
 

 

 

 

The Effectiveness of Social Media Communication for Visitor Behaviour Management in 

Ontario’s Parks and Protected Areas. 

 

 

John S. Foster, B.R.L.S 

 

 

Applied Health Sciences (Leisure Studies) 

 

 

 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

 

Master of Arts in Applied Health Sciences (Leisure Studies) 

 

 

Faculty of Applied Health Sciences, Brock University 

St. Catharines, Ontario 

 

© John S. Foster 2022 



 
  

 
 
 

 

Abstract 

 Parks and protected areas in Ontario have long been bastions of conservation while also 

providing critical outdoor recreation opportunities for the health and well-being of the people. 

This was particularly evident during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, where parks 

and protected areas agencies around the world experienced drastic increases in visitation as 

people sought opportunities to spend time in the natural world. However, the balance of 

environmental conservation and the provision of outdoor recreation opportunities are often seen 

as competing interests given the potential degradation that is associated with human use of these 

natural spaces. As a result, it is crucial for park managers and protected areas agencies to 

mitigate negative visitor behaviour issues as much as possible.  

 Communications in their various formats (signage, in-person, etc.) have long been 

utilized by park agencies to share safety, regulatory, and interpretive information with park 

visitors. While the study of these communications is an underserved field of research, even less 

attention has been paid specifically to the utility of social media communications at delivering 

park agency messaging to visitors, especially in the context of addressing visitor behaviour 

issues using social media communications. This study will contribute to this identified research 

gap by exploring the experiences of both park visitors and park managers with respect to the 

effectiveness of social media communications for park visitor behaviour management.  

 To do so, this study applied interpretive description methodology (Thorne, 2016) to 

support semi-structured interviews with park visitors and individuals who work for park agencies 

in Ontario in park management roles. 17 participants participated in the research project 

throughout the course of the data collection process.  



 
  

 
 
 

 

 Conversations with participants revealed that the utility of social media communications 

for visitor behaviour management varies widely depending on the sophistication of the park 

agency’s social media strategy. Park visitors often expressed a desire for more specific, 

authentic, and discussion-oriented communications, while park managers frequently expressed a 

need to improve and increase the resources and logistics dedicated to social media 

communications to meet park visitor expectations.  

 

Key words: parks and protected areas, visitor management, social media, communications, park 

management 
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Glossary 

Key Definitions 

 This section will briefly cover core definitions for terms commonly used throughout the 

reporting of this study.  

 Parks and protected areas: Defined by the International Union for the Conservation of 

Nature (2008, cited by CPAWS, 2022)., parks and protected areas are “clearly defined 

geographical space[s] that are recognized, dedicated, and managed through legal or other 

effective means to achieve long-term conservation of nature and associated ecosystem services 

and cultural values.” In Ontario, parks and protected areas are considered by most to mean 

nationally and provincially protected parks, and regional protected areas like conservation 

authorities and parks commissions.  

 Parks and protected areas agency: Used interchangeably, and most often referred to as a 

park agency, parks and protected areas agencies are charged with managing and operating parks 

and protected areas in Ontario for the context of this research. These agencies include Parks 

Canada (national parks), Ontario Parks (provincial parks), conservation authorities (regional 

level protected area), and parks commissions. 

 Social media platforms: A key component of this study, social media communications 

are defined as forms of electronic communication containing virtual communities where users 

share and receive information and other content.  In the world of parks and protected areas, 

Miller and Freimund (2017) state that social media “allows parks to interact with visitors before 

they come, during their visits, and as they recall them afterward” (p. 137) making it the only 

form of communication available to park managers that connects them with visitors before and 

after they visit.  



 
  

 
 
 

 

 Experience: Experience, as it relates to this research topic, is defined as “something 

personally encountered, undergone, or lived through” and as “the act or process of directly 

perceiving events or reality” (Merriam Webster, 2022). In this context, the research questions 

that guide this work involve investigating and reporting the experiences of participants as they 

relate to social media communication effectiveness. 

 Recreation Experience: Lee (cited by Manning & Freimund, 2004, p. 567) defines 

recreation experience as “closely linked with the opportunity to take for granted the behaviour of 

other visitors” and that “an essential ingredient for such an experience [is] the assumption that 

other visitors are very much like oneself, and will, therefore, behave in a similar manner.”  

 Park manager: In this research, a park manager is defined as an individual who, by virtue 

of their work duties, is responsible for some combination of park management and social media 

management. This includes (but is not limited to) individuals such as a park superintendent who 

oversees the management of a protected area and its social media channels, as well as an 

individual working for a park agency who manages agency-level social media communications. 

 Park visitor: For this research, a park visitor can simply mean an individual who visits 

parks and protected areas. For the purpose of recruiting park visitor participants, a park visitor 

must have visited a park or protected area in Ontario in the recent past while also interacting with 

a park agency account on a social media platform. 

 Deviant Visitor Behaviour: Deviant behaviour, also referred to as depreciative behaviour 

and as non-compliant behaviour, is defined by Hockett et al. (2017) as “impactful behavior by 

visitors ranging from unintentional actions to intentional acts of vandalism” (p. 18). This 

specifically includes instances where visitors simply were not aware of a prohibition on an action 

as well as visitors who purposefully and intentionally engage in prohibited behaviours. The use 



 
  

 
 
 

 

of the term ‘deviant’, despite its frequency in the visitor management literature, is considered by 

this research to be inappropriate due to its negative connotation. Depreciative visitor behaviour is 

likely more accurate at describing the behaviour issues present in parks and protected areas, as 

the term deviancy suggests intentional and serious actions whereas many negative behaviours are 

inadvertent, due to a lack of education or other factors.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 Due to the ever-increasing demand for access to outdoor recreation spaces and the 

subsequent visitor management challenges facing park managers, this research sought to develop 

an understanding of the effectiveness of social media use as a visitor management tool. The goal 

of this research was to increase understanding of the impacts of social media communications on 

visitor behaviour in alignment with the mandates shared by many parks and protected areas 

agencies (hereby referred to interchangeably as park agencies), which are to provide enjoyable 

visitor access to outdoor recreation spaces while protecting environmental assets (Wilkins et al., 

2020; Manning, 2014). Given that high levels of visitation often result in both social and 

environmental degradation in park areas, it is a pressing concern for parks and protected areas 

managers (referred to interchangeably as park managers) to be able to effectively manage visitor 

behaviour.  

Statement of the Problem 

The goal of this research was to explore the experiences of park managers and park 

visitors on the perceived effectiveness of social media communications for park visitor 

management purposes in Ontario. As identified by Miller and Freimund (2017), Hutson and 

Howard (2018), and Miller et al. (2019), there is currently a lack of research on the use of social 

media specific to the park visitor management context, that which this research aims to 

contribute. This is problematic as park managers are under increasing pressure from the public 

for access to outdoor spaces, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic (Ontario Parks Blog, 

2021; Crawford, 2020; Howes, 2020; Wilson, 2020; Johnson, 2020; Martin, 2020), and therefore 

must maximize their ability to respond to increasing visitor management challenges as 

effectively as possible. While this issue is especially relevant during and immediately after the 
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COVID-19 pandemic, increases in visitation to outdoor recreation spaces have long been a trend 

(Spiers & Plummer, 2005) and will likely continue, signifying that this topic of study has been 

under-researched for quite some time, and that the results of this study have the potential to be 

highly relevant well into the future.  

The increase in visitation to outdoor recreation spaces, such as parks and protected areas, 

is known to contribute to visitor-behaviour related challenges that are both detrimental to other 

visitors’ enjoyment of park spaces and to the park environment. In both instances, park managers 

are responsible for addressing these behaviour challenges in accordance with agency mandates 

and management planning processes (Brassil, 2020; Ellis, 2020). Given that park managers have 

already reported increases in deviant behaviour due to increased visitation during the COVID-19 

pandemic (Ellis, 2020), the importance of maximizing the ability for park managers to address 

visitor management concerns is of increasing importance. To that end, social media has been 

identified as an under-utilized visitor management tool by researchers (Miller et al., 2019). As 

most park agencies are mandated to provide both environmental protection as well as enjoyable 

recreation opportunities to the public, negative visitor behaviour severely impedes the ability for 

park authorities to do so. Manning (2014) states that most parks and protected areas are 

established to meet two objectives, which are to protect park resources and the quality of the 

visitor’s experience, and to accommodate appropriate visitor use for enjoyment. Therefore, any 

information that contributes to park managers’ ability to address visitor behaviour challenges is 

both salient and long overdue.  

Visitor management, also referred to as visitor behaviour management, is defined by 

Sowman and Pearce (2000, in Spiers & Plummer, 2005, pp. 331-332) as “the practice of 

ensuring visitors achieve a quality experience; it is the management of visitors in a manner 
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which maximizes the quality of the visitor experience while assisting the achievement of the 

area’s overall management objectives.” Visitor management involves a variety of strategies, such 

as management planning and the use of both direct and indirect management tactics (such as site 

design, law enforcement, permitting systems, etc.) to address undesirable visitor behaviours, 

widely known as deviant visitor behaviour. Deviant visitor behaviour, one of the most common 

issues relating to visitor management, is defined as “a form of non-compliance with regulations 

through deliberate actions of violations” (Saunders et al., 2019, cited by Goh, 2020, p. 277). In 

practice, deviant visitor behaviour encompasses a variety of detrimental impacts on park 

resources and visitor experience. It involves anything from damaging park resources to 

“rowdyism” which interferes with the experience of other visitors. Other visitor management 

issues, such as visitor crowding, and visitor conflict are compounded when deviant visitor 

behaviours are involved (Spiers & Plummer, 2005). Goh (2020) asserts that deviant behaviour is 

“one of the more serious problems reported at national parks” by park authorities (p. 277). This 

research maintains the tradition of using the term deviant visitor behaviour to describe negative 

visitor behaviours but notes that the term ‘depreciative’ better encapsulates the behaviour issues 

present in parks. The term ‘deviant’ suggests intentional and serious actions whereas many of the 

behavioural issues present in parks and protected areas are inadvertent or a result of a lack of 

understanding of the impacts caused by certain behaviours. This research instead suggests using 

‘depreciative’ in place of ‘deviant’ in future research. 

Investigating how park managers can better communicate safety and regulatory 

information with visitors will enhance their ability to deliver both a positive outdoor recreation 

experience for all visitors, as well as fulfill their environmental protection mandates. Spiers and 

Plummer (2005) and Schultz and Svajda (2017) assert that the amount of stress placed on 
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outdoor recreational resources increases with the number of people seeking outdoor recreation 

opportunities, which further highlights the importance of enabling park managers to address 

visitor behaviours that impact the environment of the park area. Social media provides a unique 

way for park managers to communicate with visitors before, during, and after their visits to a 

park or protected area, and therefore, has extraordinary potential as an avenue for park managers 

to address and deter deviant visitor behaviours while developing positive relationships between 

park agencies and their visitors, a crucial component of visitor management.  

Anticipated Implications of this Research 

Park agencies in Ontario appear to be facing a significant increase in pressure due to 

dramatic increases in visitor numbers and demand for access during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which has resulted in negative implications on the ability for park agencies to achieve their 

mandates relating to the provision of enjoyable outdoor recreation opportunities and 

environmental conservation (Wilson, 2020; Martin, 2020; Johnson, 2020; & Crawford, 2020). 

McGinlay et al. (2020) reported that European protected area authorities experienced higher 

levels of overcrowding, instances of problematic behaviour, and of conflict between visitors 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, with their findings indicating that high levels of visitation will 

continue to cause long-term impacts on parks and protected areas into the future. McGinlay et 

al.’s (2020) findings appear to apply to the Ontario context of which this research focuses, as 

Ontario Parks recently revealed that park visitors have already made twice as many camping 

reservations as of February 5th, 2021, in comparison with the same period the year before 

(Ontario Parks Blog, 2021), indicating that the increase in visitation experienced in 2020 will 

likely continue indefinitely. Therefore, developing effective tools for park managers to use to 
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mitigate visitation related challenges and promote positive visitor experiences is a valuable and 

timely research direction to investigate.  

The use of social media for visitor management is a natural research direction given that 

many park agencies already use social media as a means of communicating with visitors for 

many purposes, such as sharing interpretive materials or logistical information about visiting a 

park area. In a study of social media communications at Crater Lake National Park, Wilkins et al. 

(2020) found that over 76 percent of park visitors were active on social media, with 50 percent 

using more than one platform. This indicates that park agencies have the potential ability to 

interact with most of their visitors via social media, which creates the opportunity to use social 

media as a visitor behaviour management tool. Further, despite the prevalence of social media, 

park agencies have been relatively slow to incorporate social media into visitor management 

processes and researchers have been slow to examine the best practices associated with applying 

social media as a visitor management tool (Miller et al., 2019), creating an information gap that 

this research seeks to fill.  

Likely the most substantive work relating to the use of social media by parks and 

protected areas agencies to communicate with visitors is the work of Miller and Freimund 

(2017). This work provided preliminary findings on the park visitor demographics that are most 

active and engaged most with the NPS on social media as well as the content preferences of 

respondents relating to potential interaction between visitors and the agency on Facebook. Miller 

and Freimund (2017) concluded by calling for further research specifically into the experiences 

of park managers relating to effective use of social media, as well as further investigations of the 

relationship between park visitors and park agencies in general. This research sought to 

contribute to furthering the collective understanding of the role social media plays in park visitor 
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management by exploring the experiences of the two involved parties – park managers and park 

visitors. By doing so, this research contributes to the identified gap in research specifically 

identified by Miller and Freimund (2017), Hutson and Howard (2018) and Miller et al. (2019).  

The Present Study 

To address the previously mentioned gaps in literature surrounding social media 

communications in parks and protected areas visitor management, this study applied a 

qualitative, interpretive description research design to engage park visitors and park managers of 

Ontario’s parks and protected areas in semi-structured interviews about their experiences 

working in, and visiting, park areas. The two questions that guided this research are as follows: 

1. What are the experiences of park visitors toward effective social media 

communications for visitor management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas? 

2. What are the experiences of park managers toward effective use of social media 

communication for visitor management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas? 

These questions are designed following Thorne’s (2016) recommendations for research 

questions in studies utilizing interpretive description methodology, which includes ensuring 

research questions use open-ended wording and terminology that avoids assumptions or 

presuppositions on the subject. These questions were designed to capture the experiences of the 

two participant demographics that are central to the issues of visitor behaviour management in 

parks and protected areas, being park visitors and park managers. In doing so, this research was 

well equipped to discover an auditable set of perspectives that contributes to our collective 

understanding of parks and protected areas management.  
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Methodological Framework 

This research followed a qualitative line of inquiry, utilizing interpretive description 

methodology (Thorne, 2016). Interpretive description was developed as a means of freeing 

qualitative researchers from the restrictions of traditional methodologies, allowing the researcher 

to create a line of inquiry that is best suited to answering the research question, rather than be 

bound by the rigidities of many traditional methodologies (Thorne, 2016). Interpretive 

description, while originating in the field of nursing and health-related qualitative research, is 

particularly applicable to practical, field-work centered industries (Thorne, 2016). This suits this 

research well, given that the field of parks and protected areas management is very much an 

applied science, where questions regarding phenomena typically arise from the field, rather than 

from theory. The idea of interpretive description, according to Thorne (2016) “was to retain the 

coherence and integrity of a theoretically driven approach to knowledge development while 

supporting defensible design variations according to the specific features of context, situation, 

and intent” (p. 30). Thorne continues to assert that, “in doing so, it emphasized a design logic 

and organizing framework consistent with the epistemological integrity of the discipline as a 

hallmark of excellent qualitative accounts of the phenomena of concern” (p. 30). 

The applicability and need for the flexibility granted by interpretive description 

methodology is exemplified in the data collection methods, which involve a tested yet 

uncommon application of semi-structured interviews with a modified discrete choice experiment. 

A discrete choice experiment, a somewhat novel technique, is a stated preference exercise that 

involves exposing participants to similar, yet different, scenarios in survey-style questions 

(Kolhhardt et al. 2018). While Vass et al. (2017) found that 52% of studies in their systematic 

review of the use of discrete choice experiments utilized both interview methodology with a 
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discrete choice experiment, only 11% had utilized participant responses to the discrete choice 

experiment as a component of a semi-structured interview process rather than distinct 

components of a mixed-methods study. Therefore, Vass et al.’s (2017) findings indicate that few 

studies have incorporated discrete choice experiment-style questions into the semi-structured 

interview guide, as this research did. Given the scant evidence of the use of discrete choice 

experiment style questions as part of a semi-structured interview, the methodological flexibility 

granted by interpretive description methodology is well-suited for this work. The third chapter on 

this study’s methodology expands on the logical reasoning behind the use of the modified 

discrete choice experiment component of the semi-structured interview process in depth, thus 

satisfying the methodological criteria of interpretive description as per Thorne’s (2016) 

assertions.  

Data Analysis 

The data analysis process followed basic qualitative methods of analysis, involving a 

process of inductive coding, categorizing and development of themes. The process was guided 

by both Thorne (2016) and Merriam and Tisdell (2015). The coding process began after 

interviews were transcribed and included multiple rounds of open, analytical, and selective 

coding. All codes were documented in a codebook, which displayed the linkages and progression 

of the analysis process as the research moved from the analytical coding process to category 

construction. The categorization process continued until saturation was achieved, indicating that 

the researcher has gone through the process of constructing, testing, and deconstructing 

categories until all pieces of data were most accurately represented. At this time, themes were 

developed from the categories, which became the findings of the study following further constant 
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comparison, construction, and deconstruction. Additional information about the approach to data 

analysis is in the research methodology chapter. 

Organization of Reporting 

The next chapter of this document incorporates a systematic and extensive literature 

review that is the second chapter of this thesis. This chapter includes discussion about evidence-

based articles and professional reports that are applicable to many aspects of the field of study, 

including park management, visitor behaviour management, social media communications, the 

historical and current state of parks and protected areas in Ontario, as well as a variety of other 

topics. The purpose of this chapter is to provide all necessary background context that applies to 

this work. 

 The third chapter of this document is focused on the methodology of the research. It 

includes discussions of the methodological frameworks, as well as information relating to 

participant recruitment, data collection, data analysis, data trustworthiness, and ethics pertaining 

to the research process.  

 The fourth chapter of this document details the results from the data collection and 

analysis process. This chapter begins with providing context on participant demographics for 

both park visitor and park manager participants. The chapter then discusses the five themes that 

arose as findings from this research, as well as the results from the discrete choice experiment 

component of the semi-structured interviews.  

 The fifth, and final, chapter includes a discussion of the findings. Beginning with 

establishing linkages from this study’s findings to existing research, the chapter then outlines this 

study’s contributions to existing knowledge, the limitations of this study, commentary on 

transferability of findings, and areas for future research, before concluding with final remarks 
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about the research as a whole. The remainder of this document includes the references used, the 

appendices, and a collection of figures and tables used throughout the research.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 This section provides an overview of the existing empirical literature that applies to many 

facets of this research. The goal of this study was to explore the experiences of both park 

managers and park visitors relating to the use of social media communication for visitor 

management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas. Therefore, this section outlines all relevant 

topics including park visitor management and park communication, as well as an application of 

existing literature  to the Ontario protected areas context.  

Park Visitor Management 

 A fundamental document to parks and protected areas management, the park 

management plan is often a park-specific document that details comprehensive information 

about all aspects of the park. The document provides guidance to park management teams to aid 

in operational decision making for a myriad of topics, including visitor management goals, 

priorities, and challenges. This section seeks to provide clarity to the evidence-based concepts of 

park management planning, including management techniques and common visitor behaviour 

challenges facing park managers.  

Background 

 Eagles et al. (2014) define visitor management planning as “an ongoing process and is 

considered to be a tool of sustainable tourism management; it ensures that the visitor receives a 

high quality [sic] experience, while encouraging visitors to adopt appropriate behaviour” (p. 45). 

A park visitor management plan is a collection of policies that address visitor needs and impacts 

in conjunction with the environmental protection needs of the park area (Eagles et al., 2014). 

These policies must be detailed to be effective and seek to “eliminate inappropriate activities, 

enhance visitors’ experience and their understanding of the destination, while maintaining the 
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quality of tourism resources” (Eagles et al., 2014, p. 45). Furthermore, Thomas and Middleton 

(2003, retrieved from Eagles et al., 2014, p. 46) define a management plan as “a document that 

sets out the management approach and goals, together with a framework for decision making to 

apply in the protected area over a given period of time.” According to Spiers and Plummer 

(2005), visitor management plans include a mix of policies outlining what strategies park 

authorities should use to address various visitor management related challenges. A quality visitor 

management plan includes descriptions of the site, descriptions of applicable laws and 

agreements that apply to the park, strategic plans for prioritizing actions and implementation 

processes, as well as information about zoning as it applies to the site (Thomas & Middleton, 

2003, cited in Eagles et al. 2014). Other key components of management plans include guidance 

for day-to-day management activities, an identification of all risks posed towards the goals of the 

area, and an evaluation of potential competing interests (Thomas & Middleton, 2003, cited in 

Eagles et al. 2014). According to Eagles et al. (2014), high quality management plans include 

information that is as comprehensive as possible, including provisions for all foreseeable 

circumstances that may arise. Due to the ever-changing nature of park operations, Thomas and 

Middleton (2003, cited by Eagles et al. 2014) state that management plans are created with an 

established timeframe for the use of document before it shall be revised by the park agency to 

best address the changing social and environmental needs of the park, generally every five to 20 

years.   

Direct and Indirect Visitor Management Techniques. In their study of closed-trail 

mountain bike use in a nature preserve, Greer et al. (2017) collected data from website forum 

threads where members of a local mountain biking community discussed the increase in 

enforcement of closed trails in the study site, a nature preserve. Their findings indicate that the 
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main themes of discussion within the forum threads included resistance to enforcement, 

increasing distrust of public officials, and general misunderstanding of the purposes for closing 

the trail and enforcing the closure, which was for environmental preservation in the nature 

preserve area (Greer et al, 2017). Wynveen et al.’s (2007) findings align well with those of Greer 

et al., (2017), who assert that nature-based visitors are sensitive towards many indicators of 

direct management techniques, such as park law enforcement presence, restrictions on permitted 

uses, and penalties, and would prefer to be managed using indirect management techniques such 

as educational signage.  

 Indirect management strategies, according to Goh (2020) rely on the use of visitor 

education and persuasion to influence behavioural choices. Indirect approaches are not 

regulatory in that the visitor maintains the freedom of choice to engage in or not engage in the 

desired behaviour, and rather, park managers attempt to persuade visitors to voluntarily engage 

in appropriate behaviour (Hockett et al., 2010, cited by Greer et al., 2017). The most commonly 

used form of indirect visitor management is the use of educational messaging such as signage 

and print material to bring awareness to the consequences of targeted behaviour and to ascribe 

responsibility to the visitor to engage in approved behaviours in order to protect the park 

environment (Hockett et al. 2017).  Hockett et al. (2017) and Goh (2020) agree that both park 

managers and park visitors tend to prefer the use of indirect methods to avoid negatively 

impacting the visitor experience with ‘threatening’ messages that often correspond with direct 

techniques such as enforcement and sanctions for deviant visitor behaviour.  

Rood et al. (1987, cited by Greer et al., 2017, p. 57) assert that a mix of direct and 

indirect management techniques is necessary to avoid tarnishing the public’s perception of park 

enforcement and the park’s associated laws. They write that ongoing public education campaigns 
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are essential to “enhance and maintain the public’s perception of enforcement” as the use of 

enforcement often results in negative visitor perceptions towards both park law enforcement staff 

and the park agency overall, therefore compromising the public’s willingness to comply with the 

protection laws necessary to achieve long-term conservation goals (Rood et al., 1987, cited by 

Greer et al., 2017, p. 57; Wynveen et al., 2007). As a result of this balance between achieving 

compliance without degrading the visitor experience, much of the literature analyzed supports 

the use of a mixed approach that utilizes primarily indirect techniques to educate and reinforce 

desired behaviours and direct techniques when either indirect techniques are unsuccessful or the 

severity of the behaviour cannot be mitigated without direct techniques (Greer et al., 2017; 

Wynveen et al., 2007; Goh, 2020). 

Hard versus Soft Law Enforcement in Parks and Protected Areas. As one of the 

most common forms of visitor behaviour management, the evaluation of law enforcement in the 

parks and protected areas context is relevant to this study, especially given that law enforcement 

is often used when other visitor behaviour modification tactics are unsuccessful. The current 

research literature pertaining to enforcement in park and protected areas highlights two 

approaches to enforcement procedure – ‘hard’ enforcement and ‘soft’ enforcement. Pendleton 

(1998, cited by Wynveen et al., 2007) defines soft enforcement as a method of encouraging 

compliance through the use of informal methods such as education, prevention, and community 

relations. Hard enforcement utilizes formal sanctions such as tickets, arrests, and stern warnings 

(Pendleton, 1998, cited by Wynveen et al., 2007). Goh (2020) correlates the use of hard 

enforcement as a direct management technique with soft enforcement aligning with indirect 

techniques.  
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Goh (2020), Wynveen et al., (2007) and Hockett et al., (2017) identified the preference 

for park managers to primarily use indirect and soft enforcement techniques to avoid any undue 

impact on the visitor experience, as park visitors are typically sensitive towards increased law 

enforcement presence. Wynveen et al. (2007) assert that this sensitivity comes from the 

perceived freedom of outdoor recreation, which symbols of law enforcement contradict. Goh 

(2020) states that the sensitivity towards enforcement is due to public perception of outdoor 

recreation being activities of pleasure and enjoyment rather than restrictions and responsibilities. 

Further, Greer et al. (2017) argue that the overuse of hard enforcement techniques might have 

unintended consequences on the public’s willingness to voluntarily support conservation efforts 

or engage in pro-conservation behaviours. Recall that Pendleton (1998, cited by Wynveen et al., 

2007) identified that building positive community relations between the park agency and the 

public is a crucial tool in encouraging visitor compliance, which outlines the importance to 

understand the balance between the use of soft enforcement and hard enforcement techniques to 

promote positive visitor experience with a visitor-ship that is known to be sensitive towards hard 

enforcement practices. Wynveen et al. (2007), Goh (2020), Hockett et al. (2017), and Greer et al. 

(2017) all agree that park managers should utilize indirect management techniques (signage, 

interpretive education, etc.) and soft enforcement (education, soft warnings, presence of park 

officials) frequently as prevention methods and utilize hard enforcement techniques (tickets, 

arrests) only when soft enforcement techniques fail, or if the actions of the visitor will not be 

successfully mitigated through indirect tactics or soft enforcement. 

Common Visitor Management Challenges. The provision of outdoor recreation 

opportunities is an integral part of the purpose of many parks and protected areas agencies, and 
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for good reason. To highlight the important role played by park agencies in society, Manning 

(2014) writes: 

 “Parks and protected areas are becoming increasingly important in  

contemporary society. Parks are vital to people in many ways: they offer  

open, green spaces in our ever-developing world, they are retreats from the  

hectic lives that many of us lead and they protect wildlife and other elements  

of biodiversity, as well as historical and cultural resources that are important  

markers of society…” (p. 1). 

Manning (2014) continues:  

“…tourism and outdoor recreation are also important, offering healthy and  

satisfying leisure activity, intimate contact with the out-of-doors,  

opportunities to build family solidarity, enjoyment and appreciation of our  

natural environment and cultural heritage, employment and economic  

development to local people and communities and a myriad of other benefits” 

(p. 1).  

Based on Manning’s (2014) assertion, it is no wonder that many jurisdictions around the 

world witnessed dramatic increases in visitation to outdoor recreation spaces, especially parks 

and protected areas, during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic in the summer of 2020 

(McGinlay et al., 2020). Many parks and protected areas in Ontario, as previously described, 

experienced visitor management challenges related to increased visitation in the forms discussed 

in this section (Crawford, 2020; Howes, 2020; Wilson, 2020; Johnson, 2020; Martin, 2020). In 

addition to environmental preservation-related challenges, Saunders et al. (2019) assert that 

“park managers have a legal duty to take reasonable care to avoid foreseeable risks of injury, and 
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to inform visitors about hazards, particularly where they are not obvious” (p. 137). This 

combination of responsibility for environmental protection and visitor safety greatly contributes 

to the overall challenges faced by park managers (Blye & Halpenny, 2020).  

Deviant and Depreciative Visitor Behaviour. Deviant behaviour, also referred to as 

depreciative behaviour, is defined by Hockett et al. (2017) as “impactful behavior by visitors 

ranging from unintentional actions to intentional acts of vandalism” (p. 18). This specifically 

includes instances where visitors simply were not aware of a prohibition on an action as well as 

visitors who purposefully and intentionally engaged in prohibited behaviours. As previously 

mentioned, this research maintains the tradition established by previous literature in using the 

term ‘deviant’ as a catch-all for behavioural issues in parks and protected areas management. 

This term suggests serious, intentional actions, whereas the term ‘depreciative’ better captures 

the reality that many behavioural issues in parks and protected areas are inadvertent and 

unintentional, often as a result of a lack of visitor understanding and education rather than 

intentionally degrading behaviour.  

Based on the definition provided by Hockett et al. (2017) above, it is important to 

determine what parks and protected areas consider to be violations of their regulations. In 

Ontario, the legislation that is applicable to parks and protected areas differs depending on the 

agency. Despite the differences, the laws that address visitor behaviour follow similar themes 

regardless of which official piece of legislation guides the specific agency’s law enforcement 

response. For example, while Ontario’s Provincial Parks and Conservation Reserves Act, 2006 

(PPCRA) applies only to Ontario Parks administered locations, the rules typically set-in place by 

conservation authorities typically address the same types of deviant visitor behaviour. Examples 

of environmentally degrading behaviours that are commonly faced in parks and protected areas 
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includes the unlawful storage of wildlife attractants (to preserve wildlife welfare), tending a fire 

in an undesignated area (forest fire prevention), disturb or harm natural objects (protection of 

natural environment; plants, trees, rocks, etc.) or wildlife. Examples of deviant behaviours that 

are detrimental to visitor experience in Ontario includes inappropriate conduct such as the use of 

discriminatory, harassing or abusive language; making excessive noise; or disturbing other 

persons (S. 9, O. Reg 347/07, Provincial Parks and Conservation Reserves Act, 2006). Many 

parks and protected areas also have rules in place to address behaviours that are both 

environmentally degrading and detrimental to visitor experience, such as allowing a 

domesticated animal to be off leash and littering (S. 6, S. 4; O. Reg 347/07, Provincial Parks and 

Conservation Reserves Act, 2006).  

 Crowding. Exacerbated by deviant and depreciative visitor behaviour, the phenomena 

known as crowding often manifests in parks and protected areas that experience high levels of 

visitation. Crowding occurs when the number of visitors to a given area exceeds both the 

environmental and the social carrying capacities of that area (Manning et al., 2000). The result of 

crowding results in an inability for the recreational area (in this case, a park or protected area) to 

provide the experience that is sought after by visitors (Spiers and Plummer, 2005). As such, the 

impacts of crowding have long been subjective to the individual given that each individual has 

different motivations and expectations when engaging in outdoor recreation, and therefore, 

different levels of tolerance towards the manifestations of crowding (Moyle & Croy, 2007). Due 

to the potential for crowding to impact visitor experience, satisfaction, and environmental 

protection, addressing crowding is of high importance to park managers to achieve their 

mandates. This is no easy task, as even the most apparent method of reducing crowding – 

reducing visitors – comes with a myriad of implications. By limiting visitors, whether by 
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permitting systems, capacities, or closures; the park agency may inadvertently create systems 

that promote unequal access to the populations they are mandated to serve (Pettebone et al., 

2013). Further, increased levels of visitation are also widely regarded as posing a significant 

environmental threat to park areas, especially areas that protect sensitive ecosystem components 

(Schultz & Svajda, 2017).  

