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ABSTRACT 

As college costs continue to rise, critics question why institutions are investing funds in 

“unimaginable college experiences” that include climbing walls, leisure pools, and state-of-the-

art wellness centers (Martin, 2012; Yu & Effron, 2014; McNutt, 2014). The recent 

discontinuation of several dozen college outdoor recreation degrees and outdoor orientation 

programs can be interpreted to mean that the perceived value of outdoor recreation has 

diminished on the modern college campus. The public challenge to such organizations occurs 

because of “legitimacy gaps” (Sethi, 2005, as cited in Brummette, 2015). Organizational 

legitimacy hinges on public acceptance of an organization’s actions within a socially constructed 

system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions (Suchman, 1995).  

The same components that create the basis for organizational legitimacy also comprise 

the foundations for organizational culture. To survive in the modern system, those overseeing 

college outdoor recreation programs must be able to articulate how their mission, behaviors, and 

decisions add value to their campus community and to the attainment of institutional 

goals. Through this study, the researcher explored how successful college outdoor recreation 

programs leverage the outcomes of effective organizational culture-building to maintain 

organizational legitimacy using data from three nationally-recognized college outdoor programs. 

The primary research questions were: 1) how does a college outdoor recreation program 

maintain a “cultural fit” within the mission and strategic plan of its institution, and 2) how does 

the program articulate goal congruence with institutional stakeholders? The researcher conducted 

interviews with 18 participants and conducted a document analysis to explore how programs 

shared their value with stakeholders. Based on an analysis of the data, the researcher suggests 

that successful programs 1) garner support when their organizational culture reinforces the 
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institution’s organizational culture, 2) establish value by being the sole provider of specific 

experiences in support of the institution’s strategic priorities, and 3) can best maintain and extend 

legitimacy by cultivating a web of strategic, collaborative partnerships. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

As college costs continue to rise, critics question why institutions are investing funds in 

“unimaginable college experiences” that include climbing walls, leisure pools, and state-of-the-

art wellness centers (Martin, 2012; Yu & Effron, 2014; McNutt, 2014). College outdoor 

recreation programs are not immune to this mounting criticism. The recent discontinuation of 

several dozen college outdoor recreation degrees and outdoor orientation programs (Bell & 

Vaillancourt, 2011; see also Appendix A) can be interpreted to mean that the perceived value of 

outdoor recreation has diminished on the modern college campus. 

Reductions in college outdoor recreation program offerings coincide with declining 

national participation rates in outdoor recreation activities. According to the 2015 annual report 

released by the Outdoor Foundation, national outdoor participation rates fell to 48.4%, marking 

the lowest participation level since the report was first commissioned in 2006 (Outdoor 

Foundation, 2015). Additionally, a recent survey conducted by the National Park and Recreation 

Association (NRPA) included the finding that while 38% of adults ages 55-or-older spend an 

hour a day outside, the same is true for only 25% of adults ages 35-or-younger. The lack of time 

spent outdoors was attributed to several reasons, including work, watching television, and mobile 

devices (NRPA, 2014). Louv (2006, as cited in Bobilya, Holman, Lindley, & McAvoy, 2010, p. 

308) coined the term “nature-deficit disorder” to describe how the combination of increased 

urbanization, a faster lifestyle, parental concerns over child security, and an influx of 

technological distractions are negatively impacting opportunities for younger generations to 

recreate outdoors. 
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The combination of increased public scrutiny, program discontinuation, and declining 

national participation rates--particularly among young adults--will likely have negative 

consequences for college outdoor recreation programs if action is not taken to alter the public’s 

image of how these units contribute to the overall value of higher education. The public 

challenge to such organizations occurs because of “legitimacy gaps” (Sethi, 2005, as cited in 

Brummette, 2015). These legitimacy gaps may be caused by issues of fact, issues of policy, or 

issues of value. Issues of fact occur when the organization’s behavior is misrepresented. Issues of 

policy refer to disapproval of one or more of the organization’s policies. Issues of value reflect a 

lack of congruence between the values of the organization and the values of its constituents. 

Organizations endure greater fallout when these situations receive increased media attention 

(Brummette, 2015).  

Attempts to accommodate society’s expectations will shape institutional strategies 

regarding what programs and services to offer and how to prioritize them. Organizational 

legitimacy hinges on public acceptance of an organization’s actions within a socially constructed 

system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions (Suchman, 1995). The same components that 

create the basis for organizational legitimacy also comprise the foundations for organizational 

culture. To survive in the modern system, college outdoor recreation programs must be able to 

articulate how their mission, behaviors, and decisions add value to their campus community. 

Several researchers have suggested that organizations possessing a strong organizational culture 

are more productive, effective, and sustainable (Barney, 1986; Tierney, 1988; Smart & St. John, 

1996; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010), but how do specific elements of an organization’s culture 

help it stand up against legitimacy threats? 
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Background of the Problem 

To defend their legitimacy, college outdoor recreation program administrators must find a 

way to either shift their mission to match public expectations or re-educate the public on their 

value. An often-repeated charge is that college outdoor recreation programming represents 

administrative bloat and excessive spending. Forbes magazine published four articles directly 

citing campus recreation climbing walls as a superfluous expense contributing to the overall 

inflated cost of higher education (Newlon, 2014; Pierce, 2014; LeBar, 2014; Cohen, 2012). 

Referring to the “college amenities arms race” to describe new campus facility construction 

projects, Forbes contributors lambasted higher education decision makers for their decision to 

prioritize luxury over learning: “While some student services are tolerable (housing and food) 

the arms race to build the most lavish package of student services is having inequitable effects on 

students who would prefer to attend college to learn, not climb rock walls” (Lebar, 2014). In 

2015, former Republican Presidential candidate and Governor of New Jersey, Chris Christie (R-

NJ) made college climbing walls a recurring part of his platform criticizing the rising costs of 

college attendance, referring to the proliferation of climbing walls as “an epidemic” (Costa & 

Fahrenthold, 2016). 

Beyond climbing walls, academic programs and degree requirements focusing on 

recreation and leisure have also fared poorly in recent years. In 2010, only 39% of colleges 

indicated that students had to meet a physical education requirement prior to graduation. This 

figure marks a steep decline from previous decades. In the 1980s and 1990s, roughly two-thirds 

of institutions upheld a physical education requirement; in the 1920s, the figure was closer to 

97% (Painter, 2013). The University of Chicago gained media attention in 2012 when it retired 

its nearly 60-year old swim test requirement for graduates. While only 5% of colleges still 
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require a swim test, the figure was once closer to one out of every four institutions (Korn, 2012). 

The reasons for shifting away from these requirements vary by institution, but Painter (2013) 

suggests that the shift is reflective of universities being less willing to require students to take 

classes outside of their major, putting more focus on career skills rather than life skills. 

Within the last two decades, approximately 20 recreation-focused academic programs 

have been discontinued (Appendix A). Institutions cite many reasons for discontinuing academic 

programs, including declining student enrollments, budget cuts, changing labor market demands, 

staffing changes, and academic degree program consolidation. Salary data supports the trend; a 

2016 study conducted by PayScale, a salary data website, found that physical education teaching 

was the most commonly underemployed major (Bowsher, 2016). Sugerman (1999, as cited by 

Plaut, 2001) noted that one of the challenges with outdoor recreation is that the academic field 

lacks a standard curriculum: "there is no clear consensus on outdoor leadership training in the 

college and university academic setting" (p. 137).  

If standardization is the key to program sustainability, then sustainability will be difficult 

to achieve because so many factors contribute to curricular variation. For example, a program’s 

geographic region will dictate whether it can provide training on whitewater paddling safety or 

technical skills related to snow sports. The discontinuation of these academic units in recreation 

or related areas will be problematic for co-curricular outdoor programs as well; they lose a 

valuable source from which to recruit participants and staff.  

Academic degree programs are not the only outdoor-related units on college campuses 

struggling to preserve their offerings; outdoor orientation programs face sustainability challenges 

as well. Outdoor orientation programs are “pre-orientation experiences that separate transitioning 

students into small groups of first-year students, use adventure experiences, and include an 
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overnight stay in a wilderness setting (Bell et al., 2010, as cited in Bell & Vaillancourt, 2011, p. 

104). Despite the emergence of ten new outdoor orientation programs each year, an average of 

six institutions discontinue their outdoor orientation program within the same timeframe (Bell et 

al., 2010; Bell & Vaillancourt, 2011). The researchers attribute the high rate of closure to three 

factors: a sense of exclusion from and competition with other student support programs, the 

departure of a key administrator, and a lack of integration with other campus programming. In 

their recommendations for future practice, Bell and Vaillancourt urged program administrators to 

“be seen by decision makers as a valuable asset” and to avoid “run[ning] below the radar” (p. 

115). 

Additional Legitimacy Threats to Outdoor Recreation 

Outdoor recreation as a field bears several traits distinguishing it from other professional 

fields, some of which prompt skepticism from critics. In his research on adventure programs in 

higher education, Gass (1999) noted that most existing college outdoor programs were not 

developed as a response to a “general need perceived by higher education professionals,” but 

rather through the efforts of one or two individuals at an institution who recognized the value of 

such programming (p. 373). Because college outdoor programs develop independently of each 

other, it allows for creativity in development but also limits the expansion and professional 

acceptance of college outdoor programs (Gass, 1999). 

Outdoor recreation is a transient industry by nature. Many employees are seasonal or 

part-time, such as summer camp counselors, whose employment is contingent upon holiday 

periods and/or local climate conditions. Employees may piece together multiple seasonal 

positions throughout the year based on weather and geographic location. For example, an 

employee may work as a raft guide on the Ocoee River in Tennessee in warm summer months 
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and relocate to Telluride, Colorado, during winter months to serve as a ski instructor when the 

slopes open. 

For outsiders looking in, the lack of a consistent, stable work situation may seem 

unappealing. Outdoor jobs, particularly seasonal and part-time positions, are not generally 

accompanied by the list of benefits such as an annual salary, health insurance, and a retirement 

account which legitimize positions in the eyes of those who accept these perks as a standard 

accompaniment with employment. The industry also struggles with preconceived notions of 

outdoor recreation professionals as “hippies,” “slackers,” “tree huggers,” and other stereotypes 

undermining the value of the work. When the work of an outdoor professional is dismissed as 

play time or recess by critics, they fail to acknowledge that outdoor experiences have proven 

effective in helping individuals develop self-confidence, resilience, problem-solving skills, and 

increased interpersonal skills (e.g. Pohl et al., 2000; Huff et al., 2003; Godbey, 2009).  

The challenge (ropes) course industry is rife with examples of the value/play dilemma. 

Challenge course facilitators receive requests from clients to lead “just one or two games” free-

of-charge for the client’s group because the client fails to see a financial value tied to the skill of 

the facilitator. These activities or initiatives are far more than just games; they have a specific 

purpose or outcome intended to foster group development. The facilitator carefully selects 

specific initiatives based on the needs of the group and facilitates the activity accordingly. One 

would not expect a lawyer to handle a legal matter without charging a fee, nor would an 

accountant prepare taxes without issuing a bill for the services rendered, so why are outdoor 

professionals expected to give away their craft for free? 

 
 
 
 



7	
		

Statement of the Problem 

Amidst growing legitimacy gaps, college outdoor recreation units--both academic and co-

curricular-- must present a strong case for their continuation. How do college outdoor programs 

defend their place of value within the modern college or university? A small number of college 

outdoor programs have gained traction on this front by leveraging the unique culture of their 

program as a “selling point” for institutional recruitment. For example, the Lyon Education & 

Adventure Program (LEAP) at Lyon College in Batesville, Arkansas, is listed as one of the 

institution’s key points of pride on its institutional profile page (Lyon website, 2016). The 

College of Idaho’s Outdoor Program was featured on the August 2015 cover of Idaho Magazine 

after the program led a successful spring break trip to Hells Canyon National Recreation Area 

(College of Idaho News Blog, 2015). 

Several researchers have posited that strong cultures contribute to organizational 

sustainability (e.g. Barney, 1986; Tierney, 1988; Smart & St. John, 1996; Linnenluecke & 

Griffiths, 2010). Bartell (2003) suggests that an understanding of organizational culture can 

facilitate the analysis of managing structure and processes. Therein lies the need for research; a 

gap in knowledge exists in evaluating how the construction and enactment of organizational 

culture influences outdoor program sustainability. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this research was to examine how college outdoor recreation programs 

can leverage the outcomes of effective organizational culture-building to challenge legitimacy 

gaps. According to Martin (2006), the observation of cultural manifestations (office policies, 

employee relationships, etc.) may be used to understand patterns of meaning linking these 

manifestations together in harmony, in conflict, in ambiguity, and in contradiction. While each 
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college outdoor program possesses organizational characteristics entwined with its respective 

environment, a targeted exploration of outdoor recreation organizational culture may reveal 

broad themes, challenges, and/or strategies which could help outdoor programs gain acceptance 

in higher education. Identifying common components among outdoor programs who enjoy 

strong institutional support can assist other programs in becoming more impactful, efficient, and 

defensible. The primary research questions are as follows: 

1. How does a college outdoor recreation program create a “cultural fit” within the mission 

and strategic plan of its institution?  

