
Proceedings of the 2007 George Wright Society Conference • 293

Bridging the Gap: Assessing Managers’ Perspectives of Visitor
Experiences at Canyon de Chelly National Monument

Carena J. van Riper, Arizona State University, School of Community Resources and Devel-
opment, 411 North Central Avenue, Suite 550, Phoenix, AZ 85004-0690. Current
address: University of Vermont Park Studies Laboratory, Rubenstein School of Envi-
ronment and Natural Resources, 361 Aiken Center, 81 Carrigan Drive, Burlington, VT
05405; carena.vanriper@uvm.edu

Dave D. White, Arizona State University, School of Community Resources and Develop-
ment, 411 North Central Avenue, Suite 550 Phoenix, AZ 85004-0690; dave.white@
asu.edu

Introduction
A central interest of park and recreation researchers is to understand how visitors view

their park experiences. Visitor attitudes as perceived by managers do influence policy, and
knowledge of visitor and manager perceptions can inform planning practices to better meet
visitors’ expectations. This requires that managers understand user preferences and also
understand how to direct on-site compliance that supports the implementation of appropri-
ate management prescriptions. Obtaining “objective information on visitor attitudes, prefer-
ences, and perceptions is needed because this may differ from perceptions of recreation man-
agers” (Manning 1999:62). Visitor perception studies are routinely conducted to identify
motives, preferences, and evaluations of park services; however, few studies have examined
whether managers are truly aware of visitors’ needs and desires. A few notable exceptions
include studies that compared visitor and manager assessments of wilderness areas (Hendee
and Harris 1970), campgrounds sites (Clark et al. 1971), ski touring on national forest lands
(Rosenthal and Driver 1983), and managers’ predictions of visitor perceptions of Cape Hat-
teras National Seashore and Shenandoah National Park (Wellman et al. 1982). While these
comparisons have focused on manager and visitor opinions of recreation experiences, no
studies have evaluated these components at a cultural park. The present study was conduct-
ed at a remote park, which is co-managed by the Navajo Nation and the National Park Ser-
vice. We hypothesized that the complex relationships present at this cultural site would chal-
lenge managers to predict visitor experiences. Our main objective in this study is to present
an in-depth examination of natural area planning and management at a cultural park by
examining the degree to which manager and visitor perceptions align.

Methods
Study area. We conducted our study in Canyon de Chelly National Monument. This is

an 83,840-acre natural area located on Navajo tribal trust land in northwestern Arizona. The
National Park Service works in cooperation with the Navajo Nation and the Bureau of Indian
Affairs to manage the cultural resources, as well as administrative and visitor facilities, at the
park (Sanders 1996). Access to the park is limited for non-Navajo (i.e., most visitor activities
in the canyon require the accompaniment of an authorized Navajo guide). In addition to the

 



large proportion of Navajo staff members, there is a unique relationship among managers,
local residents, and park visitors.

Canyon de Chelly is one of the few parks in the United States with a resident commu-
nity. In community-controlled protected areas there is typically an unbalanced and unidirec-
tional role of indigenous people in the decision-making process (Stankey 1989). The World
Conservation Union (IUCN) reports that at least 80% of the world’s biological hotspots are
the homelands of indigenous people. It is important to understand that there is a unique rela-
tionship between managers and visitors within the collection of international protected
areas. The relationship present in Canyon de Chelly serves as a representation of interna-
tional parks, which include resident communities.

Sampling design. We collected data from a probability sample of visitors between 1
June and 30 November 2006 (n=386). Data were attained at a response rate of 86%. We
accepted statistical significance at p < 0.05. Researchers at Arizona State University designed
the questionnaire in cooperation with the National Park Service to inform planning and
management. We distributed identical questionnaires to a sample of park managers (n=24),
asking them to predict how they thought visitors would complete the survey. Managers from
the following divisions of park employment were provided the same visitor survey: adminis-
tration, interpretation, cultural and resource management, and law enforcement. We com-
pared the two groups across six constructs: (1) motivation, (2) experience, (3) crowding, (4)
place attachment, (5) satisfaction, (6) and perceptions of authenticity. An independent-sam-
ples t-test was employed to analyze differences between the visitor group and the manager
group. In addition to paper surveys, we interviewed managers and used their opinion as a
representative model for each level of analysis in an effort to further interpret our findings;
this information is incorporated into the discussion section.

The initial visitor survey contained ten constructs (White et al. 2007); however, we only
deal with six constructs in this paper.

1. Motivation. We examined visitor motivation to clarify the reasons why people engage
in recreation activities. Thirteen items were asked of visitors and managers to indicate
motivation. The foundational concepts surrounding park visitor motivations have
allowed recreation professionals to maximize user benefits, minimize conflicts, and to
determine consequences of these activities (Manfredo et al. 1996).

2. Experience. The visitor experience is a unique and important factor formed of the
values associated with environmental settings (Manfredo et al. 1996). A series of 10
items were assessed as the product of recreation-related activities.

3. Crowding. This study also assesses crowding in the context of carrying capacity, and
can be defined as a psychological phenomenon that is felt if individual need for a
given amount of space is not adequately met by environmental circumstances (Man-
ning 1999). We utilized one standard 9-point Likert-type scale to examine this con-
cept.

4. Place attachment. Through 12 items we examined the construct of place attachment,
in the context of two fundamental dimensions: place identity and place dependence.
Place dependence is the importance of a physical area to attain a desired experience,

Assessing Public Attitudes and Experiences

294 • Protected Areas in a Changing World

 



Assessing Public Attitudes and Experiences

Proceedings of the 2007 George Wright Society Conference • 295

and place identity conceptually allows an individual to identify with a setting to satis-
fy one’s goals (Davenport and Anderson 2005).