The subjective nature of crowding often means the impacts on visitor experience are 

difficult to ascertain, as many visitors do not voice their experiences to park managers. In 

addition, Manning and Valliere (2001) argue that it is difficult for park managers and researchers 

alike to learn about and address the issues of crowding in parks and protected areas due to the 

coping mechanisms used by park visitors (often subconsciously) to avoid the impacts of 

crowding. Manning and Valliere (2001) found that park visitors tend to use three strategies to 

avoid crowding; displacement (visiting a less-crowded park or area of a park), rationalization 

(self-convincing of a higher level of satisfaction than actually experienced), and product shifting 

(altering personal definitions of the recreation opportunity based on the experience) to maintain 

personal satisfaction in their recreation experiences. Other studies, such as Kainzinger et al. 

(2017) and Moyle and Croy (2007), also recognize and discuss the use of coping mechanisms by 

outdoor recreation participants and park visitors in alignment with Manning and Valliere’s 

(2001) work. Since park visitors do not often report these choices to park managers unless they 

happen to file a formal complaint, it is often difficult for park managers to realize the conditions 

present in the areas they are responsible for. 

Despite the subjectivity of crowding and the often-unspoken implications on individual 

visitor experience, the literature suggests that there are common variables and behaviours that 

increase the frequency of instances of crowding. Moyle and Croy (2007) and Spiers and 
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Plummer (2005) discuss the susceptibility for crowding in outdoor recreation. They write that 

many outdoor recreationists who visit parks and protected areas do so with some expectation of 

wilderness-based values such as solitude, peace and quiet, and freedom, which can be hampered 

by encountering too many other people for the individual’s preference (Moyle & Croy, 2007; 

Spiers & Plummer, 2005). Manning et al.’s (2009) study of sentiments of crowding in 

recreationists on the Colorado River found that recreationists classified too many encounters 

with other groups as being the most impactful on their perception of crowding. Further, Manning 

et al. (2000) identified that the characteristics of individual visitors can influence their perception 

of crowding, with some visitors being more averse to the catalysts of crowding than others. They 

found that individuals react to crowding based on the activity they were engaging in (some 

activities are less compatible with others, e.g., hikers and mountain bikers sharing one trail), their 

motivations for engaging in the activity (to seek solitude, to focus on exercise, for social 

enjoyment, etc.), their experience levels (more experienced individuals may prefer to avoid those 

of less and/or comparable experience), and their attitudes towards park management (such as 

being in agreement or disagreement with the perceived response from park management towards 

their issue)(Manning et al., 2000). Manning et al. (2000) determined that an individual’s 

experience with crowding can be influenced not only by the sheer number of other park visitors 

encountered during their activity, but also, the type of visitors encountered. This introduces the 

behavioural dimension of crowding, as it must be considered that individual experiences can be 

significantly impacted by the actions of other visitors regardless of whether they encounter ‘too 

many’ visitors for their preferences (Manning et al., 2000). For example, a visitor engaging in 

disturbing activities such as playing loud music at a campsite or on a trail will be more impactful 

and detrimental to the enjoyment of other park visitors.  
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All these factors further complicate the response from park managers to address crowding 

through set policy thresholds and actions. Given that each individual visitor is likely to have a 

unique perspective towards their aversion to crowding in outdoor recreation, visitor management 

thus requires comprehensive planning and effective execution to mitigate the commonly held 

crowding beliefs of their visitors. Spiers and Plummer (2005) acknowledge that satisfying all 

users is unlikely. However, they argue it is necessary for park managers to further develop their 

understanding of how conflict caused by crowding impacts visitor experiences in their parks and 

protected areas to achieve enjoyable visitor experiences  

In their study of the state of crowding and conflict in Ontario Provincial Parks, Spiers and 

Plummer (2005) determined that Ontario Parks managers had little policy or legislative guidance 

to address crowding and conflict in their visitor management planning processes. Given the time 

that has passed since Spiers and Plummer conducted this study (2005), it is quite possible that 

Ontario Parks has improved this aspect of the agency’s management planning processes. 

However, more recently, Eagles et al.’s (2014) study of park management planning determined 

that Ontario’s guidelines for creating management plans (including visitor management) were 

vague and failed to incorporate many of the evidence-based requirements for park visitor 

management plans. This indicates that the issues in Ontario Parks planning identified by Spiers 

and Plummer (2005) likely were not addressed according to Eagles at al.’s (2014) more recent 

assessment. As a point of relevance to this study, the combination of Spiers and Plummer (2005) 

and Eagles et al.’s (2014) assessments of Ontario Parks management planning likely indicates 

that Ontario park managers may be unprepared to mitigate crowding and other visitor 

management related challenges caused during the increase in visitation seen in recent years.  



 
  
 
 
 

22 

Conflict. According to Schultz and Svajda (2017), conflict in outdoor recreation is an 

increasingly frequent phenomenon that is seen as an extension or by-product of over-crowding in 

parks and protected areas. Spiers and Plummer (2005) list potential catalysts of conflict as 

competition, crowding, safety, and socially unacceptable behaviours. Manning and Valliere 

(2001) have identified crowding and conflict during the rise of visitation to parks and protected 

areas as a significant impact on the quality of outdoor recreation experiences. Schultz and Svajda 

(2017) maintain that crowding is the predecessor to conflict, as it is the interactions between 

visitors and the breaching of societal norms that leads to conflict between users. As expected, 

conflict between users is ultimately the responsibility of the park management to address. 

Therefore, preventing both crowding and conflict is of utmost importance for park managers. 

Both Jacob and Schreyer (1980) and Rollins and Robinson (2002, both cited by Spiers and 

Plummer, 2005) outline that conflict is often the result of the actions of another park visitor, 

indicating that some visitors have competing interests despite engaging in recreation in the same 

location. Using the example provided by Spiers and Plummer (2005), conflict often arises when 

too many people engaging in diverse and competing activities try to access the same space, such 

as a wilderness canoeist who is disturbed by a party of motorized fishing boats on a remote lake. 

Further, conflict can occur when an individual or a group of individuals engages in socially 

unacceptable behaviours that impact other park visitors, or when the unacceptable behaviour 

threatens the safety of another visitor (Spiers & Plummer, 2005). When conflict occurs between 

park users, it presents not only a potentially problematic immediate issue that requires park staff 

intervention but also often indicates a broader visitor satisfaction issue that challenges the ability 

for park managers to achieve visitor experience mandates.  
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 Visitor Safety. A final common visitor behaviour related challenge faced by park 

managers are behaviours that compromise the safety of the individual or the individuals around 

them. Saunders et al. (2019) assert that “park managers have a legal duty to take reasonable care 

to avoid foreseeable risks of injury, and to inform visitors about hazards, particularly where they 

are not obvious” (p. 137). Therefore, it is of utmost concern to park managers to identify and 

address potential hazards facing their visitors. In the outdoor recreation context, this is 

particularly difficult due to the nature of many outdoor recreation activities and the locations in 

which they occur. There is a myriad of potential environmental hazards present in parks and 

protected spaces and an inherent level of risk involved with even the most relaxed outdoor 

recreation activities. Most park visitors are unable to become familiar with all the potential 

hazards present, thus increasing the potential for safety related incidents to occur. Buckley, 

Witting and Guest (2001, cited by Saunders et al., 2019) assert that park managers should always 

be concerned about visitor safety, but should also recognize the increasingly litigious society as a 

prominent concern as well.  

The challenge of maintaining visitor safety is quite complex. Returning to the concepts of 

direct and indirect visitor management tactics, we recall that indirect methods are preferred by 

park visitors largely because the freedom of choice and autonomy is a key value and motivator 

for many outdoor recreationists (Goh, 2020; Spiers & Plummer, 2005). Constraints placed on 

freedom of choice through direct management tactics like barriers and enforcement can 

potentially diminish the quality of visitor experience (Goh, 2020; Saunders et al., 2019), with 

recognition that engaging in risky behaviour or the individual’s management of their risk is a 

central component to many outdoor recreation pursuits (Gstaettner et al., 2017). Gstaettner et al. 

(2017) describe the difficult task facing park managers who are both responsible for ensuring the 
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reasonable safety of their visitors while also avoiding implementing risk mitigation tactics that 

degrade the visitor experience beyond acceptable levels. This is especially difficult due to the 

fact that implementing risk mitigation tactics requires park managers to estimate the skills and 

abilities of their visitors, often resulting in tactics that are unnecessarily stringent and thus, 

reduces the opportunity for experienced recreationists to enjoy the excitement and novelty 

associated with managing their own risks while participating in their activities of choice 

(Gstaettner et al., 2017). In tandem, Saunders et al. (2019) assert that it is “neither feasible nor 

desirable to remove all risks. Opportunities to meet challenges, achieve goals and gain a sense of 

autonomy are important aspects of tourism in natural areas” (p. 133). Given this consensus, 

investigating other means of making visitors aware of potential hazards while also persuading 

visitors to comply with existing safety measures serves to contribute to the visitor management 

capabilities of the industry.  

Park Visitor Communication 

 The common denominator in the discussion of park visitor management is the role of 

communication between park agencies and the visiting public. To date, little research has been 

conducted that specifically investigates the role of social media in the communications process 

between park agencies and visitors, which is a research gap this study sought to fill. To provide 

necessary context, this section investigates and discusses pertinent information from other related 

fields, such as park communication, general literature on social media communication, practical 

applications of existing literature and culminates with an evaluation of the current use of social 

media communications for visitor management in the field of parks and protected areas. 
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Background 

 Saunders et al. (2019) conceptualise communication as “a process involving source, 

medium, context, and receiver” with each component having influence over the successful 

transmission of the message from source to receiver (p. 133). To address visitor behaviour 

challenges, parks and protected areas managers have long used varying forms of communication 

mediums to interact with visitors for safety, regulatory, and interpretive purposes. According to 

the existing ideas pertaining to visitor management through direct and indirect tactics, 

communication for visitor management purposes would be considered an indirect management 

tactic because the decision to obey or not obey a posted sign or message lies in control of the 

individual (Goh, 2020; Saunders et al., 2019). As established, indirect management tactics such 

as communications are preferred by both park managers and park visitors due to the values of 

perceived choice and freedom that are consistent with nature-based tourism and outdoor 

recreation (Engen et al., 2018, cited by Goh, 2020).  

The use of social media communications is an under-researched aspect of park visitor 

communications. Miller et al. (2019) identified that there is little research into the use of social 

media communications despite its perceived utility, not only to improve visitor experience but 

also to influence and guide visitor behaviour, thus reducing or improving the agency’s ability to 

respond to visitor management challenges.  

Park Communication 

 Park agencies have a long history of interacting with visitors using communication tools 

to convey messages with visitors for a variety of purposes. As such, there is ample existing 

literature that investigates the use of communication by park agencies to push environmental 



 
  
 
 
 

26 

protection mandates, interpretive information, safety-related information, and even regulatory or 

rules-based communications.  

Manning and Anderson (2012) detail that park communications in response to visitor 

behaviour are often aimed at modifying relevant attitudes, beliefs, or norms held by park visitors 

and that it is the substance of the message, and the media by which it is delivered (such as 

verbally, on signage and pamphlets, or via social media) that influences the effectiveness of the 

communication. Manning and Anderson (2012) argue that there are different theoretical models 

that characterize the delivery of communications from park agencies. The first is applied 

behaviour analysis, which “focuses directly on visitor behavior rather than the antecedent 

variables such as attitudes, beliefs and norms” (p. 27). This method is relatively basic in that the 

messaging often details fines or punishments for not obeying the message without targeting or 

addressing the variables that often cause visitors to engage in non-compliant activity, which are 

attitudes, beliefs, and norms (Manning & Anderson, 2012). The second theoretical model 

explained by Manning and Anderson (2012) is the central route to persuasion, in which park 

agencies deliver substantive messages aiming to modify or create new beliefs that align with the 

desired change in behaviour. Manning and Anderson (2012) suggest that this model is more 

likely to result in a more lasting change in behaviour amongst park visitors. Finally, the third 

model of information delivery outlined by Manning and Anderson (2012) is the peripheral route 

to persuasion, which “emphasizes non-substantive elements of information and education 

messages, such as message source and medium” (p. 27). The example utilized by Manning and 

Anderson (2012) asserts that messages from sources considered to be more authoritative by 

visitors may influence behaviour, such as a park employee.  
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It is evident that persuasive communication is an integral model of communication used 

by park managers to influence visitor behaviour. In alignment with Manning and Anderson’s 

(2012) musings on the use of persuasive messaging depicted in the previous section is Ham et 

al.’s (2008) work evaluating the use of persuasive messaging to address deviant visitor behaviour 

in parks and protected areas in Australia. The authors found success at altering visitor behaviour 

by (1) identifying the beliefs of park visitors; (2) isolating a subset of those beliefs that had 

optimal potential to persuade desired change; and (3) targeting those beliefs in signage-based 

messaging designed to increase compliance. In this context, the form of message delivery was 

primarily focused on in-park signage, which is where this research deviates from the topic of 

park social media communication. Nevertheless, this work provides insight into the development 

of messaging to address deviant visitor behaviour issues in the park and protected areas context.  

The study of persuasive communication, defined by Curtis et al. (2010), “aims to 

influence people’s decision-making processes, thereby allowing them more volitional control 

over their own behaviour” (p. 565). Persuasive communication is a potential topic of importance 

when considering the effectiveness of social media communications for visitor management in 

parks and protected areas. This builds from Ham et al.’s (2008) work regarding the effectiveness 

of persuasive messaging at effecting change in park visitor behaviour. Curtis et al. (2010) found 

that identified beliefs of park users were not consistent across multiple sites studied, thus further 

studies into managing behaviour based on visitor beliefs requires site-specific approaches. 

Similarly, to Curtis et al. (2010), the work of Hughes et al. (2009), found that park visitors who 

are entrenched in the identified problem behaviours are less likely to respond to previously 

successful persuasive communications interventions.  
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The theories of communication discussed by Manning and Anderson (2012), Ham et al. 

(2008), Curtis et al. (2010) and Hughes et al. (2009) align well with other literature pertaining to 

park communications by other researchers. For example, Lawhon et al. (2019), in their research 

of environmental protection-based communication strategies in parks and protected areas, found 

that messages that target specific visitor attitudes may positively influence behaviours. Similarly, 

Ham et al. (2008) argued that developing the ability for park managers to understand visitor 

attitudes towards specific behaviours is crucial for park managers to be able to address 

undesirable behaviours to achieve park management goals. When commenting specifically on 

the peripheral persuasion approach, Rochefort and Gibbons (1992, cited by Hockett et al., 2017) 

found that a uniformed employee’s presence was effective at deterring visitors from engaging in 

undesirable behaviours, and Swearingen and Johnson (1995, cited by Hockett et al., 2017) found 

that having uniformed personnel communicate educational information to visitors was highly 

effective at modifying visitor behaviours. This supports Manning and Anderson’s (2012) 

explanations of the use of peripheral persuasion methods to communicate messages to visitors 

using a perceived authoritative medium of communication. Hockett et al.’s (2017) findings also 

support the use of authoritative mediums for communication delivery. However, Hockett et al. 

(2017) recognize that park agencies must consider the cost of behaviour mitigation strategies, 

and that the cost of having enough uniformed personnel available to effectively address visitor 

behaviour issues with communication messaging in large park areas or areas of high visitor use 

is likely cost prohibitive. This promotes the use of other forms of communication such as signage 

and, more recently, social media. This is further depicted by Saunders et al. (2019), in their 

exploration of the use of signage to communicate safety messages in parks and protected areas. 

Their findings indicating that signage is often the medium of choice for park managers due to the 
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impracticalities involved with having uniformed personnel to be always present and the 

perceived ineffectiveness of other forms of communication (Saunders et al. 2019).    

Social Media Communication 

 Lundgren and McMakin (2018) assert that social media gives organizations such as park 

agencies the opportunity to become part of the broader community and increase their credibility 

and trust with the public. Social media is an avenue where park agencies can interact with the 

public and respond to situations in real time and can replace previously relied upon mediums of 

communication such as printed materials when communicating messages to visitors (Lundgren 

& McMakin, 2018). The use of social media has become increasingly widespread, however 

parks and protected areas agencies and researchers in the field have been slow to investigate the 

ways in which park area managers can use social media to communicate with park visitors 

(Miller & Freimund, 2017). Both Miller and Freimund (2017) and Moyle and Croy (2009) argue 

that the use of social media allows parks to interact with visitors before and after their visit, 

providing a potentially valuable medium of communicating with visitors that is not offered by 

traditional means of communication between parks and visitors, such as in-park signage or 

pamphlets and brochures. Despite the potential power of this tool, Miller et al. (2019) state that 

there is little by way of existing research that has examined the use of social media for visitor 

management and experience purposes, indicating that the existing research has primarily focused 

on the use of social media for utilitarian purposes like estimating the number of visitors visiting a 

single area. With over 76 percent of park visitors reported as being active on social media 

(Wilkins et al., 2020, cited by Miller et al., 2019, p. 136), there is considerable incentive for park 

managers to determine how to utilize and approach social media to communicate messages with 

park visitors that align with the achievement of park management goals.  
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 Social Media Models. According to Kanter and Fine (2010, cited by Miller & Freimund, 

2017, p. 139) there are three established models for how organizations communicate with people 

through social media. The first is the fortress mentality, which is typical of government agencies. 

The fortress mentality is unidirectional, where the organization issues communications but does 

not receive or respond to incoming communications from the audience (Kanter & Fine, 2010, 

cited by Miller & Freimund, 2017, p. 139). The second mentality is transactional, which is the 

use of social media by an organization in exchange for something in return, such as a call for 

volunteers, a call for support on various projects, or simply to gauge interactions with visitors 

using social media metrics as indicators (Kanter & Fine, 2010, cited by Miller & Freimund, 

2017, p. 139). Finally, the third category of communication is the transparent mentality, in 

which organizations utilize the target audience as assets who may contribute to the achievement 

of the goals of the organization (Kanter & Fine, 2010, cited by Miller & Freimund, 2017, p. 

139). In transparent communication methods, information flows between the organization and 

the audience and input from the audience is strongly encouraged and welcomed (Kanter & Fine, 

2010, cited by Miller & Freimund, 2017, p. 139).  

Lundgren and McMakin (2018), in their work pertaining to social media and 

organizational risk communication, outline some best practices and guidelines for organizations 

such as park agencies to use when implementing social media communications strategies. First, 

an agency needs employees that can effectively engage in information gathering, packaging, and 

conversation over social media (Lungren & McMakin, 2018). The organization must then 

implement a social media strategy that reflects the culture of the organization as well as its 

purpose and objectives for using social media (Lundgren & McMakin). This strategy should 

include ways in which staff tasked with social media communications should limit risks to the 
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organization as well as ways to address any misinformation about the organization that is 

perpetuated by members of the public (Lundgren & McMakin, 2018). Ultimately, Lundgren and 

McMakin (2018) highlight the importance of the organization’s commitment to using social 

media, as the benefits of using social media platforms to communicate messages with the public 

while gaining the other associated benefits (building community, trust, etc.) relies on a sustained 

investment. The organization must continue to create and share messaging and content with the 

audience regularly and it must be willing to interact with replies and comments from the public 

to fully enjoy the benefits of the medium (Lundgren & McMakin, 2018). 

Existing Use of Social Media in Park Communication. While limited research exists 

addressing the use of social media communications for visitor behaviour management, extensive 

work has been done to evaluate the use of social media in other park management capacities. For 

example, Liang et al. (2020) conducted research to develop a method for park managers to 

identify unwanted behaviour via posts made by park visitors on social media. Additionally, work 

by Mancini et al. (2018) identified a way for park managers to use social media content posted 

by visitors to determine hotspot locations for visitors to view wildlife in a national park in 

Scotland, which is comparable to Wood et al. (2013)’s work of using social media to quantify 

visitation rates in parks and protected areas. 

Specific to the study of visitor experiences with social media communications for visitor 

management, previous research is limited to works by Miller and Freimund (2017) and Wilkins 

et al. (2020). Miller and Freimund (2017) determined that the use of social media provides 

numerous benefits, such as better information dissemination, less frustration and conflict during 

park visits, and potential enhancements to the visitor experience. Wilkins et al. (2020) found that 

most park visitors (76%) to their survey site were active on social media, with over half (54%) 
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active on multiple platforms. Further, they found that there was a distinction between the types 

of content visitors preferred to see on each platform. For example, the authors found that visitors 

on Facebook and Twitter preferred seeing posts made about park conditions whereas visitors on 

Instagram preferred both updates on park conditions as well as interpretive material like wildlife 

photographs (Wilkins et al., 2020). Finally, visitors on YouTube preferred when park managers 

posted interpretive content like cultural and natural history information (Wilkins et al., 2020). 

The most effective approach to operating multiple social media platform pages for the same park 

was determined to be when park managers disseminated different types of information on each 

platform (Wilkins et al., 2020). Following the other findings of this study, the authors suggest 

that park managers utilize Facebook and Twitter to provide park updates and reports on 

conditions, utilize Instagram to post both park updates and interpretive content like images of 

flora and fauna specific to the park, and finally, utilize YouTube for interpretive content focusing 

on natural and cultural history of the park area (Wilkins et al., 2020).   

While under-researched, the role of social media in park communication has broad 

potential. Whether for visitor management purposes, visitor engagement, or the dissemination of 

other park-related information, social media platforms offer a great deal of leverage for park 

agencies and their managers with respect to their ability to convey information to their visitors. 

For example, park agency managers might elect to run a visitor behaviour management social 

media campaign, by creating curated, informative posts that are shared on a park’s social media 

channels over the course of weeks or months. Additionally, a park may try to engage with 

visitors by promoting interpretive and educational content about the natural features or cultural 

history of a park area, as well as communicate the agency’s mandates and values to a broader 

audience. Ultimately, for park agencies seeking to utilize social media for visitor behaviour 
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management, the underlying goal would be to influence expectations and perceptions of the 

visitation by creating communications that place positive or negative connotations on targeted 

behaviours. This aligns well with Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behaviour, which addresses 

individual intention to perform or not perform behaviours based on the individual’s perceptions 

and societal perceptions towards the targeted behaviour.  

Park Visitor Management in Ontario’s Parks and Protected Areas 

 The literature pertaining to park visitor management is relatively consistent when 

discussing the issues faced by many parks and protected areas agency managers. As such, it is 

important for this review to evaluate and discuss any literature that specifically addresses or 

evaluates the visitor management planning and processes used in Ontario’s parks and protected 

areas.  

Park Visitor Management Planning in Ontario’s Parks and Protected Areas 

While the use of both indirect and direct park management techniques is common in 

parks and protected areas around Ontario in day-to-day park operations, the management 

planning process is integral to the long-term effective management of a park or protected area. 

According to Manning et al. (2014), the park management plan is fundamental for public 

participation in the governance and delivery of park services that are supported by public funds, 

either through taxation or user fees. Simply put, management planning allows park agencies to 

ensure their locations are meeting the needs of their visitors and the environmental needs of the 

area for a long-term period.  

Outside of the studies by Spiers and Plummer (2005) and Eagles et al., (2014) extensive 

database searches for additional literature failed to uncover other studies on the topic specific to 

parks and protected areas in Ontario. Therefore, little is known about the quality and utility of 
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management planning in the Ontario parks and protected areas industry. This combination of the 

scant assessment of Ontario Parks planning processes by both Spiers and Plummer (2005) and 

Eagles et al., (2014) and the lack of evidence pertaining to park planning from other parks and 

protected areas agencies presents the conclusion that park planning may not be adequately 

prioritized. Eagles et al. (2014) explains that the shortcomings in the Ontario Parks planning 

processes are the result of inadequate financial and staffing availability, constraints which may 

be present in other jurisdictions across Ontario. As a result, it is likely that the park manager 

participant experiences towards visitor behaviour management as part of this research are 

influenced by the quality of the management planning process for each participant’s park. Given 

that park managers are reliant on management plans to guide the methods utilized to address 

challenges faced within their parks, such as deviant visitor behaviour, park manager participants 

working under a lacking management plan may be ill-equipped to address visitor management 

concerns in the first place, much less using any sort of agency developed or approved social 

media plan.  

 Law Enforcement in Ontario’s Parks and Protected Areas. As an extension of the 

visitor management component of a park management plan, and a premier method for addressing 

visitor behaviour, many agencies operate a law enforcement or visitor compliance program 

staffed with trained personnel primarily responsible for addressing visitor behaviour issues to 

support the achievement of the agency’s mission. This is considered a direct management tactic 

and is the method used by many agencies to respond to visitor behaviour challenges in day-to-

day operational contexts. Depending on the park agency the powers and authorities of the 

officers, and the scope of duty varies depending both on operational need and the resources 

available to the agency, which impacts the ability for each agency to respond adequately to 
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challenges as they arise. As a result, regardless of the capability of the agency’s law enforcement 

program, the ability to communicate on social media is highly beneficial to avoiding and 

mitigating visitor behaviour issues. An agency that communicates regulatory information well on 

social media is likely to experience a decline in non-conforming behaviours that would 

traditionally result in the need for a response from law enforcement staff, meaning a reduction in 

non-conforming activity is likely to ease the burden on law enforcement programs, which allows 

park managers to re-focus staff to other operational needs. 

 In some circumstances in Ontario, such as with conservation authorities, the legislation 

that is used by law enforcement staff to address deviant visitor behaviour is lacking, which 

heavily constrains the ability for law enforcement staff to address behaviours. For example, all 

deviant visitor behaviours in Ontario’s provincial parks are covered under the Provincial Parks 

and Conservation Reserves Act (2006), whereas no such act exists for Ontario’s conservation 

authorities. Therefore, Ontario Park Wardens (Ontario Parks) easily address visitor behaviour 

with substantial backing legislation that defines and outlines specific visitor behaviour related 

offenses, whereas a park security guard working in a conservation authority must rely on 

Ontario’s Trespass to Property Act (1990), a generic piece of legislation commonly used in many 

private enterprises, such as shopping malls and bars. This severely limits the ability for a park 

security guard to address visitor behaviour issues from a legislative standpoint. As a result, any 

opportunity to mitigate visitor behaviour issues before they occur by utilizing social media 

communications prior to an individual’s visit to a park area is even more important for agencies 

that lack a robust capability to address visitor behaviour challenges as they occur, such as in the 

case of Ontario’s conservation authorities. This is not to say that it is less important for agencies 

with highly capable law enforcement programs, only that the benefit of communication for less-
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capable agencies has substantial potential at drastically improving visitor management 

capabilities overall.  

 Visitor Communications in Ontario’s Parks and Protected Areas. Park managers 

have long been confronted by visitor management related challenges, which can compromise 

their ability to achieve both their visitor experience and environmental mandates (Manning, 

2014). As identified in the section pertaining to park communication, the use of communication 

tools and especially social media is an increasingly important tool for park managers to address 

visitor management challenges by communicating safety, regulatory and policy information 

during the pre-visit, visit, and post-visit periods of a visitor’s trip to a park location (Moyle & 

Croy, 2009). This section seeks to provide context into the current use of social media for visitor 

management by parks and protected areas in Ontario. Extensive literature searches failed to 

uncover existing research that specifically pertains to the use of social media by parks and 

protected areas agencies in Ontario. Therefore, this section will utilize anecdotal evidence 

sourced from park agency websites and social media pages.  

Beginning with Ontario Parks, the province’s largest parks and protected areas agency, a 

simple count of the number of park specific social media pages for various platforms revealed 

that Ontario Parks has [at the time of writing] 110 park specific Pinterest pages, 72 park specific 

Flickr pages, 64 park specific Twitter pages, 62 park specific Facebook pages, 55 park specific 

Instagram pages and two park specific YouTube pages (Ontario Parks Social Media Accounts, n. 

d). Four parks of the 115 listed on the Ontario Parks website had no social media pages 

whatsoever (Ontario Parks Social Media Accounts, n.d). This count shows that Ontario Parks 

appears to heavily focus social media activities on platforms designed for sharing media only, 

such as Pinterest and Flickr, which comprise 182 of the 365 total park specific pages. The use of 
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social media on platforms that includes some level of written communication or message sharing 

capabilities, such as Twitter and Facebook comprise 117 out of 365 total pages. Finally, there 

were 55 park specific Instagram pages, a platform that offers a mix between text and media-

based messaging capabilities. This analysis potentially demonstrates the areas of focus placed on 

different social media platforms by Ontario Parks as a whole. It is specifically interesting to note 

that over half of the park specific social media pages were on platforms that focused almost 

exclusively on sharing landscape-type images and videos of each park rather than a medium that 

included any sort of visitor interaction with interpretive, safety or regulatory messaging for 

visitors. Further, Ontario Parks’ focus on Pinterest and Flickr contradict the findings of Wilkins 

et al. (2020) from their study of social media preferences of park visitors to Crater Lake National 

Park in the United States. Wilkins et al. (2020) found that out of the 441 responses collected, 96 

participants used Facebook, 55 used YouTube, 32 used Instagram, 28 used Twitter, 6 used 

Flickr, and only 5 used Pinterest (p. 10). Given that the four most popular platforms amongst 

park visitors according to Wilkins et al. (2020) makes up only 183 of 365 total Ontario Parks run 

pages, with the two least popular platforms (Flickr and Pinterest) comprising 182 of 365 pages, 

this demonstrates that Ontario Parks is potentially focusing on the wrong platforms for their 

visitor engagement using the internet.  

 Parks Canada, another significant parks agency in Ontario, seemingly utilizes Facebook 

and Twitter for their park-specific social media pages exclusively, while also running nation-

wide accounts on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram. Parks Canada’s Ontario locations 

operate 15 Facebook pages and 12 Twitter pages, out of 47 total parks, historic sites, and marine 

conservation areas (Parks Canada on social media, n.d; Find a national park, n.d). While it 

appears as though Parks Canada is using more of the widely-used platforms for connecting with 
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visitors, the number of active accounts at the provincial level indicates that the agency may not 

have an adequate online presence to experience the benefits associated with social media use by 

park agencies previously discussed, such as the ability to communicate real-time information 

with visitors or interact with visitors during each stage of a visitor’s trip to a Parks Canada 

location (pre, during and post trip communications).  

 Beyond these two larger areas, Ontario’s 36 conservation authorities and parks 

commissions (the Niagara Parks Commission and the St. Lawrence Parks Commission) are all 

active on social media to some extent, each with their own varying levels of engagement. Many 

conservation authorities have corporate-level accounts that convey information regarding any of 

that agency’s operations, such as watershed management. If a conservation authority has an 

outdoor recreation component, it may also operate park-specific social media pages on various 

platforms as well.  

Theory of Planned Behaviour 

 Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) is a widely used theory that has been 

applied in a variety of human behaviour studies, including many in the field of outdoor 

recreation and significant applications to the field of parks and protected areas management. Due 

to its prominence in previous park management related literature, the TPB was deemed to be of 

particular interest for the purpose of this research as a contributing theory, along with the 

previously discussed literature relating to visitor management. The TPB is designed to predict 

and explain human behaviour in specific contexts and has been used frequently in outdoor 

recreation and park management related visitor behaviour studies (Gstaettner et al., 2017; Goh, 

2020; Bowes et al., 2017; Ham et al., 2008; Lawhon et al., 2019). The TPB starts with a 

definition of the behaviour of interest, considering its target, the action involved, the context in 
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which it occurs, and the time frame in which it is to be evaluated (Ajzen, 2020). Ajzen (2020) 

continues to outline that the “immediate antecedent of behaviour in the TPB is the intention to 

perform the behaviour in question; the stronger the intention, the more likely it is that the 

behaviour will follow” (p. 315). As an example, a park visitor who has stronger intentions to 

engage or not engage in a targeted behaviour will be more or less likely to do so depending on 

the strength of their intentions. According to the TPB, an individual’s intentions are determined 

by three factors, which are the individual’s attitude towards the behaviour, the societal subjective 

norms, and the individual’s perceived behavioural control with regards to the behaviour (Ajzen, 

2020). These three factors are also referred to as behavioural beliefs, normative beliefs, and 

control beliefs respectively.  