2. How does the program articulate goal congruence with institutional stakeholders? 

Significance of the Study 

The findings from this research are highly relevant for administrators who recognize a 

need to demonstrate the value of their outdoor program to various stakeholders. Historically, 

programs demonstrated value by showing increases in revenue and/or annual participation 

numbers. However, this approach is problematic for two reasons: first, outdoor recreation is not 

infinitely scalable. Expanding beyond reasonable capacity leads to risk management issues, 

negative environmental impacts, and problems created by limited resources (gear, vehicle 

capacity, instruction, etc.). Neil (2004) proposed that an ideal group size for outdoor experiences 

ranges between six to sixteen people, but even this range is dependent on contextual factors 

including age, maturity, experience, and group dynamics.  

Not only does relying solely on numbers create a potential argument against the 

sustainability of outdoor programming, but it also illustrates a larger issue concerning the 

purpose of higher education. Birnbaum (2000) explains this dilemma as the “degradation of the 

narrative.” While the higher education narrative once spoke of lofty, non-quantifiable aims such 
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as critical thinking and improving society, the new narrative is simplified, more business-

oriented. The new narrative emphasizes customer satisfaction, support of the economy, and cost-

effectiveness (as cited in Pagano, 2007, p. 156). In terms of cost-per-participant, outdoor 

programs usually fail to compete with other types of campus recreation programming. For 

example, at the University of Georgia, the average cost of participation for outdoor trip 

participants in the 2015-2016 academic year was $75.89 based on a total of 756 participants on 

102 trips, compared to an average of $13.45 for 6,961 participants in 29 intramural sport events. 

At some universities, (e.g. Syracuse University, University of Florida, DePaul University) full-

time students pay no additional fees to participate in group fitness classes and/or intramural 

sports but must pay a fee to participate in outdoor trips (department websites, 2016). 

Consequently, the findings from this research provide college outdoor recreation program 

decision-makers with a more effective defense tactic than touting numerical data. An assumption 

from a functionalist view of organizational culture is that culture can play a crucial role in an 

organization’s survival and development (Birnbaum & Edelson, 1989). From this perspective, a 

strong culture gives members a sense of meaning and identity, it gives them common purpose, 

and members can agree on a common means to achieve that purpose (Birnbaum & Edelson, 

1989). If outdoor programs must demonstrate their value to maintain their position in a modern 

university setting, analyzing the organizational cultures of successful college outdoor programs 

may reveal key inputs, processes, and outcomes that other programs may adapt. 

Numerous researchers have explored how organizational culture operates in higher 

education (e.g. Masland, 1985; Tierney, 1988; Bergquist, 1992; Kezar & Eckel, 2002), but 

virtually no research exists specifically addressing the organizational culture of college outdoor 

recreation programs and how culture can influence a program’s development, success, and 
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sustainability. Birnbaum and Edelson (1989) note that culture is both enacted (members adopt 

pre-existing values and behavioral norms) and constructed (members are actively responsible for 

shaping and changing the culture). College outdoor recreation program decision-makers can 

benefit from this research by identifying common components of effective organizational 

culture-building and key program outcomes which strengthen arguments against legitimacy gaps. 

The findings from this research also elevate the role of college outdoor recreation programming 

within the larger contexts of campus recreation and student affairs by identifying how outdoor 

recreation uniquely contributes to these areas’ missions. 

Research Design 

The contextual nature of organizational culture requires a thoughtful exploration of the 

culture’s components and environment which was best served by using a qualitative approach to 

accomplish the aims of this study. A select group of college outdoor recreation employees who 

are currently affiliated with nationally-recognized outdoor programs participated in semi-

structured interviews. The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and pattern-coded using 

the NVivo 11.4 qualitative data analysis software program. The goal of these analyses was to 

establish themes relating to how organizational members perceive and perpetuate organizational 

cultural inputs, processes, and outputs. The purpose of using a systematic coding approach 

allowed me to start with broad themes, identify recurring response patterns, and make 

connections between responses as they relate to the overall themes. 

Additionally, the study also incorporated document analysis to consider how specific 

organizational cultural outputs are shared with campus and external stakeholders. Document 

analysis is a systematic procedure used to evaluate and analyze print and electronic materials to 

“elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge” (Corbin & Strauss, 
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2008, Rapley, 2007, as cited in Bowen, 2009). University strategic plans, department and 

program annual reports, program websites, and press releases were pattern-coded.  

Conceptual Framework 

In this study, I integrated concepts from two schools of theory: organizational culture 

theory and organizational legitimacy theory. An argument from organizational culture theory is 

that organizational culture can be used as “a powerful tool for interpreting organizational life and 

behavior and for understanding the processes of decay, adaptation, and radical change in 

organizations” (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984, p. 216). Organizational legitimacy theory was used to 

explain how organizations receive societal approval. These theories and combined framework 

provided a foundation upon which I based my research methods as well as analytical process. 

Key terms and definitions from the models informed my interview questions and coding strategy 

as well as helped me interpret my findings.  

This study incorporated elements from Tillman’s (2004) revised model for organizational 

legitimacy, which was built upon the foundational work of Suchman (1995) to explain different 

types of legitimacy and how legitimacy is managed, as well as Allaire and Firsirotu’s (1984) 

conceptual framework for organizational culture. Tillman identifies six major phases of 

legitimization: establishment, maintenance, extension, defense, loss, and disestablishment. 

Allaire and Firsirotu name four domains of influence to organizational culture: context (history, 

society, contingency), sociocultural systems, cultural systems, and individuals. Allaire and 

Firsirotu’s (1984) and Tillman’s (2004) conceptual frameworks are combined in a visualization 

which posits that organizational legitimacy is based on organizational output, the product of 

organizational culture (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 – Conceptual Framework 
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Assumptions 

Within the field of Outdoor Recreation, professionals established the David J. Webb 

Program Excellence Award. Named for the late David J. Webb, a nationally-recognized author 

and educator in the outdoor field, the annual award “memorialize[s] [a leader] in the outdoor 

recreation and education field and recognize[s] outstanding and noteworthy contributions to, and 

achievements in, the field of outdoor recreation and education” (AORE website, 2016). Winners 

of the David J. Webb Program Excellence Award, were assumed to indicate the college outdoor 

recreation programs who had received the award had demonstrated excellence in the areas of 

programming, professionalism, innovation, and service to their peers in the outdoor community 

at-large. As a researcher, I further assumed that the administrators and students who were 

affiliated with Webb award programs would be highly knowledgeable about their college 

outdoor recreation program and organizational culture. It was further assumed that those who 

participated in the study would answer each question truthfully and to the best of their ability 

based on personal and/or professional experience. 

Limitations 

The following limitations were placed on this study. The study only explored the 

organizational cultures of college outdoor recreation programs based on a limited sample--those 

programs that had received the David J. Webb Program Excellence Award between 2010 - 2015. 

Furthermore, I specifically selected outdoor programs that shared similar institutional 

characteristics (4-year public, primarily undergraduate).  Participants in the study were limited to 

program administrators and students engaged with a Webb award-winning outdoor program 

using the basic criteria of at least one year of employment within the respective outdoor program. 
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Delimitations 

Outdoor recreation and organizational culture are both difficult constructs to define 

because of their scope and complexity. This study was only concerned with exploring 

organizational culture within college outdoor recreation as defined by the study parameters. Each 

participant was contacted only once; exploring organizational culture and its influence on 

program outcomes over an extended period of time was not a focus of the study so a longitudinal 

study was not performed. 

Definition of Constructs 

College Outdoor Recreation 

Choi and Prineas (2006) defined outdoor recreation as “free time activities that are 

participated in for their own sake and where the experience is enhanced through interaction with 

an element of nature in an outdoor setting” (87). Moore and Driver (2005) similarly defined 

outdoor recreation as “experiences that result from recreational activities occurring in natural 

environments.” For the purposes of this study, college outdoor recreation refers to the functional 

area of higher education and student services that are concerned with providing access to 

recreational activities in a natural context. As a field, college outdoor recreation generally refers 

to programming and facility management related to climbing walls, challenge (ropes) courses, 

adventure trip programming, and outdoor equipment rental. 

Organizational Legitimacy/Legitimacy Gap 

Quesinberry (2005) explained that these terms refer to how corporate entities lose, match, 

and/or regain societal approval to operate. From a public relations perspective, organizational 

legitimacy relies on a corporation’s ability to demonstrate that it has the public’s best interests in 

mind (Quesinberry, 2005, as cited in Heath, 2013, p. 487). Sethi (1975) coined the term 
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“legitimacy gap,” to describe what happens when a corporation’s actions are incongruous with 

society’s expectations. Legitimacy gaps can cause a corporation to lose its ability to function 

successfully if public accusations of wrongdoing are severe enough to cause a crisis. The 

discrepancy between the public’s perception of the pharmaceutical industry and its performance 

is illustrative of this type of gap (Chung, 2009). Despite the industry’s proven record of 

improving public health, the public is highly critical of the pharmaceutical industry. This 

mistrust is the result of negative coverage by elite media outlets (e.g. The Wall Street Journal, 

The New York Times) and a failure by the pharmaceutical industry to launch a proper response to 

the media’s claims. Corporations solve legitimacy gaps by repairing their behavior or correcting 

the public’s misperception of their actions to reestablish congruence.  

Organizational Culture 

Freytag (1990) defines organizational culture as “a distinct and shared set of conscious 

and unconscious assumptions and values that binds organizational members together and 

prescribes appropriate patterns of behavior” (p. 181, as cited in Lang, 1992, p. 191). Fiol (1991, 

as cited in Ravasi and Schultz, 2006) describes organizational culture as the manifestation of 

cultural identity, the “tacit cultural norms” and “visible and tangible artifacts” (p. 437). Alvesson 

(2012) explains as a concept, the centrality of culture relies on shared meanings attached to any 

coordinated action. While the semantics of defining culture vary slightly by researcher, common 

threads exist among all definitions. For this study, organizational culture is defined as an explicit 

or underlying value system which in some way influences member behavior. 

Interest in Research 

My interest in the topics of organizational culture and college outdoor recreation 

programming emerged during time spent in my first administrative position managing a college 
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recreation program from 2010 - 2012. After spending two years as a part-time, challenge course 

facilitator, I was hired to overhaul a university’s struggling adventure trip program and outdoor 

equipment rental center. The program had recently lost a valuable connection to a recreation-

focused academic department that had been discontinued. From the time of my hire, I was 

charged with rebuilding the unit into a successful, sustainable program.  

My time spent overseeing the program yielded periods of success and failure, but by the 

time I left my role to assume another position in the department, the adventure trip program had 

healthy participation rates, a strong reputation on campus, and an invested staff. I, along with the 

student staff and departmental leadership, experienced a shift in organizational culture. However, 

when reflecting on my experience, I still have difficulty pinpointing the catalysts for change and 

why those changes occurred. 

After leaving that position, I assumed a new role within the same department overseeing 

marketing and communications. While I still had weekly interaction with the outdoor recreation 

program, I had no management responsibility. Instead, my new role afforded me an opportunity 

to “share the story” of the outdoor program with internal and external stakeholders through 

published materials, presentations, and featured outreach events. Although I did not realize it 

during the three years I spent in this position, I was constantly identifying and attempting to 

reconcile “legitimacy gaps” described earlier, particularly when stakeholders raised concerns 

regarding the allocation of university funds to the outdoor recreation program. 

 In 2015, I moved to a new institution and returned to a position which provided 

opportunities to oversee multiple components of a college outdoor recreation program, including 

adventure trips, challenge courses, an equipment rental center, and a climbing wall. Once again, I 

was faced with a program that, on its face, seemed to need an organizational cultural shift, but I 



17	
	

was unsure of how to identify, enact, or construct the elements of organizational culture that 

could potentially increase the program’s value. 

Summary 

Chapter 1 provided an overview of the study, including a background of the problem, the 

significance of the study, primary research questions, an overview of the research methodology, 

and key terms. Chapter 2 offers a review of the relevant research literature, drawing specific 

attention to research associated with the study’s key constructs. Chapter 3 contains a detailed 

description of the research methodology, including the selection process and profiles of the 

programs and participants involved in the study. Chapter 3 also provides a description of the data 

collection and analysis protocol. Chapter 4 provides descriptions of the programs and 

participants involved in the study. Chapter 5 explores the results of the study. Chapter 6 offers a 

discussion of the results and implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

In conducting the literature review, I examined research associated with the major 

constructs of the study outlined in Chapter 1. Much of the research related to organizational 

legitimacy and organizational culture draws from the fields of sociology and management. 