5. Satisfaction. Eight items were measured to evaluate the construct of satisfaction.
Relative satisfaction measures the quality of recreational opportunities and is defined
as the degree to which a visit fulfills a desired experience (Manning 1999).

6. Authenticity. To determine what contributes to an authentic visitor experience, we
measured this construct through a series of six items.

Results
To identify the similarities and differences between managers’ and visitors’ perceptions

we utilized quantitative and qualitative data.
Motivation. For 12 of the 13 items of motivation, managers’ results were similar to those

reported by park visitors. The only statistically significant difference was found in an item
relating to archaeology (t = 0.04, p < 0.05), in which managers predicted that visitors would
rate archaeology 12% higher than visitors reported (Table 1).

Visitor experience. Managers’ predictions of the visitor experience construct aligned
closely with visitor responses (Table 2). There were, however, three significant differences:
the staff at Canyon de Chelly thought that visitors learned more about the National Park Ser-
vice in their park experience than the on-site respondents claimed (t = –2.58, p < 0.01); vis-
itors were more impressed with how Navajos have thrived in the canyon (t = 2.15, p < 0.05);
and, visitors were more impressed with the cooperation between the Park Service and the
Navajo Nation (t = 2.33, p < 0.05).

Park crowding. There was a significant difference in the single item that measured per-
ceived crowding levels between managers and visitors. Based upon mean scores, managers

Table 1. Comparison of manager and visitor responses to the construct of motivation.

 



predicted that visitors would report a value of 4.0, while visitors actually reported a value of
1.8 (t = –5.45, p < 0.01). In other words, managers predicted that the visitors at Canyon de
Chelly would perceive conditions to be 37% more crowded than visitors claimed.

Place attachment. We examined visitor survey results within two dimensions of place
attachment: place identity and place dependence. Managers’ predictions of visitor place
attachment levels were ranked higher than visitors on half of the tested items (Table 3). Park
visitors had higher levels of place identity than was predicted by managers (t = –2.18, p <
0.01), while within the dimension of place dependence, four out of five items were ranked
significantly higher by managers (t = –3.09, p < 0.01; t = –2.36, p < 0.01; t = –2.28, p < 0.01;
t = –2.13, p < 0.01).

Satisfaction. In our examination of satisfaction levels, manager and visitor opinions
aligned for 75% of the items measuring the construct (Table 4). Of the two items that held
significant differences, managers predicted that visitors would be 20% less satisfied with the
educational exhibits (t = 4.43, p < 0.01), and 12% less satisfied with informative trail signs (t
= 2.93 and p < 0.01).

Authenticity. In our analysis of an authentic visitor experience there was close agree-
ment, while disagreement was found on one component of the construct titled “attending
interpretive programs” (t = –2.40, p value < 0.01). Managers rated this indicator 13% high-
er than visitors, and, in turn, believed that visitors saw these programs as more important to
an authentic experience at Canyon de Chelly.

Discussion
We found consistent agreement between manager and visitor perceptions at Canyon de

Chelly National Monument. It is apparent that these park managers, in a large part, under-
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stand their visitors. As such, they have the potential to continue maintaining and encourag-
ing visitors to return and enjoy this protected area. Our findings align with a limited body of
past recreation research. Rosenthal and Driver (1983), for instance, found that managers had
a reasonably good understanding of experiences sought by ski-tourers in the Colorado
Rockies. Also in the Shenandoah National Park section of a study by Wellman et al. (1982),
park managers predicted motivation items to be consistent with visitor reports. These stud-

Table 3. Comparison of manager and visitor responses to the construct of place attachment.

Table 4. Comparison of manager and visitor responses to the construct of satisfaction.

 



ies point to accuracy in managers’ predictions of visitor preferences. Hence, the present
study provides support for these findings as related to Canyon de Chelly visitor motivation,
experience, satisfaction, and authenticity.

It is important to note the differing perceptions pointed out in this study. A number of
researchers have highlighted the disparity between manager and visitor opinions (Hendee
and Harris 1970; Clark et al. 1971). Several theoretical explanations synthesized by Man-
ning (1999) hypothesize why these opinions may differ. First, managers may project their
own feelings into their interpretation of visitor experiences. In this study, we found half of the
place attachment items ranked higher by managers, which suggests that they might have
reflected their personal views. Often times, managers are more concerned with on-site con-
ditions and report what visitors should prefer (Hendee and Harris 1970; Wellman et al.
1982). Second, managers selectively notice visitor behavior and, furthermore, only interact
with visitors who might not comprise a representative sample (Manning 1999). We believe
that the difference in perceived crowding levels between our sampled groups is exacerbated
by managers’ perceptions of visitor experiences in densely crowded areas (i.e., the visitor
center). In turn, this reinforces existing notions toward appropriate management decisions.

Manning (1999) reviewed a series of prior studies comparing manager and visitor per-
ceptions, none of which, however, took place in a cultural park. The closeness of managers’
and visitors’ perceptions at Canyon de Chelly may be due in part to the setting of this study.
Cultural parks often focus on human aspects of the visitor experience. Thus, managers may
be more attuned to visitors’ preferences than managers of more remote natural areas. Fur-
thermore, prior research in this area was conducted between 1970 and 1996. It may be the
case that managers have improved their understanding of visitors over time. The comprehen-
sive nature of this study, which compared visitors and managers perspectives across six con-
structs, lends support to the notion that contemporary managers are better able to predict
visitor perspectives.

Consistency between the two sampled parties in our study suggests that Canyon de
Chelly managers understand their visitors for the most part and thus have potential to select
appropriate management strategies. We recommend that future researchers examine manag-
er and visitor perceptions at additional cultural resource parks to determine if the findings
reported here are supported elsewhere.
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