Ajzen (2020) writes that the current formulation of the TPB outlines that a favourable 

attitude and a supportive subjective norm provides enough motivation for an individual to 

perform the target behaviour, but an individual must believe they have high perceived 

behavioural control to formulate concrete intention to engage in the behaviour. Where this theory 

applies well to the visitor management contexts associated with park management is the role that 

park agencies play in all associated determinants of individual intentions, such as the ability for 

park agencies to alter visitor attitudes towards desirable and undesirable behaviours, their ability 

to alter the societal subjective norm of their visitors, and their ability to frame desirable 

behaviours accordingly with the visitor’s perceived behavioural control. To demonstrate via 

example, a park agency wishing to reduce instances of undesirable visitor behaviour – say 

visitors letting their dogs roam off lead – can use park issued communications (such as social 

media posts) to alter visitor attitudes towards letting dogs run off leash (i.e: creating negative 

attitudes towards the behaviour). These same communications can contribute towards changing 
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the subjective norms surrounding allowing dogs of lead by influencing the visitor-ship to believe 

that it is an unacceptable behaviour. Since it should not take much for a park agency to convince 

park visitors who own dogs that they should have high perceived behavioural control over the 

activity, the park agency might instead promote the ability for non-dog owning park visitors that 

they can control the instances of encountering dogs being let off lead by reporting infractions to 

park law enforcement staff to address, thus increasing their perceived control over the targeted 

behaviour.  

 To expand more on the determinants of intentions, Ajzen (2020) explains that individual 

attitudes toward the behaviour is a collection of readily accessible behavioural beliefs, which are 

the individual’s subjective probability that the target behaviour will result in certain outcomes or 

provide certain experiences. In the park management context, a park visitor’s behavioural beliefs 

(and thus, their attitude towards the behaviour) might be influenced by their knowledge of 

consequences or expectations of punishments for engaging in an illegal activity in a park, such as 

their knowledge of fines for letting a dog roam off lead or the likelihood to be caught and fined 

by park law enforcement staff. Further, their attitudes towards a behaviour may be influenced by 

their knowledge of environmental or societal damage caused by engaging in that behaviour, such 

as their knowledge of the negative impacts letting dogs of lead has on park wildlife or their 

knowledge of the impact letting their dog off lead has on other park visitors, who may be 

frightened by dogs or prefer not to be approached by loose dogs.  

 An individual’s perceptions of subjective norms are impacted by two types of normative 

beliefs: injunctive and descriptive (Ajzen, 2020). Normative beliefs are summarized as “the 

person’s sense of what important others [influential people to the individual] think about the 

behaviour and how much she or he is motivated to comply with their wishes” (Ham et al., 2008, 
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p. viii). An injunctive normative belief is the expectation that the individual’s referents (e.g., 

other important individuals around them, such as family, friends, spouses, coworkers, 

supervisors, etc.) would approve of the individual performing the behaviour (Ajzen, 2020). 

Injunctive normative beliefs operate under the assumption that individual behaviour is influenced 

by those around them. Using our example, an individual whose referents despise encountering 

off-leash dogs when hiking will be less likely to let their own dog roam off lead when hiking. On 

the other hand, descriptive normative beliefs are whether the individual believes their important 

referents (same referents as injunctive beliefs) participate in the targeted behaviour in question 

(Ajzen, 2020). As the two components of the TPB’s subjective norms, Ajzen (2020) outlines that 

it is these two components that comprise the bulk of the societal pressure an individual faces 

with regards to their decision-making process. Therefore, for park managers to address the 

subjective norms pertaining to undesirable behaviours, issuing communications that are relatable 

and depict desirable societal beliefs towards various behaviours may aid with mitigating some 

deviant behaviours. The third tenet of the TPB, perceived behavioural control, is based on the 

accessible control beliefs of the individual, which are comprised of the perceived presence of 

factors that may facilitate or impede the individual’s ability to perform the behaviour (Ajzen, 

2020). Some factors that impact an individual’s perception of their ability to perform a targeted 

behaviour includes things like the required skills and abilities and the availability of time, 

money, or other resources (Ajzen, 2020). Ajzen writes that within the TPB, “perceived 

behavioural control is assumed to moderate the influence of attitude and subjective norm on 

intention, and actual behavioural control is assumed to moderate the effect of intention on 

behaviour” (2020, p. 316). Ajzen continues to suggest that a “favourable attitude and supportive 

subjective norm are said to lead to the formation of a favourable behavioural intentions to the 
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extent that people believe that they are capable of performing the behaviour in question” (2020, 

p. 316). Recall that the TPB dictates that intention is the immediate antecedent of behaviour, 

meaning the stronger one’s intention to perform the behaviour, the more likely it is that they will 

perform the behaviour (Ajzen, 2020).  

 As previously mentioned, Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behaviour (TPB) has been 

widely used in the field of outdoor recreation visitor management and specifically in park 

management contexts, including communications. One of the most comprehensive applications 

of the TPB to communication in the field of protected area management was a technical report 

conducted by Ham et al. in 2008. This report sought to improve protected area communications 

approaches and strategies to aid park managers to influence visitor behaviour (Ham et al., 2008). 

According to Ham et al. (2008), this is important as “the extent managers are able to harness 

communication to persuade visitors to voluntarily behave properly in protected areas, significant 

benefits will accrue both to budgets and to resource protection” (p. vii). The research component 

of the report was conducted at three Australian protected areas sites, including two national parks 

and one regional park (Ham et al., 2008). As the research was guided by the TPB, the researchers 

sought to determine the ways that communication impacts visitor beliefs pertaining to visitor 

attitudes towards targeted behaviours, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control.  

 A recent example of the use of the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) is Goh’s (2020) 

work examining the salient beliefs of national park visitors with regards to venturing off trail. 

Using the three components of the TPB (attitude, social norms, and perceived difficulties) as 

guidance, Goh (2020) found that both park visitors and park administrators generally held similar 

beliefs despite their opposing positionalities. Goh (2020) also found that visitor motivations 

pertaining to walking off trail (behavioural beliefs) included reasons such as getting a closer 
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view of nature, being more adventurous, gaining a different walking experience, taking a shorter 

route, and experiencing more perceived freedom. Identified subjective norms (external 

influencers) contributing to visitors walking off trail include the presence of other visitors and 

their actions, the individual’s friends and family who participate in the same activities, tour 

guides, park rangers, and celebrities (Goh, 2020). In the context of visitors walking off trail, the 

behaviour of these external influencers is crucial, as an individual who observes other visitors or 

staff members (tour guides, park rangers) walking off trail may be more inclined to make the 

same decision (Goh, 2020). For the third component of the TPB, the perceived control beliefs, 

Goh (2020) found that lack of or unclear signage, damaged or unclear walking trails, lack of park 

facilities, overcrowded pathways, lack of food and/or water, and challenging terrain to all 

contribute to increased instances of visitors walking off trail. At the conclusion of this study, 

Goh (2020) recommends that park managers should concentrate on attitudinal beliefs of park 

visitors pertaining to their targeted activity using educational methods. Further, Goh (2020) 

suggests ensuring sufficient signage is placed at park entrances, rest points and critical 

intersections along the trails to ensure messaging pertaining to deviant behaviours is widely 

available to visitors.  

 Lawhon et al. (2019) applied the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) to their study of 

communication strategies relating to Leave No Trace (LNT) principles in front country state 

parks. This study is particularly relevant to this research given its intention to examine the ability 

of front country state park managers to influence visitor behaviour using communications 

strategies (Lawhon, 2019). Further, Lawhon et al. (2019) included an evaluation of park visitor’s 

perceptions of the LNT communications messaging as well, which supports the use of the TPB 

in research that investigates experiences or perceptions of participants. The findings of Lawhon 
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et al.’s (2019) study indicate that it is essential for park visitors to be provided with behavioural-

based information such as LNT principles to aid in minimizing ecological and social impacts.  

 The work of Bowes et al. (2017) provides another example of the theory of planned 

behaviour (TPB) being used in a visitor behaviour-related study in parks and protected areas. 

Bowes et al. (2017) go so far as to state that “in parks and protected areas, TPB is one of the 

most influential and widely applied models used to inform the development of persuasive 

communication to influence visitor behaviour” (p. 82). Their work applies the TPB to the role of 

ambivalence in the relationship between behavioural beliefs and attitudes, possibly contributing 

to non-compliant or deviant behaviour in parks and protected areas (Bowes et al., 2019). This 

research relates well to the current study as it is one of the first reviewed that successfully applies 

a semi-structured interview process using the TPB as a theoretical framework. Bowes et al. 

(2019) indicate that while creating communications that appeal to the attitudes, intentions and 

norms of an activity is effective, they concede that most park managers do not receive training in 

the social sciences or the advances in communication practice, which limits the ability for 

effective communications to be issued from the park level.  

Synthesis 

 In considering the salient strands of information from this literature review that 

specifically influence this study, the first core strand is the role of park management, and more 

specifically, park visitor management in the relationship between park agencies and their 

visitors. Returning to the concepts of direct and indirect management tactics, the literature was 

consistent in the assertion that direct management tactics, while authoritarian and effective at 

mitigating visitor behaviour issues, are less preferable than indirect management tactics and less 

preferred by both park managers and park visitors (Goh, 2020: Greer et al., 2017; Hockett et al., 
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2017; Rood et al., 1987; & Wynveen et al., 2007). The literature pertaining to direct and indirect 

management tactics support the present study because of its emphasis on operationalizing 

indirect management tactics such as social media communications.  

 Next, the literature on crowding, conflict, and visitor behaviour (Manning et al., 2000; 

Spiers & Plummer, 2005; Schultz & Svajda, 2017) provides important context to the present 

study due to the alignment of the literature and the experiences of park visitor participants in this 

work. When park visitor participants in the present study are asked to discuss their experiences 

relating to deviant visitor behaviour, it is likely that the literature cited above contributes to an 

evidence-based perspective to the experiences discussed by park visitor participants. Further to 

this, Hockett et al.’s (2017) definition of deviant visitor behaviour being “impactful behavior by 

visitors ranging from unintentional actions to intentional acts of vandalism” (p. 18) serves to 

characterize much of the sentiments of park manager and park visitor participants when 

discussing deviant visitor behaviour in their own experiences, regardless of each participant’s 

personal definitions of what does and does not constitute deviant behaviour. Contributing to the 

understanding of deviant visitor behaviour in the experiences of participants is Azjen’s (1991) 

Theory of Planned Behaviour, which outlines that an individual’s decision to engage or not 

engage in deviant behaviour is dependent on their perceived control over the behaviour, the 

social norms pertaining to the behaviour, and their personal attitudes towards the behaviour.  

Perhaps the most crucial topic covered by this literature review for the present study is 

existing literature relating to park communications, and specifically, social media 

communications. Miller et al. (2019) identified that there is little research into the use of social 

media communications despite its perceived utility, not only to improve visitor experience but 

also to influence and guide visitor behaviour, thus reducing or improving the agency’s ability to 
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respond to visitor management challenges. While the literature specific to social media 

communications in park agencies is scarce, this research seeks to benefit from the alignment and 

assertions of Manning and Anderson (2012), Ham et al. (2008), Curtis et al. (2010), and Lawhon 

et al. (2019), who all identify the need to target visitor attitudes and beliefs if changes to visitor 

behaviour is desired via park communications. This consensus, which also aligns with Azjen’s 

(1991) Theory of Planned Behaviour, is considered throughout the present study as a means of 

providing existing consensus-based understandings about visitor behaviour. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology 

 This chapter outlines the research design and methodology, as well as the data collection 

and analysis process for this study. The chapter begins with a discussion on the researcher’s 

reflexivity and subjectivity before establishing the methodological orientation and subsequent 

research methodologies and frameworks that guide this research. Afterwards, this chapter 

highlights the data collection process, including participant recruitment, research site access, and 

the data collection methods utilized for this study. Next, the data analysis and trustworthiness 

strategies are discussed. 

Researcher Reflexivity 
Positionality Statement 

As the principal researcher for this work, it is a primary goal to practice reflexivity as part 

of the research process to ensure that the impact of my subjectivities on the data collection, 

analysis, and generation of findings is minimized to maintain rigor. According to Berger (2015), 

“researchers need to increasingly focus on self-knowledge and sensitivity; better understand the 

role of the self in the creation of knowledge; carefully self-monitor [sic] the impacts of their 

biases, beliefs and personal experiences on their research; and maintain the balance between the 

personal and the universal” (p. 220). As such, there are numerous subjectivities that require 

discussion for their potential impacts on this work in this section, including my work history with 

a large park organization in Canada, my experiences as an outdoor recreationist, and the colonial 

history of parks and protected areas agencies. This section will conclude with a discussion on 

how I as the principal researcher will attend to these subjectivities.  

Prior to addressing specific subjectivities as they relate to the research topic, I will 

contextualize my background to outline my positionality. I enter the research setting as a white, 

cisgender, heterosexual male who was raised in a middle-income, intact family in mostly rural 
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towns in Ontario. These towns generally lacked accurate representation of diversity that is 

characteristic of the province of Ontario as a whole. Further, many of the vacations of my 

childhood involved camping and recreating in parks and protected areas in Ontario and Eastern 

Canada, which also typically lacked equal representation of the diversity of the province and 

nation while also typically being male dominated spaces. As one of the goals of this research was 

to include experiences of participants that reflected the diversity of Ontario wherever possible, it 

was important to mitigate this subjectivity through the use of a reflexive journal to ensure my 

lived experiences, which may be vastly different from those of research participants, did not 

influence the trustworthiness of any potential research findings. To do this, I practiced reflexivity 

by recording my reactions, thoughts, and feelings towards participant responses to ensure that the 

research focus remained on the lived experiences of participants.   

Experiences Working for Park Agency  

 On the insider-outside continuum (Bengry, 2018; Thorne, 2016), I identify as holding an 

insider position with the research topic given my employment history working for a large park 

agency in Canada. I have spent five seasons working in frontline, in-park roles relating to visitor 

management, with duties that included law enforcement, customer service, and the supervision 

of other law enforcement and frontline staff members. Through my work experience with this 

agency, I have learned a great deal of information about the perspectives and experiences held by 

many staff members working in frontline roles. This information may manifest itself in the 

research, especially when discussing the experiences of participants who work for park agencies.  

 As this research interviewed park managers to understand their experiences of the use of 

social media as a visitor management tool, this work history is pertinent to my subjectivity as 

principal researcher. Much like Berger (2015) encountered as an insider in their own research 
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about the experiences of immigrants to the United States, it is important to acknowledge when 

researchers holding positions as insiders may benefit in comparison to other researchers. In this 

example, it is possible that I may have gained easier or better access to research participants who 

are employed by park agencies given my familiarity with park organizations gained through 

employment. Park managers who participated in this research project may have been more 

willing to discuss their experiences with myself, as I have familiarity with many of the 

challenges they are facing in their work. Berger (2015) cautions researchers holding insider 

positions, as they must avoid allowing their own experiences to overshadow the experiences of 

their participants, especially during the data collection and analysis phases of a research project. 

As such, my reflexive practice during these stages of the project focused attention on moments 

where I may have blurred the boundaries between my own experiences and those of the 

participants employed by park agencies.  

Experiences as an Outdoor Recreationist 

Another area of subjectivity that requires attention is my lifelong experience engaging in 

outdoor recreation activities, mostly in parks and protected areas. Beyond my professional 

interest in parks and protected areas, I hold a deep personal interest in these spaces from my own 

leisure perspective. This subjectivity had the potential to manifest itself in interviews with park 

visitors as we may have shared or divergent experiences that must be addressed through reflexive 

practice to avoid influence on the data collection and analysis processes. This subjectivity, much 

like the subjectivity regarding park managers, may have been beneficial by enabling an easier 

connection with park visitors through shared experiences, creating rapport that made the 

participant feel more comfortable sharing their experiences during the interview. This may have 

assisted in my ability to probe and ask follow-up questions about the participant’s experiences as 
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well. When conducting data analysis, caution was taken to ensure that it was the participant’s 

experiences that are most valued and were recorded in their intended form.  

Colonial History of Park Agencies  

 The final area of identified subjectivity relating to this research project centres around the 

colonial history of parks and protected areas agencies. This history is representative of settler-

colonial action against Indigenous people both in Ontario and nation-wide. As an example, in 

their work on the history of parks and protected areas in Ontario, Killan (1993) depicted 

significant instances of settler-colonial action against Indigenous peoples in the creation of both 

Algonquin Provincial Park and Quetico Provincial Park. In both circumstances, the provincial 

government displaced existing Indigenous communities from traditional territory to create each 

park’s boundary. Further, Killan (1993) also highlighted instances of criminalization and 

violence against Indigenous peoples specifically in the case of Quetico Provincial Park, where 

the displaced community faced arrests and fines by park staff for engaging in traditional 

activities on the land that was now incorporated in Quetico’s boundary.  

 Given the colonial history of many parks and protected areas, as well as my own place as 

a settler-descendant, this subjectivity is essential to address as this research must accurately 

depict the experiences and opinions of any Indigenous peoples who may have chosen to 

participate in this research. The voices of Indigenous peoples must be considered and consulted, 

which is a crucial aspect of parks and protected areas management planning and policy creation. 

How will I Attend to Subjectivities in this Research? 

 To minimize the impacts of the above subjectivities on the data collection and analysis 

processes, a variety of measures were incorporated into this research. Tools such as the use of a 

reflexive journal, member checking, and a research committee acting as critical peers. The use of 
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these tools is supported by Berger’s (2015) work, which indicates these strategies have been 

successfully used by previous researchers in their search for reflexivity.  

 The use of a reflexive journal established an audit trail of recognizing similarities and 

differences between my experiences and those of my participants. This was particularly 

important during the data collection and analysis processes and when analyzing interviews with 

participants holding divergent opinions. To accomplish this, Berger (2015) suggests writing 

about reasonings, judgements, and emotional reactions in a reflexive journal whenever those 

feelings arise. Simply taking time to reflect on experiences in interviews and during the analysis 

process by writing notes in the reflexive journal will aid in the achievement of reflexivity. 

Further, Peshkin (1988) achieved reflexivity through addressing subjectivities by looking “for 

the warm and the cool spots, the emergence of positive and negative feelings, the experiences I 

wanted more of or wanted to avoid, and when I felt moved to act in roles beyond those necessary 

to fulfill my research needs” (p. 18). The work of both Berger (2015) and Peshkin (1988) guided 

my reflexive practice throughout the course of this research project.  

Qualitative Research 

 This research project aligned well with the ideals of qualitative inquiry, based on 

Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015) analysis, which argues that “qualitative researchers are interested 

in understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and 

what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 6). Given that the intention of this research 

was to discuss the experiences of participants, the qualitative line of inquiry was best suited to 

guide this work (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Van Maanen (1979, p. 520, cited by Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015, p. 15) highlights this in their assertion that qualitative research is “an umbrella 

term covering an array of interpretive techniques which seek to describe, decode, translate, and 
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otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally 

occurring phenomenon in the social world.” It is the focus on meaning and understanding that 

makes qualitative inquiry so suitable for this research project.  

Methodological Orientation 

 This research project and, by extension, this principal researcher aligned with 

interpretivism as methodological orientation. According to Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2020), 

interpretivism is a common approach in the social sciences that focuses on how humans make 

meaning of their worlds. Funk (2019) agrees, stating that interpretivism’s focus is on “the 

centralist of meaning in human life” (p. 465). Interpretivism aligned well with this research 

project for a variety of reasons, such as its exploration of perceptions through meaning-making, 

and most importantly – the central concept of intersubjectivity as the bases of socially 

constructed realities (Shwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2020). This orientation’s roots in being 

perspective and meaning based is consistent with the overall goal of this research, which was to 

explore the experiences of park visitors and park managers and how these individuals perceive 

their life-worlds. Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2020) argue that “interpretive methods are 

particularly advantageous for surfacing situated knowledge, reading silences in narratives and the 

reasons for them, and identifying tacit knowledge that underpins cooperation, conflict and other 

relationships” (p. 6). Thus, interpretivism as a methodological orientation was well-suited for a 

research project such as this one, which sought to better understand the relationships between 

different actors in the societal fabric of Ontario’s parks and protected areas, including the 

development of a better understanding of the ways in which these actors interact with one 

another via social media platforms.  
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 As a methodological orientation, interpretivism also aligns well with this study’s 

methodology, interpretive description. To begin, interpretive description was created to fill a 

need in interpretive-qualitative research, which was an ‘explanatory’ form of analysis that 

bridged the gap between theoretical integrity and real-world application (Thorne, 2016). Both 

interpretivism and interpretive description seek to uncover the lived-experiences of participants, 

with the mentality of interpretive description allowing the researcher to apply different 

qualitative methodological traditions to best uncover highly applicable real-world findings 

(Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2020; Thorne, 2016).   

Methodology  

 To guide this research, the methodology known as interpretive description was applied to 

compliment the line of qualitative inquiry that supported this research. According to Thorne 

(2016), the creator of the methodology, interpretive description seeks to fill a gap between other 

qualitative methodologies such as phenomenology, ethnography, and grounded theory by 

developing a methodology that provides an organizing logic which creates applicable results and 

knowledge translation while freeing the researcher from the rigidities of other established 

methods (Thorne, 2016). Researchers utilizing interpretive description are encouraged to borrow 

from the full universe of conventional research design techniques to utilize only those that are 

most practical at answering the research question, avoiding standpoints and worldviews that need 

not apply in favour of “more relevant and meaningful disciplinary logic” (Thorne, 2016, p. 39). 

Interpretive description, while originally developed specifically to the field of nursing, is 

suggested to be broadly applicable to many applied sciences including the field of tourism and 

leisure (Buissink-Smith & McIntosh, 1999, cited by Thorne, 2016, p. 37). This flexibility is 

important given that this research utilized both semi-structured interviews and a modified 
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discrete choice experiment as part of the data collection process, which is somewhat 

experimental as there is little existing research that supports (or condemns) this combination. As 

such, the flexibility offered by interpretive description methodology to use data collection tools 

based on logical decision making rather than established methodological rules and processes is 

extremely valuable to this study. The application of the modified discrete choice experiment 

component to the semi-structured interview process is explained in detail in the following section 

on data collection processes.  

 For this research, extensive journal and database searches failed to uncover any previous 

research that utilized interpretive description methodology in an outdoor recreation or park 

management context. Perhaps the most relevant piece of research using interpretive description 

was conducted by Abdul-Razzak et al. (2014), which focused on the communications 

preferences of medical patients receiving end-of-life care in tertiary Canadian hospitals. This 

study examined the role of the attending physician’s communication skills and the impact on 

patient experience, which is considerably relevant to this study’s purpose, an exploration of park 

visitor and park manager experiences relating to communication. Abdul-Razzak et al. (2014) 

utilized one-on-one semi-structured interviews with participants as the data collection process, 

indicating that the use of semi-structured interviews in interpretive description for this research is 

a compatible methodological process. 

Research Questions 

 This study was guided by two central research questions that are interconnected to 

correspond to the two groups of participants that were included in this study, park visitors and 

park managers. These questions were designed to follow the typical qualitative line of inquiry, 

utilizing open-ended language that allowed participants to focus on their own experiences 
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relating to social media communications and visitor behaviour management in Ontario’s parks 

and protected spaces. The central research questions guiding this study were: what are the 

experiences of park visitors toward effective social media communications for visitor 

management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas? The second, focusing on park managers, 

was: what are the experiences of park managers toward effective social media communications 

for visitor management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas? These questions align well with 

Thorne’s (2016) recommendations for research questions in interpretive description 

methodology by using terminology that is mindful of avoiding assumptions or presuppositions 

on the experiences of participants while remaining open-ended for participant interpretation.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Merriam and Tisdell (2015) assert that a large component of the trustworthiness, validity, 

and reliability of a research study depends on the ethics of the primary investigator. The 

trustworthiness of a study is an extension of the trustworthiness of the researcher, and therefore, 

this research considered ethical considerations to be at the forefront of concern. This section is 

dedicated to identifying potential ethical concerns to ensure that all foreseeable ethical issues 

were mitigated through the study design at all stages of the research process.  

 This research project followed the Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS2, 2018) 

regarding ethical conduct for research involving humans. To begin, the TCPS indicates that 

researchers engaging in qualitative inquiries must submit their research proposal to their 

institution’s Research Ethics Board (REB) for review and approval, which was completed in the 

fall of 2021 (REB application and clearance certificate are located in Appendix A and B). Once 

REB approval was gained, the researcher continued to monitor the research project for instances 

of unforeseen ethical implications. The researcher returned to the REB to seek advice on one 
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occasion when a participating park agency’s research authorization process requested copies of 

transcripts with park managers working for their agency, as well as confirmation of which park 

managers participated in the research project. Following the advice of the REB, the researcher 

negotiated access to participants with the park agency by agreeing to submit de-identified 

transcripts but refused to specifically identify which park managers working for their agency 

participated in the project. This was done to ensure that all participants maintained their rights to 

autonomy, free and informed consent, and the right to withdraw from participation without fear 

of reprisal.   

Qualitative Research 

 Carpenter (2019) writes that the nature of qualitative research creates the potential for 

considerable ethical issues by nature of the line of inquiry. Given that qualitative inquiry is a 

process of making meaning from human experiences, qualitative researchers often find 

themselves in situations where close relationships or significant interpersonal relationships are 

developed through rapport between researcher and participant. This is less likely to occur in 

quantitative research, creating the need for increased ethical consideration of participants by the 

researcher (Carpenter, 2019). To mitigate potential ethical considerations as a result of a 

qualitative line of inquiry, Carpenter (2019) suggests that researchers follow four principles of 

behaviour throughout the lifecycle of the research study. The first principle is maximizing 

benefit, which calls for researchers to maximize the benefit of participation for all research 

participants with the understanding that the role of the participant is a role of co-collaborator 

rather than a tool of which the researcher extracts data. In this research project, the researcher 

attempted to maximize the benefit to participants by focusing only on positive experiences and 

relationships rather than ask questions that risked creating a situation where participants felt 
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obligated to discuss negative experiences. The next principle is respecting rights, which includes 

respecting the values of the participant, preserving their dignity, and maximizing their autonomy. 

In this context, the researcher ensured the maintenance of autonomy by reiterating the tenets of 

voluntary, informed consent that was able to be withdrawn at any time in alignment with the Tri-

Council Policy Statement on Research Ethics (TCPS2, 2018). The third principle is ensuring 

inclusivity, which is focused on ensuring that all participants have their voices heard equally, 

while respecting privacy, confidentiality, and dignity. Throughout the participant recruitment, 

data collection, and analysis processes, this research ensured all participants’ voices were valued 

equally while ensuring that any personal identifiers are kept anonymous. Carpenter’s (2019) final 

principle is researching with integrity, which means ensuring all data is accurately reported, that 

the interests of participants are placed at the forefront, and that any conflicts of interest are 

mitigated and acknowledged, if any exist.  

 Throughout the research process, the researcher included the above principles in their 

reflexive practice by writing about their thoughts, feelings, and intentions in their reflexive 

journal. All assumptions, decisions and reflections relating to ethical practice were discussed in 

this journal, establishing an audit trail of these components that served to ground the researcher 

while promoting the trustworthiness of the process.  

Ethical Considerations in Participant Recruitment 

 Informed Consent & Letter of Invitation. This study employed standardized letters of 

invitation and informed consent forms from the institution’s Research Ethics Board (REB). 

Participants were provided with this documentation in advance of the interview to provide them 

with ample opportunity to review and ask questions about the research process. On the day of the 

interview, the researcher reviewed the informed consent forms with each participant to provide 



 
  
 
 
 

58 

another opportunity for questions and clarifications and ensured that consent was documented by 

signature prior to the commencement of the interview. Examples of the informed consent form 

and the letter of invitation that were used during this research are in the appendix (appendix C & 

D).  

Park Manager Recruitment: Gaining Research Authorization.  As a result of the 

sensitive, often protective nature of public facing park agencies, the researcher anticipated 

needing to navigate relationships between prospective park manager participants and their 

employers (park agencies) to ensure that park managers were able to engage in the research 

process without fear of reprisal or consequence from their employer. To mitigate this, the 

researcher submitted applications to research authorization processes with park agencies that had 

them prior to recruiting any park managers. Two of the four agencies involved in this research 

had established authorization processes and wished to see copies of the Letter of Invitation, the 

Letter of Informed Consent, and the Interview Guide. These agencies also negotiated a reporting 

requirement for the researcher to complete that summarizes the involvement of park agency staff 

in the project by an established deadline. The agreement of reporting requirements aligns with 

Bengry’s (2018) recommendations for navigating relationships with gatekeepers, which is 

discussed further below. 

For agencies that did not have an established research process, the researcher contacted 

park agency representatives, stating the intentions of the research, and asked for potentially 

suitable participants from higher-level agency executives. By doing so, the researcher was able 

to gain permission to seek park manager participants for recruitment in a manner that protected 

potential participants while also reiterating to both the higher-level executives and potential 

participants that all participation was required to be voluntary, free from coercion. 
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To navigate potential gatekeepers when recruiting park manager participants, the 

researcher consulted Bengry’s (2018) recommendations for accessing the research field, which 

entails negotiating with gatekeepers by instituting conditions for access to participants. In this 

circumstance, the researcher negotiated access to participants through acts of reciprocity that 

built trustworthy relationships with both gatekeepers and participants. Acts of reciprocity 

involved maintaining transparency about the research design, methods, and intentions, as well as 

providing gatekeepers and participants with an opportunity to review both the interview guide as 

part of the informed consent and the transcripts from the interview to provide an opportunity for 

participants to redact any unwanted information prior to the data analysis process. Further, some 

agencies wish to be provided with a report of the findings (Buchanan et al., 2013, cited by 

Andoh-Arthur, 2019), which this researcher will oblige.  

Another method of negotiating access with gatekeepers was to time the interview 

requests strategically to ensure that gatekeepers felt the time required for participation in the 

research was acceptable (Thorne, 2016). For this project, the researcher recognized that many 

parks and protected areas are busiest during the summer season, and therefore, it might have 

been difficult or undesirable for park managers to spend time participating in interviews or 

follow up activities (member checking, etc.) during peak operating season. To mitigate the 

impact of this research on park operations, this researcher sought to recruit and interview park 

manager participants at times of their convenience in the winter and spring of 2022.   

 Social Media Recruitment. Participant recruitment for park visitor participants for this 

research occurred on social media websites. Some of these websites (i.e., Facebook) contain 

smaller sub-groups dedicated to outdoor recreation in Ontario and specifically in parks and 

protected areas in Ontario. These Ontario-based outdoor recreation pages provided ample 
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opportunity for the researcher to recruit individuals who were likely to meet the criteria for park 

visitor participants.  Many of these groups were closed or private, meaning new members must 

seek admission from an administrator to view and contribute to the group. Therefore, the 

researcher requested permission to join each group and contacted site administrators to discuss 

the participant recruitment process (sharing an infographic version of the letter of invitation) to 

gain their approval prior to posting. Any participants that were recruited from social media 

groups and pages were recruited following the same informed consent process previously 

detailed, in alignment with Tri-Council Policy Statement on Ethical Conduct for Research 

Involving Humans (TCPS, 2018).    

Sampling and Participant Recruitment 

 This research interviewed participants based on two key demographics: their status as a 

park visitor and their status as employees of parks and protected areas. As this research sought to 

implement simultaneous data collection and analysis processes, (as guided by Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015), recruitment of participants was an ongoing process until saturation was achieved, 

which was when no new information arose from the data. It was originally expected that 

saturation would be achieved once 16 to 20 participants have been interviewed, including eight 

to ten park managers and eight to ten park visitors. In total, nine park visitor participants and 

eight park manager participants were interviewed.  Comparatively, Thorne (2016) argues that 

typical qualitative research studies involve between five and 30 participants. 

While it was desirable for this research to involve participants that are representative of 

the diversity of Ontario, Thorne (2016) asserts that representation in qualitative inquiry must 

acknowledge that, regardless of sampling strategy employed, the result will not be completely 

representative and will instead offer a reflection of certain, auditable perspectives. This is to say 
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that limitations will exist relating to representation regardless of efforts made by the researcher to 

promote representation, and therefore, the researcher should utilize the sampling strategy that 

seeks to best answer the research question at hand. In this case, given that this study focused 

primarily on the experiences of individuals relating to visitor behaviour modification via social 

media communications, a sampling strategy that simply recruited individuals who visit parks and 

protected areas for the park visitor participant contingent was deemed sufficient. As such, a 

purposive sampling strategy served the intentions of this research best, as it required participants 

to have some degree of experience in the topic of study (Thorne, 2016). The process of 

verification of participant experience is discussed below.  