Regarding organizational legitimacy, studies addressing symbolic management and stakeholder 

influence give insight into challenges that organizations face when attempting to maintain or 

defend legitimacy. Among the wide range of outdoor recreation-related research topics covered 

in this review, it is worth noting is the significant amount of studies exploring benefits of outdoor 

orientation programming at college campuses and the benefits of campus recreation centers on 

student success and retention. When examined collectively, the selected studies illustrate why 

investigating organizational legitimacy and culture of college outdoor recreation programs not 

only fills a gap in the research literature but also can potentially help these programs defend their 

place in modern higher education. 

Organizational Legitimacy 

Suchman’s (1995) “Managing Legitimacy” 

Suchman (1995) defines “legitimacy” as “a generalized perception or assumption that the 

actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system 

of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (p. 574). Suchman (1995) notes that legitimacy is 

resilient to particular events but is dependent on a history of events. Furthermore, legitimacy is 

socially constructed; an organization may even depart dramatically from societal norms but 

retain legitimacy if the public fails to notice the divergence (Suchman, 1995). 
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Suchman offers several reasons for why organizations seek legitimacy. First, legitimacy 

enhances sustainability and persistence because “audiences are most likely to supply resources to 

organizations that appear desirable, proper, or appropriate” (Parsons, 1960, as cited in Suchman, 

1995, p. 574). Not only does legitimacy affect continuity, but it also affects credibility. Beyond 

determining how people act toward organizations, legitimacy influences how people understand 

them: “Part of the cultural congruence captured by the term legitimacy involves the existence of 

a credible collective account...explaining what the organization is doing and why” (Jepperson, 

1991, as cited in Suchman, 1995, p. 575). Continuity and credibility often reinforce each other, 

but organizations may enact efforts to prioritize one goal over the other. Suchman also denotes 

that organizations may seek active or passive support. An organization may only need to “make 

sense” to achieve passive support, but it needs to “have value” to mobilize supporting action 

(Suchman, 1995). 

Suchman (1995) identifies three types of organizational legitimacy. Pragmatic (or 

exchange) legitimacy yields a constituent’s support for organizational policy based expectations 

of the policy’s value to the specific constituent. Moral legitimacy considers whether the policy 

serves the general welfare (e.g. it is “the right thing to do”), regardless of whether the policy 

benefits the evaluator. Cognitive legitimacy ignores individual interest or moral evaluation and 

instead considers organizational behavior as predictable, meaningful, and part of the natural 

fabric; without the organization, activity would collapse (Suchman, 1995). 

Managing legitimacy hinges upon the organization’s ability to communicate effectively 

with its constituents. Suchman (1995) outlines specific strategies for gaining, maintaining and 

repairing legitimacy. To gain legitimacy, an organization can 1) conform to the dictates of its 

existing environment, 2) select an environment with an audience that will support its practices, or 
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3) manipulate an existing environment by creating new audiences and legitimating beliefs (p. 

587). Brinkerhoff (2005) further simplifies Suchman’s legitimization strategies into conforming 

(look like other organizations), informing (communicate in “legitimated vocabularies”), and 

manipulating (exploit myths and ceremonies). 

To maintain legitimacy, an organization should recognize audience reactions and preempt 

potential challenges. Additionally, organizations can protect their accomplishments by 1) 

policing internal operations to prevent miscues, 2) adopt subtle legitimization techniques rather 

than high-risk, highly-visible strategies, and 3) stockpile legitimacy in the form of supportive 

beliefs, attitudes, and accounts (p. 595). The approaches used to maintain legitimacy can also be 

used to repair legitimacy in some cases. More drastic legitimacy threats may require efforts to 

normalize and restructure. Organizations must take caution to avoid making panicked, 

reactionary decisions. 

Tillman’s (2004) Refined Model of Organizational Legitimacy 

In his review of existing literature on organizational legitimacy theory, Tillman (2004) 

identified four key phases in legitimacy management. Three of the four phases (establishing, 

maintaining, defending) echo Suchman’s (1995) strategies, but Tillman (2004) added 

“extending” after “maintaining” to explain when an organization may need to “win the 

confidence and support of wary potential constituents” if the organization attempts to enter a new 

market (Ashford & Gibbs, 1990, p. 180, as cited in Tillman, 2004, p. 7).  

Beyond the four traditional phases, Tillman (2004) proposed that an additional outcome 

needed to be included in the model, one that adds the possibility of an organization being unable 

to defend/repair against legitimacy threats. In the refined model, legitimacy may be eroded over 

time during the “loss” phase. Chronic loss of legitimacy may ultimately end in 
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“disestablishment.” Tillman explained that loss and disestablishment may occur because of a 

systemic issue or a single event with consequences that cannot be effectively managed. 

Other Studies of Organizational Legitimacy 

Symbolic management. Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) conducted an analysis of existing 

research on organizational legitimacy to identify dynamics that undermine legitimization 

attempts, particularly in the phases of extending or defending legitimacy. When legitimacy is 

threatened, changing organizational practices is easier than altering ingrained social values and 

practices (Epstein & Votaw, 1978, cited in Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990, p. 180). However, 

organizations may undertake steps in symbolic management that portray methods that appear 

consistent with social values rather than actually altering them. Ashforth and Gibbs listed 

espousing socially acceptable goals, denial and concealment, redefining means and ends, 

offering accounts and apologies, and ceremonial conformity, as symbolic management tactics. 

In their analysis, the researchers stressed the importance in differentiating between value 

challenges and performance challenges. Performance challenges result in espoused goals not 

being met (i.e. poor service, inefficiency, etc.). Managers can generally mitigate performance 

challenges through some form of symbolic management or actions based on objective, technical 

data (i.e. performance evaluations, altering resource dependencies). Value challenges, which are 

more difficult to counter, occur when the public challenges the mission of the organization, 

regardless of how well goals are being met (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990). As a reaction to these 

challenges, organizations may protest their legitimacy; however, as the researchers note, 

engaging in too much protest for an organization's legitimacy may have the opposite effect. This 

effect is what the researchers refer to as “the double edge” of organizational legitimation: “the 

greater need for legitimation, the more suspect of legitimation attempts are constituents” (p. 
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186). The researchers developed a typology of means by which organizations “protest too much” 

through nervous, clumsy, or overzealous legitimation attempts. 

Stakeholder influence. Hybels (1995) reviewed perspectives on legitimation to develop 

a model of organizational legitimation that explains how different groups can impact the 

legitimacy of most organizations (from a western organizational perspective). He explains that 

the combination of material resources and communication flowing between organizations and 

constituents inscribes the pattern of legitimation (more resources yield stronger legitimacy and 

vice versa). Governmental bodies control critical resources through contracts and grants and 

indirectly influence transfer of resources through regulation and legislation. Consumer groups 

and public interest groups affect legislation through lobbying and voter and consumer influence. 

The public controls legitimation through resource control (via demand) and labor supply. The 

financial community determines the values of new and existing organizations based on analyses 

and predictions of future returns on investment. The media plays a vital role in the legitimation 

process through reporting illegitimate activities and “defining and evaluating grounds for the 

actions of entrepreneurs, managers, regulators, and investors” (p. 244).  

Jongbloed, Enders, and Salerno (2008) published a research agenda that addresses 

emerging issues of governance, stakeholder management, and higher education’s interaction with 

society. Using stakeholder theory (Mitchell, 1997, cited in Jongbloed et al., 2008, p. 310), the 

researchers outlined a hierarchy of stakeholders based on the presence or absence of power, 

legitimacy, and urgency. Within higher education, the types of stakeholders include state and 

federal governments, governing boards, senior administrators, faculty, support staff, students, 

families, financial intermediaries, suppliers and contractors, competing post-secondary education 

providers, donors, communities (school systems, chambers of commerce, special interest 
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groups), government and non-governmental regulating bodies (Adapted from Burrows, 1999, 

cited in Jongbloed et al., 2008).  

The researchers explained that because a university functions as a multi-tiered 

organization characterized by professional domination, fragmentation of decision-making, and 

diffusion of power, stakeholder identification and management occurs on multiple levels 

(Jongbloed et al., 2008). To maintain their legitimacy, Jongbloed et al. (2008) stress that 

universities must reach out to communities and take on civic responsibilities in ways that make 

teaching and research more publicly accountable and relevant to society. Universities must also 

pay attention to new forms of market-based, customer accountability to reorient long-standing 

academic norms and values.  

Legitimacy of public benefit entities. Despite increased emphasis on individual earning 

potential, higher education is still considered a public benefit entity given its contributions to 

society through increased civic engagement, tax revenue, etc. (Powers, 2007). Samkin and 

Schneider’s (2010) longitudinal case study of New Zealand’s Department of Conservation 

(DOC) from 1987-2006 illustrates how a public benefit entity with a focus on environmental 

stewardship used formal accountability mechanisms to strengthen its organizational legitimacy. 

The researchers argued that compared to the private sector, the accountor-accountee relationship 

is broader in the public sector because multiple stakeholders have interest in how public money 

is being used to achieve public benefit. The researchers reviewed press releases, interviews, 

regional newsletters, and annual reports to establish whether the DOC made use of impression 

management techniques to gain, maintain, or repair legitimacy.  

Results from Samkin and Schneider’s (2010) analysis indicated that challenges to 

legitimacy should be examined on a case-by-case basis given the complexity of stakeholder 
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relationships rather than assuming a comprehensive legitimation strategy. The DOC gained and 

maintained legitimacy through assertive impression management techniques (i.e. educating and 

informing stakeholders of the appropriateness of the organization’s actions rather than changing 

its actions) and used defensive impression management techniques to repair legitimacy (i.e. 

informing stakeholders of organizational changes made in response to performance 

shortcomings; attempting to disassociate the organization from individuals responsible for 

criticized behavior). The DOC also employed emotive symbols to manipulate stakeholder 

perceptions to assertively promote and enhance their legitimacy. The case study emphasized the 

importance of annual reporting to manage legitimacy; in addition to publishing financial 

statements, the DOC used annual reports as a vehicle by which to voluntarily disclose non-

financial narrative information in response to legitimacy threats (Samkin & Schneider, 2010). 

The studies on organizational legitimacy help support the proposed research project in the 

following ways. First, Suchman’s (1995) and Tillman’s (2004) works establish the legitimization 

lifecycle and provide key definitions to organizational legitimacy terms (i.e. establishment, 

defense, etc.) Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) highlighted key actions and behaviors by managers that 

can negatively impact legitimacy; my interview questions probed participants to consider what 

types of actions or behaviors among members have helped support or undermine their program’s 

culture. Hybels (1995) and Jongbloed et al. (2008) identified how stakeholder influence can 

impact legitimacy. Furthermore, Jongbloed et al. (2008) also outlined which higher education 

stakeholders may be relevant for my proposed study. Samkin & Schneider’s (2010) longitudinal 

case study provided a basic methodological template for my proposed document analysis; they 

identified key types of documents that were useful in determining how organizations gain and 

maintain legitimacy. The following section examines studies of organizational culture, including 
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research foundations, paying specific attention to research foundations of organizational culture 

and how organizational culture has been studied in the context of higher education. 

Organizational Culture 

Research Foundations of Organizational Culture 

Pettigrew’s (1979) “On Studying Organizational Cultures.” Popularized in the late 

1970s - 1980s by contributions from Pettigrew (1979), Hofstede (1980), Schein (1985), and 

others, organizational culture research blends cultural anthropological thinking with 

organizational scholarship (Ashkanasy et al., 2000). Pettigrew’s (1979) study was one of the 

earliest explorations into the concepts and processes associated with the creation of 

organizational cultures. Pettigrew collected data from a British boarding school before, during, 

and after a major structural change--examining aspects of structure, relationships, and 

functioning within the organization. He anchored his research design around Turner’s (1957, 

cited in Pettigrew, 1979, p. 570) “social dramas”, which, in his words, allowed him to look at the 

“growth, evolution, transformation, and, conceivably, decay of an organization over time” (p. 

570).  

Pettigrew identified several key concepts within his study, notably “entrepreneurs”: the 

person(s) who take(s) primary responsibility for mobilizing other people and resources to 

initiate, build, and manage a new organization; and the components that constitute culture: the 

system of publicly and collectively accepted meanings operating for a given group at a given 

time, often expressed as symbols, language, ideologies, beliefs, rituals and myths (p. 574-575). 

