5 1.020 5.102 62.635

6 .955 4.773 67.408

7 .824 4.120 71.528

8 .740 3.698 75.226

9 .681 3.404 78.630

10 .602 3.008 81.638

11 .526 2.632 84.270

12 .479 2.395 86.665

13 .465 2.323 88.988

14 .418 2.090 91.079

15 .369 1.843 92.922

16 .348 1.742 94.664

17 .326 1.629 96.294

18 .305 1.524 97.817

19 .267 1.337 99.154

20 .169 .846 100.00



Rotated Component Matrix of Unconfined Wilderness 

Experience Scale

Rotated Component Matrix of Unconfined Wilderness Experience Scale

Component

Free Choice Untethered Making Own Plans Exploring 

You make your own way .783 .081 .274 .090

There are no rules .634 .088 .073 .206

You just pack some things and go .625 .380 .194 -.018

You can camp anywhere .586 .166 .183 .232

You are in wide open spaces .561 .145 .079 .287

You are untethered from your phone .051 .857 .102 .068

You are untethered from email .022 .828 .078 .171

You are free from work responsibilities .208 .610 .410 -.220

Your enjoying what you are doing so much you lose track of time .356 .607 .041 .260

You feel like you could keep going .369 .488 .163 .235

You make your own schedule .019 .057 .806 .217

You make your own plans .272 .110 .788 .154

You can go at your own pace .267 .279 .702 -.031

You can change your plans .228 .028 .682 .341

You can roam wherever you want .439 .013 .156 .628

You have the skills to go anywhere you want .113 .166 .330 .596

You see wildlife unexpectedly .323 .063 .087 .561

You are exploring .015 .369 .209 .553

You can explore away from trails .506 -.137 .184 .518

You are going somewhere new .178 .423 -.087 .479



K-means cluster analysis using component scores as the clustering variate

Mean factor Scores of Clusters 

Component

Cluster Label Free Choice

Untethered from 

Responsibility

Making Own 

Plans Exploring

“Off to the Woods” .4296935 .3405630 .1728005 .3145598

“Stick to the Trail” -1.0087564 .1573371 .2433873 -.8387865

“Happy Warriors” .0908702 -1.4981929 -1.0285760 .2311496

Mean factor Scores of Clusters

Component

Cluster Label Free Choice

Untethered from 

Responsibility

Making Own 

Plans Exploring

“Off to the Woods” High High Medium High

“Stick to the Trail” Extremely Low Medium Medium Very Low

“Happy Warriors” Medium Extremely Low Extremely Low Medium



Importance and Performance Analysis 



Research Questions 
 Research Question 1: What setting attributes/indicators influence the 

opportunity to have unconfined type recreation experiences? 

 Research Question 2: What setting attributes/indicators are most important 

to the opportunity to have an unconfined wilderness experience? 

 Research Question 3: Are the indicators chosen valid measures of 

outstanding opportunities for unconfined type recreation experiences? 

 Research Question 4: Does age, mode of travel, or previous wilderness 

experience determine visitor preferences for conditions as they relate to 

unconfined wilderness experiences? 



Implications 

 “Free Choice”

 “Untethered From Responsibility”

 “Making Own Plans”

 “Exploring” 



Recommendations  

 Use indicators that enhance 
opportunities for unconfined type of 

recreation. 

 Develop indicators based on the 

unconfined wilderness experience 

scale established by this study.

 If managers continue monitoring 

threats we should be measuring and 
minimizing a number of threats to 

unconfined type of recreation.

 Develop and administer a survey of 

wilderness visitors to measure 
opportunities for an unconfined type 

of recreation.



Thank you !

 Unconfined type of 
recreation effected by 
more than managerial 
restrictions

 What is important to feeling 
unconfined is largely 
independent of visitor type 
or trip characteristics 

 Thank you Kearstin Edwards 
and the Clearwater-Nez 
Perce N.F. 

 Thank you to the Wilderness 
Institute at the University of 
Montana 

 Thank you Alan Watson, Bill 
Borrie and Libby Metcalf