For the two types of participants that were recruited for this study (park visitors and 

managers), there is one common denominator: parks and protected areas agencies. For this 

research, a ‘park’ or ‘protected area’ is a designated area where both outdoor recreation activities 

(such as hiking, camping, canoeing, etc.) occur as well as environmental protection services. 

This definition sought to include the full scope of parks and protected areas agencies in Ontario, 

including national parks (Parks Canada), provincial parks and other provincially protected areas 

(Ontario Parks), Ontario conservation authorities, and Ontario parks commissions (i.e.: The 

Niagara Parks Commission and the St. Lawrence Parks Commission). This definition 

specifically excluded municipal parks located in communities that are primarily greenspaces or 

multi-use parks for general use, such as team sports, picnicking and children’s playgrounds. This 

is to ensure the focus of this research remained specific to areas featuring outdoor recreation 

opportunities and environmental protection services.  

 Park Managers. For this research, an individual who was considered to be a park 

manager was an individual who was employed by a park or protected area agency operating 
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within the province of Ontario. As many agencies classify employees in different ways, a park 

manager is an operative term for an individual with some degree of responsibility over both 

visitor management and the operation of social media accounts for the park or protected area 

agency or a specific park or protected area location. This ensured that individuals participating as 

park managers had experience with visitor management challenges as well as the use of park-

issued social media communications. This criterion is an attempt to recognize that the roles and 

classifications of employees may vary between agencies, and therefore, an individual who is 

considered a manager at one park agency may have differing roles and responsibilities from a 

manager at a separate agency. Additionally, this provided leeway for the researcher to interview 

other non-managerial park employees who are responsible for both visitor management and 

social media communications within a park or protected areas agency. Hence, the use of the term 

‘park manager’ throughout this research indicates an individual who is responsible for some 

combination of visitor management and social media communications at a park of protected 

areas agency in Ontario.  

 For the recruitment of park manager participants, a purposive sampling strategy was 

employed to recruit park managers from the different ‘classes’ of park agencies operating in 

Ontario. The process for selecting park agencies to recruit park managers is detailed in the 

section on park agency selection below. As this research sought to include perspectives from the 

four different classifications of park agencies in Ontario (national parks, provincial parks, 

conservation authorities, and parks commissions), the sample of park managers in this project 

ultimately included one representative from Parks Canada, two from Ontario Parks, two from an 

Ontario Conservation Authority, and three from an Ontario parks commission.  
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Park Agencies. While this research sought to gain a broad perspective of the experiences 

towards social media for visitor management, a limitation was required to ensure that park 

managers who were recruited to participate in this study worked for park agencies that had an 

active social media presence. For context, in Ontario, there are over 40 parks and protected areas 

agencies with varying levels of activity on social media. To gain experiences from park 

managers in relation to their use of social media for visitor management, it required that the 

agency for which they work had a social media presence for their managers to be utilizing. 

Therefore, when recruiting park manager participants, it was expedient for the researcher to 

ensure the agency has a social media presence before contacting the agency to recruit park 

managers. To qualify for this research, park managers must have worked for agencies that 

engage in some level of social media usage. It was not important to the research to institute 

qualifications for things like ‘how many social media platforms is the agency active on?’ or 

‘does the agency (and its managers) use social media to target visitor behavior?’ and finally ‘how 

frequently does the agency post communications on social media?’ as all these questions were 

incorporated into the semi-structured interview process. The only qualification to ensure park 

agencies are active enough on social media for the purpose of this research is that the agency 

must have posted communications on a social media platform within the previous two to three 

years, to signify the time preceding and during the COVID-19 pandemic. If the agency had not 

posted communications on social media within this recent timeframe, the agency would not be 

contacted during the park manager recruitment process. A list of qualifying agencies is in 

appendix E.  

The researcher contacted park agencies in Ontario using a purposive sampling strategy to 

gain access to park manager participants. The use of a purposive sampling strategy is supported 
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in interpretive description studies, as outlined by Thorne (2016) so long as the researcher can 

rationalize the strategy in alignment with the purpose of the research. In this context, a purposive 

sampling strategy allowed the researcher to ensure the involvement of two key informants 

relating to the research topic, Parks Canada, and Ontario Parks. Thorne (2016) advocates for the 

use of sampling with the intention of recruiting key informants that may be better equipped than 

others to contribute to the research purpose and goals. Ontario Parks and Parks Canada were 

considered to be key informants due to the extensive size, scale and resources of each agency, 

and the historical developments and contributions made by each organization that have been 

adopted by other, smaller agencies. As an example, Parks Canada conducted research into 

improving signage-based communication in parks and protected areas, and through this project, 

developed an extensive set of symbols that were exposed to park visitors from diverse 

backgrounds to ensure widespread comprehension amongst visitors (Parks Canada, 2007). These 

symbols and subsequent signage standards have since been adopted by other parks and protected 

areas in Ontario, with Ontario Parks being a notable agency that has done so. Ontario Parks, 

given its extensive size (over 630 regulated provincial parks and conservation reserves [SOPAR, 

2021]), and general prominence in the province of Ontario, was considered to be a highly 

valuable key informant for this research project. Further, Ontario Parks is responsible for 

reporting on all protected areas in Ontario on behalf of the provincial government, meaning that 

Ontario Parks conducts research and reports on other forms of parks and protected areas not 

under their care, such as national parks, privately protected areas (e.g., conservation authorities, 

other privately held protected areas), wilderness areas, Areas of Natural and Scientific Interest 

(ANSIs), and many more (SOPAR, 2021).  
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 When recruiting park managers as participants, the researcher began by contacting 

representatives at Ontario Parks and Parks Canada through their research application processes 

and via publicly available contact information for agencies that lacked an established application 

process. Once the researcher had attempted to recruit representatives of the key informant 

agencies, the researcher selected agencies to contact based on the agency’s size, scope, and 

activity on social media in relation to the goal of the study, which includes attempting to involve 

a diverse representation of parks and protected areas agencies operating in Ontario. This means 

the researcher attempted to ensure that representatives of the different types of parks and 

protected areas agencies operating in Ontario (national parks, provincial parks, conservation 

authorities, parks commissions) were included. Further, it was identified during preliminary 

work for this project that some park agencies have extensive, comprehensive approaches to 

social media communications whereas others do not, therefore, the exploration of the 

experiences of park agencies across that spectrum is highly valuable to this research, and the 

researcher sought to recruit agencies that contributed to this goal.  

 Park Visitors. Following the recommendations of purposive sampling, this research 

sought to interview individuals who had visited a qualifying park or protected area within the 

recent past (e.g., within the previous two to three years) while also engaging with at least one 

park or protected area agency on at least one social media channel. It was important for 

participants in this research to have visited a qualifying park area within the recent past to ensure 

their awareness of the current state of parks and protected areas was reasonably current. Further, 

participants must have been engaged with (e.g., ‘Like’ or ‘Follow’) at least one park or protected 

areas agency on social media or at least one park-specific social media account. This was to 

ensure that participants had some familiarity with the typical content posted by parks agencies 
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while acknowledging that different park agencies employ different social media strategies which 

are not necessarily consistent within each agency much less across the industry. While strategies 

and approaches to social media communications may vary, it was important to this research that 

participants be familiar with the ways in which park agencies attempt to address visitor 

behaviour via social media communications.  

In recruiting individuals for the park visitor grouping of participants, the researcher 

mounted a recruitment campaign on various social media forums, including Facebook and 

Reddit, and other online forums. Since this process was guided by the standards of research 

ethics for participant recruitment, the researcher needed to navigate relationships with 

gatekeepers to promote the study and recruit members within closed group settings on social 

media sites. For example, there are numerous sites dedicated to outdoor recreation activities in 

Ontario on Facebook, however entering this space to promote the study and recruit participants 

was only done when permission was gained from the moderators or administrators of the group. 

Navigating relationships with gatekeepers such as site administrators or moderators is a 

recommended process for social media recruitment (Gelinas et al. 2017).  

To guide the social media recruitment process for the purpose of recruiting park visitor 

participants, the researcher consulted with recommendations made by Gelinas et al. (2017). This 

team argues that social media recruitment can help researchers connect with specific participant 

demographics that may not be accessible to the researcher as conveniently as other forms of 

recruitment, which is especially relevant to the context of this study. The researcher was aware 

of many public forums or social media ‘groups’ that were dedicated to outdoor recreation in 

Ontario, many of which specifically involve visiting parks and protected areas. This made social 

media recruitment a particularly useful tool for this study. 
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When recruiting participants on social media websites, the researcher created 

advertisements for the study that invited participants to contact the researcher via their 

institutional e-mail address to express interest in participating. This advertisement contained all 

pertinent information found in the Brock University Research Ethics Board (REB) approved 

letter of invitation, and aids in navigating a point of concern identified by Gelinas et al. (2017) 

by eliminating the need for the researcher to seek out and contact specific individuals whom they 

believe may be eligible to participate in the study. This ensures that only participants who wished 

to participate in the study were identifiable to the researcher, thus preserving the personal 

information of all other members of the forum or webpage.  

Data Collection Procedures  

 Once participants were recruited and the informed consent process completed, the 

researcher began the data collection process with each participant. The data collection process 

was composed of a semi-structured interview that had a modified discrete choice experiment 

component. Due to both convenience and the uncertainty relating to COVID-19, the interview 

process occurred exclusively online using video conferencing computer software (Microsoft 

Teams). Data collection was prepared to occur online because it was likely that this research 

would recruit both park visitors and park managers who were based in a variety of locations 

around the province. Therefore, it was most practical for interviews to take place virtually to 

reduce the potential impact of distance between the researcher and participant on the data 

collected for this study. To ensure accuracy and to enhance credibility, the researcher utilized 

audio recordings for all interviews and video recordings for interviews with the consent of 

participants. The researcher also supplemented the virtual interview process by collecting notes 

during the interview to support probing and follow up questions. When each interview 
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concluded, the researcher wrote personal debriefing notes both to support the data analysis 

process and as part of the maintenance of researcher reflexivity.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 

To collect data for this research, the researcher employed semi-structured interviews 

guided by the recommendations of Rubin and Rubin (2012). The use of semi-structured 

interviews in this research is well-supported as semi-structured interviews are a common 

qualitative research tool (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Additionally, semi-structured interviews align 

well with interpretive description (Thorne, 2016), which served as this study’s methodology. 

Rubin and Rubin (2012) outline that a researcher conducting qualitative interviewing should seek 

to develop a conversational partnership with the participant, meaning the researcher is clearly 

able to demonstrate their respect for the participants experiences and insights as they pertain to 

the concepts being discussed. 

Thorne (2016) argues that interpretive description studies “capitalize on human 

commonalities as well as individual expressions of variance within a shared focus of interest” 

while also recognizing that “in the world of human experience, ‘reality’ involves multiple 

constructed realities that may well at times be contradictory” (p. 82). Given that this research 

explored the experiences of two distinct and sometimes opposing groups of individuals (park 

managers and visitors), the semi-structured interviewing process was well suited to reveal the 

‘commonalities’, ‘expressions of variance’, and ‘contradictory realities’ between these two 

groups. It is within these commonalities, variances, and differences in realities that served to 

contribute towards a better understanding of the ways in which park agencies can use social 

media communications to better resonate with park visitors, ideally leading to an improved 
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ability for park managers to achieve agency mandates relating the assurance of high-quality 

visitor experiences and the protection of environmentally significant ecosystems.   

 

The semi-structured interview process included two sets of a limited number of 

questions, one set for interviews with park managers, and one set for interviews with park 

visitors (appendix F). The questions for each participant demographic were designed by the 

researcher following three general topics, which included questions about the participant’s 

experiences with park agency social media communications, questions about the participant’s 

beliefs about the influence of social media on visitor behaviour, and questions about the 

alignment of park visitor and park manager experiences. The three topics outlined above 

included subsets of specific questions that are more specific to each participant demographic. 

Under the first topic in the park visitor interview guide, the specific questions asked park visitor 

participants to explain how often they believe they see social media communications issued by 

park agencies, how they feel when they see those communications, and how much they engage 

with the content of park agency communications. The specific questions under the second topic 

outlined above included specific questions about how often participants encounter deviant visitor 

behaviour during park visits, how much deviant behaviour impacts their experiences, how 

effective they believe social media communications to be at addressing the behaviours they 

experience, and for their opinions on why visitor behaviour issues persist in parks and protected 

areas. Finally, under the third topic outlined above, the specific questions asked park visitors to 

discuss how they would utilize social media if they were a park manager responsible for 

addressing visitor behaviour issues, and what they might do differently than what they currently 

see from park agencies they interact with on social media. In the interview guide for park 
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manager participants, the first specific question under the first topic outlined above asked 

participants to explain the role that social media plays in their agency’s visitor management 

strategy and whether social media is used frequently for visitor behaviour management. The 

specific questions under the second topic asked park managers to discuss their experiences on the 

effectiveness of social media at addressing visitor behaviour issues in their day-to-day work, how 

well developed their agency’s approach to social media is, and what avenues or platforms 

relating to social media communications they feel are most valuable when trying to mitigate 

visitor behaviour issues. Finally, the specific questions under the third topic outlined above asked 

park manager participants for their opinions on why visitor behaviour issues persist in parks and 

protected areas, what factors they believe to influence visitor behaviour, and how they would 

experience the communications that are issued by their agency if they were a park visitor. 

The questions outlined above were guided by Azjen’s (1991) theory of planned behaviour 

(TPB), which determined that there are three factors that influence individual decision making, 

being their perceived control over the behaviour, the social norms surrounding the behaviour, 

and their personal beliefs towards the behaviour. The TPB is supported by the existing park 

communication and visitor behaviour specific literature as previously outlined in Manning and 

Anderson (2012), Ham et al. (2008), Lawhon et al. (2019), and Curtis et al. (2010), providing 

support for the development of interview questions that target individual beliefs as an evidenced 

method of mitigating visitor behaviour issues in parks and protected areas regardless of 

communication medium. Given that the fundamental purpose of this research was to understand 

the utility of social media communications in mitigating visitor behaviour issues, aligning 

interview questions with prominent existing evidence about targeting visitor beliefs was a natural 

progression for the present study.  
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In addition to the list of questions, the researcher also asked follow-up and probing 

questions to contribute to the interview while ensuring that the focus of the interview remained 

on participant experiences relating to the topic. As the underlying goal of the interview was to 

gain an in-depth understanding of participant experiences, the interviewer utilized flexibility in 

both the questions and the design of the interview on an individual participant basis (Rubin and 

Rubin, 2012). This provided the researcher with the ability to fully explore new directions as 

they presented in participant responses, further increasing the ability to gain depth and detail in 

the interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). As such, adherence to the prepared interview guide was 

flexible. The interview guides for both park manager and park visitor participants are in 

appendix F at the end of this document.  

Discrete Choice Experiment 

In addition to the semi-structured interview process, this research collected data using a 

modified Discrete Choice Experiment (DCE) as guided by Kolhhardt et al. (2018). A DCE uses 

survey-style questions to ask respondents to “make choices among alternative configurations of a 

multi-attribute good” (Kohlhardt et al. 2018, p. 4). In practice, this often involves the researcher 

providing two comparable yet different scenarios while asking participants to state which 

scenario is preferable while explaining their preference. For example, Kohlhardt et al. (2018) 

applied a DCE to their research on crowding in parks and protected areas. To do this, the 

researchers presented participants with a select number of scenarios, such as a mountainous trail 

with few other people in one photo and the same trail with numerous other people in the second. 

Participants of this research were asked to select which scenario was more appealing to them 

based on their preferences. The participants were then asked to explain why they chose their 

preferred scenario.  
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When designing a DCE, the researcher creates scenarios that are similar yet distinct. The 

distinction between each comparable scenario seeks to isolate and identify which distinctions are 

most important to the participant. In this research, the researcher created examples of social 

media posts made by park agencies that utilized different styles of messaging to discuss the same 

behaviour issue (located in appendix G). The participant was asked to choose which style of 

messaging resonated most in terms of their experiences relating to how effective the message 

would be at addressing a targeted deviant visitor behaviour in a park or protected areas context. 

The researcher then asked probing questions to attempt to further understand participant 

preferences relating to the examples to provide insight into communications strategies that 

resonate most with each participant group. By providing similar yet distinct examples to each 

participant, the researcher was able to ensure that all park visitor participants were exposed to 

examples of park communications regardless of their level of engagement with parks and 

protected areas on social media. This also ensured that all participants were exposed to the same 

scenarios, which allowed for a more controlled analysis of the stated preferences of participants.   

Discrete choice experiments have been successfully used in previous qualitative research 

studies focusing on parks and protected areas management, such as Kolhardt et al. (2018), and 

has been used widely in other qualitative applications beyond parks and protected areas research 

(Vass et al., 2017; Pinto et al., 2017). Further, Vass et al. (2017) report that a significant number 

of studies (52%) in their systemic review of the use of discrete choice experiments included the 

use of discrete choice experiments with interview methods, 11% of which specifically used semi-

structured interview techniques. This indicates that the application of a discrete choice 

experiment to a semi-structured interview process is a methodological plan that has been 

successfully implemented in previous research.  
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The Use of Multiple Data Sources and Interpretive Description 

The use of multiple sources of data with interpretive description methodology, in this 

case - semi-structured interviews and a discrete choice experiment - is supported by Thorne 

(2016). Thorne (2016) asserts that studies using multiple data sources offer the potential for 

richer and more complex data sets which may contribute to the generation of new findings. 

Thorne (2016) simply advises that the researcher must ensure that sources of data used for a 

study be appropriate and relevant to the goals of the research, by ensuring that the data collection 

methods used are best suited to answering the research question. The application of semi-

structured interviews that are complimented by the discrete choice experiment (DCE) served to 

create a rich set of data that enabled the researcher to fully explore the lived experiences of 

participants while also cross-examining participant responses with their peers through their 

answers in the DCE. 

Data Analysis  

 This section explores the data analysis processes that were utilized to make meaning and 

generate findings from the data collected as per the previous section. When discussing data 

analysis procedures using interpretive description methodology, Thorne (2016) writes: 

 

“Interpretive description requires an analytic form that extends beyond taking 

things apart and putting them back together again. It requires that we learn to see 

beyond the obvious, rigorously deconstructing what we think we see, testing 

hunches as to how it might fit together in new ways and taking some ownership 

over the potential meaning and impact of the outcomes that we will eventually 

render as findings” (p. 156). 
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Thorne (2016) continues to assert that it is the nature of interpretive description that 

refuses to ‘prescribe’ any set data analysis procedures, and rather, it is up to the researcher to 

determine a line of analysis that best serves to answer the research question(s) in accordance 

with any disciplinary agendas or researcher analytic tendencies.   

 According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), the goal of data analysis processes is making 

sense out of the data. This involves “consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have 

said and what the researcher has seen and read – it is the process of making meaning” (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2015, p. 202). “Meaning” is the collection of descriptive accounts, themes and 

categories that cut across the data to answer the research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). It 

is in these components that exist within the findings of the study. Ultimately, the goal of data 

analysis is referred simply as the process of answering the research question of this study 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  

Simultaneous Data Collection and Analysis 

 Prior to discussing the methods that were utilized to analyze data, it is important for this 

research to distinguish that the data collection analysis processes occurred simultaneously, as 

recommended by Merriam and Tisdell (2015). As the researcher conducted interviews with 

participants, they immediately wrote field notes and memos during and following each interview 

both as part of the data analysis process and as part of the researcher’s reflexive practice. 

Interviews were transcribed in a timely manner, allowing the researcher to constantly evaluate 

and re-evaluate the effectiveness of the interview guide. By doing this, the researcher was able to 

explore new lines of inquiry in subsequent interviews by recognizing emerging themes from 
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previous interviews, allowing for a more comprehensive data set when the data collection 

process was terminated.  

Data Analysis Process 

 The data analysis process, in alignment with the line of qualitative inquiry, was an 

inductive and comparative process as initially proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967, cited by 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p, 201). While this method was originally created for use in grounded 

theory methodology, Merriam and Tisdell (2015) indicate that it is widely used amongst all 

qualitative lines of inquiry. In this research, the researcher utilized the Atlas.TI qualitative data 

management software, which aided significantly in the acts of coding, categorizing, and 

developing themes from the data. Further, this platform enabled the researcher to track code 

construction, category construction, and engage in a process of constructing and deconstructing 

those codes and categories as many times as was needed to reach a point of saturation, where no 

new information was revealed from the data.   

 The data analysis process began with the first reading of the transcripts. Merriam and 

Tisdell (2015) recommend that researchers add notes, comments, observations, and queries 

directly on the copy of the individual transcript to reflect bits of data that are interesting, 

relevant, or important. During the first round of open coding, the researcher assigned single 

words or short phrases to units of data that appeared to be related to the research question. For 

example, the code ‘visitor experience’ would be assigned to a piece of data where a participant 

discussed a thought, opinion, or experience related to visitor experience. The goal of this open 

coding process was to note all potentially relevant materials for future analysis and comparison 

with other pieces of data within the individual transcript and with other interview transcripts. To 

ensure a thorough open coding process was conducted, the researcher re-read each transcript 
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multiple times to ensure all potentially relevant pieces of data were identified and acknowledged 

for future analysis. 

 Once the open coding process is complete, Merriam and Tisdell (2015) recommend 

engaging in an analytical coding process, which is the act of comparing notes, comments, and 

codes to group similar codes of data together. In doing so, the researcher will begin to develop a 

codebook that tracks the comparisons and linkages made between open codes to display the 

pathways that lead to the development of analytic codes. As this researcher repeated this process 

for each of the interview transcripts, the master codebook began to reflect recurring regularities 

in the data which signalled the beginning category construction (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). As 

codes were grouped together, categories began to form which represented a higher level of 

abstraction, meaning that individual categories were composed of groups of codes that all 

contained similar data, which in this study, meant the opinions, thoughts, and experiences of 

participants relating to the research question. As such, a category is a conceptual element that 

covers many individual codes of data (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). 

 As the categories developed, the researcher constantly compared the categories through a 

process of construction and deconstruction until each category was mutually exclusive, meaning 

that the codes that supported the category did not support other categories as well. Categories 

were named in a manner that best represented the culmination of the content of the supporting 

codes. When the category building and testing process has reached a point of saturation, themes 

were sought from the remaining categories to be developed as findings, maintaining the same 

process of comparative analysis and testing until the emerging findings have been substantiated, 

revised, and reconfigured to a point of saturation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). In the context of 

this research, the constant comparative analysis and testing process resulted in categories being 
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combined, separated, and reorganized multiple times as the themes began to emerge from the 

data. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), themes are the findings that the researcher brings 

forth as results of the study. 

According to an early copy of the codebook, the research began with over 1400 codes 

which were reduced to five themes that emerged as findings, meaning they were relevant to 

answering the research question as reported in the following chapter. To reduce 1400 codes to 

five findings, the researcher engaged in the coding and categorization process detailed above 

until those 1400 codes were represented in 26 total categories. As the list of categories was 

refined, themes began to emerge, and the researcher created a folder for each one. The researcher 

added applicable categories to each theme, constantly reviewing and revising the categories and 

themes in the process to ensure they captured the data as accurately as possible. When all 

categories were placed into themes, the researcher continued to evaluate each theme until a point 

of saturation occurred, which was at five final themes.  

 Throughout this process, the researcher remained mindful of Merriam and Tisdell’s 

(2015) recommendations for category construction. They argue that categories “should be 

responsive to the purpose of the research,” arguing that categories are the answers to the study’s 

research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 212). Categories should also be exhaustive, 

meaning that all the data drawn from the stages of coding should fit into various categories and 

sub-categories before they are reduced (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Further, categories should be 

mutually exclusive, meaning that a unit of data drawn during the coding process should only fit 

into one specific category (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Finally, categories should be both 

sensitizing and conceptually congruent, meaning they are as sensitive as possible to what is 

contained in the data while also existing on the same level of abstraction (Merriam & Tisdell, 
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2015). Other considerations for determining quality categories includes guidelines from Guba 

and Lincoln (1981, cited by Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), which state that the researcher should be 

aware of the frequency of codes, their uniqueness, and any outliers that stand out from the rest. 

When analyzing the data, the researcher remained aware of Guba and Lincoln’s (1981, cited by 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) four guidelines for navigating magnitude versus frequency in the data. 

The first guideline is to recognize that the number of times something arises in the data will 

indicate an important dynamic (i.e., frequency). Next, Guba and Lincoln (1981, cited by 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) assert that the audience may determine what is important, meaning 

that some categories will inevitably resonate more with some readers than others. Third, 

categories will stand out because of their uniqueness and should be retained (i.e., magnitude). 

Finally, some categories may reveal an area of inquiry that has yet to be recognized or provides 

new lines of thinking about the research problem (Guba & Lincoln, 1981, cited by Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015). For this research, the researcher identifies whether the presence of frequency, 

magnitude, or previously undiscussed lines of thinking warrant the inclusion of categories and 

themes when reporting the results in the following chapter.  

 In total, Merriam and Tisdell (2015) suggest that it is common for qualitative researchers 

to have 25 to 30 categories in the early stages of category development, which are reduced to 

approximately five or six themes through the process of reduction and comparison that occurs 

with on-going analysis. Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015) guidelines served as a rough indication of 

whether the researcher was approaching category construction and reduction in an effective, 

analytical way. Given that this research resulted in five relevant themes drawn from 26 

categories, it appears as though the analysis that was conducted aligns well with the guidance of 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015).  
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Data Trustworthiness, Quality and Rigor 

 The backbone of data trustworthiness, quality, and rigor in this research was dependent 

on the prioritization of researcher reflexivity as outlined by Berger (2015). Berger (2015) states 

that reflexivity is commonly viewed as “the process of a continual internal dialogue and critical 

self-evaluation of researcher’s positionality as well as active acknowledgement and explicit 

recognition that this position may affect the research process and outcome” (p. 220). Reflexivity 

is the researcher’s ability to self-examine, recognize, and take responsibility for the effects of 

their positionality on the setting and people being studied, the questions being asked and the 

interpretations that are made (Berger, 2015). The goal of reflexive practice is to ensure the 

credibility of the findings is assured by monitoring and accounting for the researcher’s values, 

beliefs, knowledges, and biases (Berger, 2015). A discussion about this researcher’s identified 

positionality is located at the beginning of this chapter, which briefly alludes to some of the 

strategies that were employed to maintain reflexivity throughout the research process. This 

section will further explore the maintenance of reflexivity and its role as the backbone of quality, 

rigor, and trustworthiness. Further, this section will discuss other means of ensuring quality, 

rigor, and trustworthiness such as the employment of member checking, data triangulation, and 

the use of critical peers.   

Reflexive Journal 

 As a means of addressing researcher positionality, Berger (2015) recommends that 

researchers employ reflexive journals throughout the entirety of the research process. To 

accomplish this, Berger (2015) suggests writing about reasonings, judgements, and emotional 

reactions in a reflexive journal whenever those feelings arise. Further, simply taking time to 

reflect on experiences in interviews and during the analysis process by writing notes in the 
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reflexive journal will aid in the achievement of reflexivity. The reflexive journal also took 

guidance from Peshkin (1988), who practiced reflexivity while journaling by looking “for the 

warm and the cool spots, the emergence of positive and negative feelings, the experiences I 

wanted more of or wanted to avoid, and when I felt moved to act in roles beyond those necessary 

to fulfill my research needs” (p. 18). 

Critical Peer 

 In addition to consistent reflexive practice throughout the entirety of the research process, 

the researcher employed a critical peer to assist in the maintenance of reflexivity. A critical peer, 

suggested by Hamilton (2020), is an individual that assists the researcher when managing bias 

and aids in bringing clarity to the conceptualization process of data analysis. Through this, the 

critical peer engages in debriefing with the researcher, providing input on a variety of topics, 

including the interview guide, the interpretation, and the dissemination of findings (Hamilton, 

2020). The critical peer for this study was selected based on their knowledge of both qualitative 

research methods and the topic of study.  

 The critical peer pokes and prods the researcher to engage in reflexive practice through 

debriefing at various stages of the research process. For example, the critical peer might ask the 

researcher why they chose to incorporate certain methodologies into the study’s design, or why 

they elected to ask certain questions during an interview in comparison with others. In the data 

analysis stage, the critical peer’s role was even more crucial, by challenging the researcher to 

explore their interpretations of the data on a deeper, more meaningful level.  

Member Checking 

 Another method of ensuring quality, rigor, and trustworthiness in the data of this research 

was the use of member checking. Member checking is a tool frequently used by qualitative 
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researchers as a means of ensuring validity by asking participants to review the interpretations 

the researcher has made (Hamilton, 2020; Berger, 2015). As such, this research utilized member 

checking by providing each participant an opportunity to review the interview transcripts from 

their interview. Once the transcript from each individual interview was transcribed, the 

researcher sent it to the participant for their review. Each participant was asked to confirm that 

the interview transcript captured the intention and meaning behind their responses to the 

interview questions. None of the participants for this project identified any discrepancies or 

requested any changes to their transcripts.  

Methodological Execution  

 Once clearance was gained from the University’s research ethics board, the research 

began recruiting park visitor participants by posting an infographic of the Letter of Invitation on 

a variety of Facebook groups dedicated to Ontario-based outdoor recreation. Prior to posting in 

these groups, the researcher gained permission to enter the space from each group’s 

administrators. The infographic was posted multiple times until saturation was achieved during 

the data collection process. At the same time, the researcher contacted four park agencies, one 

for each type of park agency in Ontario, to seek direction and permission to recruit park manager 

participants working for each agency. Two of the four agencies had established research 

authorization processes that the researcher pursued until clearance was granted.  

 In total, eight individuals were interviewed for the park manager demographic and nine 

were interviewed for the park visitor demographic. Once participants were initially recruited, 

they were provided a Letter of Informed Consent to review prior to signing and returning the 

document, indicating their consent to participate. The researcher then scheduled interviews at the 

convenience of each participant. The interviews took place on Microsoft Teams from February to 



 
  
 
 
 

82 

June of 2022, with initial data analysis and collection occurring simultaneously as per Merriam 

and Tisdell’s (2015) recommendations. As interviews were conducted, the researcher began 

transcribing previous interviews to aid in the refinement of the interview guide for future 

interviews. 

 A point of saturation was achieved, and the data collection phased ended once eight park 

managers and nine park visitors were interviewed. At this time, the researcher finished 

transcribing outstanding interviews and returned all interviews to participants to engage in the 

member checking process. Once participants had an adequate opportunity to review the 

transcript from their interview, the researcher began the data analysis process by coding, 

categorizing, and developing themes from the data.   
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Chapter 4: Results 

 This section discusses the results of the data collection and analysis phases of this 

research study. The section is structured to provide background information on participant 

demographics and then introduce and discuss the five main themes of this research.  

 All relevant codes from this research fall under five themes, which are social media; 

information; visitor management; agency dynamics; and agency-visitor relationships. Each 

theme has varying applicability, with some themes arising primarily from park manager or park 

visitor participants and other themes have significant input from both participant groups. 

Therefore, this section will specifically identify when themes are most applicable to one 

demographic or the other, and when themes are nearly equally applicable to both groups of 

participants.  

 This section then concludes by reporting on the results of the discrete choice experiment 

component of the semi-structured interview process, which contributed valuable insight and 

further lines of inquiry that supplemented the analysis of the findings.  

Participant Demographics 

 This section provides a brief overview of this study’s participants and their 

demographics. To begin, nine park visitor participants were recruited and interviewed for this 

research. At the beginning of each interview, participants were asked to share which parks and 

protected areas they visit, and which park agency operated social media page they interact with 

on social media. Through this, participants identified primarily visiting Ontario Parks, with some 

mentioning visits to Parks Canada, and a few indicating having visited Conservation Authorities 

and Parks Commissions. As a result, each classification of park agency included in this research 

was visited by at least one participant from the park visitor demographic.   
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Park manager participant demographics can be considered in three ways. First, four of the 

eight park manager participants were employed in field-based, park management style roles. 