Describing these components as fluctuating, interdependent, and converging, Pettigrew stressed 

the importance of examining both the entrepreneur and cultural components in their respective 

contexts. 
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Dimensions of organizational culture. Hofstede (1980, 1991, 2011) researched cross-

cultural manifestations of organizational culture. He defined culture as “the collective 

programming of the mind which distinguishes members of one human group from 

another...culture is to a human collectivity what personality is to an individual” (p. 21). His 

earliest model of culture, based on data collected from a large survey database containing values 

and sentiments from people in over 50 countries, included four dimensions of human values: 

individualism/collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and masculinity/femininity 

(1980). In the following decade, he added a fifth dimension: long versus short-term orientation 

(Hofstede & Bond, 1998, cited in Hofstede, 2011; Hofstede, 1991, cited in Hofstede, 2011). 

The model was again revised using a different dataset in the 2000s to include a sixth 

dimension: indulgence versus restraint (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2010, cited in Hofstede, 

2011). Among his many contributions to the field of organizational culture research, Hofstede 

emphasized the centrality of values to the heart of culture. Hofstede warned researchers of the 

difficulty of comparing cultures, stating that correlations within--and between--societies are most 

likely not equal; furthermore, researchers may be guilty of ethnocentrism if they fail to develop a 

cross-cultural instrument for data collection.  

 Schein (1985) is attributed with formulating one of the most widely-recognized 

definitions of culture: 

[Culture is] a pattern of basic assumptions--invented, discovered, or developed by a 

group as it learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal 

integration--that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be 

taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those 

processes (p. 9).  
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Schein’s study of culture focused on three distinct levels; the first, most visible level of culture is 

comprised of artifacts and creations (space, technology, art, symbols, behavior). The second 

level emphasizes values: what “ought to be” from what “is”; the third level of culture examines 

underlying assumptions about external adaptation issues (cited in Ashkanasy et al., 2000). 

Bolman and Deal (1984, 1991) distilled research findings from sociology, psychology, 

political science, and anthropology to develop four frames of thought on how organizations 

work. Rather than relying on a single, constrictive model to understand organizational life, the 

researchers encouraged managers to consider multiple perspectives: structural, human resource, 

political, and symbolic. The structural frame focuses on objective components of an 

organization: the rules, roles, goals and policies that allow an organization to function 

successfully. The human resource frame emphasizes the importance of understanding people’s 

individual strengths, emotions, and expectations. The political frame focuses on resource 

allocation, competing interests, and power dynamics. The symbolic frame considers issues of 

meaning, faith, and culture (Bolman & Deal, 1991). 

Allaire & Firsirotu’s (1984) conceptual framework. Allaire and Firsirotu’s (1984) 

conceptual framework for organizational culture sheds light on elements absent from Tierney’s 

(1988) model of organizational culture in higher education, discussed in the following section. 

The model grew out of the researchers’ efforts to provide a typology of theories of organizational 

culture. Allaire and Firsirotu’s integrative concept of organizational culture assumes that 

organizations have three interrelated components. The first component, the sociocultural system, 

is comprised of “formal structures, strategies, policies and management processes, and of all 

ancillary objectives of an organization’s reality and functioning” (p. 213). The ancillary elements 

to which the authors refer may include formal goals and objectives, authority and power 
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structures, control mechanisms, methods for reward and motivation, processes of recruitment, 

selection and education, and management techniques.  

A second component, the cultural system, includes the myths, values, and ideologies that 

comprise the outward/expressive dimensions of the culture. These expressions may include rites, 

rituals, customs, metaphors, slogans, a group-specific lexicon, stories, legends, symbolic 

artifacts, logos, architecture, and design. The third component, the individual actors, each have 

specific knowledge, cultural competence, values, assumptions, expectations, needs, motives, and 

fulfill leadership roles that contribute to and create meaning within the organization. While 

cultural competence (an actor’s mode of relationship to the cultural system) varies by individual, 

all members manufacture their “meaning” from the same “cultural raw materials” (Allaire & 

Firsirotu, 1984, p. 215). 

 Society, history, and contingency (technological and economic inputs that characterize 

and regulate the organization and industry) inform the sociocultural and cultural systems, which 

in turn dictate the norms, status, and roles of actors within an organization. Allaire and Firsirotu 

(1984) describe the relationship between the cultural system and sociocultural system as complex 

but mutually supportive in “normal” circumstances, but “fraught with great potential for tension 

and stress whenever the organization is subjected to sudden pressures for change” (p. 215). The 

cultural system legitimizes the sociocultural system, which in turn supports the cultural system. 

The three integrated components result in organizational output; the “ongoing streams of 

individually ‘purposeful’ actions and collectively ‘meaningful’ acts” (p. 214).  

Organizational Culture in Higher Education 

Colleges as distinctive cultures. The latter half of the twentieth century ushered in a new 

wave of discipline-specific research on organizational culture in higher education. Burton Clark 
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(1970) was one of the earliest scholars to conduct a study on colleges as distinctive cultures. To 

understand how an institution achieved the rank of “top tier liberal arts school”, Clark analyzed 

three liberal arts colleges through their historical development, innovation strategies, personnel 

background and attitudes, events, and special conditions. Furthermore, Clark explored how these 

factors contributed to a school's’ “organizational saga,” the phenomenon by which the linking of 

an institution’s social role to its mission elicits “strong, normative bonds” within and outside the 

organization (Clark, 1972, p. 178). 

Tierney’s (1988) framework of organizational culture. Tierney (1988) was among the 

first scholars to examine higher education organizational culture using a case study of public 

state college to highlight what he defined as the “essential elements” of organizational culture. 

He defined organizational culture as: 

[an] internal dynamic [that] has its roots in the history of the organization and derives its 

force from the values, processes, and goals held by those most intimately involved in the 

organization’s workings. An organization’s culture is reflected in what is done, how it’s 

done, and who is involved doing it. It concerns decisions, actions, and communication on 

both an instrumental and symbolic level” (p. 3).  

Tierney identified essential concepts pertaining to organizational culture and outlined 

them in a consolidated framework: environment, mission, socialization, information, strategy, 

and leadership. An institution’s environment includes the geographical, social, economic, and 

political context in which the organization/institution exists, as well as the institution’s attitude 

toward the environment. The mission determines how organization’s purpose is defined, 

articulated, and used as a basis for decisions. Socialization is the process by which new members 

are integrated into the organization and considers what knowledge is needed to excel or survive 
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within the organization. Information is knowledge and resources within the organization, who 

has them, and how they are disseminated. Strategy refers to the decision-making process, who 

makes decisions, and consequences for poor decisions. Finally, leadership considers who within 

the organization is a formal or informal leader and what the organization expects from 

leadership. 

Tierney (1988) noted that while each cultural term occurs in organizational settings, “the 

way they occur, the forms they take, and the importance they have” differs dramatically (p. 9). 

Additionally, he suggested that administrators “may only have an intuitive grasp on the cultural 

conditions and influences that enter into their daily decision making” (p. 4), and furthermore may 

only acknowledge their organization’s culture only after enacting some sort of cultural 

transgression resulting in a conflict or adverse consequence. Tierney’s (1988) framework is 

useful because it was specifically developed for higher education modules; its simplicity allows 

for open-ended interpretation and evolution of various components (for example, what 

constitutes information in the 21st century must be very different than what Tierney envisioned). 

However, because of its simplicity, the model provides no explanation for how these components 

interact with each other, nor does the framework give much insight into how individual actors 

react and respond to cultural and sociocultural systems. 

“The Invisible Tapestry” (Kuh & Whitt, 1988). In the following decade, the 

Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) commissioned a study of higher 

education using a cultural perspective, following an influx of literature from organizational 

development specialists in the early 1980’s who had examined the success of Japanese 

manufacturing principles in the previous decade. The result of this initiative was Kuh and 

Whitt’s (1988) “The Invisible Tapestry,” an essay exploring how cultural perspectives have been 
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used to describe college life. The authors explained that culture is both a process and a product 

shaped by interactions of stakeholders both on and off campus--a process better understood by 

employing a cultural perspective lens: 

Cultural perspectives encourage coherent interpretations of what seem, in isolation, to be 

atomistic events. Decision making, planning, resource allocation, personnel evaluation, 

and institutional renewal strategies, when considered one at a time, sometimes seem 

trivial or void of meaning. Yet individual acts and events, when thought of as nested 

patterns of cultural behavior, have a pervasive, far reaching influence on institutional life 

(Kuh & Whitt, 1988, p. 5) 

Kuh and Whitt emphasized that culture is holistic and context bound. Because of the complexity 

of the events, actions, and behaviors occurring within this context, Kuh and Whitt created a 

framework for analyzing higher education culture. The framework acknowledges an exchange 

between the external environment and an institution’s history, its formal organization, faculty 

and student attitudes, and acquired beliefs. The framework assumes that a college reflects, to 

some degree, the values and accepted practices of both internal (faculty, administrators, students) 

and external constituents (parents, government officials). 

Different types of higher education organizational cultures. Following the release of 

Tierney’s, and Kuh and Whitt’s frameworks, Bergquist (1992) explored various cultures within 

North American higher education and determined that four primary cultures existed: collegial, 

managerial, developmental, and negotiating culture. Collegial culture “finds meaning primarily 

in the disciplines represented by the faculty in the institution,” placing emphasis on research, 

scholarship, quasi-political governance, and the dissemination of knowledge (Berquist & 

Pawlak, 2008, p.15). Managerial culture is concerned with aligning the organization and 
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implementation of work with specific goals and purposes, valuing fiscal responsibility and 

supervisory skills. Developmental culture prioritizes the personal and professional growth of 

higher education community members through the implementation of programs and activities. 

Finally, negotiating culture “finds meaning...by establishing equitable and egalitarian policies 

and procedures for the distribution of resources and benefits in the institution” (2008, p. xiv). 

Sixteen years after its original publication, Bergquist and Pawlak (2008) revised the 

original scheme to rename “negotiating” culture to “advocacy” culture. The researchers also 

added two additional cultural types: virtual culture and tangible culture. Virtual culture links 

institutional resources to global and technological resources, valuing an open and responsive 

educational system. In some ways, tangible culture represents a foil to virtual culture because 

tangible culture values “the predictability of a value-based, face-to-face education in a stable 

physical location...” (p. xiv). Bergquist and Pawlak’s work on organizational culture provided a 

foundation for future dialogue and studies to explore the relationship between organizational 

culture and change (Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Boyce, 2003; Awbrey, 2005). 

Organizational culture and change. Building on the work of Tierney (1988) and 

Bergquist (1992), Kezar and Eckel (2002) studied how institutional culture was related to the 

change process and if change was thwarted by violating cultural norms. Using case study 

methodology, the researchers examined six institutions engaged in change processes over a four-

year period. Findings indicated that an institution's cultural type may inform which change 

processes the institution choose to employ. The results from the study affirmed the researcher’s 

hypothesis: the success of change strategies is relative to whether the strategy is culturally 

coherent or aligned with the culture. Kezar and Eckel encouraged administrators to become 
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“cultural outsiders” to see cultural patterns from an unbiased, objective perspective and become 

effective change agents. 

Institutional identification and brand equity. Toma, Dubrow, and Hartley (2005) 

argued that institutional culture (used interchangeably with organizational) has concrete uses in 

higher education by connecting people with institutions. Using a case study featuring Tusculum 

College, the authors explained how the college not only built institutional culture but also 

positioned itself to use the culture to its advantage. Organizational culture can be leveraged in 

ways that support the institution's overall mission and objectives (Toma, 2003, cited in Toma et 

al., 2005). Strong organizational culture helps to clarify the image of the institution, thereby 

establishing institutional brand equity (Toma et al., 2005, p. 2). People want to be associated 

with places they view as distinctive and meaningful; individuals who feel a close connection to 

an institution are more likely to engage with and contribute to the institution through tuition, 

donations, and appropriations (p. 14) Furthermore, encouraging community involvement in the 

life of the campus can be strategic; for example, campus units (such as outdoor recreation 

programs) may be positioned more effectively if their constituents appreciate and understand the 

institution’s unique set of norms, values, and beliefs. 

Although constructs vary between researchers, the contributions from Pettigrew (1979), 

Hofstede (1980), Schein (1985), Bolman and Deal (1984, 1991), and Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) 

provide contemporary scholars with a series of lenses by which they can examine and discuss 

organizational culture. The body of research connected to higher education organizational culture 

(Tierney, 1988; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Berquist & Pawlak, 2008; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Toma, 

2003) emphasizes that because of their unique missions and societal purpose(s), higher education 

institutions possess may possess distinct organizational cultures. Furthermore, because higher 
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education institutions have such a wide array of stakeholders, creating organizational change 

and/or establishing a strong organizational culture may prove more difficult than in other types 

of organizations. 