These individuals were often responsible for managing a park or protected area and were often 

the individuals who were ultimately tasked with visitor management in each respective area 

under their responsibility. Three park manager participants are best classified as marketing 

personnel who were responsible for creating and delivering social media and website 

communications to prospective park visitors. Finally, one park manager participant was best 

categorized as a high-level manager whose responsibilities included overseeing the entirety of an 

agency’s visitor management and experience portfolio, which included the teams responsible for 

website and social media communications. Park manager participants represented four 

classifications of park agencies operating in Ontario. One participant represented a national parks 

organization, two participants represented a provincial parks organization, two participants 

represented a conservation authority, and three participants represented a parks commission. 

Each park agency represented in this study had a relatively prominent presence on social media 

with a substantial following on multiple platforms, frequent posts, and at least one staff member 

dedicated to managing social media channels.  

When reporting the results of this study, any quotes used from interviews with 

participants are attributed to each individual using a numeric pseudonym and the number that 

identifies the quote in the transcript from that participant’s interview. The list of pseudonyms and 

brief profiles of participants is in Table 1 below. As an example, a direct quote from Park 

Manager #1 that is the third quote from their transcript would appear in the reporting as (P1:03). 

For the fifth quote from Park Visitor #5’s transcript, the pseudonym would appear as (P13:05) 

next to the quote.  
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Park Manager Profiles Park Visitor Profiles 
Park manager #1 (P1) 
 
Caucasian female working for an Ontario parks 
commission in a park management role.  

Park visitor #1 (P9) 
 
Caucasian female who indicated visiting several different 
Ontario Parks locations and following Ontario Parks-run 
pages on Facebook and Instagram. This participant also 
outlined their frequent use of unofficial Facebook groups to 
seek information about their visits to park areas. 
 

Park manager #2 (P2) 
 
Caucasian male working for an Ontario parks 
commission in a marketing role. Responsible for 
creating communications at the agency level.  

Park visitor #2 (P10)  
 
Caucasian female who visits Ontario Parks. Participant 
outlined interacting with Ontario Parks, an Ontario 
conservation authority, and Parks Canada on social media. 
This participant indicated frequent use of unofficial Facebook 
groups when seeking information about their visits to park 
areas. 
 

Park manager #3 (P3) 
 
Caucasian male working for an Ontario parks 
commission in a  manager role that involved the 
management of natural spaces.  

Park visitor #3 (P11) 
 
Caucasian female who described visiting Ontario Parks, 
Ontario conservation authorities, and an Ontario parks 
commission. This participant relied almost exclusively on 
unofficial information sources on Facebook, as well as the 
park agency’s reservation website, for the information they 
used to plan their visits to park areas. This participant was 
aware of park agency run social media pages but seldom 
consulted with those pages.  
 

Park manager #4 (P4) 
 
Caucasian male working for a national park 
agency in a senior executive level role. Oversaw 
visitor experience and communications. 

Park visitor #4 (P12)  
 
Caucasian female who visits Ontario Parks, conservation 
authorities, and an Ontario parks commission. This participant 
followed park agency-run social media channels on both 
Facebook and Instagram, as well as unofficial information 
sources on Facebook. 
 

Park manager #5 (P5) 
 
Caucasian female employed by Ontario 
conservation authority in a marketing and 
communications role. Created communications at 
the agency level.  

Park visitor #5 (P13)  
 
Caucasian male who visits Ontario Parks, Parks Canada, 
Ontario conservation authorities, and an Ontario parks 
commission. This participant described following Ontario 
Parks run social media pages as well as several unofficial 
sources such as Facebook groups and pages. 
 

Park manager #6 (P6)  
 
Caucasian male employed by provincial park 
agency in a park management role. Created social 
media communications at the park level. 

Park visitor #6 (P14) 
 
Caucasian female who indicated visiting Ontario Parks 
locations. This participant described interacting with Ontario 
Parks run social media channels as well as unofficial 
information sources for outdoor recreation enthusiasts.  
 

Park manager #7 (P7)  
 

Park visitor #7 (P15)  
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Caucasian female employed by provincial park 
agency in a marketing role. Created social media 
communications at the agency level.  

BIPOC male who visits Ontario Parks locations. This 
participant described interactions with Ontario Parks and 
Parks Canada operated social media channels, primarily on 
Facebook and Instagram. 
. 

Park manager #8 (P8) –  
 
Caucasian female employed by Ontario 
conservation authority in a park management role. 
Provided input on agency communications. 

Park visitor #8 (P16)  
 
Caucasian female who visits Ontario Parks, an Ontario parks 
commission, and some of Parks Canada’s Ontario locations. 
This participant follows these agencies on Facebook, while 
also indicating frequently using unofficial information 
sources for trip planning information. 
 

  Park visitor #9 (P17) 
 
Caucasian male participant who visits Ontario Park locations. 
This participant described their interactions with para-park 
agency information sources ‘Friends of park’ pages, an 
Ontario conservation authority, and unofficial Facebook 
groups dedicated to outdoor recreation in Ontario.  

Table 1: Participant Profiles 

Findings  

At the conclusion of the analysis process, five themes remained as findings that were 

relevant to the research question. The five themes are social media; information; visitor 

management and education; agency dynamics; and agency-visitor relationships. Two additional 

themes, impact of COVID-19 and dynamics of outdoor spaces were deemed to be outside of the 

relevancy to the research questions due to the lack of relevancy in supporting categories and the 

low frequency by which these categories occurred in the data. Within these seven total themes lie 

24 categories, and over 860 coded pieces of data. When considering which categories were most 

equipped to answer the research question, the researcher supplemented the analysis process by 

engaging in a rudimentary frequency analysis where codes were evaluated for their applicability 

to each participant demographic. To do this, the researcher looked at each code that composed a 

category and determined the number of times that code occurred, and which participant 

demographic discussed the code most. This simply guided the researcher’s attention towards 

categories that were most frequently discussed by participants while still acknowledging the need 
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for the researcher’s discretion when determining which codes – and by extension – which themes 

were most relevant to the experiences of participants. An example of this frequency analysis is 

located in Table 2 below. In the table, the first column presents the theme, the second contains 

the category, and the third, fourth, and fifth outline which participant demographic was most 

represented in the total number of quotes for each category. Finally, the sixth column represents 

the percentage of which demographic was quoted the most for each category and the seventh 

category (entitled ‘Trend’) confirms which participant demographic was considered to have been 

quoted most per category, identified by PV for park visitors, PM for park managers, and mixed if 

both park visitors and park managers were nearly equally represented in the quotations. 

Returning to Guba and Lincoln’s (1981, cited by Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) remarks on dealing 

with magnitude and frequency during the analysis of results, it is important to make clear that 

this frequency analysis exercise merely served to guide the researcher’s understanding of which 

categories appeared most frequently in the data and which participant demographic was most 

represented in the categories. The researcher remained mindful to pay attention to unique pieces 

Table 2: Frequency Analysis Exercise 
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of data as well as data that expressed experiences of participants that were not previously 

considered by the researcher.  

Theme 1: Social Media 

 The theme of social media is best represented by three key categories: audience, 

questioning effectiveness, and social media recommendations. This section will discuss each key 

category and the content of the codes that support them. 

Audience. The first category named “audience” was discussed by both park visitors and 

park managers over 86 times in a variety of ways, indicating a high level of importance as per 

Guba and Lincoln’s (1981) guidelines on magnitude versus frequency. When referring to the 

audience, participants intended their commentary from the perspective of the audience of a given 

social media communication issued by a park agency. Therefore, a significant amount of the 

commentary relating to the category of audience centres around participants providing insight 

into how park agencies should seek to create communications that tailor to audience and engage 

the audience in order to effectively transmit messaging. Other participants stated their beliefs that 

the attention span of the general audience is becoming increasingly shorter, thus, park agencies 

must constantly evolve and modify their communications to ensure they continue to resonate 

with their intended audience.  

 Audience was expressed in a variety of contexts by participants. For example, a common 

sentiment from park managers relating to audience and its relation to social media effectiveness 

is exemplified by a park manager participant, who said: “I think at the end of the day, you have 

to design content that’s entertaining and engaging for people... And if you do that, then you will 

have the opportunity to get your message in” (P2:27). In this example, the participant discussed 

how park agencies must prioritize engagement foremost when designing social media 
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communications. In practice, this quote indicates that park agencies must often issue 

communications that prioritize engaging the audience first, and sharing their core intended 

messaging second. While it may seem expedient to focus solely on the core message, without the 

supplementary engagement, the core message may be lost through a failure to adequately capture 

the audience’s attention. In another example, when asked about their opinion on whether social 

media could be effective at mitigating visitor behaviour issues, a visitor said this: “I think one of 

the limitations to that is that whoever's looking at it has to read it, you have to get them to be an 

active investigator unlike when you're in person” (P12:18). This example supports the 

importance of engagement when considering social media effectiveness.  

 Another interesting concept relating to audience is the concept of tailoring messaging to 

the audience. This concept represents the need for park agencies to potentially create different 

styles of communications depending on who the target audience is. A key component, albeit 

more closely tied with the theme of visitor management, is the experience level or ‘park literacy’ 

of the audience itself. While this will be discussed in the section on visitor management, it is 

important to recognize the ties to audience given that communications by park agencies must 

consider experience level when designing a communication for a specific audience. To provide 

an example, a park manager explained the need to consider audience experience level in 

communication strategies succinctly with this experience:  

 

“Well, it's interesting, because, you know, much of our messaging up to that point, 

and maybe other parks systems have had similar experiences. They're based in the 

Leave No Trace model, and all of that language and messaging is really designed 

for people who are initiated... And what we found is that it wasn't resonating. And 
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that has two consequences. There's impact on the resource… But there's also 

visitor safety risk, and I know just from my own interactions with park systems 

over the past two years, with a pandemic, and with more people choosing this 

outlet for their recreation and vacation time, we have a lot more inexperienced 

people going into places that are inherently dangerous, but they didn't have the 

skills or knowledge to recognize the dangers. And so we've really had to alter how 

we communicate. The audience that was getting that Leave No Trace information, 

they are probably already there, right? They're all probably already intellectually 

following those practices, it's the new visitor that... they aren't even on those 

channels.” (P4:10). 

 

As the participant stated above, it is crucial for park agencies to consider the experience 

level of their target audience when designing social media communications with the intention of 

addressing visitor behaviour issues, making audience a core consideration of social media 

effectiveness.  

Questioning Effectiveness. A central theme of this research centres around the 

effectiveness of social media communications at creating change in visitor behavior in Ontario’s 

parks and protected areas. As such, all participants included in this research had some degree of 

commentary relating to their beliefs of social media effectiveness. These beliefs were relatively 

consistent across participant demographics, with some participants believing strongly that social 

media is an effective way to address visitor behaviour issues, others expressing mixed feelings, 

and a few expressing scepticisms. In general, park manager participants had generally favourable 

attitudes towards social media effectiveness, or at least believed that there was significant 
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potential for social media to be effective if their agency improved their social media presence. 

Most park visitors also expressed generally favourable attitudes towards social media, however, 

there were multiple instances where park visitors, when asked what they would do to curb visitor 

behaviour issues if they were park managers, responded that they would focus more on 

managing behaviour through punitive measures such as law enforcement. 

 An oft-reoccurring theme relating to effectiveness is the difficulty determining how to 

measure it. While park managers can, and do, measure effectiveness by taking note of the 

number of interactions, how much it is picked up from news agencies, or even how much ‘reach’ 

a given post garners – it is very difficult to determine whether a specific communication 

generates change in the real world, in park visitor behaviour. A key question that remains 

regarding effectiveness is whether the visitors that need to see the communication are the ones 

who actually view it during their time on social media. In other words, are the visitors that 

engage in undesirable visitor behaviour the ones who actually see the communications issued by 

park agencies? (P10:16). Anecdotally, most park manager participants agreed that they felt social 

media communications were effective, both those responsible for creating communications and 

those working in the field. There was one notable instance of uniqueness (Guba & Lincoln, 1981, 

cited by Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) where a park manager working in the field stated that they felt 

social media communications did not make much of a difference on visitor behaviour; however, 

the rest of the participants in the park manager demographic expressed their belief that the 

communications issued by their agency was making a difference, albeit anecdotally. This 

instance creates the understanding that some discrepancy exists between the park manager 

demographic when considering social media effectiveness.  
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 So, what makes a social media communication effective? According to both park 

managers and park visitors, an effective social media communication is one that resonates with 

the audience, either through the use of quality imagery or engaging captions. An effective 

communication is one that turns visitors into allies for park agencies and enhances the public’s 

appreciation for the work that park agencies are doing. To do this, effective social media 

communications use tools like storytelling and sharing behind the scenes information that shows 

the ways park agencies operate to broaden a visitor’s understanding of the nuances involved in 

operating park spaces. Effective communications also share credible rationale when addressing 

visitor behaviour issues, as many park visitors reported appreciating the educational moment that 

is created when rationale for rules, decision making, and policy is shared.  

Social Media Recommendations. Under the theme of social media, participants made 

several core recommendations regarding their experiences and their opinions on what exactly 

makes a social media communication effective, and by extension, what park agencies should 

strive for when designing effective social media communications. These recommendations are 

summarized succinctly as a desire for trustworthiness, authenticity, and discussion.  

 Trustworthiness is represented in the data as a desire for verified, factual information 

about any aspect of visiting park areas. For example, multiple visitor participants who frequently 

participate in backcountry outdoor recreation expressed a need for factual information like 

portage distances and campsite locations to be easily identifiable in park-published material. 

Another visitor participant highlighted an instance where a front country site they believed to 

have electricity service was, and had been, out of service for multiple years prior to their visit, 

and no information from the park agency was provided to alert them of the issue prior to their 

visit. It is clear that park visitors have a level of expectation that the park agency ought to 
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provide a significant amount of detailed information, and when information is provided by a park 

agency, it must be verifiable and assuredly correct. This is also represented in categories that 

compose the theme of information, which is discussed further on in this chapter.  

 The desire of park visitors for authenticity from park agencies is represented by instances 

where park visitors expressed a desire to connect with park agencies on a more meaningful level. 

Park visitors expressed significant interest in seeing the ‘behind the scenes’ of parks and 

protected areas to further their understanding of the challenges faced by park agencies, as well as 

to deepen their understanding of the natural and cultural value of park spaces. This was also 

represented significantly during the discrete choice experiment component of the interview, 

where park visitors overwhelmingly agreed that park agency communications that incorporated 

an aspect of storytelling or a behind the scenes look at agency operations were highly effective at 

creating engagement and positive relations with park visitors.  

 The desire for interaction, or discussion, is expressed frequently in the data. As discussed 

in the theme of information (section follows), park visitors tend to prefer unofficial information 

sources due to the perceived ability to interact with other members of the outdoor recreation 

community by asking questions, seeking advice, and sharing recommendations about all facets of 

visiting park areas. Many participants expressed a belief that park agencies ought to create or 

amplify spaces for discussion that included some level of representation from the park agency, 

stating that this would be highly beneficial when considering visitor behaviour management, as 

agency representatives would be better able to respond and address misinformation that had the 

potential to create visitor behaviour issues at the park level.  

Communications Strategies.  Park manager participants, especially those responsible for 

social media communications, had strong and notable opinions about the effectiveness of certain 
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social media platforms over others. Beginning with the social media platforms in which 

participant agencies had an active presence, each agency included in the research had an active 

presence on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Some agencies had a presence on YouTube, and 

one agency reported having a presence on TikTok. All agencies also had websites that were 

interconnected with social media channels, at least to some extent, with some agencies stating 

their presence on YouTube was lacking in comparison with the priority placed on other channels.  

 Multiple park manager participants outlined that Facebook was the channel that was most 

effective for their purposes. Participants felt that Facebook is where the largest amount of their 

audience was active, and the platform itself provided ample opportunity to share longer form, 

detailed messages, videos, and links to other articles (such as blog posts) and websites. Facebook 

was also the platform that managers felt provided the most opportunity for interaction with 

visitors through direct messaging and post commenting capabilities.  

 Park manager participants shared similar sentiments towards Twitter, stating it is best 

used for just-in-time information, such as capacity updates or other short messages. Some 

agencies reported using Twitter to link to outside content as well. Given the limited flexibility for 

length of messaging on Twitter, long form content or messages with extensive rationale were 

seen as in-advisable on Twitter and best shared on another platform.  

 Instagram is the third most used social media platform by park agencies represented in 

this research. According to one participant, Instagram is “the mystery child” (P7:15), meaning 

that Instagram is the largest platform for their organization in terms of audience size, however, 

they have had difficulty determining which visitor-audience they are targeting and how 

communications are being perceived. This participant stated they do not believe Instagram to be 

particularly effective at creating visitor behaviour change. Other participants noted that 
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Instagram is best suited to share high quality photos of parks and protected areas, more so from 

an interpretive or marketing perspective rather than a visitor management perspective.  

  

Considering that park management planning, including social media communications 

planning, was identified in the literature as a crucial component to park management, it is 

interesting that not all park managers who participated in this project worked for park agencies 

that had developed social media communications plans. Park manager participants representing 

three of the four agencies described having a social media communications plan or strategy that 

incorporated visitor behaviour management in place. The fourth agency described having some 

degree of social media planning; however, two of the three representatives of this agency 

reported rarely utilizing social media for visitor behaviour management, instead using social 

media communications to focus on marketing and advertising. This result indicates that variance 

exists in park agency policies and strategies relating to social media communications and that a 

link between policies, strategies, and social media effectiveness may exist. Of the three 

represented agencies that did have established social media communications plans that included 

visitor behaviour management, the participants stood strongly in favour of the importance of 

planning for effective social media communications. These participants felt that the central 

guidance and direction that planning social media communications offered was crucial to ensure 

that all channels operated by the agency were being used effectively and with the 

professionalism, authenticity, and trustworthiness that was expected by their audiences. One 

participant explained the benefits of communications planning as follows: 
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“And I'm very happy in particular and proud of how one of my goals with 

social media is it isn't going to work unless it's embedded in our DNA. We 

have a good marketing section, but the strength of [park agency] is knowledge 

bases in the field. It's in all of our professionals. So it's getting everybody 

embedded in it. And I think that's something that we as an organization have 

done really successfully. We have superintendents that contribute, we have 

students that write blog posts for us, we have naturalists, we have wardens, we 

have all sorts of subject matter experts all over the system [contributing]. And I 

think that is one of the biggest strengths of our system is that it's embedded 

everywhere. The parks are all participating. We have networks of training and 

support. And so that's something that's really strong… There are so many 

things I would like to do, but I think we've done a really good job too.” (P7:5) 

 

When asked about recommendations park manager participants would make to other park 

agencies who are beginning their social media communications process, one park manager 

participant said: “I would say it starts with research, don't just make a Twitter account, don't just 

pick a channel and start posting on it. Think about who you're trying to reach and how you're 

going to be getting your content and how often you can be posting” (P7:29). Another park 

manager participant representing another agency agreed, saying that their planning processes 

allowed them to sift through competing ideas to focus most on which communications would 

produce the outcome that was most beneficial to the agency’s objectives.  
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 Theme 2: Information 

 The second theme of this research relates specifically to information, which represents 

the substance of the content that is shared, or should be shared, by park agencies when seeking to 

address visitor behaviour. Included in this is theme are the categories official and unofficial 

information sources; availability of information; and misinformation.  

Unofficial and Official Information Sources. Unofficial and official information 

sources, also referred to as informal and formal information sources, were evidently predominant 

codes appearing in conversations with both park managers and park visitors. 

  During interviews with park visitor participants, individuals were asked where they 

typically sourced information when planning their trips to parks and protected areas. Information 

sources were categorized into two sections: official and unofficial. Official information sources 

are defined as social media channels or webpages operated by a park agency or an organization 

that is adjacent to a park agency (i.e., ‘Friends of park name’ pages and websites). Unofficial 

information sources are defined as social media pages and websites operated privately, such as 

Facebook groups, website forums, and more.  

 All park visitor participants stated that they often utilize a mix of official and unofficial 

information sources when planning their visits to park areas. It is important to note that although 

the recruitment information for this research specifically used the terminology ‘social media’, in 

conversations with park visitors, it was apparent that many participants interpret social media to 

also include park agency information websites, privately run websites, and even park agency 

reservation service websites. This broad definition of ‘social media’ by park visitor participants 

makes it clear that participants focused more on the actual information rather than the source of 

the information. This insight is a notable finding for this research, as park managers were very 
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concise and specific when expressing their interpretations of the definition of social media, 

focusing much more so on widely accepted definitions of social media platforms and methods of 

communication delivery. As such, park managers may need to reconsider communication 

strategies to reflect the interconnectedness of information sources rather than recognizing social 

media platforms and websites as separate entities. Further to this, many park agencies already 

utilize social media communications to drive traffic to websites where long form content exists, 

further highlighting the interconnectedness of information sources. This suggests it is ill-advised 

for a park agency to strategize communications in any other way than as a complete network of 

delivery that includes websites and traditional social media platforms.  

 

When discussing the differences between official and unofficial information sources, 

participants frequently described unofficial sources as spaces where dialogue occurs between 

members of Ontario’s outdoor recreation community. Participants frequent these spaces when 

planning their park visits to seek advice, learn about others’ experiences visiting certain parks, 

and to gain ‘more detailed’ information than provided by the park agency. A key component of 

the appeal of unofficial information sources is the ability to ask questions and interact with other 

members of the community, with some participants indicating that they seek out information 

from unofficial sources more than, or instead of, seeking that same information from official 

sources. Participants may be more inclined to seek information from unofficial sources given the 

community-based nature of these spaces. In interviews, many participants described a sort of 

unwelcoming formality in the ways park agencies distribute information that is not conductive to 

two-way communication in the same manner that unofficial information sources seem to excel.  
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Given that the desire for interaction and two-way communication was a frequent theme in 

the research, it is curious to note that many of the park manager participants stated that their 

agency has policy directing agency representatives to respond to all enquiries within a definitive 

period of time – often 48 hours or less depending on the agency, whereas some park visitor 

participants stated they felt the only way to ask questions of park agencies was to comment on an 

agency’s social media post in hopes that a representative would choose to respond – completely 

unaware of the ability to message the agency directly and create a more promising route to 

gaining answers to enquiries. This finding suggests that more could be done to make park 

visitors aware that park agencies welcome and invite enquiries and prioritize providing a 

response within an adequate timeline.  

Another commonly shared experience of park visitors relating to the use of unofficial 

information sources was the ability to gain advice and recommendations that would generally 

fall outside of a park agency’s reasonable ability to share. For example, on more than two 

occasions, park visitor participants suggested that unofficial information sources provide 

important and specific information pertaining to trip planning. For example, a participant who 

visits parks for backcountry travel stated they use unofficial information sources to gain more 

information about their route difficulty, portage difficulty, information about campsite quality, 

and any points of interest along their route. This participant stated that very little of this 

information is available from the agency itself, leaving unofficial sources as the only opportunity 

for this participant to gain the information they desire to plan their trip. Front country park 

visitors appear to have similar experiences, especially relating to the desire for more accurate or 

detailed information about park amenities. For example, where the Ontario Parks page for a 

given park might state the park has a beach where visitors can bring their pets, visitors are left to 
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seek out information relating to the quality and overall enjoy-ability of that beach from members 

of the community itself. On another occasion, a park visitor participant who frequently camps at 

front country parks said that they gain a considerable amount of value from unofficial 

information sources when they ask for advice and recommendations about local businesses and 

amenities near the park they are visiting, which is information that is not available from the park 

agency directly. One particularly interesting occasion relating to the availability of information 

from official sources arose during an interview with a park manager participant. This participant, 

an outdoor recreationist themselves, indicated that even they do not tend to consult with official 

information sources when planning their visits to parks and protected areas, instead preferring to 

source information from unofficial sources due to the quality and availability of information. 

(P3:64)  

While virtually all park visitor participants expressed their frequent use of unofficial 

information sources, many also described their desire to receive information from park agencies 

due to the potential for misinformation to spread in community-driven information sources. 

Some participants were less concerned, stating they find unofficial sources to be relatively ‘self-

correcting,’ meaning that other users will usually quickly correct instances of misinformation, 

but this is not a guarantee. Other participants felt that relying on unofficial sources was 

associated with taking some sort of risk that required experience and common sense to navigate 

whether the information should be perceived as correct or incorrect. In the same vein, 

participants also expressed that the perceived lack of crucial information from park agencies 

created unnecessary risk to new outdoor recreationists who lack the experience required to 

critically analyze advice provided to them by other members of the community. This is 

particularly important for park managers to note, as tailoring communications to address the 
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questions of new park visitors is likely to assist in alleviating visitor behaviour management 

issues that occur due to visitor education. Misinformation is a distinct category in this theme and 

will be discussed later. 

Availability of Information. A notable category relating to information, the availability 

of information captures park visitor sentiments on how accessible the information is that they 

seek when planning their visits to parks and protected areas. When discussing this subject, park 

visitors held strong opinions about the availability of information specifically from park agencies 

themselves, indicating that park visitors believed that park agencies were not meeting the 

demand for information from their visitors. As mentioned in the previous section, park visitors 

frequently interpreted official information sources to provide vague, basic, and superficial 

information, whereas they felt their trip planning required in-depth, detailed information that was 

unavailable from park agencies themselves. This category identified specific instances where 

park visitors had negative experiences as a direct result of their perceived lack of information 

availability, as in the case outlined in this participant quote:  

 
“Well, I mean, the one thing that they [park agencies] could do, and that this would 

help out a great deal is, is, is make it so that.. their currency would be 

unimpeachable information. The problem that you find is that you can't pick up a 

goddamn phone and phone a particular place. ‘Like I would like to talk to Sand 

Gate, please.’ Because I need to know about.. one time we drove up to go to Lake 

Travers, and we were going to run the Lower Petawawa out to McManus, and they 

were digging up all the culverts along the gravel road into there. And we couldn't 

get in… we drove up for six hours, and we couldn't do the run that we wanted to 

do. So, we had to go car camping instead. And we had.. we weren't pleased, it 
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would have been nice to have been able to phone up [the gate near their trip] 

because where do you go to get that kind of detailed information [i.e., road 

closure]? And if.. if they could make it so that there would be an official outlet for 

that.. That would be wonderful.” (P17:13). 

 

In other instances, park visitor participants described experiences where individuals they 

encountered on their visits to park areas were clearly lacking the safety and regulatory 

information necessary to be a responsible park visitor. In one participant shared an experience of 

a backpacking trip where they encountered individuals camping on the side of the trail because 

they overestimated how far they could reasonably travel and were unable to make it to their 

designated campsite for the night. This participant, when asked what could be done to avoid 

these situations from occurring, outlined that they themselves encountered difficulty planning 

their backpacking trip because they found some core information was difficult to find, such as 

distances between campsites or reasonable travel time estimates, which they felt should have 

been readily available from the park agency. This participant summarized the experience and 

issue by saying: “For [park agency], these off the trail campsites.. I don’t think it’s the right thing 

to do. But I think people are doing their best with the information that they’re given…” (P9:20). 

The participant continued to say: “Ultimately, the responsibility is on the individual. But that 

being said, I think they [park agency] needs to provide more information so people can take that 

responsibility.” (P9:23). Given the implications that a lack of information availability has on a 

park agency’s ability to achieve visitor experience (e.g., safety information, etc.) and 

environmental protection (e.g., avoiding unnecessary degradation), it is key for park agencies to 

ensure that detailed information about each park area is available to potential park visitors, 
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especially information that carries significant ecological or safety related consequences as is the 

case especially in backcountry park settings.  

Misinformation. Another key category in the theme of information is the presence and 

impact of misinformation. While closely connected to the previous two categories discussed in 

relation to this theme, misinformation was frequently discussed by both park manager and park 

visitor participants due to its prevalence in the outdoor recreation community in Ontario, and 

most notably, in unofficial information sources such as social media groups and forums.  

 Misinformation, in this context, often manifests in unofficial information sources such as 

social media groups where users ask and answer questions posed by other members of the 

community. While users of these spaces often seek to answer the questions of others with good 

intentions, there is great potential for misleading or outright incorrect information to be shared 

that impacts the way other users interact with park agencies. For example, users often ask 

questions about rules and policies of park agencies, which are often misinterpreted given that 

these rules and policies are often complex and confusing to the average visitor. Other potential 

sources of misinformation include third party information outlets that have an ‘official’ presence 

like magazines and blog style websites. 

 When asked about the issue of misinformation, park visitor participants recognized it as 

an issue in unofficial information sources but had varying degrees of concern about its presence. 

Some park visitors felt that misinformation in social media groups was relatively self-correcting, 

meaning that where one user shared inaccurate information, other users would be quick to 

comment and provide the correct answer. Similarly, some park visitors stated they navigated the 

issue of misinformation by ‘taking information with a grain of salt’ and using their previous 

experiences to guide their analysis of the information in front of them. This, while likely 
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effective for the individual, does not address the fact that other users who view misinformation 

might not have an adequate amount of experience to accurately and effectively analyze the 

information they see in unofficial information sources. Some park visitors held the view that 

misinformation was a significant concern that needed to be rectified and questioned whether it 

would be feasible for park agencies to become more involved in unofficial information sources 

to ‘fact check’ and provide advice wherever possible. These park visitors suggested that having 

an authorized park agency representative in larger groups would be quite valuable by verifying 

the accuracy of the information while also driving visitors to official information sources.  

 Park manager participants shared in the concern of park visitors when discussing 

misinformation in unofficial sources but felt limited in their ability to help address the issue. 

Many park managers expressed a desire to become more active in unofficial information sources 

but were limited by the staffing resources that would be required to effectively monitor and 

interact with posts made in unofficial spaces. Other park managers highlighted that the closed, 

community-minded nature of many unofficial spaces might be impacted if users knew an official 

representative of a park agency was monitoring the group, and that some users might not feel 

comfortable asking for advice or sharing experiences for fear of getting in trouble if a park 

agency representative felt they had broken a park rule or policy. Instead, multiple park manager 

participants indicated that they establish a working relationship with the administrators of 

unofficial information sources such as social media administrators and third-party information 

outlets (e.g., blogs and magazines) so that they can push the correct information to the sources 

through these gatekeepers, reducing the need for a park agency to have a representative active in 

unofficial sources. Further, park manager participants also reported monitoring unofficial 

information sources to determine what park visitors were discussing in these spaces to find ideas 
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about potential content they could post from the park agency’s social media pages. For example, 

if users of a social media group were questioning the interpretation of a park policy, the park 

manager would then make a post clarifying that policy from the park agency’s social media 

profiles, indirectly addressing common questions in unofficial sources.  

 Ultimately, many park visitors held a strong preference for receiving information from 

park agencies directly. Whether this is currently feasible or not is heavily dependent on the 

resources available to individual park agencies, but it is clear from conversations with park 

visitor participants that there is significant interest in being able to receive high-quality, 

applicable information directly from park agencies to avoid the implications of misinformation 

on visitor safety and environmental protection.  

Theme 3: Visitor Management and Education 

 The third theme for this research is visitor management and education, which represents 

the relationship between park agencies and park visitors, including the need for park agencies to 

manage visitation to ensure both visitor experience related goals and environmental protection 

related goals are achieved in alignment with park agency mandates. Categories that contribute to 

this theme are enforcement and compliance, modifying behaviour, and visitor education. This 

section will discuss each category and the intersections between them.  

 Enforcement and Compliance. Enforcement and compliance were mostly discussed by 

park manager participants who, when commenting on deviant behaviour issues in park areas, 

frequently discussed the current reliance on enforcement and other punitive measures as a 

primary behaviour management tool. In general, park manager participants were in relative 

agreement that the use of law enforcement as a behaviour management tool was essential in their 

plight to mitigate visitor behaviour issues, to the point that some park manager participants felt 



 
  
 
 
 

106 

that social media communications would never outweigh the importance placed on enforcement 

in visitor management. Interestingly, previous literature on the topic indicated that both park 

managers and park visitors would prefer to limit the use of enforcement in visitor management 

strategies as much as reasonably possible given the negative implications on visitor experience 

and the relationships between park agencies and visitors (Wynveen et al., 2007). The data 

supporting this theme suggests that a limitation exists with regard to effective social media 

communications are when compared with traditional visitor behaviour management tools. This 

may be because park managers shared experiences where park agency staff encountered visitors 

engaging in deviant behaviour who were resistant to alter their behaviour until the threat of 

punitive measures were mentioned by park staff, leading staff to believe that some visitors 

simply will not alter their behaviour unless the incentive is significant enough to do so, such as 

monetary fines or evictions from the park area. This is discussed in the section on modifying 

behaviour below. 

 Another code that was discussed by multiple park manager participants relating to 

enforcement is the use of social media communications channels to address instances where park 

visitors make posts that are visible to the public of them engaging in prohibited behaviour on 

social media. Interestingly, multiple park manager participants reported looking for social media 

posts that included deviant behaviour in park areas through geotagging functions on social media 

platforms such as Instagram. When photos of park visitors engaging in deviant visitor behaviour 

were posted, multiple park managers reported that they frequently contacted the poster of those 

photos to discuss and address the behaviour. Other staff reported using social media posts to 

guide the actions of in-park enforcement officers who could investigate when more serious 

instances of deviant visitor behaviour were published online. 
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Modifying Behaviour. Both park visitor participants and park manager participants were 

asked about their thoughts of why visitor behaviour issues exist in parks and protected areas, 

especially considering that park agencies have been seeking to manage visitation and deviant 

behaviour since their inceptions. One participant in particular, a field-level park manager 

summarizes the visitor behaviour issue succinctly: 

 

 “You’d think, you know, we've been in this business for like, 127 years, 

and the same problems are happening some hundred years ago.. Honestly, I 

don't know, like, some of the things or the behavior issues that you see, it's just 

like, I don't understand, you know, where it comes from? Or why? Like it's 

beyond us… I think our messaging is pretty good…” (P6:19) 

 

 This same sentiment was echoed by another field-level park manager who described an 

experience where they were a part of a conference with park managers from park agencies across 

Canada. During the conference, the participant noted how regardless of location, all of the park 

managers at the conference were describing experiencing the same kinds of visitor behaviour 

issues. Given that so many park agencies are attempting to manage the same visitor behaviour 

issues in similar ways, there is significant opportunity for improvement to adequately address 

these issues.  

Another idea expressed mostly by park manager participants when asked why visitor 

behaviour issues occurred was the issue of entrenched visitors. Entrenched visitors are 

individuals who persist at engaging in deviant visitor behaviour despite knowing the risks or 

consequences. A common example of entrenched behaviour is visitor use groups breaking 
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established park regulations to participate in the activity of their choice. To specify this example, 

consider a group of anglers using a closed unofficial trail to access a body of water in which to 

fish. This group, given that their ability to engage in their activity of choice lies solely on their 

ability to gain access to water bodies, is unlikely to willingly cease using a closed trail simply 

because doing so would mean not engaging in their activity of choice at all, or undertaking 

significant effort to relocate to other areas to engage in their activity. As such, mitigating this 

behaviour issue is difficult for park managers given that the behaviour being targeted is done by 

individuals who are resistant to changing their behaviour. Another example of an entrenched 

visitor would be an individual who has visited a certain park or protected area and camped at the 

same campsite for a significant portion of their life. They are unlikely to willingly change their 

behaviour should the park agency wish to close that campsite for remediation due to the 

emotional attachment that individual will have to that specific campsite.  

 Visitor Education. When asked why visitor behaviour issues were persisting, the most 

common and frequent response from participants related to education. Participants surmised that 

a general lack of education or understanding was responsible for a significant degree of visitor 

behaviour issues. This was also connected to impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic outdoor 

recreation boom, with many participants noting an increase in instances of visitor behaviour 

issues, and many participants shared experiences where they encountered highly and evidently 

inexperienced park visitors engaging in unsafe or deviant behaviour.  

 While most participants agreed that education (or lack thereof) was a key component of 

visitor behaviour issues, one participant, a social media manager, surmised that behaviour in 

parks and protected areas is a spectrum. The participant explained:  
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“I think it's a spectrum of behavior… If you look at something like litter, and 

it's zero to 100%, and you've got the top 20 to 40%, people who never litter or 

almost never litter, then you've got the bottom 20% who litter because they 

don't care, they're gonna litter any chance that they get at any time. You’ve still 

got that middle chunk of people. Then you have to figure out why they're doing 

it. Is it a lack of knowledge? And is it knowledge of the environment? Is it the 

lack of knowledge of how to dispose of their garbage? Is it they are busy and 

rushed and harried? Or something like that? What is the barrier… there's gonna 

be a chunk in the middle that are the barriers, you're never gonna get the 

bottom 20%. You're gonna get them with peer pressure or enforcement… 

Some people are going to do it because they already know it's the right thing. 

Some people just need a little bit of education. And some people it's going to 

take enforcement or law or something, I can't get those people, probably. I can 

maybe tell them that they could be charged, but that's as close as I can get. But 

this middle group of education people, that's who we're trying to get.” (P7:22).  

 

This participant continues to explain, in their experience, how they might address this 

behaviour using social media communications:  

 

“It's finding out those audiences and those behavior types, and then it's how to 

motivate them. So is it putting an emotional tie on it? Why are they still doing 

it? It's everything from lack of knowledge to they don't care, and they like 

littering. There are just people that are not going to behave but the middle 
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group of people that are not behaving are often doing it because they don't 

know any better, and I think as parks people, that's something that I have a hard 

time explaining to the folks in the field is those people aren't trying to be 

difficult. They just.. we need to make it just this much easier for them or we 

need to give them a compelling enough ‘why’ to change their behavior. 

Because that's anecdotally who I see on social media.” (P7:22).  

 

In both instances of inexperienced or uneducated park visitors and entrenched park 

visitors, participants had interesting ideas on how park agencies should address visitor behaviour 

issues. One example, from a high-level park agency executive, said the following about visitor 

management:   

“The most challenging way to manage visitor use is to say ‘no’. Right. You 

know, what you want to do is sort of steer to the right ‘yes’. That's, that's kind 

of a goal that we're trying to achieve.” (P4:23). 

This statement reflects the importance for park agencies to understand their visitors, why 

their visitors engage in various types of negative behaviours, and to use that information to better 

shape and steer visitors towards engaging in desirable behaviours. This is no easy task, as the 

participant quoted above went on to describe the subtle attenuation required to best harness the 

ability to shape and steer visitation in an effective manner that avoids any detrimental effects. An 

example used by this participant was the task of shaping where visitors go due to behaviour 

issues caused by capacity restrictions at popular parks and protected areas. The participant 

outlined that without caution, their agency might encourage too many visitors to visit a different 

location and cause capacity related behaviour issues at the second location.   
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Theme 4: Agency Dynamics 

 Park agencies in Ontario, like most organizations, are constrained in the resources 

available to contribute to the various programs and needs involved in achieving agency 

mandates. This limitation requires park agencies to prioritize where funding, staffing, and other 

resources are used to maximize efficiency. In many ways, this need for efficient use of resources 

supports the prioritization of social media for visitor management compared to traditional, more 

expensive forms of visitor management such as law enforcement personnel or site design 

changes. Regardless, park agencies and their staff must evaluate and ensure that any resources 

allocated towards social media communications are an effective use of the resource. This theme 

focuses on the relationships and interconnectedness of park agencies as they seek to deliver a 

coordinated social media approach, and the challenges impacting their ability to do so.   

Agency Dynamics. A curious and perhaps unanticipated category that arose during 

conversations with park manager participants is categorized by the relationship dynamics 

between individuals working in field-based, park management roles and those working in social 

media or marketing management roles. The extent and nature of these dynamics were varied and 

depended heavily on which park agency the participant was employed by. For example, there 

were multiple instances where there was a described disconnect between the experiences of park 

managers working in the field and those who were responsible for creating and sharing 

communications. This was often represented as field level park managers expressing a desire for 

more or ‘better’ visitor behaviour management related social media communications while a 

participant working in a social media/marketing manager type role for the same agency 

expressed their belief that the social media communications issued by their agency were 
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adequate and effective. This disconnect was apparent in two of the four park agencies that were 

represented by participants.  

In instances where there was an apparent difference of experience between field-level 

park managers and social media managers within the same park agency, there were numerous 

contributing factors. For example, one field-level park manager indicated that they simply felt 

there was a limit to how much of an impact that visitor behaviour management related 

communications could affect real change in behaviour at the park level. This sentiment was also 

expressed numerous times by multiple participants, both park managers and park visitors. In this 

example, the social media manager at the same park agency expressed significant support and 

belief in the possibility for social media communications to affect change in visitor behaviour.  

Another example of relationship dynamics between field-level park managers and agency 

social media staff highlighted a significant disconnect between the perceptions of two park 

managers and a social media manager working at one park agency. When asked about whether 

each participant felt that the visitor behaviour-related communications issued by the agency were 

adequate, the two field level participants expressed significant doubt whereas the social media 

manager indicated that the communications were satisfactory. This was perhaps the most notable 

example of a disconnect between the experiences of park managers working in the field and park 

managers responsible for creating and sharing communications.  

 

A core aspect of agency dynamics and the effectiveness of social media communications 

for visitor behaviour management is the amount of support received by social media personnel 

from agency executives. This ‘buy-in’ appears to be a crucial aspect of a successful social media 

communications strategy, as a lack of recognition of the importance and utility of social media 
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communications would likely lead to under resourced and under prioritized communications 

departments, thus effecting the quality, utility, and impact of any communications issued by that 

agency. Agency buy-in, according to one participant, is when “social media is embedded in our 

[agency’s] DNA” (P7:5). This means that social media is recognized as an important priority 

from the agency’s director, through upper-level management, and by the field staff working in 

each location. Agency buy-in results in resources being contributed towards planning 

communications strategies, ensuring social media staff have the tools, training, and equipment 

required to create high-quality social media communications, and using social media channels to 

‘communicate pervasively’ with park visitors. 

 In data collected in this research, staff participants of three of the four agencies indicated 

that the executive-level staff of their agency prioritized social media as a component of the 

agency’s visitor management strategy. One participant, in particular, noted that “at [park 

agency], we ask a lot of our social media channels” (P4:3). Conversely, two of the three staff-

participants from the fourth agency expressed a general lack of prioritization for social media 

communications and, more generally: visitor management planning. In this instance, these two 

staff-participants described the effectiveness of their agency’s social media approach as 

ineffective with rationale that included a lack of prioritization and planning for using social 

media to address visitor behaviour concerns in that agency’s park spaces. This is interpreted to 

support the assertion that social media communications must be prioritized throughout the 

agency (e.g., P7:5) to maximize effectiveness.  

 

Another aspect of agency buy-in discussed by multiple park manager participants who 

were responsible for social media communications is the trust required from their agency to 
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allow them the freedom to be creative and innovative in the manner they create and distribute 

communications on social media. Without a trusting relationship, social media staff participants 

felt it would be much more difficult to deliver adequate communications in a timely manner, 

especially when the nature of many visitor behaviour issues in parks and protected areas often 

requires a near-immediate response from the park agency on social media. Allowing social 

media staff the trust to create and issue communications at their discretion is essential for the 

effective delivery of communications to park visitors. Interestingly, in the case of one park 

agency where both a social media manager and a park manager were interviewed, the social 

media manager expressed the need for trust from their superiors for the same reasons outlined 

above. During the interview with a field level park manager for the same agency, the park 

manager expressed difficulty in having communications they either requested or created and 

submitted to the social media team approved in a timely enough manner to assist during real-

time visitor behaviour issues at the park level. It appears the need for trust identified by the social 

media staff member was not reciprocated to the park manager, thus serving as another point of 

disconnect that limit social media effectiveness as discussed in the previous section.  

Theme 5: Agency-Visitor Relationships 

 An important component of visitor behaviour management as expressed by both 

participant demographics is the relationship between a park agency and its visitors. This was 

readily identifiable as an agency that focused on relationships with visitors was one that found an 

increased ability to gain appreciation from the pubic and create a dynamic where park visitors 

acted as allies rather than adversaries, and thus, served as contributors to the achievement of the 

park agency’s mandate.  
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 The concept of relationships between agency and visitor is interconnected with all other 

aspects of effective visitor behaviour management. When relationships are strong, the values of 

authenticity and trustworthiness sought by visitors are easier to achieve. Park agencies with 

strong visitor relationships find that it is easier to make visitors aware of which behaviours are 

detrimental to park areas and see better compliance in return. Strong relationships align with 

other reoccurring codes such as encouraging visitors to care about park spaces and become 

stewards of these areas themselves.  

 This data revealed that park visitors carried some degree of an expectation that a park 

agency had a duty to be active participants in the outdoor recreation community. It was not 

enough for park agencies to simply provide spaces where recreation occurs, many park visitors 

expressed opinions that held park agencies responsible for environmental protection efforts even 

when those expectations exceeded the jurisdiction or mandate of a given agency.  

 At current, multiple park manager participants expressed a recognition that a disconnect 

occurs between where park visitors are going and where they are seeking information about their 

park visits. For example, two park managers representing different agencies remarked about how 

park visitors will ask certain questions in informal or unofficial information sources that they 

will not ask park agencies directly. Whether this is due to fear of reprisal (i.e., enforcement 

action if admitting to engaging in deviant behaviour), or another reason, this disconnect in 

agency-visitor relations certainly exists and is recognized by both parties. This indicates that park 

agencies would benefit from addressing this gap in their relationships with park visitors to best 

shape the narrative surrounding the mitigation of behaviour issues through communications.  

Discrete Choice Experiment 



 
  
 
 
 

116 

The discrete choice experiment (DCE) component of this project involved integrating 

survey-style, limited-response questions into a semi-structured interview with participants. In 

practice, the researcher selected nine examples of comparable, yet different social media 

communications that were issued by park agencies and asked participants to identify and explain 

their preferences and opinions about the examples. The DCE examples are described in Table 3 

below, with a visual example following. The rest of the visual examples are located in appendix 

G. During the data analysis phase, the participant responses to the DCE were transcribed, coded, 

and categorized in the same fashion as the responses to interview questions. The data from the 

DCE served to support the analysis process by providing an additional data source to analyze and 

compare with the semi-structured interview component. During the execution of the DCE 

component, it quickly became clear to the researcher that the majority of the value brought by 

the DCE exercise was its ability to enable specific conversations about participant preferences. 

As a note: two participants were unable to participate in the DCE component of the interview 

due to time constraints and technological issues.  

DCE  
 
Includes 
results 
(/15) 

Description Park 
Visitor 
Prefers 
Left 

PV 
Prefers 
Right 

PV Mixed 
Preference 

Park 
Manager 
Prefers 
Left 

PM  
Prefers 
Right 

PM Mixed 
Preference 

1) 
Dogs off 
leash 
 
10 left 
3 right 
2 mixed 

Left: Nice quality photo, 
long caption with 
rationale. 
Right: Lower quality 
photo, short caption 
explaining rule. 

P9, P10, 
P15, P16, 
P17 

P12, 
P13, 
P14 

 P1, P2, 
P3, P6, 
P8 

 P5, P7 

2) Leaving 
no trace 
 
4 left 
5 right 
6 mixed 

Left: Nice quality photo 
showing driftwood 
structure. Extensive 
rationale. 
Right: Nice quality photo 
showing intact natural 
area. Caption explaining 
rationale.  

P9, P14 P15, 
P17 

P10, P12, 
P13, P16 

P2, P5 P1, P3, 
P6  

P7, P8 
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3) 
Foraging 
in 
protected 
areas 
 
7 left 
5 right 
3 mixed 
 

Left: Short message 
listing items that are 
foraged, a prohibited 
activity. No rational 
provided. Links to blog 
article.  
Right: Provides rationale 
re. why foraging is a 
prohibited activity. Links 
to same blog article as 
above.  

P12, P13, 
P14, P16, 
P17 

P9, P15 P10 P5, P8 P1, P3, 
P6  

P2, P7  

4) Safe fire 
practices 
 
 
4 left 
7 right 
4 mixed 

Left: Short message re. 
number of yearly forest 
fires that are caused by 
recreationists. Photo 
displays a forest fire.  
Right: Long message 
providing rationale and 
advice for campfires. 
High quality photo of 
campfire. 

P14 P9, 
P10, 
P13, 
P16 

P12, P15, 
P17 

P5, P6, 
P7 

P1, P2, 
P8 

P3 

5) Garbage 
and litter 
 
 
 
2 left 
11 right 
2 mixed 

Left: Short message with 
advice for low impact 
camping. Four lower 
quality photos displaying 
litter found. 
Right: Long message 
with a story of a garbage 
bag’s journey from the 
backcountry campsite to 
proper disposal. Ten high 
quality photos show park 
staff removing the 
garbage out of 
backcountry.  

P17 P9, 
P10, 
P13, 
P14, 
P15, 
P16 

P12 P6  P1, P2, 
P3, P5, 
P7  

P8 

6) General 
park 
etiquette 
 
1 left 
9 right 
5 mixed 

Left: Block of text with 
multiple different rules 
for visitors. A photo of 
ecological feature. 
Right: A list of multiple 
rules for visitors. 
Includes an infographic 
reiterating message 
content.  

 P12, 
P14, 
P15, 
P16, 
P17 

P9, P10, 
P13 

P3 P2, P6, 
P7, P8 

P1, P5  

7) 
Pumpkin 
disposal in 
parks 
 
 
8 left 
1 right 
6 mixed 

Left: Message asking 
visitors to avoid dumping 
pumpkins in protected 
areas. Includes photos of 
carved pumpkins.  
Right: Message 
reminding visitors not to 
dump anything, 
including pumpkins, in 
protected areas. Photo 
includes pumpkins in a 

P10, P12, 
P14, P15 

P13 P9, P16, 
P17 

P2, P3, 
P7, P8 

 P1, P5, P6 
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field crossed out with a 
large prohibitive symbol.  

8) 
Transporti
ng 
firewood 
 
 
6 left 
4 right 
5 mixed 

Left: Message discussing 
invasive species, shares 
statistic about damage 
caused by invasives. 
Photo displays damage 
caused by invasive 
species on trees.  
Right: Message 
explaining impact of 
invasive species and 
transporting firewood. 
Photo displays a 
campfire with food 
cooking. 

P14, P15 P10, 
P12, 
P17 

P9, P13, 
P16 

P1, P2, 
P6, P7 

P8 P3, P5  

9) 
Washroom 
etiquette 
 
10 left 
2 right 
3 mixed 

Left: Message sharing 
washroom etiquette. 
Image displays a bag and 
a roll of toilet paper.  
Right: A photo of a 
washroom and a caption 
that explains the 
nomenclature commonly 
used for washroom 
facilities. 

P9, P10, 
P13, P14, 
P16, P17 

P12, 
P15 

 P1, P2, 
P7, P8 

 P3, P5, P6 

Table 3: Discrete Choice Experiment 

 The content of table 3 (above) provides a brief description of each example that was 

shown to participants during the discrete choice experiment component of the semi-structured 

interview. The associated columns display the tabulations of which examples each participant 

chose, which, when compared, provide interesting insight into the preferences of participants and 

which style of social media communication is generally preferred. As is demonstrated in the 

table, park visitor and park manager participants generally aligned in their preferences save for a 

few exceptions. Generally, the results were clear in that examples with an evidently strong 

preference were equivalent in each population.  

As is present in the table above, a strong preference was identified for the communication 

on the left side of example number one about dog etiquette in parks and protected areas, with 10 

of 15 respondents supporting that example. In the second set of communications, the preference 

was mixed with four votes for the left example, five for the right, and six participants having 
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mixed opinions on their preference. In the third communication example about foraging in 

protected areas, seven participants selected the example on the left, five selected the example on 

the right, and three identified mixed preferences creating a relatively even score. The fourth 

example, about safe fire practices, received four votes for the left example, seven for the right, 

and four mixed responses. In the fifth example, which discussed garbage and litter, a clear 

preference for the example on the right was identified with 11 participants selecting it. The left 

example received only two votes and two participants shared a mixed preference. In the sixth 

example, regarding general park etiquette, one participant selected the left example, nine selected 

the right, and five shared mixed opinions. The seventh example about pumpkin disposal in 

protected areas resulted in eight participants supporting the left, one supporting the right, and six 

sharing mixed preferences. The eighth example resulted in six participants selecting the left, four 

Figure 1: Discrete Choice Experiment Example 



 
  
 
 
 

120 

selecting the right, and five having a mixed preference. Finally, the preference for the ninth 

example was evident in that 10 participants selected the left example, two selected the right, and 

three expressed mixed preferences. An example of the DCE is in figure 1, with the other eight 

examples used during the DCE available in appendix G.   

Aside from the stated preferences of each participant, which are listed in Table 3 above, 

the discussion that occurred with each example provided valuable insight into the factors that 

make preferable communications. For example, many of the participants expressed their 

preference for communications that contain high quality, attractive photos to gain the audience’s 

attention. Further, participants also agreed that any image or media that is shared in association 

with a message must correlate with that message. In this context, there were instances where a 

DCE example contained a message and a media item that were not evidently connected with 

each other, leading to confusion and misunderstanding for the audience.  

 An interesting revelation that arose during the DCE component of an interview with a 

park manager participant who was responsible for social media communications was when the 

participant discussed their strategy of issuing the same message in multiple formats to tailor to 

different audiences. The participant explained that their agency’s audience was broad and 

diverse, and as a result, had varying levels of existing understanding or experience to use when 

interpreting communications issued by the agency. To mitigate this, the participant explained 

how they frequently design communications that target the same behaviour using different 

messaging and imagery that targets specific subsets of their audience. As an example, when 

designing a communication for a highly experienced subset of their audience, this participant 

would employ more in-depth explanations and rationale in the message, whereas this participant 
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would employ shorter, more direct messaging when targeting a less-experienced visitor 

audience.  

Another key finding from the DCE component was the preference for communications 

that employed tools like storytelling, humour, and interaction to personalize and enhance the 

relationship between park agencies and their visitors. Pursuing a deeper level of engagement 

with the audience strengthens relationships, which was an evident preference specifically in the 

park visitor demographic of this research.  

Finally, participants shared strong opinions about the design and structure of social media 

communications at a very pragmatic level. Participants greatly preferred sophisticated 

communications that implemented high quality imagery and strong, concise, but detailed 

captions. On numerous occasions, participants voiced opposition to examples that contained 

cluttered or poorly formatted text or photos, ‘boring’ messaging, or message tone that was too 

negative or condescending.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

This chapter discusses the linkages between the themes that constitute the findings of this 

study and existing literature, the contributions made to the existing knowledge base, the 

limitations of this study, recommendations for future practice and research, and the overall 

conclusions of this research.  

Social Media Effectiveness 

 The two research questions that guided this study were what are the experiences of park 

visitors relating to the use of social media communications for visitor behaviour management 

and what are the experiences of park managers relating to the use of social media 

communications for visitor behaviour management. The five themes that constitute the findings 

of this study are social media, information, visitor management and education, agency dynamics, 

and agency-visitor relationships.  In general, the consensus of all participants indicates that in 

their experiences, social media communications can be an effective visitor management tool for 

park agencies. When evaluating each participant demographic, park manager participants 

expressed more support for the effectiveness of social media communications whereas park 

visitors, while still supportive overall, did express more doubt about the overall utility of social 

media as a visitor behaviour management tool. When doubts were raised by participants, they 

centered around the question of whether the individuals who are causing visitor behaviour issues 

in parks are also following or engaging with park agencies on social media.  

 An important factor supporting the use of social media communications for visitor 

behaviour management is the ability for park agencies to share more transparent information 

with the public about park policies, events, and other general information. A core theme of this 

research centered around the relationship between park agencies and their visitors and the 
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importance of maintaining a positive relationship to contribute towards conservation and visitor 

experience goals. Essentially, park visitors and managers agreed that it was important to 

maintain a close relationship between the two parties to further encourage visitors to care about 

the park spaces they visit, and by extension, avoid degrading behaviours to both the social and 

environmental fabrics of the park. This centres around the idea that park agencies themselves are 

unable to fully achieve their mandates without the teamwork and participation of park visitors, 

and park manager participants in this research shared experiences supporting this idea. This 

finding is consistent with the literature, specifically Greer et al. (2017), who asserted that 

conservation and visitor experience related goals are much more achievable when the 

relationship between park agencies and their visitors is positive, leading to increases in the 

public’s willingness to voluntarily support pro-park behaviours.  

 Relating to the current effectiveness of social media communications for park visitor 

behaviour management, both park visitors and park managers expressed strong desires to 

continuously improve both the type of information that is shared and the way it is delivered. Park 

visitors frequently discussed how they turn to unofficial information sources when the 

information they are looking for is unavailable from park agencies themselves despite strongly 

preferring to source information directly from park agencies. Further to this, multiple park visitor 

participants shared experiences where they encountered other park visitors engaging in unsafe or 

deviant behaviour due to a lack of education that they attributed to the difficulty some park 

visitors experience when sourcing information. Therefore, any effort by park agencies to 

improve the quality, depth, and availability of information would only serve to improve the 

ability for park agencies to manage visitor behaviour issues using social media communications. 

In addition, multiple park visitor participants expressed having a significant expectation that park 
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agencies should provide the information they need to safely access park areas, which creates 

interesting implications for the relationship between park agencies and their visitors relating to 

aspects of park visitor experience beyond behavioural issues, such as risk management and 

visitor safety.  

The Interconnectedness of Themes  

 The five themes, which represent the findings of this study, are highly interconnected. To 

begin, the themes are known as social media, information, visitor management and education, 

agency dynamics, and agency-visitor relationships. The interconnectedness of themes pertaining 

specifically to social media are relatively evident, with social media and information being 

especially so. These two themes, supported by categories that included audience, questioning 

effectiveness, social media recommendations, unofficial and official information sources, 

availability of information, and misinformation are closely intertwined and should be core 

considerations for park agencies looking to improve their social media presence. For example, 

the participant experiences contained in each theme discuss tangible advice for park agencies to 

use when setting social media goals and while providing important context about the experiences 

of visitors using social media and managers responsible for social media communications and 

behaviour management. This is particularly salient with the categories of social media 

recommendations, unofficial and official information sources, availability of information, and 

misinformation.  

 Another example of interconnected themes are visitor management and education and 

agency-visitor relationships. These themes focus on the importance of relationships between park 

agencies and park visitors to improve visitor management efforts. Without strong relationships 

between park agencies and visitors, park agencies face a greater challenge when considering the 
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achievement of their mandates, given the need for cooperation from park visitors to avoid 

deviant visitor behaviours and other actions that serve to harm the natural environment and social 

experiences present in park spaces.  

Linkages to Existing Research 

 This research study was born out of repeated calls to action from the parks and protected 

areas research literature outlining the gap that existed in our understanding of the perceived 

effectiveness of social media communications specific to park visitor behaviour management 

contexts. These calls to action, most notably from Miller et al. (2019), recognize that existing 

research relating to park agency use of social media is primarily guided by utilitarian purposes, 

such as estimating visitor use and other quantitative means. At present, few, if any, bodies of 

work linking social media communications experiences and visitor behaviour management in 

parks and protected areas were available to the researcher. Therefore, this section will link 

existing research that related to aspects of the current study, such as research on traditional park 

communications (Abrams et al., 2020), research on social media communications preferences 

(Wilkins et al., 2020), and research about general park visitor behaviour management.  

 Perhaps the most relevant existing research that relates to the present study was Wilkins 

et al.’s (2020) research regarding the social media communications preferences of U.S. National 

Park Service (NPS) visitors. This research provided the present study with insight into U.S. NPS 

visitor social media activity by surveying over 900 park visitors to Crater Lake National Park. 

Their findings indicate that 76% of park visitors were active on social media (Wilkins et al., 

2020, p. 10), and that park visitors used social media only 17% of the time when planning their 

visits, which was below seeking information from family and friends, the park website, other 

websites, and other publications from the park agency. Finally, Wilkins et al. (2020) found that 
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Facebook and Instagram were used mostly to keep in touch with family and friends whereas 

Twitter was primarily used to find and share information. In their discussion, Wilkins et al. 

(2020) indicated that park managers ought to focus limited time and resources on prioritizing 

social media platforms that have the broadest reach to park visitors. Their assessment concludes 

that a park that operated a Facebook page would see the broadest reach. Further, Wilkins et al. 

(2020) suggest that park visitors using Facebook and Twitter wish to receive just-in-time 

information such as trail conditions whereas visitors on Instagram also preferred interpretive 

content such as photos of wildlife and the park’s natural beauty.  

 The findings from the present study both complement and contradict the findings of 

Wilkins et al. (2020) outlined above. First, this study’s expansion on the social media habits and 

preferences of park visitors aligns well with Wilkins et al.’s (2020) research overall. The present 

study also found that park visitors and managers that participated in this study agreed that 

Facebook provides park agencies with the broadest reach to connect with park visitors. All park 

visitors that participated in this study were active on Facebook and touted its efficacy as being a 

large social media platform where many park visitors interact. Park manager participants in this 

study also agreed that Facebook, by their own metrics, was the largest platform and was most 

effective at connecting them with park visitors while also providing platform tools that best 

delivered their communications. Additionally, participants in this study partially shared Wilkins 

et al.’s (2020) findings about the types of content that were best suited to each platform, with 

Twitter being well suited for quick, just-in-time update-type information, and Instagram being 

well suited for interpretive content. Participants in this study did deviate slightly when discussing 

what type of information is best suited for Facebook, with park managers describing it as an ‘all-



 
  
 
 
 

127 

around’ platform where all types of content could be shared, which slightly contradicts Wilkins 

et al.’s (2020) assertion that Facebook was well-suited to just-in-time information.  

 

 A relevant piece of existing research to this study is Abrams et al.’s (2020) study about 

the effects of a park agency communications campaign at altering visitor behaviour. It is 

important to note, primarily, that this research did not focus on social media specifically, instead 

focusing on whether communications campaigns can be successful at creating visitor behaviour 

change. This study connects an important factor of the effectiveness of communications 

campaigns at specifically targeting noncompliant behaviour in park settings. Further, it explores 

the relationship between community-based social marketing (a concept identified by a park 

manager participant of this study) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (a related theory for this 

study), two important components of understanding why visitors engage in noncompliant activity 

in an attempt to design communications that better resonate with the audience. Abrams et al. 

(2020) found that messaging that included personal-benefit statements (i.e., directly beneficial to 

the individual), procedural instructions (i.e., ‘how-to’), and prescriptive statements (i.e., what to 

do instead of what not to do) were most effective at gaining change in visitor behaviour. Further, 

their findings indicate that attempting to change visitor behaviour using fear appeals should not 

be used alone when the targeted behaviour is generally seen as low risk. Finally, it is advisable 

for park agencies to address convenience and barriers to engaging in compliant behaviour in 

messaging. Abrams et al.’s (2020) findings are consistent with the experiences of some park 

manager participants from this current study, who outlined the need to focus on singular issues in 

each communication, being realistic in message tone and importance (i.e., avoid using fear 

appeals for low-risk behaviour), and addressing barriers to compliant behaviour using procedural 
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and prescriptive statements. Most participants in this research agreed that targeting visitor beliefs 

regarding depreciative behaviours was the most effective way to engage in visitor management 

on social media. Some park manager participants differed, with one participant indicating their 

belief that little could be done to alter visitor behaviour on social media. It is important to note 

that this park manager, who was working in a social media staff role, was representing an agency 

in which another field level park manager participant from the same agency expressed the 

inadequacy of the agency’s current social media strategy, especially relating to visitor 

management.  

 Another relevant connection to existing literature is the experiences of participants and 

Kanter and Fine’s (2010, cited by Miller & Freimund, 2017, p. 139) findings of social media 

mentalities frequently used by organizations in social media communications strategies. As 

discussed in the literature review, the three mentalities of organizational social media use are the 

fortress, the transactional, and the transparent mentalities. The fortress mentality is a 

unidirectional flow of communication, meaning the organization issues communications but 

offers no consideration for feedback or responses from the audience. The transactional mentality 

is utilized when the organization wants something in return for the communication, such as a call 

for volunteers or donations. Finally, the transparent mentality is used when the organization 

recognizes that the audience has something to offer in the achievement of the organization’s 

goals, and therefore, the audience’s feedback and insight is valuable to the organization. In the 

context of this research, park visitor participants and some park manager participants (especially 

those working for agencies without sophisticated social media strategies) identified opinions 

about park agency use of social media that were in alignment with the fortress mentality. 