The individual components of each model vary greatly, but a general view of studies of 

organizational culture suggests that 1) culture types can vary among organizations, 2) external 

and internal influences shape organizational culture and 3) individuals play a significant factor 

building and guiding organizational culture. Furthermore, as evidenced the variances among 

each scholar’s contributions, the body of existing literature suggests that there is not a single, 

definitive way to explain or describe culture. For this proposed study, Allaire and Firsirotu’s 

(1984) model will be used to generate interview questions based on different inputs (cultural, 

sociocultural, individual). 

College Outdoor Recreation 

Although the body of research focused on outdoor recreation is relatively sparse 

compared to other types of recreation research (i.e. competitive sports, fitness), it does 

encompass an enormous range of recreation entities, activities, ages, and variables. In their 

exploration of trends and issues related to outdoor recreation, Bobilya et al. (2010) noted: 

It is difficult to estimate the number of current programs in operation because of the 

volume of different sponsoring organizations and variations of program design. These 

programs include those at colleges and universities, large outdoor schools like the 

National Outdoor Leadership School and Outward Bound, youth programs like Boy 

Scouts and Girl Scouts, residential and adventure camp programs, programs for persons 

with disabilities, programs that are part of mental health treatment, challenge courses, 

independent and public school programs, and more (p. 302). 
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Consequently, to condense such a large scope of research literature into what would be 

considered the most relevant findings, this review focused on research that specifically addressed 

outcomes, benefits, and/or value derived from college outdoor recreation academic or co-

curricular programs in the United States. 

In a topical analysis of outdoor recreation journals between 2009-2012, Poff, Stenger-

Ramsey, Ramsing, and Spencer (2015) identified five peer-reviewed journals that offer 

“considerable content focusing on the areas of outdoor recreation, education and leadership” (p. 

151). Of their five recommended journals, two served as key sources for research pertaining to 

college outdoor recreation benefits: the Journal of Experiential Education (JEE, first publication 

in 1978) and the Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership (JOREL, first 

publication in 2009). The other three journals (Australian Journal of Outdoor Education, AJOE, 

1995; Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, JAEOL, 2000; and New Zealand 

Journal of Outdoor Education, NZJOE, 2009) focused more heavily on international trends and 

issues. 

College Outdoor Orientation Programs 

Impact on student development. Much of the existing research literature concerned 

with the benefits of outdoor recreation in higher education is focused on outdoor orientation 

programs. Gass (1987, 1999) outlined key areas in which outdoor orientation programs can 

effectively aid student development: developing meaningful peer relationships, increased 

student-faculty interaction, focus on career development and major course of study, increasing 

academic interest, preparing students for college academics, and helping students transition into 

a college environment (p. 374-6). Gass (1987, cited in Gass, 2003, p. 35) examined the 

effectiveness of the University of New Hampshire’s outdoor orientation, the "Summer Fireside 
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Experience Program" (SFEP) in achieving these goals. Using a modified version of the Student 

Development Task Inventory (Winston, Miller, & Prince, 1982, cited in Gass, 2003, p. 36), Gass 

compared attrition/retention rates, grade point averages, and psychosocial elements between the 

SFEP participants and two comparison groups (participants in a non-outdoor orientation and a 

control group of non-participants). Results from the study indicated positive significant 

differences (*p < .05) between the SFEP and the other groups in student retention, grade point 

averages, autonomy, interpersonal relationships, interdependence, appropriate relationships with 

the opposite sex, and tolerance (Gass, 1987, as cited in Gass, 2003, p. 35).  

Impact on retention. Gass (1990, cited in Gass, 2003, p. 35) followed his previous 

research with a three and a half-year follow-up study of student retention rates from the original 

outdoor orientation program. He noted that although differences between groups was 

marginalized over the 42-month period, the SFEP group still demonstrated a retention rate that 

was 12% higher than the supplemental orientation group and 20% higher than the control group.  

Longitudinal outcomes of outdoor orientation programs. Seventeen years after the 

original study, Gass, Garvey, and Sugerman (2003) interviewed 16 participants from the 1984 

outdoor orientation program to examine long-term effects of participating in an outdoor-

orientation experience. After coding the data, three key themes emerged. First, participants 

believed that participating in the outdoor orientation program provided them with an opportunity 

to challenge assumptions about themselves and others. Next, the orientation program enabled the 

participants to develop a supportive peer network that was sustained through (and in some cases, 

after) college. Finally, participants discussed how SFEP had lasting positive-benefits on their 

college experience as well as their professional and personal lives after graduation. 
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 Lien and Goldenberg (2012) explored outcomes of the Moving Mountains orientation 

program at California Polytechnic State University that was discontinued in 2006. The 

researchers sent an 11-item online means-end questionnaire to the 134 past students who 

participated in the program between 1994 - 2006. The researchers asked the students to identify 

the three most important outcomes from the experience and to tie each outcome to a specific 

attribute of the program. Of the respondents, 100% said that they would recommend 

participating in the Moving Mountains program. Many respondents indicated that the orientation 

program helped facilitate their transition from high school to college and helped them develop a 

network of friends. 

Social support and community building. Bell (2006) used the Campus-Focused Social 

Provisions Scale (CF-SPS) to investigate whether students reported different levels of social 

support based on different types of pre-orientation experiences (wilderness, community service, 

preseason athletics, no participation). The CF-SPS measures six factors for social provisions: 

attachment, social integration, reassurance of worth/competence, reliable alliance/tangible 

support, guidance, and opportunity for nurturance. Bell administered the instrument to 1,601 first 

and second-year students at Harvard and Princeton Universities. Results from the instrument 

indicated that participants in wilderness pre-orientation programs reported significantly higher 

levels of social provisions in all six factors compared to participants with no pre-orientation 

condition but no significant differences were reported among the three different types of pre-

orientation experiences. Bell’s (2006) work supports the findings of Brown’s (1998) comparison 

of traditional, alternative, and outdoor orientation outcomes at Salisbury State University 

(Maryland). His results indicated that participants in outdoor orientation programs had better 



38	
	

adjustment and higher retention rates than participants in the other two types of orientation 

programs. 

Austin, Martin, Yoshino, Schanning, Ogle, and Mittelstaedt (2010) examined “sense of 

place” and social benefits occurring because of participation in an outdoor orientation program. 

In describing and defining sense of community, the researchers explained, “individuals need to 

feel a part of something that gives direction and meaning to their lives” (Sarason, 1974, as cited 

in Austin, Martin, Yoshino, Schanning, Ogle, & Mittelstaedt, 2010, p. 76). Sense of place refers 

to an “experientially based intimacy with the natural process, community, and history of one’s 

place” (Stanger, 1997 as cited in Austin et al., 2010, p. 77). Austin and his fellow researchers 

stressed that one’s concept of self-identity may have strong ties to sense of place: “appraisals of 

self identity as they relate to sense of place can be positive, negative, or ambivalent depending on 

the nature of one’s experience in that place” (p. 77). The intersection of place and community 

occurs when the formation of community develops around the character of the surrounding place 

(Austin et al., 2010).  

The researchers developed a 32-item pre/post questionnaire that was distributed to 186 

first-year students who participated in a mandatory outdoor orientation program at a small, 

Midwestern liberal arts college in 2006. Reportedly, 118 students completed both questionnaires. 

Results from the study indicated participants perceived an increase in sense of community and 

sense of place. Based on the findings, participants exhibited positive changes in their number of 

friends and their willingness to trust others with personal information. No significant changes 

were found with respect to students’ willingness to try new things on campus with others. Based 

on positive findings in both community and place domains, researchers encouraged outdoor 

programmers to consider programming in settings tied to their institutional location and identity. 
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The research team encouraged future research to determine if and how the influences of sense of 

community and sense of place impact student retention and graduation rates. 

Self-efficacy. Hinton, Twilley, and Mittelstaedt (2007) explored the connection(s) 

between wilderness orientation programs and the development of self-efficacy in first-year 

college students using the Perceived Competence of Functioning Inventory (PCFI) (Hays & 

Williams, 2000, cited in Hinton et al., 2007, p. 55). Researchers compared the results from a 

treatment group of 28 incoming first-year students who attended a 10-day wilderness expedition 

against a control group of 229 incoming first year students who only attended the university’s 

standard pre-college orientation. In addition to collecting data from the PCFI, researchers also 

reviewed students’ written essays to determine if the wilderness experience had a significant 

impact on their self-efficacy. Results from the study indicated that participation in the wilderness 

orientation program yielded increases in self-efficacy and confidence. 

  Vlamis, Bell, and Gass (2011) explored the impact that an outdoor orientation program 

had on student development behaviors of incoming first-year students at Hartwick College (New 

York). Using a modified version of the Student Development Task Inventory-2 (CSDTI-2; Gass, 

1986; Winston, Miller, & Prince, 1979, cited in Vlamis et al., 2011, p. 127), the researchers 

administered the survey on three occasions (before orientation and during the next two 

subsequent semesters) to 73 students who participated in the outdoor orientation program and 

140 non-participants in a comparison group. Analysis of the data revealed that “Awakeners” 

(students who participated in outdoor orientation) lagged behind their comparison peers at the 

start of the Fall semester but made significant gains in the areas of developing autonomy, 

developing purpose, emotional autonomy, instrumental autonomy, and identifying appropriate 
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educational plans, suggesting that the outdoor orientation program may have helped these 

students “catch up” to their peers in certain areas of development (Vlamis et al., 2011). 

Qualitative studies of orientation program outcomes. Most of the studies outlined in 

this section utilized a quantitative approach to examine the outcomes of outdoor orientation 

programs, but two recent studies adopted qualitative methods to study outdoor orientation 

program outcomes. Wolfe and Kay (2011) used a qualitative approach to explore the perceived 

benefits of an outdoor education program developed to encourage retention and persistence 

among college students. The researchers justified their use of qualitative methodology by 

explaining that qualitative methods “offer the opportunity to conduct an in-depth exploration of 

participants’ experiences (p. 23). Researchers conducted participant observations throughout the 

orientation program, analyzed participant field notebooks, and used member checks to increase 

credibility of the data.  

Results from the study revealed four themes; the first theme, “Becoming Real” refers to 

The Velveteen Rabbit which students were required to read as part of the experience. Students 

indicated that the outdoor trip helped them “have an open mind but concrete ethics,” and allowed 

them to overcome physical and social fears (p. 25). The second theme, ‘Consequences Rather 

than Lectures,” describes how students learned through concrete experience (i.e. failing to put up 

a rain fly resulted in a wet tent). The third theme, “I Love My University!” depicts the way that 

students felt about the university after having opportunities to informally discuss campus culture 

during downtime, such as during meal times or while sitting around a campfire. The fourth 

theme, “My New Family and Friends,” suggests that participants could develop positive, 

meaningful relationships during the trip (Wolfe & Kay, 2011). 
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Howard, O’Connell, and Lathrop (2016) employed a case study research design to 

explore the process of building community within an outdoor orientation program cohort, 

justifying the appropriateness of their research design in the following explanation: 

A case study research design allowed for focused inquiry and rich descriptions of the 

experience of a sense of community within a bounded unit (i.e., trip group) within a 

general program model (i.e., OOP; Yin, 2003, as cited in Howard et al., 2016, p. 48). 

Binding the study within a specific group allowed for this research to contextualize the 

experiences of the group as they developed a sense of community and enabled the 

examination of the importance of the findings for design characteristics, theory, and 

purpose within the OOP. 

The researchers also emphasized the appropriateness of using a case study design by explaining 

that the purpose of the study was to address “how” and “why” questions, that the participants’ 

behaviors were not manipulated throughout the research process, the contextual conditions 

surrounding the study were significant, the boundaries between the phenomenon and context 

were important, and the design supported the deconstruction and reconstruction of the 

phenomenon to better understand the effectiveness of an outdoor orientation model for building a 

sense of community (Baxter & Jack, 2008, cited in Howard et al., 2016, p. 48). 

Two researchers conducted a one-hour focus group with six students who had attended a 

five-day outdoor orientation. Data from the focus group revealed three main themes: community 

development, transitional value, and institutional affiliation. Regarding community development, 

participants felt that the outdoor orientation program helped them build a “family feeling,” 

commit to long-term relationships, and appreciate the transformative and profound nature of the 

orientation experience. Students also felt more self-reliant and better equipped to transition into 
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college. Finally, the outdoor orientation program bestowed a strong sense of loyalty and 

commitment to the university. Both studies in this section support the notion that qualitative 

approaches may be better suited to studies of outdoor recreation programs when the primary 

purpose of the research project is to describe or understand a specific experience (phenomenon) 

in within a unique situational context. 