Participants frequently viewed the communications issued by park agencies as unidirectional and 
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often commented about their desire to see more engagement and two-way conversations 

occurring between park agencies and their visitors. This may provide some explanation as to the 

prevalence in preference for unofficial information sources in this study, given that many park 

visitor participants preferred unofficial information sources due to the high degree of interaction 

and discussion. In the plight of achieving park mandates, park agencies must realize that park 

visitors play a significant role in contributing to environmental protection and visitor experience 

related goals. Therefore, it is in the best interest of park agencies to utilize the transparent 

communication mentality as much as possible to create ‘allies’ with their audiences, bettering 

their ability to contribute to the overall success of park agency protection efforts. This research 

found that park visitors express a desire to take responsibility for their impact on park spaces but 

often lack the necessary information to ensure their actions are consistent with best practices. 

With improved communications from park agencies, more visitors will be empowered to make 

responsible decisions when visiting parks and protected areas for the betterment of all.  

 The literature discussed in the early portion of the present study were consistent in their 

assertion that both park managers and park visitors prefer indirect management tactics when 

addressing visitor behaviour issues in parks and protected areas (Goh, 2020; Greer et al., 2017; 

Hockett et al., 2017; Rood et al., 1987; & Wynveen et all., 2007). Interestingly, the participants 

in the present study expressed a mixed consensus, with many participants supporting the use of 

in-park law enforcement as a premier way to address visitor behaviour issues. As previously 

discussed, this may be because a clear limitation exists in the potential for social media 

communications to be effective at managing visitation, given that it is very difficult to capture 

the entirety of park visitors with social media communications and some park visitors simply 



 
  
 
 
 

130 

may require personal contact with law enforcement personnel to be persuaded to change 

behaviours.   

Contributions to Existing Knowledge 

 There are two primary contributions to existing knowledge gained from this research. 

First, the insight gained into the way different park agencies and their staff experience and utilize 

social media is important to furthering the collective understanding about effective 

communications, visitor management, and achievement of park agency mandates regarding 

outdoor recreation experience and environmental protection. Understanding how park managers 

- both those working in the field and those responsible for social media communications - 

experience social media effectiveness is also important, as participants displayed different levels 

of beliefs about effectiveness and their agency’s social media strategies. It is especially 

interesting to note the instances where multiple representatives from the same park agency were 

interviewed (three of four occasions). In these instances, participants expressed comparable and 

differing opinions about their agency’s social media approaches. For example, one agency saw 

field-level managers participate alongside social media staff. The experiences of the field-level 

park managers were comparable, with participants expressing their desire for more social media 

attention on visitor behaviour issues, whereas participants responsible for creating and sharing 

social media communications for that agency expressed their belief that the agency’s current 

strategy was effective as-is. In another instance, a social media staffer expressed significant 

support for the effectiveness of social media communications for behaviour management, 

whereas their colleague in the field believed that social media communications did not correlate 

with improvements in visitor behaviour in any meaningful way. In the case of another agency, 

the viewpoints of the field level park manager and the social media staffer were very congruent, 
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with both participants expressing a high degree of support for social media visitor behaviour 

management. It is interesting to note – the agency discussed in the third of these three examples 

happens to have a very sophisticated social media strategy that is seen as a premier system by 

other park manager participants in this research.  

 The insight gained into the ways park visitors experience social media is also a notable 

contribution from this research. Given that little previous research on the topic exists, this 

research provides valuable insight into the opinions of park visitors relating to the amount of 

information provided, where they are seeking information, the quality of the information shared 

by park agencies, and their opinions about communications content and structure. Park visitor 

participants all discussed their usage of unofficial, informal information sources such as privately 

run Facebook pages as a main source of information for their park visits. This was due to a 

perceived lack of specific, necessary information from park agencies that visitors found more 

readily available in unofficial sources. Further, park visitors reported that unofficial information 

sources provided more of an opportunity to ask questions and engage in discussions about all 

facets of visiting park spaces, something that is not readily available from park agencies 

themselves. It was interesting to note that multiple park managers, who were aware of the 

presence of unofficial information sources, indicated interest in having park agency 

representatives be active in unofficial information sources to correct misinformation and share 

official guidance and recommendations when questions arose from visitors. Park visitor 

participants expressed a desire for transparency and authenticity from park agencies through 

communications, by providing park visitors with rationale and detailed explanations when 

communicating a variety of messages, such as risk and safety issues or policy changes that might 

affect the ways park visitors experience park visits. 
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 Another contribution made by this research is a documented understanding of how four 

park agencies in Ontario operate their social media channels. Beginning with policy and planning 

of social media communications, participants representing park agencies discussed varying 

levels of organizational readiness and strategizing for social media communications. Further, 

agencies represented by park manager participants who detailed a higher degree of social media 

communications planning and strategizing also expressed greater beliefs about the effectiveness 

of social media communications for their agency, likely indicating that agencies with 

sophisticated strategies for social media see better overall effectiveness in the field, albeit 

anecdotally. This was the case in at least two of the four represented agencies, with a participant 

from a third agency expressing mixed opinions about the impact their social media presence had 

on visitor behaviour issues in the field and a fourth agency expressing a relatively poor sentiment 

towards their current social media strategy. In addition, it appears as though park managers 

working for park agencies with sophisticated social media strategies attributed buy-in from 

individuals beyond those directly responsible for social media communications as key to the 

agency’s success on the virtual platforms. By including park managers and other staff from field-

based roles to share their experiences and contributions on social media, park agencies are able 

to achieve the engaging, personalized image that is desired by park visitor participants in this 

study.  

 Both participant groups aligned in their assertions about whether social media 

communications can be an effective visitor behaviour management tool for park agencies. Most 

participants agreed that social media communications are an effective way to increase visitor 

education level and build relationships between park agencies and their visitors, which are both 

identified by participants as key factors for influencing behavioural change in park visitors. A 
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small number of participants placed less emphasis on the use of social media communications in 

favour of face-to-face communications with park staff, most notably through enforcement 

personnel. This particular finding is interesting, considering the findings of Wynveen et al. 

(2007) indicate that both park managers and park visitors are resistant to law enforcement as a 

visitor behaviour management tool, and prefer to manage and be managed circuitously through 

education and other indirect management tactics. This is due to the potential negative 

implications that the presence of law enforcement personnel can have on visitor recreation 

experiences and the relationship between park agencies and their visitors.  

Limitations 

 The first notable limitation of the study is that all park visitor participants were required 

to self-declare their use of social media prior to participating in the research project. Participants 

were required to both use social media and to engage with an Ontario park agency operated 

social media page, either by ‘Liking’ or ‘Following’ the page, depending on the platform. This 

was to ensure that all participants had at least some familiarity with the presence held by 

Ontario’s park agencies on social media prior to engaging in the interview. During the interview 

process, it became clear that there would have been value in devising a way to recruit park 

visitors who did not follow park agencies on social media to gain their insight. For example, in 

cases where a participant was active on social media but did not interact with a park agency, it 

would have been beneficial to have an opportunity to try to understand why. This would have 

contributed to this research project as a common question around social media communication 

effectiveness is ‘are the people who need to see park agency visitor behaviour communications 

actually following park agencies on social media?’  
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 Another limitation of this study that was found during the data collection project is that 

two park visitor participants interpreted the requirement to interact with a park agency social 

media channel to mean unofficial, privately run Facebook groups. This is despite the fact that 

this requirement was communicated in all recruitment material and upon initial email contact 

with each participant. In one of the two cases, the participant was even unaware that park 

agencies had their own social media presences. In addition, when asked about their experience 

seeking information from park agency websites, these two participants interpreted the park 

agency website to mean the online reservation platform operated by the park agency rather than 

the website used by the agency to share information about each park in the agency’s network. 

These two misunderstandings have two implications. First, it provides an opportunity to question 

the ‘online literacy’ of the average park user. This is something that park agencies, if they are not 

doing so already, should consider when designing communications that use language that only 

resonates with people who have higher levels of online literacy. Second, this serves as a 

cautionary tale to future researchers of the same topic. The existing online literacy of participants 

is not to be overestimated in research that seeks to evaluate participant experiences, and by 

extension, participant preferences.  

 Another finding-related limitation that arose during this study is that measuring social 

media effectiveness beyond anecdotal evidence is difficult for both park manager and park 

visitor participants. As such, any findings must be characterized with the appropriate 

understanding that this research provides a snapshot into the lived experiences of participants 

rather than broad reaching findings.  

Further, it is clear that participants believed there to be a limitation in the utility of social 

media at completely mitigating visitor behaviour issues. While social media was generally 
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believed to be an important and effective visitor behaviour management tool, participants 

frequently identified that some behaviours are likely to persist regardless of a park agency’s 

social media strategy. As such, it is important to recognize that social media communications 

serve as a tool in a park manager’s toolkit, but other visitor behaviour management tactics (such 

as site design, enforcement, etc.) are still an integral component of a visitor management 

strategy. It is also important to consider the implications of risk and liability in park 

management, and the role of social media as an industry best-practice due to its wide use 

amongst park agencies as a means of sharing safety and regulatory information with park 

visitors.   

Transferability of Findings 

 These findings are certainly transferable to those who work in similar roles to the Ontario 

managers who participated in this study. Other park and protected area agencies outside of 

Ontario may also find these findings useful. The findings of this study are drawn from interviews 

with 17 participants, representing a limited set of auditable perspectives of park managers and 

park visitors in Ontario’s parks and protected areas. With regard to the transferability of the 

findings to other contexts outside of the one presented in this research, the reader is encouraged 

to remember the assertions of Guba and Lincoln (1981, cited by Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), who 

state that the audience will determine what is important, meaning that some findings will 

inevitably resonate more with some readers than others. In this spirit, readers are encouraged to 

be critical when considering whether the findings of this research serve to contribute to their 

individual contexts, understanding that the under-studied nature of the research topic may require 

some degree of extrapolation in the application of these findings to outside circumstances.  
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Future Recommendations 

Future investigators of this topic are encouraged to further explore a multitude of topics 

that arose in this study. While this research sought to contribute to the understanding of park 

social media effectiveness relating to visitor behaviour, it offers a limited set of auditable 

perspectives that are specific to the Ontario protected areas context. As a result, further 

investigation that reapplies these research questions using other methods and demographics 

would greatly contribute to furthering understanding and transferability.  

Further, it is recommended that attention be paid specifically to the relationship of 

official and unofficial information sources and the opportunity that park agencies may have to 

broaden their reach with park visitors beyond traditional channels. It is clear from this research 

that park visitors commonly seek information primarily from unofficial sources, which leads to 

the potential for misinformation to spread that park agencies would be well equipped to address 

– especially considering park agencies have a vested interest in minimizing misinformation 

amongst their visitors. If this line of inquiry is to be pursued, attention should be paid to the 

relationships and dynamics of official and unofficial information sources. For example, some 

park visitor participants questioned whether park agency representatives would be well-received 

in unofficial, community-oriented information sources. Would the individuals who participate in 

unofficial spaces feel comfortable doing so, without fear of reprisal, if they knew park agencies 

were present and monitoring these ‘private’ spaces? Another consideration worth exploring is 

that park agencies are often heavily scrutinized, and therefore, they must ensure that a reduction 

in the ‘professional barrier’ that exists between official and unofficial information sources may 

pose some risk to agency staff or the agency’s reputation amongst their visitors.  
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Another factor that would be beneficial for future research would be to determine a 

method of evaluating park agency social media strategies and overall presence prior to engaging 

in the data collection process. It is evident that different park agencies in Ontario take different 

approaches to using social media and have varying levels of sophistication as a result. A method 

of determining an overall level of quality would be beneficial to assist future researchers in 

comparing and analyzing the responses of participants from each included agency. As an 

example, one agency which saw multiple representatives participate as park managers in this 

project saw the majority of these participants claim their agency was inadequate at using social 

media for visitor behaviour management, while participants representing another park agency 

claimed to experience a significant amount of success at using social media to manage visitation. 

A method of measuring or determining a level of quality in agency social media protocols would 

greatly benefit future research on the topic. 

Park manager participants, especially those tasked with social media communication 

development and delivery, expressed significant interest in the development of a research tool 

that quantifies effectiveness. Park agencies are currently relying on traditional social media 

metrics, such as impressions, likes, comments, shares, and more, to measure the effectiveness of 

their communications, which offers little reason to believe that those communications are 

creating an impact in behaviour change in the field. Therefore, the investigation of theory or 

research tools that begin to ascertain the effectiveness of social media communications in a 

quantifiable way would be highly beneficial to the field of practice.  

For researchers considering applying the discrete choice experiment (DCE) methods in 

semi-structured interviewing, it is recommended to carefully consider the timing and approach 

undertaken in the administration of the DCE. The researcher for the present study found that the 
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use of a DCE served as a valuable way of stimulating conversation and gaining additional, 

pragmatic perspectives from participants. However, care must be taken to ensure that the 

discussion during the DCE component remains somewhat focused. In the present study, there 

were minor instances where a participant did not explicitly state their preferred communication 

example which created analytical challenges when quantifying the results for discussion. While 

this did not occur frequently in the present study, it remains an important consideration for 

researchers especially when combined with a semi-structured interview process that favours the 

pursuit of side tangents, probing, and additional discussion outside of the rigidities of a set 

interview guide. Another consideration for researchers seeking to implement a DCE to a semi-

structured interview process is to carefully consider the timing of administration. Originally, the 

researcher for the present study intended to utilize the DCE as an ‘icebreaker’ type activity, but it 

became very clear in advance of the first interview that the DCE would be better supported once 

some level of rapport had been established with the participant. Further, the researcher found it 

valuable to be able to refer back to experiences participants had previously shared during the 

semi-structured interview to further the discussion about social media preferences during the 

DCE.  

An interesting recommendation to consider for future research is the role of non-

traditional social media platforms in influencing park visitor behaviour. While it was outside of 

the scope of this research, some participants discussed the role of outdoor recreation-specific 

applications and platforms such as AllTrails, Trailforks, and Strava as potential sources of 

information. These platforms are spaces where users submit content relating to parks and 

protected areas use which is then made available for other users seeking to visit the same area. In 

practice, this often includes GPS tracks of user visits, user reviews, photos, and more. While this 
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information is immensely helpful for reasons related to visitor experience and the dissemination 

of information, a significant opportunity for misinformation exists as the user generated content 

is often unverified, meaning that inaccurate information can proliferate without much prevention. 

It is also anticipated that park managers seeking to verify and address misinformation on these 

platforms may not have a readily available opportunity to do so, without significant discussion 

between the platform operator and the park agency. Further, given that user generated content is 

constantly updated, these platforms could require near-constant scrutiny from park agencies as 

new information is uploaded from users. As such, this specific area of study relating to visitor 

experience and communications would be highly valuable for future research.  

Conclusions 

 The goal of this research was to explore the experiences of Ontario’s parks and protected 

areas visitors and managers relating to the efficacy of social media communications for 

managing visitor behaviour. After interviewing 17 total participants, this study had collected a 

variety of perspectives of participants, both those who visit parks and protected areas and those 

who manage them. Through these interviews, a considerable amount of unanticipated 

information arose, such as the reliance on unofficial information sources from park visitors, and 

the dynamics within park agencies that impact their ability to fully leverage the potential of 

social media communications. Further findings include the general consensus from all 

participants indicates that social media communications can be effective at addressing visitor 

behaviour issues in parks and protected areas, however limits do exist. Finally, participants that 

represented park agencies that have sophisticated social media plans reported a higher degree of 

efficacy than those that described their agency’s presence on social media as poor or inadequate.  
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 The importance of parks and protected areas, as seen in visitation trends during and after 

the initial waves of the COVID-19 pandemic, has never been more prominent. Park managers are 

increasingly challenged by visitor behaviour issues, limited resources, and a competing mandate 

that prioritizes both outdoor recreation opportunity and environmental preservation, and as such, 

furthering our understanding of all facets of parks and protected areas management is crucial to 

the long-term sustainability of these highly important places. Finding ways to more effectively 

structure and deliver social media communications in the context of park visitor behaviour 

management will continue be imperative to these efforts.   
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Research Ethics Application 

 
 

Brock University Research Ethics Board (REB) 
 
Application for Ethical Review of Research Involving Human Participants 
 
 
If you have questions about or require assistance with the completion of this form, 
please contact the Office of Research Ethics at (905) 688-5550 ext. 3035, or reb@brocku.ca. 
 
Selecting a Research Ethics Board 
 
Files will be allocated to one of two REB panels based upon the Faculty from which the 
Principal Investigator belongs. 
 
The Health Science Research Ethics Board (HREB) is responsible for ethics review and policy 
development related to research from the Faculty of Applied Health Sciences including the 
following departments: 
 
Health Sciences 
Kinesiology 
Nursing 
Recreation & Leisure 
Sport Management 
 
 
The Social Science Research Ethics Board (SREB) is responsible for ethics review and policy 
development related to research involving human participants from all other Faculties: 
 
Goodman School of Business 
Faculty of Education 
Faculty of Humanities 
Faculty of Social Sciences 
Faculty of Mathematics & Science 
Marilyn I. Walker School of Fine & Performing Arts 
 
 
 
Indicate which REB panel is appropriate for this application: 
 
 

 Health Science (HREB)  OR   Social Science (SREB) 
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DOCUMENT CHECKLIST 
 
 

 
ü if  applicable 

Recruitment Materials 
Letter of invitation 
Verbal script 
Telephone script 
Advertisements (newspapers, posters, SONA) 
Electronic correspondence guide 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Consent Materials 
Consent form 
Assent form for minors 
Parental/3rd party consent 
Transcriber confidentiality agreement 

 
 
 
 
 

Data Gathering Instruments 
Questionnaires 
Interview guides 
Tests 

 
 
 
 

Feedback Letter   
Letter of Approval for research from cooperating organizations, school 
board(s), or other institutions 

 

Any previously approved protocol to which you refer  
Request for use of human tissue sample in research Please Note:  this form 
is required for all research projects involving human tissue, bodily fluids, 
etc. 

 
 

Signed Application Form  

Return your completed application and all accompanying material to  
reb@brocku.ca 

Researchers should submit new REB applications electronically (as PDF or Word 
attachments), provided that they include digital or scanned signatures. Alternatively, 

Principal Investigators (i.e., faculty only) may email REB applications with a note in lieu of 
signatures, provided that the application is sent from their Brock University email addresses.  

 
Handwritten Applications will not be accepted. Please ensure all necessary items are attached 
prior to submission, otherwise your application will not be processed (see checklist below).  

 
No research with human participants shall commence prior to receiving approval from the 

REB. 
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SIGNATURES 
 
PLEASE NOTE:  The title “principal investigator” designates the person who is “in charge” of 
the research.  In this position, the principal investigator is assumed to have the abilities to 
supervise other researchers, be responsible for the financial administration of the project, have 
the authority to ensure that appropriate guidelines and regulations are followed, and be 
competent to conduct the research in the absence of faculty supervision. The restriction of the 
term “principal investigator” to faculty does not have implications for ownership of intellectual 
property or publication authorship. 
 Given the above consideration, a student cannot be identified as a “principal 
investigator”.  However, for the purpose of recognizing a student’s leadership role in the 
research, a faculty member may designate a “principal student investigator” below.  
 
INVESTIGATORS: 
 
Please indicate that you have read and fully understand all ethics obligations by checking the box 
beside each statement and signing below. 
 

 I have read Section III: C 2 of Brock University’s Faculty Handbook pertaining to Research 
Ethics and agree to comply with the policies and procedures outlined therein. 

 I will report any serious adverse events (SAE) to the Research Ethics Board (REB). 
 Any additions/changes to research procedures after approval has been granted will be 

submitted to the REB. 
 I agree to request a renewal of approval for any project continuing beyond the expected date 

of completion or for more than one year. 
 I will submit a final report to the Office of Research Ethics once the research has been 

completed. 
 I take full responsibility for ensuring that all other investigators involved in this research 

follow the protocol as outlined in this application.   
 
Principal Investigator 
  
Signature _________Garrett Hutson__________________ Date:      November 12, 
2021      
 
Principal Student Investigator (optional) 
 
Signature _____John Foster________________________ Date: November 12, 
2021                
 
Co-Investigators: 
 
Signature _____________________________________________ Date: 
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Signature _____________________________________________ Date: 
                     
 
FACULTY SUPERVISOR: 
 
Please indicate that you have read and fully understand the obligations as faculty supervisor 
listed below by checking the box beside each statement. 
 

 I agree to provide the proper supervision of this study to ensure that the rights and welfare of 
all human participants are protected. 

 I will ensure a request for renewal of a proposal is submitted if the study continues beyond 
the expected date of completion or for more than one year. 

 I will ensure that a final report is submitted to the Office of Research Ethics. 
 I have read and approved this application and proposal.  

 
Signature __Garrett Hutson_______________________Date:  November 12, 2021          
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SECTION A – GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
Title of the Research Project: The Effectiveness of Social Media for Park Visitor Behaviour 
Management in Ontario’s Parks and Protected Areas.  
 
Investigator Information: 
 

 Name Position (e.g., 
faculty, 
student, 
visiting 
professor) 

Dept./Addres
s  

Phone No.   E-Mail 

Principal  
Investigator 
 

                              

Principal 
Student 
Investigator  

John Foster Student Recreation 
and Leisure 
Studies, 
Brock 
University 

      Jf14fw@broc
ku.ca 

Co-
Investigator(s)  

                              

Faculty 
Supervisor(s) 

Dr. Garrett 
Hutson 
 

Faculty Recreation 
and Leisure 
Studies 

X4784 ghutson@bro
cku.ca 

 
Proposed Date of commencement:  upon approval, OR  other. Please provide date 
(dd/mm/yyyy)       
 
 Proposed Date of completion (dd/mm/yyyy):  2022/08/31 
 
Indicate the location(s) where the research will be conducted: 
 
 Brock University   
 Community Site    Specify        
 School Board    Specify       
 Hospital    Specify       
 Other     Specify Virtually, via MS Teams 
 
Other Ethics Clearance/Permission: 
 
(a) Is this a multi-jurisdictional study?  Yes     No 
(b) Has any other University Research Ethics Board approved this research?  Yes     
No 
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If YES, there is no need to provide further details about the protocol at this time, provided that 
all of the following information is provided: 
 Title of the project approved elsewhere:       
 Name of the Other Institution:       
Name of the Other Board:       
Date of the Decision:       
 A contact name and phone number for the other Board:       
 
Please provide a copy of the application to the other institution together with all accompanying 
materials, as well as a copy of the clearance certificate / approval. 
If NO, will any other University Research Ethics Board be asked for approval?   Yes     
No 
Specify University/College       
 
 (c) Has any other person(s) or institutions granted permission to conduct this research? 
  Yes    No 
If yes, specify (e.g., hospital, school board, community organization, proprietor) provide details 
and attach any relevant documentation.       
 
If NO, will any other person(s) or institutions be asked for approval?    Yes    No 
Specify (e.g., hospital, school board, community organization, proprietor)  
 
Level of the Research: 
 

 Undergraduate Thesis  Masters Thesis/Project  Ph.D 
 Post Doctorate  Faculty Research  Administration 
 Undergraduate Course 

 Assignment  
 (specify course) 
      

 Graduate Course 
Assignment 
 (specify)       

 Other (specify course) 
      
 

 
Funding of the Project: 
 
(a) Is this project currently being funded  Yes    No 
(b)  If No, is funding being sought  Yes    No 
 
If Applicable: 
(c)  Period of Funding (dd/mm/yyyy):     From:         To:       
(d)  Agency or Sponsor (funded or applied for) 
 
  CIHR  NSERC  SSHRC  Other (specify):       
  
(e)  Funding / Agency File # (not your Tri-Council PIN)        
 
Conflict of Interest: 
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(a) Will the researcher(s), members of the research team, and/or their partners or immediate 
family members receive any personal benefits related to this study – Examples include financial 
remuneration, patent and ownership, employment, consultancies, board membership, share 
ownership, stock options.  Do not include conference and travel expense coverage, possible 
academic promotion, or other benefits which are integral to the general conduct of research.  
   Yes       No 
 
 If Yes, please describe the benefits below.  
 
N/A 

 
(b) Describe any restrictions regarding access to or disclosure of information (during or at 
the end of the study) that the sponsor has placed on the investigator(s). 
 
N/A 

 
SECTION B – SUMMARY OF THE PROPOSED RESEARCH 
 
Rationale: 
 
Briefly describe the purpose and background rationale for the proposed project, as well as the 
hypothesis(es)/research question(s) to be examined. 
  
The COVID-19 pandemic brought with it myriad implications throughout our world. In the 
field of parks and protected areas management, lockdowns and the closure of indoor public 
spaces resulted in a mass exodus to outdoor spaces globally. In Ontario, many park agencies 
experienced drastic increases in demand for access from the public to outdoor recreation 
spaces, which brought with it an increase in visitor behaviour challenges, resulting in both 
environmental and social degradation in park areas. As a result, this research seeks to fill an 
identified research gap by investigating the role of social media communications as a visitor 
behaviour management tool in Ontario’s parks and protected areas.  
 
Park agencies in Ontario are generally mandated to provide outdoor recreation opportunities to 
the public while also preserving and conserving the province’s finest natural areas. This 
mandate is often conflicting, especially in instances where demand for recreation exceeds the 
sustainable carrying capacity of the park environment, leading to both environmental 
degradation as well as social degradation of the overall user experience. The purpose of this 
study is to explore the experiences of both park managers and park visitors relating to the use 
and overall effectiveness of social media communications by park agencies to address visitor 
behaviour challenges. It is anticipated that this study will provide insight and context that aids 
park agencies and their managers in achieving their commonly shared mandates regarding 
environmental protection and the provision of sustainable outdoor recreation opportunities for 
the population of Ontario.  
 
The two questions that guide this research are: 
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What are the experiences of park visitors with social media communications for visitor 
management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas? 
What are the experiences of park managers with social media communications for visitor 
management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas?  
 
 
 

 
 
Methods: 
 
 Are any of the following procedures or methods involved in this study?  Check all that apply.   

Describe sequentially, and in detail, all of the methods involved in this study and all procedures 
in which the research participants will be involved (paper and pencil tasks, interviews, 
questionnaires, physical assessments, physiological tests, time requirements, etc.)  
Attach a copy of all questionnaire(s), interview guides or other test instruments. If reference is 
made to previous protocols, please provide copies of relevant documentation. 
 

Participants will be asked to engage in one semi-structured interview that is anticipated to last 
45-60 minutes. This interview includes a list of broad questions relating to the participant’s 
experiences on the topic of study. The interview also includes a modified discrete choice 
experiment (DCE) prompt where participants will be shown comparable and contrasting 
examples of social media messages to stimulate discussion and provide an additional stream 
of data for the researcher to analyze.  
 
Sequentially, the modified DCE component of the semi-structured interview will occur first 
and is expected to take approximately 20 minutes of time. Upon completion, the semi-
structured interview guide will occur and is expected to take approximately 40 minutes.  
 
A discrete choice experiment involves the researcher providing two comparable-yet-different 
examples of a multi-attribute good while asking the participant to identify their preference 
with a rationalization. The purpose of this component of the data collection process is to 
isolate and identify which characteristics of the example are most important or preferable to 

 Questionnaire (mail) 
 Questionnaire (email/web) 
 Questionnaire (in person) 
 Interview(s) (telephone) 
 Interview(s) (in person) 
 Secondary Data 
 Computer-administered 

 tasks 

 Focus Groups 
 Journals/Diaries/Personal  

      Correspondence 
 Audio/video taping 

specify) 
 Observations 
 Invasive physiological 

 measurements (e.g. 
 venipuncture, muscle 
 biopsies) 

 Non-invasive physical  
 measurement (e.g., 
 exercise, heart rate, 
blood  pressure) 

 Analysis of human tissue, 
 body fluids, etc. 
(Request  for Use of 
Human Tissue  Sample 
must be completed  and 
attached) 

 Other: (specify) Virtual 
(online) interview. 
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the participant. In this case, the examples will include social media posts previously shared 
by park agencies that address comparable issues (e.g., a policy change, a specific visitor 
management issue, etc.) with different approaches, such as in language used or the medium 
of communication.  
 
The modified DCE serves multiple purposes for this study. First, it ensures that all 
participants are exposed to examples of social media communications prior to participating in 
the interview component. It also provides another avenue for the researcher to explore both 
during the interview via probes and follow-up questions and during the data analysis process 
as a means of triangulation.  
 
After the modified DCE, the interviewer will ask questions from a standardized interview 
guide (Appendix A). There are two interview guides to be used to collect data for this study. 
The first guide is to be used during interviews with park manager participants (Appendix 
A.2), and the second, for interviews with park visitors (Appendix A.1). The DCE component 
of the semi-structured interview remains the same for both groups of participants.  
 
Logistics: 
 
The interview will occur virtually on Microsoft Teams. The interview itself involves one 
interviewer (the Principal Student Researcher) and one participant. Interviews will be 
recorded (both audio and video) with the consent of the participant.  
 
The interview will begin with the modified discrete choice experiment. The interviewer will 
show participants examples of social media communications issued by park agencies that 
target visitor behaviour issues or other visitor management related information, such as 
policy changes. Participants will be asked to share their preferences and experience relating 
to each set of examples. 
 
The interview guide to be used with participants in the park manager demographic includes 
questions relating to their experiences using social media in their roles, its 
effectiveness/influence, and the quality of social media protocols and plans of the 
participant’s employing park agency.  
 
The interview guide for interviews with park visitor participants includes questions relating to 
their experiences engaging with park agencies on social media, their interpretations of the 
quality and effectiveness and influence of social media communications, as well as their 
recommendations for how communications might be improved based on their experiences.  
 
The interview guides for both park visitors and park managers, as well as the examples to be 
used in the modified DCE component of the interview are located in the appendix (Appendix 
A & B). 
 

 
Professional Expertise/Qualifications: 
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Does this procedure require professional expertise/recognized qualifications (e.g., registration as 
a clinical psychologist, first aid certification)?   

 Yes   specify:            No 
 
If YES, indicate whether you, your supervisor, or any members of your research team have the 
professional expertise/recognized qualifications required?   Yes       No 
 
Participants: 
 
Describe the number of participants and any required demographic characteristics (e.g., age, 
gender). 
 

This research seeks to interview two groups of participants: park managers and park visitors. 
It is anticipated that 16-20 participants will be recruited to participate in this research, split 
evenly between park managers and park visitors.  
 
A park manager, for the purposes of this research, is defined as an individual who works for a 
qualifying parks or protected areas agency in Ontario who, as part of their regular work 
responsibilities, participates in the creation of social media communications and visitor 
behaviour management. 
 
A park visitor is someone who has visited a qualifying park or protected area in Ontario 
within the recent past (e.g., 2-3 years) and engages with at least one park or protected area 
agency social media page (e.g., ‘Like’, ‘Follow’, or ‘Subscribe’.) 
 
 A list of qualifying park agencies is available in the appendix (Appendix C). 

 
Recruitment: 
 
Describe how and from what sources the participants will be recruited, including any relationship 
between the investigator(s), sponsor(s) and participant(s) (e.g., family member, instructor-
student; manager-employee).  
Attach a copy of any poster(s), advertisement(s) and/or letter(s) to be used for recruitment. 
 

Park managers will be recruited by contacting park agencies via publicly available contact 
information using a stratified sampling strategy. It is anticipated that most park agencies will 
have their own research authorization process prior to allowing researchers to access staff 
working for the agency. By contacting park agencies first when seeking access to park 
manager participants, the researcher is ensuring that all park managers can participate freely 
without fear of reprisal from their employers.  
 
In order to protect the right to free and informed consent of participants, all personal 
identifiers, including park agency name, position titles, and the individual’s personal 
information will be redacted from the interview transcript onwards, thereby ensuring that 
participants who may choose to withdraw from participation will not face reprisal from their 
employing park agency. Further, when seeking research authorization from park agencies, the 
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researcher will reiterate the importance of free and informed consent by reminding park 
agencies that any park managers who are included in the study must not be mandated to do so 
by their employer.  
 
Park visitors will be recruited virtually, on social media platforms and website forums that 
are dedicated to outdoor recreation activities in Ontario. To do this, the researcher will create 
a graphical rendition of the letter of invitation to distribute on social media pages and other 
online platforms dedicated to outdoor recreation in Ontario. In the case that the website, 
social media page, or forum has gatekeeping methods in place (e.g., a Facebook group that 
requires users to ‘apply’ to gain access), the researcher will seek access from the group 
moderator or administrator to gain permission to post the Letter of Invitation. Park visitor 
participants may also be recruited via word of mouth and other in-person avenues.  
 

 
Compensation: 
 
a) Will participants receive compensation for participation?  Yes   No 
b) If yes, please provide details.   
 

N/A 
 
 
SECTION C – DESCRIPTION OF THE RISKS AND BENEFITS OF THE PROPOSED 
RESEARCH 
 
Possible Risks: 
 
 1) Indicate if the participants might experience any of the following risks: 
 
 a) Physical risks (including any bodily contact, physical stress, or administration of any 
substance)?   
   Yes  No 
 
b) Psychological risks (including feeling demeaned, embarrassed worried or upset, emotional 
stress)? 
  Yes  No 
 
 c) Social risks (including possible loss of status, privacy, and / or reputation)?   Yes 

 No 
 
d) Are any possible risks to participants greater than those that the participants might encounter 
in  their everyday life?  Yes  No 
 
 e) Is there any deception involved?   Yes  No 
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f) Is there potential for participants to feel obligated to participate or coerced into contributing to 
this research (because of regular contact between participants and the researcher, relationships 
that involve power-dynamics, etc.)?  Yes  No 
 
2)  If you answered Yes to any of 1a – 1f above, please explain the risk. 
 

Given that participants may express a variety of views related to the effectiveness of social 
media communications of their agency, they may risk loss of status, privacy, and/or 
reputation if identified through their comments.  

 
3) Describe how the risks will be managed and include the availability of appropriate medical or 
clinical expertise or qualified persons. Explain why less risky alternative approaches could not be 
used. 
 

This risk will be managed by reminding participants that while unlikely, there is a possibility 
that their comments could be linked to them and interpreted in ways that expose them to 
social risks such as loss of status, privacy, and/or reputation. 
 
Another mitigation strategy to be implement is that when seeking authorization from park 
agencies to recruit park management participants, park agency representatives will be 
reminded of the tenets of free and informed consent, meaning that any park manager 
participant will only be included in the research project if their participation is entirely 
voluntary, free from coercion or reprisal from any superiors or other employees of the park 
agency the participant is employed by.  
 
The member checking phase of the data collection process serves as another mitigation 
strategy for any social risks encountered by participants. During this phase, participants will 
be offered an opportunity to add, delete or clarify anything they said during the interview, for 
any reason. Participants will be reminded of this opportunity at the beginning of the 
interviews as well as when the researcher delivers the transcript to each participant. This is 
also indicated in the Letter of Informed Consent. 

 
Possible Benefits: 
 
Discuss any potential direct benefits to the participants from their involvement in the project.  
Comment on the (potential) benefits to the scientific community/society that would justify 
involvement of participants in this study.  
 

Park manager participants will gain the opportunity to discuss their lived experiences in a 
constructive manner that may enhance their ability to achieve their professional 
responsibilities. The opportunity for introspection may contribute to greater clarity with 
regard to the relationship between social media communications and their work performance 
and potential.  
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Park visitor participants will gain an opportunity to discuss and share their outdoor recreation 
experiences in Ontario’s parks and protected areas, which may contribute to feelings of 
nostalgia as they reminisce about previous enjoyable experiences.  
 
All participants will benefit from the sense of contribution to the scientific process as their 
participation will contribute to a better understanding of how park agencies can effectively 
communicate with visitors, leading to enhanced visitor management in park areas and better 
visitor experiences in the long term. 
 
The scientific community may benefit from this work as it fills an important research gap that 
stands to improve the management of our collective parks and protected areas, leading to the 
better achievement of park mandates. These mandates ensure that parks and protected areas 
remain ecologically sustainable while also providing outdoor recreation opportunities to all 
Ontarians.  
  

 
SECTION D – THE INFORMED CONSENT PROCESS 
 
The Consent Process: 
 
Describe the process that the investigator(s) will be using to obtain informed consent. Include a 
description of who will be obtaining the informed consent. If there will be no written consent 
form, explain why not. 
For information about the required elements in the letter of invitation and the consent form, as 
well as samples, please refer to: https://brocku.ca/research-at-brock/office-of-research-
services/research-ethics-office/#application-forms  
 
If applicable, attach a copy of the Letter of Invitation, the Consent Form, the content of any 
telephone script, and any other material that will be utilized in the informed consent process.   
 

The informed consent process begins with the letter of invitation that will be distributed to 
potential participants upon initial contact with the researcher. This letter outlines the purpose 
of the project, the expected commitments from participants (e.g., expected interview duration 
and member-checking process), and the anticipated benefits of the study, both to participants 
and the greater academic community.  
 
Potential participants that express interest in participating in the study will be given a copy of 
the Letter of Informed Consent (Appendices D & E). This form outlines the participant’s 
involvement, the potential benefits and risks, confidentiality information, a statement on 
voluntary participation, information regarding the publication of results, and guidance for 
potential participants to ask questions. Once the participant has had a chance to review both 
the Letter of Invitation and Letter of Informed Consent, a meeting will be scheduled for the 
semi-structured interview. Both the Letter of Invitation and the Letter of Informed Consent 
will be delivered to the participant electronically. The participant will electronically sign and 
return the Letter of Informed Consent, which will be stored by the researcher on a password 
protected hard drive indefinitely.  
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At the beginning of the meeting, the researcher will review both the Letter of Invitation and 
Letter of Informed Consent with the participant. The researcher will invite any questions the 
participant may have about the research process and reiterate the tenets of voluntary 
participation. Then, if the participant is satisfied and wishes to continue to participate, the 
researcher will ask that they acknowledge their consent verbally prior to beginning the 
interview guide. Participants will also receive a signed copy of their Letter of Informed 
Consent electronically.  
 
No data collection will begin until the letter of informed consent is signed by the participant 
and verbal consent is confirmed at the meeting between the researcher and participant. Both 
the letter of invitation and the letter of informed consent have been created in accordance 
with Brock Research Ethics Board recommendations and templates and are attached in 
Appendices D & E.   
 

 
Consent by an authorized party: 
 
If the participants are minors or for other reasons are not competent to consent, describe the 
proposed alternative source of consent, including any permission form to be provided to the 
person(s) providing the alternative consent.  
 

No minors or individuals who are unable to consent will be included in this research.  
 
Alternatives to prior individual consent:  
 
If obtaining individual participant consent prior to commencement of the research project is not 
appropriate for this research, please explain and provide details for a proposed alternative 
consent process.  
 

Not applicable.  
 
Feedback to Participants: 
 
Explain what feedback/ information will be provided to the participants after participation in the 
project. This should include a more complete description of the purpose of the research, and 
access to the results of the research. Also, describe the method and timing for delivering the 
feedback. 
 

Upon completion of the interview, the researcher will transcribe the interview recording and 
provide that transcript to the participant. This provides the participant with an opportunity to 
review the data that was collected to ensure it aligns with their intended meanings. It also 
provides the participants with an opportunity to withdraw and pieces of data from the project, 
and participants will be informed of that opportunity both during the informed consent 
process and when the transcript is delivered.  
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Participants will also be asked if they would like to receive future updates about the research 
project, including the project’s completion and the publication of results.  
 

 
Participant withdrawal:  
 
a) Describe how the participants will be informed of their right to withdraw from the project.  
Outline the procedures that will be followed to allow the participants to exercise this right. 
 

Participants will be informed of their right to withdraw from the project at any time with no 
penalty. This right will be indicated in the Letter of Informed Consent. Further, the researcher 
will reiterate this right prior to the commencement of any research data collection activities. 
Participants will also be made aware of their right to withdraw any pieces of data when they 
review the interview transcript during the member checking phase of the research process.  
 

 
b) Indicate what will be done with the participant’s data should the participant choose to 
withdraw. Describe what, if any, consequences withdrawal might have on the participant, 
including any effect that withdrawal may have on participant compensation. 
 

There will be no consequences for any participant that chooses to withdraw. If a participant 
chooses to withdraw, the researcher will ask the participant to share their preference for the 
treatment of their data. The participant may elect to allow the researcher to utilize the data 
collected until the point of withdrawal, or the participant may elect to have the researcher 
destroy all of the participant’s data. If a participant elects to have the researcher destroy all 
data relating to their participation, the researcher will do so immediately by deleting all 
relevant electronic data off the student’s laptop.  
 

 
SECTION E – CONFIDENTIALITY & ANONYMITY  
 
Confidentiality: information revealed by participants that holds the expectation of privacy.  This 
means that all data collected will not be shared with anyone except the researchers listed on this 
application. 
 
Anonymity of data: information revealed by participants will not have any distinctive character or 
recognition factor, such that information can be matched (even by the researcher) to individual 
participants.  Any information collected using audio-taping, video recording, or interview cannot 
be considered anonymous. Please note that this refers to the anonymity of the data itself and not 
the reporting of results. 
 
Given the definitions above: 
 
a)   Will the data be treated as confidential?  Yes  No 
b)    Are the data anonymous?    Yes  No 
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Describe any personal identifiers that will be collected during the course of the research (e.g., 
participant names, initials, addresses, birth dates, student numbers, organizational names and 
titles etc.). Indicate how personal identifiers will be secured and if they will be retained once data 
collection is complete.  
 

 
If any personal identifiers will be retained once data collection is complete, provide a 
comprehensive rationale explaining why it is necessary to retain this information, including the 
retention of master lists that link participant identifiers with unique study codes and de-identified 
data. 
 

 
State who will have access to the data.   
 

Other individuals (other than John Foster, principal student researcher) that may have access 
to the data for this project includes the project supervisor (Dr. Garrett Hutson).  
 

 
Describe the procedures to be used to ensure anonymity of participants and/or confidentiality of 
data both during the conduct of the research and in the release of its findings. 
 

Anonymity of the data is not possible as the study uses video and audio recorded interviews. 
However, anonymity will be protected in the reporting of study findings through the use of 
pseudonyms. The personal identifiers that will be used in written reports will be generic (e.g., 
gender, age). In addition, a pseudonym will be used for the park agencies involved in the 
study. When sharing the results of the study, the participant’s name will not appear in any 
report resulting from this study, nor will be the name of the park agencies. 
 

For park manager participants, personal identifiers that will be collected for this study including 
names, employing park agency name, and their job titles.  
 
For park visitor participants, personal identifiers that will be collected for this study are limited 
to their names.  
 
This information will be secured on a password protected hard drive on the student researcher’s 
computer. Once the data collection process is complete, all personal identifiers will be removed 
from the data, with pseudonyms assigned to each participant’s data. A list of pseudonyms will 
be created and stored on a password protected hard drive for two years following the data 
collection process. This will facilitate the member-checking process and ensure the researcher is 
able to remove data from any participant who wishes to withdraw from the project.  
 
When recruiting park visitors on social media, communications issued by the researcher will 
advise potential participants that interacting with recruitment communications (i.e., ‘Liking,’ 
‘Sharing’, or commenting) may compromise their confidentiality.  
 

No identifiers will be retained once data collection is complete. 
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If participant anonymity and/or confidentiality is not appropriate to this research project, explain, 
in detail, how all participants will be advised that data will not be anonymous or confidential.  
 

Participants will be advised that data will not be anonymous via the letter of informed 
consent. 

 
Explain how written records, video/audio tapes, and questionnaires will be secured, and provide 
details of their final disposal or storage, including how long they will be secured and the disposal 
method to be used. 
 

Any written or recorded material, including interview transcripts, notes and recordings will 
be secured on a password protected hard drive on the principal student researcher’s computer. 
A backup copy will be kept on a password protected USB drive accessible only by the 
principal student researcher.  
 
All data will be disposed at the termination of the research project, which will be indicated by 
a successful thesis defense.  

 
SECTION F -- SECONDARY USE OF DATA 
 
23. 
 a) Is it your intention to reanalyze the data for purposes other than described in this 
application?  
  Yes  No 
 
b) Is it your intention to allow the study and data to be reanalyzed by colleagues, students, or 
other researchers outside of the original research purposes? If this is the case, explain how you 
will allow your participants the opportunity to choose to participate in a study where their data 
would be distributed to others (state how you will contact participants to obtain their re-consent) 
  

Not applicable.  
 
c) If there are no plans to reanalyze the data for secondary purposes and, yet, you wish to keep 
the data indefinitely, please explain why. 
 

Not applicable. 
 
SECTION G -- MONITORING ONGOING RESEARCH 
 
It is the investigator’s responsibility to notify the REB using the “Renewal/Project Completed” 
form, when the project is completed or if it is cancelled.  
https://brocku.ca/research-at-brock/office-of-research-services/research-ethics-
office/#application-forms  
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24. Annual Review and Serious Adverse Events (SAE): 
 
a) MINIMUM REVIEW REQUIRES THE RESEARCHER COMPLETE A 
“RENEWAL/PROJECT COMPLETED” FORM AT LEAST ANNUALLY.   
Indicate whether any additional monitoring or review would be appropriate for this project. 
 

Not applicable.  
 
*Serious adverse events (negative consequences or results affecting participants) must be 
reported to the Research Ethics Officer and the REB Chair, as soon as possible and, in any event, 
no more than 3 days subsequent to their occurrence. 
 
25. COMMENTS 
 
If you experience any problems or have any questions about the Ethics Review Process at Brock 
University, please feel free to contact the Office of Research Ethics at (905) 688-5550 ext 3035, 
or reb@brocku.ca 
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Appendix B: Research Ethics Clearance Certificate 
 

 

Brock University  

Office of Research Ethics Tel: 905-688-5550 ext. 3035 Email: reb@brocku.ca  

Health Science Research Ethics Board  

Certificate of Ethics Clearance for Human Participant Research  

 

DATE: 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: FILE: 
TYPE:  

1/13/2022 
HUTSON, Garrett - Recreation & Leisure Studies 21-127 - HUTSON 
Masters Thesis/Project STUDENT:  

TITLE:  

SUPERVISOR: The Effectiveness of Social Media for Park Visitor Behaviour  

Management in Ontario’s Parks and Protected Areas.  

John Foster Garrett Hutson  

ETHICS CLEARANCE GRANTED  

Type of Clearance: NEW Expiry Date: 1/1/2023  

The Brock University Health Science Research Ethics Board has reviewed the above named research 
proposal and considers the procedures, as described by the applicant, to conform to the University’s 
ethical standards and the Tri-Council Policy Statement. Clearance granted from 1/13/2022 to 1/1/2023.  

The Tri-Council Policy Statement requires that ongoing research be monitored by, at a minimum, an 
annual report. Should your project extend beyond the expiry date, you are required to submit a Renewal 
form before 1/1/2023. Continued clearance is contingent on timely submission of reports.  

To comply with the Tri-Council Policy Statement, you must also submit a final report upon completion of 
your project. All report forms can be found on the Office of Research Ethics web page at 
https://brocku.ca/research-at-brock/office-of-research-services/research-ethics-office/#application-forms  

In addition, throughout your research, you must report promptly to the REB:  
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1. a)  Changes increasing the risk to the participant(s) and/or affecting significantly the conduct of 
the study;  

2. b)  All adverse and/or unanticipated experiences or events that may have real or potential 
unfavourable  

implications for participants;  

3. c)  New information that may adversely affect the safety of the participants or the conduct of the 
study;  

4. d)  Any changes in your source of funding or new funding to a previously unfunded project.  

We wish you success with your research. Approved:  

 

Note:  

____________________________  

Stephen Cheung, Chair 
Health Science Research Ethics Board  

Brock University is accountable for the research carried out in its own jurisdiction or under its auspices 
and may refuse certain research even though the REB has found it ethically acceptable.  

If research participants are in the care of a health facility, at a school, or other institution or community 
organization, it is the responsibility of the Principal Investigator to ensure that the ethical guidelines and 
clearance of those facilities or institutions are obtained and filed with the REB prior to the initiation of 
research at that site.  
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Appendix C: Letter of Informed Consent 

 
Date: _______ 
 
Project Title: The Effectiveness of Social Media Communication for Visitor Management in 
Ontario’s Parks and Protected Areas.  
 
Principal Student Investigator (PI): John Foster, Master’s Candidate 
Department of Recreation and Leisure Studies 
Brock University 
Jf14fw@brocku.ca 
 
Principal Investigator, Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Garrett Hutson, Associate Professor 
Department of Leisure Studies 
Brock University 
ghutson@brocku.ca 
 
INVITATION 
You are invited to participate in a study that involves research. The purpose of this study is to 
gain a better understanding of how park visitors and park managers experience social media 
communications when visiting and working in parks and protected areas.  
 
WHAT’S INVOLVED 
As a participant, you will be asked to engage in a 30-to-90-minute recorded interview (both 
audio and video) with the PSI via Microsoft Teams, a video-conferencing platform, or in person 
depending on participant preference and convenience. Once the interview has been transcribed 
by the PSI, you will be asked to read the transcript to ensure it captures your intended responses. 
Participation will take approximately two hours of your time. You will receive the transcript 
approximately two weeks after your interview via email and will have two weeks to read and 
comment on the transcript.  
Failing to respond to the transcript will be interpreted as passive consent for the data to be 
utilized in the study as collected.  
 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS 
Possible benefits of participation include an opportunity to share and relive recreation-based 
experiences while contributing to the advancement of park visitor management. There also may 
be risks associated with participation such as the chance that a participant’s comments could still 
be linked to them and interpreted in ways that expose them to social risks such as loss of status, 
privacy and/or reputation. It is unlikely that participants will experience negative ramifications 
from participation. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
The information you provide will be kept confidential, however, complete anonymity cannot be 
guaranteed. Your name and other personal identifiers will not appear in any thesis or report 
resulting from this study; however, with your permission, anonymous quotations may be used. 
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Shortly after the interview has been completed, I will send you a copy of the transcript to give 
you an opportunity to confirm the accuracy of our conversation and to add or clarify any points 
that you wish.  
 
All data collected, including personal identifiers and contact information, during this study will 
be stored on a password protected hard drive. Personal identifiers will be removed from the data 
immediately after the data collection phase of the research, as pseudonyms will be assigned to 
protect the identity of participants. The researcher will maintain a protected list of pseudonyms 
and participant contact information to facilitate the member-checking process and to ensure the 
researcher can locate and remove a participant’s data should they choose to withdraw from the 
project. This data will be kept for two years, after which time it will be permanently destroyed. 
The two year timeframe will allow the primary investigator sufficient time to present and publish 
work related to the thesis project.  
 
Access to this data will be restricted to only researchers listed on this document.  
 
For participants of this project who are employed specifically by Ontario Parks: As part of 
Ontario Parks’ research authorization process, the research team is required to submit de-
identified transcripts to Ontario Parks at the conclusion of this research project. All transcripts 
will be edited to ensure that no identifying information that could reveal the identity of 
participants is included. Identifying information that will be removed to protect participant 
identity includes names, position titles, work locations, job responsibilities, and more. 
 
For participants of this project who are employed by parks and protected areas agencies in 
Ontario: your participation or withdrawal will have no influence on your standing as a Parks 
employee. Specifically, the researcher will not reveal information regarding any aspect of your 
participation or withdrawal from this project to anyone outside of the research team listed above.  
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to answer any questions or 
participate in any component of the study. Further, you may decide to withdraw from this study 
at any time. If you choose to withdraw from participation, you will be given the choice on 
whether the data collected to that point can still be retained for use in the research project or 
whether it will be destroyed immediately by the researcher.  
 
PUBLICATION OF RESULTS 
Results of this study may be published in professional journals and presented at conferences. 
Feedback about this study will be available by contacting the principal student investigator listed 
above.  
 
CONTACT INFORMATION AND ETHICS CLEARANCE 
If you have any questions about this study or require further information, please contact John 
Foster, Principal Student Investigator using the contact information provided above. This study 
has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through the Office of Research Services at 
Brock University [#21-127-HUTSON]. If you have any comments or concerns about your rights 
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as a research participant, please contact the Office of Research Services at (905) 688-5550 Ext. 
3035, reb@brocku.ca. 
 
Thank you for your assistance in this project. Please keep a copy of this form for your records. 
 
 
CONSENT FORM 
I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the 
information I have read in the Information-Consent Letter. I have had the opportunity to receive 
any additional details I wanted about the study and understand that I may ask questions in the 
future. I understand that I may withdraw this consent at any time. 
 
Name: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
Signature: ________________________________ Date: _______________________ 
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Appendix D: Letter of Invitation Template 
 

Date:______ 
 
Title of Study: The Effectiveness of Social Media Communication for Visitor Management 
in Ontario’s parks and protected areas. 
Student Principal Investigator: John Foster, Master’s Candidate, Department of Leisure 
Studies, Brock University 
 
I, John Foster (Principal Investigator), from the Department of Recreation and Leisure Studies, 
Brock University, invite you to participate in a research project entitled The Effectiveness of 
Social Media Communication for Visitor Management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas.  
 
The purpose of this research project is to gain a better understanding of how park visitors and 
park managers experience social media communications when visiting and managing parks and 
protected areas. Should you choose to participate, you will be asked to participate in an interview 
with the student principal investigator. The interview is expected to last between 30 and 90 
minutes.  
 
The expected duration of the interview is between 30 and 90 minutes. Participants will be asked 
to read the transcription of the interview once completed, which is expected to take 30 minutes in 
duration. 
 
This research should benefit the effectiveness of visitor management in parks and protected areas 
in Ontario and beyond. By extension, this research should benefit anyone who visits or works in 
Ontario’s parks and protected areas. Participants in this study will benefit from the opportunity to 
relive recreation experiences while contributing to the overall good of park and protected areas 
management.  
 
If you have any pertinent questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the 
Brock University Research Ethics Officer (905 688-5550 ext 3035, reb@brocku.ca) 
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me (see below for contact information). 
 
Thank you, 
 
John Foster   
 
John Foster  
Principal Investigator 
jf14fw@brocku.ca 
 
Dr. Garrett Hutson 
Academic Advisor 
ghutson@brocku.ca 
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This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through Brock University’s Office of 
Research Services [#21-127-HUTSON]. 
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Appendix E: Eligible Park Agencies and Locations 
Parks Canada Ontario Parks Ontario 

Conservation 
Authorities 

Parks Commissions  

 
Parks Canada (National Parks)  
Location Platforms 
National Level Accounts (Parks Canada, 
Parkslife) 

Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, Instagram 

Bruce Peninsula National Park and Fathom 
Five National Marine Park 

Facebook, Twitter 

Fort George National Historic Site Facebook, Twitter 
Fort Malden National Historic Site Facebook 
Fort St. Joseph National Historic Site Facebook, Twitter 
Georgian Bay Islands National Park Facebook, Twitter 
H.M.C.S Haida National Historic Site Facebook 
Lake Superior National Marine Conservation 
Area 

Facebook, Twitter 

Point Pelee National Park Facebook, Twitter 
Pukaskwa National Park Facebook, Twitter 
Rideau Canal National Historic Site Facebook, Twitter 
Rouge National Urban Park Facebook, Twitter 
Sault Ste. Marie Canada National Historic Site Facebook, Twitter 
Thousand Islands National Park Facebook, Twitter 
Trent-Severn Waterway National Historic Site Facebook, Twitter 
Bellevue House National Historic Site Facebook 

 
Ontario Parks (Provincial Parks)  
Location Platform 
Corporate Level Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Youtube, 

Instagram 
Northeast Zone (Zone Level)  Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
Northwest Zone (Zone Level) Facebook, Twitter, Insta 
Aaron Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Algonquin Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Arrowhead Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Awenda Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Balsam Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram 
Bass Lake Provincial Park Pinterest 
Batchawana Bay Provincial Park Pinterest 
Biscotasi Lake Provincial Park Pinterest 
Blue Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Bon Echo Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
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Bonnechere Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

Bronte Creek Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

Caliper Lake Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr 
Charleston Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Chutes Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram 
Craigleith Provincial Park Pinterest 
Darlington Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Driftwood Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Earl Rowe Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Emily Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Esker Lakes Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Instagram 
Fairbank Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest 
Ferris Provincial Park Flickr 
Finlayson Point Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Fitzroy Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Forks of the Credit Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
French River Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Frontenac Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Fushimi Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Grundy Lake Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Halfway Lake Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest 
Inverhuron Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram 
Ivanhoe Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
John E. Pearce Provincial Park Pinterest 
Kakabeka Falls Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Kap-Kig-Iwan Provincial Park Pinterest 
Kawartha Highlands Signature Site Provincial 
Park 

Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 

Kettle Lakes Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

Killarney Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

Killbear Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

Lady Evelyn Smoothwater Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr 
Lake on the Mountain Provincial Park Pinterest 
Lake St. Peter Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr 
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Lake Superior Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

Long Point Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

MacGregor Point Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Youtube, 
Instagram 

MacLeod Provincial Park Pinterest 
Makobe-Grays River Provincial Park Pinterest 
Mara Provincial Park Pinterest, Instagram 
Mark S. Burnham Provincial Park Pinterest 
Marten River Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
McRae Point Provincial Park Pinterest 
Mikisew Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Misery Bay Provincial Park Pinterest 
Missinaibi Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Mississagi Provincial Park Pinterest 
Mono Cliffs Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Murphys Point Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Nagagamisis Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram 
Neys Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
North Beach Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Oastler Lake Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest 
Obabika River Provincial Park Pinterest 
Ojibway Provincial Park Pinterest 
Ouimet Canyon Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr 
Oxtongue River-Ragged Falls Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr 
Pakwash Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest 
Pancake Bay Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram 
Petroglyphs Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Pigeon River Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr 
Pinery Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Point Farms Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Port Bruce Provincial Park Pinterest 
Port Burwell Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest 
Potholes Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr 
Presqu’ile Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Quetico Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Rainbow Falls Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
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Rene Brunelle Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

Restoule Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 
Instagram 

Rideau River Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Rock Point Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Rondeau Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Youtube, 

Instagram 
Rushing River Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Samuel de Champlain Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Sandbanks Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Sandbar Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Sauble Falls Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram 
Selkirk Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram 
Sharbot Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Sibbald Point Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Silent Lake Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Silver Lake Provincial Park Pinterest, Flickr 
Sioux Narrows Provincial Park Pinterest 
Six Mile Lake Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Sleeping Giant Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
Solace Provincial Park Pinterest 
Spanish River Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest 
Springwater Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest 
Sturgeon Bay Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest 
Sturgeon River Provincial Park Pinterest 
The Massasauga Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Turkey Point Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Voyageur Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest 
Wabakimi Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Wakami Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest 
Wasaga Beach Provincial Park Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Wheatley Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, Instagram 
White Lake Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr, 

Instagram 
Windy Lake Provincial Park Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr 
Woodland Caribou Provincial Park  Facebook, Pinterest, Flickr 
Queen Elizabeth II Wildlands Provincial Park Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 

 
Ontario Conservation Authorities  
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Conservation Ontario (Province-wide umbrella 
agency) 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 

Ausable Bayfield CA (Corporate, no apparent 
site-specific pages) 

Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, Instagram 

Catfish Creek CA (Corporate) Facebook, Instagram, Twitter 
è Catfish Creek CA (Springwater CA) Facebook 

Essex Region CA Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
Grand River CA Facebook, Twitter (including GR Parks 

specific), Youtube, Flickr 
è GRCA (Byng Island Conservation Area) Instagram (Not active since 2016) 

Grey Sauble CA Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
Halton CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Hamilton CA Instagram, Facebook, Twitter 
Kettle Creek CA Twitter, Instagram, Facebook 
Long Point Region CA Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
Lower Thames Valley CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Maitland Valley CA Twitter, Facebook 
Niagara Peninsula CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Saugeen CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
St. Clair Region CA Instagram, Facebook 
Upper Thames River CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 

è UTRCA (Fanshaw Conservation Area) Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
è UTRCA (Wildwood Conservation Area) Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
è UTRCA (Pittock Conservation Area) Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 

Central Lake Ontario CA Twitter, Facebook 
Credit Valley CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Ganaraska Region CA Facebook 
Kawartha CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Lake Simcoe Region CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Nottawasaga Valley CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Otonabee CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Toronto and Region CA Instagram (@trca_hq), Twitter, Facebook 

è TRCA/Town of King (Cold Creek 
Conservation Area) 

Instagram, Facebook? 

Cataraqui Region CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Crowe Valley CA Instagram (Not active since 2014), 

Twitter, Facebook 
Lower Trent CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Mississippi Valley CA Instagram (Not active since 2014), 

Twitter, Facebook 
Quinte CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Raisin Region CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Rideau Valley CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
South Nation CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
Lakehead Region CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
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Mattagami Region CA Instagram, Facebook 
Sudbury CA Facebook 

è SCA (Lake Laurentian Conservation 
Area) 

Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 

North Bay-Mattawa CA Instagram, Facebook 
Sault Ste. Marie Region CA Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 

 
Parks Commissions 
Niagara Parks Commission Instagram, Twitter, Facebook 
St. Lawrence Parks Commission Twitter, Facebook 
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Appendix F: Interview guides for both park managers and park visitors 

Park Visitors 

1. (Theme) What are the experiences of visitors with social media communication for visitor 

management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas?  

a. (Question) When using social media, how often do you see communications posted by 

park agencies? 

b. (Q) If/when you see park communications, how do you feel?  

c. How much do you engage with the content (e.g. reading a blog post, looking at 

comments, etc.) 

2. (Theme) How do visitors report the influence of social 

media communication on addressing positive and negative visitor behaviour? 

a. (Q) When you visit park areas, how often do you encounter other visitors 

engaging in depreciative behaviour, or the impacts of depreciative behaviour? 

b. (Q) How much do the behaviours of others impact your visit to a park or 

protected area? 

c. (Q) Considering both the content and frequency of park communications on social 

media, how do you perceive the impact of those communications at reducing 

depreciative behaviour? 

d. When considering your own experience in parks or protected areas, why do you 

think individuals might engage in depreciative behaviours?  

3. (Theme) How do managers’ experiences with social media communication align with 

visitors’ experiences?  
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a. (Q) If you were a park manager, how important of a role do you think social 

media plays when attempting to manage and reduce depreciative visitor 

behaviour? 

b. (Q) Considering the types of messaging and frequency of park communications 

you see now, what would you do differently (if anything) if you were responsible 

for addressing visitor behaviour? 

 

Park Managers 

1. (Theme) What are the underlying experiences of park managers toward effective social 

media communication for visitor management in Ontario’s parks and protected areas?  

a. (Q) What is the importance of the role played by social media in your agency’s visitor 

management plan? How often does your agency use social media to address visitor 

behaviours? 

b. How do park managers navigate the corporate nature of parks and protected areas 

agencies with regards to social media protocols in the use of social media 

communications? 

2. (Theme) How do park managers report the influence of social media on addressing positive 

and negative visitor behaviour? 

a. (Q) If your agency uses social media to address visitor behaviour, how effective do 

you think those communications are when considering your day-to-day work? 

b. (Q) How well-developed is your agency’s approach to social media communications 

as part of their visitor management plan? Are staff tasked with operating social media 

channels well trained and supported?  
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3. (Theme) How do managers’ experiences on social media communication effectiveness align 

with visitors’ experiences? 

a. (Q) Why are instances of depreciative visitor behaviour still prominent in parks and 

protected areas? With many park agencies echoing similar messaging on social media 

platforms with regards to visitor behaviour, why might you think this issue persists? 

b. (Q) What factors influence a visitor’s likelihood to engage in appreciative or 

depreciative behaviour? 

c. (Q) If you were a park visitor, how would you perceive the communications issued by 

your agency? Is there anything you would prefer to do differently when considering 

your agency’s current social media strategy? 
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Appendix G: Discrete Choice Experiment Examples 

Example 1 – Dogs Etiquette (10 preferred left, 3 right, and 2 mixed.) 
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Example 2 – Leaving No Trace (4 left, 5 right, and 6 mixed) 
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Example 3 – Foraging (Prohibited Activity) (7 left, 5 right, 3 mixed) 

 

 
Example 4 – Forest Fire Prevention (4 left, 7 right, 4 mixed) 
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Example 5 – Garbage and Litter (2 left, 11 right, 2 mixed) 
 

 
 
 
Example 6 – General Park Etiquette (1 left, 9 right, 5 mixed) 
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Example 7 – Pumpkin Disposal (8 left, 1 right, 6 mixed) 
 

 
 
 
Example 8 – Transporting Firewood (Invasive Species Prevention) (6 left, 4 right, 5 mixed) 
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Example 9 – Washroom Etiquette 10 left, 2 right, 3 mixed) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