Benefits to continuing students. For continuing (returning) students, Gass (1990, cited 

in Gass, 1999, p. 377) developed a model to describe how outdoor orientation programs can 

assist in their intellectual, identity, and interpersonal development. According to the researcher, 

student needs are met when outdoor experiences can achieve the following six goals: provide 

multiple learning environments, offer student leadership opportunities, challenge stereotypes 

(specifically traditional male and female roles), give weekend alternatives to alcohol, provide 

examples of effective and responsible group behavior, and create an environment in which 

students and faculty can participate as co-learners. 

Outdoor Recreation Programs (Non-Orientation) 

Changes in perceptions of fear and stress. Kanters, Bristol, and Attarian (2002) 

examined how adventure programming affects college stress. They recruited new graduate 

students from a Doctor of Veterinary Medicine (DVM) program to participate in a one-day 

Outdoor Experiential Training (OET) program. Three treatment groups of approximately 25-28 

participants were assessed at multiple points over the course of a year (one group per year) using 

multiple instruments that compared perceived stress levels against independent variables such as 

social support, personality and self-concept, perceived health, and leisure behavior. Results 

indicated that measures of anxiety-tension, vigor-activity, and depression-dejection mood states 

were significantly lower in the OET treatment group than in the control (no-OET experience) 
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group. While the researchers acknowledged that other factors (i.e. subject history, maturation) 

could affect external validity, the results from the study do indicate that OET experiences can 

lower a student’s tension-anxiety response and reduce feelings of depression (Kanters et al., 

2002). 

Ward and Hobbs (2006) investigated the impact that short-term college adventure 

experiences had on changing or adjusting participants’ fears. The research team designed a 10-

point Likert-type response questionnaire modified from the Outdoor Situational Fears Inventory 

(OSFI) (Ewert, 1986, and Young, Quinn, & Steele, 1994, cited in Ward & Hobbs, 2006, p. 275) 

to assess students’ social, psychological, and personal/emotional fears. Using a non-randomized, 

pre-post design, the researchers collected response data from 78 participants enrolled in one of 

two types of courses (non-credit and for-credit) offered by the recreational adventure program at 

a large Midwestern university. They also collected data on each participant’s sex, education, 

comfort level, outdoor experience, and relationship to others on the same course. Results from 

the study showed significant pre/post difference on the grand means and for Personal, Social, and 

Physical fears. Additionally, participants’ sex affected their perceptions of fear. Finally, high 

levels of comfort and outdoor experience are associated with low levels of fear. 

Improved life effectiveness skills. Flood, Gardner, and Cooper (2015) utilized a 24-item 

LEQ-H (Life Effectiveness Questionnaire) to investigate the impact a one-day challenge course 

had on college students’ life effectiveness skills. Students enrolled in an introductory recreation 

and leisure course (n=57) took two pre-tests (baseline and pre-course) before participating in the 

program and again after the treatment phase (participating on the course). Using t-test analyses 

of the pre-post scores, results indicated that female participants had significant increases in all 

eight LEQ domains (time management, social competence, achievement motivation, intellectual 
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flexibility, task leadership, emotional control, active initiative, and self-confidence). Males only 

showed significant increases in time management. The researchers interpreted the findings to 

suggest that challenge course participation can have positive impacts on life effectiveness skills 

for college students, particularly college women. 

Benefits for resident assistants. Both Cook (1980) and Gass (1999) examined how 

outdoor experiences could specifically benefit resident assistants (RAs). Cook (1980) conducted 

a study to determine the effectiveness of outdoor experiences on group cohesion and self-

confidence during RA training. The control group (60 students) participated in a standard “in-

house” training while the experimental group (55 students) participated in a one-day orientation 

program followed by a three-day adventure program that included hiking, swimming, climbing, 

and group problem-solving activities. Cook administered two scales measuring group cohesion 

and self-confidence before, during, and after the training experience. Results from the study 

indicated that the outdoor program was effective in developing and sustaining group 

cohesiveness but was no more effective in developing self-confidence than the in-house training. 

Gass (1999) identified four arenas in which outdoor experiences can help resident 

assistants (RAs) become more effective in their role as supervisors of undergraduate peers in a 

residential context. First, the novelty of adventure environments can function as a microcosm of 

residence halls and/or campus life to help RAs learn about students’ personal and academic 

development. Second, the physical and emotional risks associated with adventure education can 

help RAs be more self-aware and willing to accept feedback. Third, adventure-based 

programming generally involves a small group setting, which allows students to develop 

interpersonal skills (responding, self-disclosing, initiating skills). Fourth, outdoor programming 
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provides a “real and consequential medium” in which to learn and enhance leadership skills (p. 

380).  

Outdoor Recreation Academic Courses 

In her assessment of the value of degree-granting programs in adventure education, Plaut 

(2001) expressed her support of these programs for several reasons. First, these programs 

provide a framework through which students can learn skills to become effective practitioners 

and serve as valuable spokespeople and ambassadors for the field. Secondly, adventure education 

programs integrate traditional classroom-teaching methods with non-traditional, experiential 

methods. In Plaut’s (2001) words, this blend creates “bilingual” practitioners who speak and 

understand the rhetoric of adventure education and traditional teaching. Finally, degree-granting 

adventure education programs encourage practitioners to think creatively and critically about the 

concept of adventure education. These programs create a space in which instructors, students, 

and practitioners can discuss ways to keep adventure education methodologies current and 

relevant to society.  

Impact on psychological characteristics. In response to the lack of research on 

psychological impacts of outdoor adventure education (OAE) curricula, Sheard and Golby 

(2006) investigated the effects of an OAE foundation degree curriculum on various 

psychological characteristics, including hardiness, mental toughness, self-esteem, self-efficacy, 

optimism, and positive affectivity. Using six different instruments to measured specific 

psychological characteristics, the researchers compared 26 students in an OAE curriculum with 

26 students in a control group who were enrolled in a travel and tourism course over a three-

month period. The OAE curriculum featured rock climbing, canoeing, navigation training, and 
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several other outdoor activities whereas the travel and tourism course content was delivered 

primarily through lectures, workshops, and practical sessions.  

Multivariate tests yielded non-significant results. Contrary to the researchers’ 

hypothesized expectations, the activities featured in the OAE curriculum failed to raise 

participants’ psychological constructs in a significant way. The researchers suggested two 

potential alternatives: first, that a longer timeframe for the study may have yielded different 

results and second, that the students may have benefited from the OAE curriculum, but not in the 

psychological constructs that their instruments measured. 

Leadership learning. Newman, Bruyere, and Beh (2007) considered how a service-

learning component of a protected-area management course could prepare college students for 

future leadership responsibilities. 26 undergraduate students enrolled in the course as part of the 

degree requirements for the park and protected-area management program. Employing action 

research methods, the researchers conducted small-group discussions, semi-structured 

interviews, and open-ended survey questions to explore student perceptions of leadership 

characteristics. Students identified 31 leadership characteristics which were subsequently 

categorized into one of three categories (personal, interpersonal, behavioral) and ranked. 

Students perceived trust and empowerment--both interpersonal skills--as the most important 

leadership qualities. Results from the study also indicated that the students felt that the service-

learning component of their course helped make leadership characteristics more apparent; 

however, most students did not alter their leadership approach. 

Environmental attitudes. Marchand (2015) examined pro-environmental attitudes of 

students enrolled in outdoor education courses. She distributed questionnaires to 232 students 

enrolled in a public liberal arts college, approximately half of which (n=104) were enrolled in an 
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outdoor-related class. The remaining students who were not enrolled in an outdoor class (n=128) 

served as a control group. Using the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) (Dunlap, 2008, as cited in 

Marchand, 2015, p. 181), Marchand wanted to determine if students enrolled in outdoor courses 

demonstrated a more “Dominant Social Paradigm” (DEP) or NEP compared to the control group. 

An independent t-test revealed that students enrolled in outdoor courses generally had higher 

NEP values. NEP values increased further if students participated in an overnight field trip 

through the outdoor class (Marchand, 2015).  

Campus Recreation Centers 

As mentioned previously, college climbing walls are highly visible targets for criticism 

related to excessive spending in higher education. Research on artificial climbing walls identifies 

several benefits, including increased strength and fitness (Watts & Drobish, 1998; Lirgg, Di 

Brezzo, & Gray, 2006, cited in Lynnes, 2008, p. 6), the development of trust and commitment, 

learning how to navigate risk, greater student participation, and reducing environmental impact 

(Attarian, 1998). As college climbing walls are generally included in campus recreation 

facilities, the following section features studies highlighting the benefits of recreation spaces. 

Engagement and persistence. Several researchers (Belch, Gebel, & Maas, 2001; Zizzi, 

Ayers, Watson, & Keeler, 2004) explored the role of collegiate recreation centers in student 

retention and particularly how participation in recreational activities influenced a student’s sense 

of belonging. Belch, Gebel, & Mass (2001) examined three first-time freshmen cohort groups’ 

usage of the on-campus recreation facility to determine whether a relationship existed between 

recreation complex use, academic performance, and persistence. The researchers noted that 

symbolically, the recreation center represents a community focal point on campus where students 

can connect and learn more about institutional opportunities. Additionally, recreational 
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communities establish “an expectation of engagement and belonging by students” (p. 265). 

Results from the study indicated a substantial difference between users and non-users regarding 

persistence rates. The research team suggested participation in a collegiate recreation center may 

not only be a viable means for first-year students to feel a sense of belonging, but also a means 

by which they can mediate the overwhelming size of a larger campus community.  

Sense of belonging. Zizzi, Ayers, Watson, and Keeler (2004) conducted a survey of 537 

users and 118 non-users of a new student recreation center (SRC) to ask them about their 

satisfaction with the new building. Some 61% of the survey respondents indicated they felt more 

“at home” on campus since the completion of the new recreation center. Miller (2011) and his 

research team developed a 20-item questionnaire measuring student perceptions of university 

recreation centers as a bonding place, social bonding, attraction, and retention.  

The survey was distributed to 534 undergraduate students over a four-week period; 453 

students successfully completed the questionnaire. After analyzing the data, researchers noted 

that students agreed the recreation center provided strong emotional ties for them to the 

university. Additionally, results indicated students felt bonded to the recreation center due to 

personal development in the areas of being able to interact with new people, improve leadership 

abilities, increase self-confidence, and improve time management. 

In her research on student recreation centers, Dalgarn (2001) explained the benefits of a 

recreation facility reach beyond a physical space: 

More than just a place to exercise, the recreation center also serves as a venue for 

education: users develop positive self-esteem, enhance their social relationships, and 

improve their interpersonal skills. The recreation center provides a unique site for 

programs and activities aimed at meeting the needs, interests, and expectations of a 
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diverse community. Opportunities for interaction, collaboration, and unification are 

essential if campuses are to develop a sense of community (p. 66). 

Although Dalgarn directs her comments specifically toward the facility itself, she notes the 

programs contained within a recreation facility (of which outdoor recreation is a part) are at least 

partially responsible for creating the positive community described above. The studies outlined 

in this section emphasize the importance of recognizing how physical environments and 

situational context can shape and influence participant behavior.  

Organizational Culture Studies of Non-Collegiate Outdoor Recreation Entities 

Limited research exists that specifically considers organizational culture in the context of 

college outdoor recreation. However, non-collegiate programs such as Outward Bound and the 

National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) share similar qualities with college outdoor 

recreation programs, including program structure, curriculum, and mission. Additionally, land 

management agencies such as the National Park Service share similar values (such as 

environmental stewardship and encouraging public use of recreation areas) with college outdoor 

recreation programs. Given these similarities, studies pertaining to the organizational cultures of 

non-collegiate outdoor recreation entities have been included in this literature review because the 

findings from these studies may be transferrable to the college sector. 

Retention of Staff 

Marchand (2010) conducted an ethnographic study on an outdoor recreation wilderness 

therapy program to better understand how organizational culture influences the retention of trip 

leaders who take groups on wilderness trips. Through interviews and informal observations of 

various members of the outdoor staff, results from the study revealed four key themes: first, 

participating in an internship within the program helped to establish a sense of community. 
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Secondly, the school environment created a retaining factor for the staff. Next, living on-site was 

a perceived benefit among the leaders, and finally, the support and respectfulness of the 

administrative personnel also contributed to leaders’ ability to continue in their line of work.  

Transformational Leadership 

Salk and Schneider (2009) examined the simultaneous effect of transformational 

leadership and learning culture on public land management agencies. The researchers explained 

that transformational leadership “motivates followers to transcend their self- interests for a 

collective purpose, vision, and/or mission” (Feinberg et al., as cited in Salk & Schneider, 2009, 

p. 72). The other variable, “learning culture,” is comprised of four distinct factors: 

accountability, issue orientation, valid information, and transparency. The researchers 

administered an online questionnaire to 314 employees across 32 units of a public land 

management agency. According to the results of the study, transformational leadership, in 

isolation, predicted significantly higher levels of organizational commitment to learning. 

Likewise, when considered in isolation, both valid information and accountability were 

significant in increasing organizational commitment to learning, whereas the other two factors 

were not significant. Additionally, the researchers noted that when transformational leadership 

was assessed in conjunction with learning culture, transformational leadership’s effect was 

minimized; leadership did not have any significant predictive power over culture. 

Group Cohesion 

Jostad, Paisley, Sibthorp, and Gookin (2013) considered the role of structure in a small 

group’s ability to function socially and technically. The researchers collected data from six 30-

day NOLS courses to determine the social and task cohesion group structure and why students 

were drawn to each other within each course. Results from the study suggested that the greater 
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background similarity among group members, the stronger group cohesion. Furthermore, the 

study revealed that while technical skills may draw people to each other, they may not be the 

“driving force” behind task cohesion; rather, qualities such as “trust,” “decision-making,” and 

“risk management” were more closely associated with an increase in “in-closeness” scores. In 

other words, according to the researchers, the teaching of meta-skills (such as leadership) may be 

just as important, if not more important, than the teaching of technical skills for task cohesion. 

Community Building 

Kruger’s (2006) research considered the role(s) recreation holds in place making and 

community building. She proposed a defining characteristic of “place” is not a physical 

geographic area, but rather “relationships and experiences that generate socially constructed 

meanings in a particular location” (p. 387). People who share an affinity for a particular place 

may consequently form a community based on shared values, beliefs, and behaviors surrounding 

the place. In Kruger’s words, “place and community are intertwined; they define and inform each 

other” (388). While Kruger’s research was not directly tied to outdoor recreation, understanding 

place-making and community building from a sociocultural lens may help inform or describe 

why outdoor recreation administrators make certain decisions to build and protect their particular 

communities. (i.e. responding to problems or threats). 

From the review of literature on outdoor recreation (both college and non-college), I am 

mindful of certain takeaways when designing my own study. Many of the researchers addressed 

a host of student development benefits and outcomes (e.g. Gass, 1999; Newman, Bruyere, & 

Beh, 2007; Flood, Gardner, & Cooper, 2015) appearing to be influenced by a concrete, outdoor 

experience (i.e. participating in a one-day challenge course). Apart from Marchand’s (2010) 

study of staff retention, no researchers considered what role program members (staff, 
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specifically) hold in creating these meaningful outdoor experiences. Based on the findings from 

scholars who examined the impacts of college recreation centers, I should also consider how 

physical space (which could refer to a structural building, i.e. recreation center, or a geographic 

region/area) may influence organizational culture-building.  

Gass (1987, 1999, 2003) and Bell (2006), among other scholars, have established 

themselves as the foremost experts on the study of college outdoor orientation programs and 

benefits of college outdoor recreation experiences; for this reason, I am choosing not to direct my 

investigation at identifying specific benefits of participating in college outdoor recreation 

programs; I am far more concerned with exploring how successful programs have established 

themselves as productive and stable so that they are 1) able to deliver programs that contribute to 

positive student outcomes and 2) seen as valuable/legitimate in the eyes of their stakeholders. 

Summary and Conclusion 

The studies provided a conceptual and practical foundation upon which the study was 

built. From previous research on organizational legitimacy, we learn that organizations seek 

legitimacy for many reasons, namely, sustainability, continuity, and credibility (Suchman, 1995). 

Suchman (1995) is credited with developing the original cycle of legitimacy, later expanded by 

Tillman (2004) to include other potential outcomes. Research conducted by Ashforth and Gibbs 

(1990) and Hybels (1995) illustrate how managerial dynamics and stakeholder influence can 

significantly impact an organization’s legitimacy. 

An obvious challenge to this study is the lack of existing research that considers 

organizational legitimacy from the perspectives of either higher education or outdoor recreation. 

Jongbloed’s et al. (2008) research agenda provides a useful list of stakeholders in higher 

education and highlights strategies that institutions can implement to stay relevant in modern 
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society; however, I was unable to find any specific studies that used Jongbloed’s et al. agenda as 

a starting platform from which to investigate higher education organizational legitimacy. Samkin 

and Schneider’s (2010) analysis of the New Zealand Department of Conservation’s (DOC) 

legitimization strategies is the most relevant existing research to the proposed study given the 

study’s methodological approach as well as the entity being studied. Their investigation of a 

public benefit entity with an environmental-stewardship mission (comparable to most college 

outdoor recreation programs) indicated that challenges to legitimacy should be addressed on a 

case-by-case basis given the complexity that accompanies multiple stakeholder relationships. 

Organizational culture researchers acknowledge that culture is a dynamic system with a 

multitude of inputs. Schein (1980), Hofstede (1980, 1991, 2011), and Bolman & Deal (1991) 

developed lenses by which to examine organizational culture; while the models differ, each 

emphasizes the importance of organizational uniqueness regarding values, behaviors, and 

individuals. Allaire and Firsirotu’s (1984) integrative concept of organizational culture identifies 

three main inputs: the sociocultural system, cultural system, and the individual actors. Together, 

these inputs form purposeful actions and meaningful acts that constitute cultural output.  

Research on higher education organizational culture reinforces the notion that colleges 

function as distinctive cultures. Kuh and Whitt’s (1988) “Invisible Tapestry” explained how 

individual acts and decisions, when examined in isolation appear inconsequential but when 

considered together, they create patterns of cultural behavior. Toma et al. (2005) explained how 

colleges can and should leverage their organization’s unique culture to build institutional 

identification and brand equity. 

Outdoor recreation research covers a broad variety of outdoor recreation entities, 

experiences, and outcomes. Most previous college outdoor recreation-related research has 
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examined the benefits of extended wilderness orientation programs (e.g. Gass, 1987, 1990, 2003; 

Bell, 2006; Austin et al., 2010). Additionally, academic and non-orientation outdoor recreation 

studies have indicated that outdoor experiences contribute to group cohesion, transformative 

leadership, retention, and environmental attitudes. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODS 

Appropriateness of Research Design 

In this study, I explored the organizational cultures and cultural output(s) of three 

nationally-recognized college outdoor recreation programs to evaluate whether they found 

success in leveraging products of their organizational culture to establish, extend, and/or defend 

their legitimacy against threats. Based on my conceptual framework which posits that 

organizational legitimacy is established, maintained, extended, defended, or lost based on 

organizational output, the product of organizational culture, my design allowed me to examine 

elements of organizational culture-building as well as how programs articulated their cultural 

output to stakeholders. 

At each institution, I conducted interviews with staff members (at varying levels of 

responsibility ranging from part-time student staff to full-time mid and senior-level 

administrators) and completed document analyses of program materials (annual reports, 

marketing materials, and award-nomination materials) to help me achieve the goals of this study. 

Using conventional coding methods, I analyzed the content of the interviews and documents for 

recurring themes related to organizational culture and legitimacy to determine if any significant 

patterns of thought or language emerged. 

Qualitative research methods are well-suited to the study of organizational culture and 

behavior (Cooke & Rousseau, 1988; Toma et al., 2005). A qualitative approach has several 

advantages. First, members of the organization being studied may use their own language to 

describe the organization. Second, a qualitative approach provides comprehensive data on a 

specific unit or phenomenon. Third, qualitative approaches allow exploration of concepts on 
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which little or no previous research may exist (Cooke & Rousseau, 1988). Qualitative methods 

permit researchers to explore the human experience. Organizational culture is comprised of 

stories, feelings, knowledge, and interactions. According to Patton (2005), these stories tell us 

what happened when, to whom and with what consequences, and they are analyzed accordingly 

so they generate useful findings; they highlight processes and outcomes which facilitate 

decision-making.  

Postpositivist Paradigm 

Unlike positivism, which accepts a singular, objective reality, postpositivism 

acknowledges that one can never truly capture a “true” reality due to flaws in human intellectual 

mechanisms (Ponterotto, 2005). Many postpositivist thinkers ascribe to the philosophy of critical 

realism, the notion that a reality exists independent of individual human thought (an external 

reality) but believe that “knowing” this reality is unachievable (Trochim, 2006). To comprehend 

reality, claims about reality must be subjected to critical examination (Racher & Robinson, 

2002).  

Postpositivism holds that individuals construct their view of the world based on their 

unique perceptions of it, but because perception is flawed, constructions of reality are imperfect 

(Trochim, 2006). From a research perspective, all knowledge is contextually bound and thus is 

not universally generalizable (Racher & Robinson, 2002). Postpositivists recognize inherent 

biases in the pursuit of knowledge, so perfect objectivity is impossible; rather, the goal of 

postpositive research is to approach objectivity by triangulating across multiple fallible 

perspectives (Trochim, 2006). I further elaborate on elements of postpositivism and particularly 

how it complements my research design in a later section of this chapter (see “Reconciling 

Phenomenology with a Postpositivist Perspective”).  
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Descriptive Phenomenology 

Creswell (2006) explains that a phenomenological approach is best suited when the 

problem requires the researcher to “understand several individuals’ common or shared 

experiences of a phenomenon...in order to develop practices or policies...or to develop a deeper 

understanding of the features of the phenomenon” (60). In this study, participants shared the 

experience of belonging and contributing to an outdoor recreation program’s organizational 

culture. Two schools of thought guide phenomenological approaches: Husserl’s descriptive and 

Heidegger’s interpretive phenomenology (Reiners, 2012). Descriptive phenomenology considers 

the individual as separate mind-body person living in a world of objects and is useful when the 

goal of research is to discover the “essence of a phenomenon” (Watson, McKenna, Cowman & 

Keady, 2008, p. 233). In interpretive phenomenology, the researcher (as “interpreter”) is actively 

involved in creating the data; the phenomenological process follows the hermeneutic circle 

(cycle of interpretation in which one’s understanding of individual parts is taken in relation to the 

whole; understanding the whole is taken in relation to the individual parts) (Packer, 1989) and 

values the uniqueness and diversity of each experience (Watson et al., 2008). As a simpler 

explanation, descriptive phenomenology is used when the researcher wants to describe the 

phenomenon and interpretive phenomenology is used when the researcher wants to understand 

the meaning of the phenomenon (Reiners, 2012).  

This study employed a descriptive phenomenological approach. Using eidetic reduction 

(further explained in the following section, “Eidetic Reduction”), I attempted to bracket my own 

assumptions and experiences to distill the phenomena of organizational culture-building and 

establishing organizational legitimacy into their fundamental components (the “essence” of the 

phenomena). I attempted to present these phenomena exactly as the participants experienced 
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them, rather than being an active participant in the generation of data. My research goal was 

concerned with describing how organizational culture and organizational legitimacy complement 

each other rather than focusing on the “meanings” of individual experiences regarding the two 

phenomena. 

Eidetic Reduction 

Eidetic reduction is the process of extracting ideas from consciousness or experience; it 

distills how a phenomenon is concretely expressed into an essential meaning (Sanders, 1982). 

Sanders (1982) explains that eidetic reduction “[goes] beyond, behind, or underneath the 

conventional patterns of thought and action to locate their common grounds” using intuition and 

reflection (p. 355). While the process seems subjective, Ihde (1977, as cited in Sanders, 1982, p. 

355) notes that eidetic reduction relies in introspection rather than subjectivity: researchers 

“bracket” the subjective experience within the phenomena and contrast it with objective 

phenomena outside of the subject. A practical example related to this study would be contrasting 

participants’ thoughts or beliefs about how their environment shapes their organizational culture 

with the actual concrete inputs that comprise the environment itself. 

Reconciling Phenomenology with a Postpositivist Perspective 

Racher and Robinson (2002) acknowledge that traditionally, postpositivism and 

phenomenology appear to be on opposite ends of the paradigm spectrum which presents a 

problem for research methodology and paradigm congruence. Phenomenology emphasizes the 

importance of subjectivity while postpositivism stresses the importance of empirical, explanatory 

approaches (Racher & Robinson, 2002). Nevertheless, in their discussion of paradigm alignment 

with phenomenological research approaches, Racher and Robinson (2002) explain that 

postpositivism and phenomenology share consistent philosophical underpinnings. Both 
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postpositivism and phenomenology emphasize the centrality of human involvement and 

experience in the knowledge generation process. Postpositivists acknowledge complications 

about universal knowledge given that the “researching [flawed] human shapes the research 

process” (p. 469). Personal processes and involvement are inherent in the process of human 

inquiry, and the goal of research includes description and understanding as well as explanation 

and prediction (Racher & Robinson, 2002). Research may be conducted in natural settings and 

situational information can be acknowledged as data (Racher & Robinson, 2002). Furthermore, 

insider viewpoints are encouraged as a means of interpreting the meanings and purposes that 

people connect to their actions (Racher & Robinson, 2002). 

Both postpositivist and phenomenological perspectives hold that personal values and 

experiences are impossible to completely separate in the study of human beings. Although 

Racher and Robinson’s (2002) work specifically addresses the field of nursing, the relationship-

oriented nature of outdoor recreation programming draws substantial parallels: 

Nursing science is concerned with human beings. There is no such thing as value-free 

nursing science. Lived reality serves as a focus of inquiry with subjective and objective 

realities merging in an alliance between that reality and our knowledge of it…Subjective 

involvement in the objective world becomes an origin of inquiry and contributes to 

knowledge concerned with human experiences in the various domains of nursing practice 

(p. 466). 

 Phenomenology is concerned with studying the essence of a lived experience. As the 

researchers note, the inability to generalize an “essence” from a sample to a population places 

phenomenology at odds with a positivist position, but the “universality of an essence depicts 

common understanding,” which establishes congruence between postpositive and 
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phenomenology (Racher & Robinson, 2002). Phenomenological research approaches can assist 

in the generation of empirical knowledge in the form of “descriptive and explanatory theory, and 

of understanding, which leads to practically relevant knowledge, and…ethical, aesthetic, 

personal, and sociopolitical ways of knowing (Van der Zalm & Bergum, 1999, cited in Racher & 

Robinson, 2002, p. 477). As such, phenomenological research methods are not paradigm 

specific; phenomenology is an appropriate methodology in accordance with a postpositivist 

perspective so long as the intended approach upholds the assumptions and principles inherent in 

the paradigm. 

Naturalistic Inquiry and Standards for Qualitative Research 

Naturalistic inquiry refers to research methods occurring in natural settings. The 

researcher studies “real-world” situations as they develop organically instead of manipulating 

variables as part of an experiment. I address my role as the researcher in the next section of this 

chapter. The researcher acknowledges the potential for multiple constructed realities rather than 

a single truth value (Bowen, 2008). To establish the trustworthiness of a study, Lincoln and Guba 

(1985, 1994, as cited in Seale, 1999, p. 468) identified five criteria for naturalistic researchers 

conducting qualitative studies: a concern for credibility, transferability, dependability, 

confirmability, and authenticity.  

Credibility can be established through consistent interviewing practices, member 

validation, and structural coherence (no inconsistencies between the data and their 

interpretations) (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Krefting, 1991). Transferability of data may be less of 

an issue for findings that are purely descriptive in nature or for groups who present a particularly 

unusual case, what Krefting (1991) refers to as “situational uniqueness,” as in the case of this 

study (p. 220). Dependability relies on a thorough and accurate description of research methods; 
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while the data from a study are tethered to the study itself, the ability of a future researcher to 

follow the pilot investigator’s decision-making path increases dependability (Krefting, 1991). 

Triangulation, reflexive analysis, and team analysis are methods useful in establishing 

confirmability in qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Authenticity “involves the 

portrayal of research that reflects the meanings and experiences that are lived and perceived by 

participants” (Sandelowski, 1986, as cited in Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001, p. 530). 

Giving attention to a study’s authenticity may help researchers uncover multiple and possibly 

conflicting socially constructed meanings (Bailey, 1996, as cited in Whittemore et al., 2001, p. 

530). 

Role of the Researcher 

In addition to my professional career in college recreation, I also have a strong history 

within the Association for Outdoor Recreation and Education and the David J. Webb Award. I 

have held several leadership roles within the Association. From 2013 - 2015, I served as a co-

chair for the Student Development Committee, and as of January 1, 2015, I was elected to serve 

on the AORE Board of Directors. Based on my professional experience in the outdoor field and 

my involvement in the Association, I was asked to serve on the review committee for the Webb 

Award in 2015. Finally, I was directly affiliated with an institution that received the Webb 

Award during my employment. 

My professional connections to college outdoor recreation, AORE, and the Webb Award 

posed a threat for potential bias within the research. I attempted to reduce or mitigate the threat 

of researcher bias through specific measures outlined later in the chapter (see “Strategies for 

Improving Data Quality”) and I believe my relationship to these entities provided more 

advantages than disadvantages. My familiarity with field-specific language, norms, and 
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challenges enhanced my ability to interpret the responses from the study’s participants and draw 

meaningful conclusions during analysis. My goal for this study was to utilize my combined 

professional experiences to assume a research position that integrated both an internal (outdoor 

recreation manager) and external (marketing) perspective. 

Setting and Participants 

Association of Outdoor Recreation and Education (AORE) 

The Association of Outdoor Recreation and Education (AORE) is a national professional 

association developed to serve the needs of outdoor recreation and education professionals and 

students. Comprised of approximately 670 professionals, students, and vendors, the Association 

works to advance academic scholarship, environmental stewardship, land access, student 

development, programming, and risk management within the outdoor industry. According to the 

Association’s website: 

Founded at the International Conference on Outdoor Recreation in 1993, AORE is a 

grassroots organization dedicated to advancing the field of outdoor recreation and 

education. AORE is the premier organization dedicated to serving the needs of recreation 

and education professionals in non-profit settings. Through AORE, members have a 

mechanism to interact with and affect decisions made by public land managers and the 

human powered outdoor recreation industry. AORE is committed to promoting 

ecologically sound stewardship of the natural environment and serves as a collective 

voice for its members regarding topics of regional and national concern (AORE website, 

2016). 

While other regional and national professional associations exist, AORE is largely considered to 

be the primary professional association for college outdoor recreation programs. 
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David J. Webb Program Excellence Award 

I explored the organizational cultures of three college outdoor recreation programs who 

received the David J. Webb Program Excellence Award between 2010 - 2015. I provide an 

explanation for the selection of these three institutions in a later section of this chapter (see 

“Recruitment of Sample”). The Webb Award, commissioned through AORE, “honors an 

outstanding non-profit outdoor program which has provided dynamic and innovative services to 

its participants, demonstrated professionalism and high standards of conduct and contributed to 

the outdoor community at large by sharing information and assisting other programs” (AORE 

website, 2016). The Webb Award was first presented in 2002 to Brigham Young University’s 

Outdoor Unlimited program; since then, the Award has honored a total of 14 outdoor recreation 

programs, 12 of which affiliated with a college or university (see Table 1). 

The decision to select Webb Award recipients assumes that these programs have 

demonstrated excellence in the field of outdoor recreation through their services, 

professionalism, conduct, and contributions to the outdoor community. The selection and vetting 

process of Webb Award recipients relies on a review of an award application by AORE’s 

Awards Committee. The program’s application is evaluated on a 1-5 scale based on the 

following criteria (1 - does not adequately address criteria, 5 - exceeds criteria expectations): 

“provides dynamic and innovative services to its participants,” “demonstrates professionalism 

and high standards of conduct,” “contributes to the outdoor community at large by sharing 

information and assisting other programs,” and “maintains a history of involvement within the 

Association” (AORE Webb Award Selection Rubric, 2015). 
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The Webb Award selection process has some limitations. To be eligible for the award, an 

institution must hold organizational membership within the Association which disassociates 

other potentially deserving programs from being considered for recognition. Outdoor programs 

unable to afford the $500 organizational member fee cannot be considered. Furthermore, the 

selection process is based on an essay application reviewed by a team of 5-7 professionals who 

are members of the Association. I assume that the award review team is comprised of experts 

within the field who are qualified to evaluate the criteria associated with the Webb Award. 

Despite the limitations associated with award eligibility and the selection process, I assume 

programs honored with the Webb Award have performed above and beyond the norm for college 

outdoor recreation programs based on the award criteria. 

Sample 

Sampling Strategy 

I employed a combination of purposive sampling and chain referral (snowball) sampling 

to recruit organization members to participate in interviews. Purposive or judgment sampling 

involves the deliberate choice of participants based on predetermined qualities the participants 

possess. The technique is nonrandom and does not rely on underlying theories or a set number of 

participants; the researcher determines what criteria is vital and recruits participants who, based 

on preexisting knowledge or experience, can provide information (Bernard, 2002; Lewis & 

Sheppard, 2006, as cited in Tongco, 2007, p. 147). Purposive sampling is a tactic regularly 

associated with phenomenological studies. According to Merriam (2002, as cited in 

Polkinghorne, 2005), “since qualitative inquiry seeks to understand the meaning of a 

phenomenon from the perspectives of the participants, it is important to select a sample from 

which most can be learned” (p. 140). 
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In studies of organizational culture, purposive sampling is particularly useful because the 

technique allows the researcher to select participants to serve as “key informants” to the culture. 

The key informant technique gives researchers access to participants who are “observant, 

reflective members of the community of interest who know much about the culture and are both 

able and willing to share their knowledge (Bernard 2002, Campbell 1955, Seidler 1974, 

Tremblay 1957, as cited in Tongco, 2007, p.147). Furthermore, purposive sampling targets 

“information-rich” cases from which one can learn about issues of central importance to the 

study (Polkinghorne, 2005). In this study of organizational culture, the Webb Award winners are 

considered “information-rich” cases because they have received one of the industry’s highest 

distinctions based on their performance and contributions to the field. 

After confirming a key informant at each of the three selected institutions, I employed 

snowball sampling to identify and recruit the remaining participants to be interviewed at each of 

the three institutions. In this sampling method, participants in the first stage (either randomly or 

non-randomly selected) name k different individuals in the population, where k refers to a 

particular trait within the population (Goodman, 1961). For example, in this study, k may refer to 

“student employee” or “upper-level administrator.” Snowball sampling is widely used in 

qualitative sociological research, particularly when the subject matter is private or sensitive in 

nature (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Noy (2008) explains that the dynamic quality of snowball 

sampling allows the researcher to fluidly explore social knowledge and power relations between 

informants. 

Sample Size 

Morse (2000) identified several factors worthy of consideration when determining an 

appropriate sample size for qualitative studies. First, one should consider scope; the broader the 
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question, the greater difficulty a researcher will have in achieving saturation. Richie, Lewis, and 

Elam (2003) note that in qualitative research, data collection can reach a point of diminishing 

returns when additional participants provide no new additional information. Frequencies are less 

important in qualitative research than in quantitative research because a single data point can be 

sufficient to ensure that it is included in the analysis framework (Mason, 2010).  

Secondly, Morse identified the nature of the topic as a key determinant of an appropriate 

sample size. Phenomenological research is not concerned with developing generalizable 

hypotheses but rather with understanding a process behind a topic (Mason, 2010). If the topic is 

apparent and easy to understand, fewer participants may be needed to achieve sufficient data. 

Subsequently, the quality of the data depends on participants’ abilities to reflect and convey their 

experiences regarding a chosen topic. If a proposed research design includes a sample that can 

provide data that is “on target” and “rich and experiential,” the researcher may not need to recruit 

more participants to reach saturation (Morse, 2000, p. 4). 

Researchers disagree on a specific sample size needed for phenomenological research to 

reach saturation. Creswell (1995, as cited in Mason, 2010) suggests five to 25. Morse (1994, as 

cited in Mason, 2010) suggests six. In a review of 560 qualitative Ph.D. studies, Mason (2010) 

found the average sample size was 31 participants. Beyond the debate over the correct sample 

size, the concept of saturation poses an issue for some researchers who claim that a “conclusion” 

to qualitative research is never fully reached due to closing out the data prematurely and/or the 

continual emergence of new data (Dey 1999, Strauss & Corbin, as cited in Mason, 2010). In the 

case of this study, the level of program familiarity among the selected participants allowed me to 

collect sufficient data (approaching saturation) using 6 participants from each institution.  
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Recruitment of Sample 

To limit the scope of the study, three institutions were selected which constitutes 25% of 

the entire population of outdoor programs who have received the Webb Award. The decision to 

limit the investigation to three programs was based on several factors. First, all three institutions 

received the Webb Award between 2010 - 2015. Second, the institutions share several key 

characteristics. They are all 4-year, public institutions with multiple full-time staff members (at 

least two individuals) and comparably sized undergraduate student staff (between 20 - 40 part-

time staff) responsible for overseeing and executing the functions of the outdoor program. It is 

also worth noting that these institutions are located in different geographic regions in the United 

States. I was interested in learning if and how a program’s geographic setting influenced its 

organizational legitimacy. Each institution will be described more fully in its institutional and 

program profile.  

After gaining approval from the Human Subjects Committee and the Institutional Review 

Board, I used email to contact the administrators directly responsible for the oversight of the 

outdoor recreation programs to ask if they would be willing to assist with the study. After these 

administrators consented to participate, I relied on them to refer additional participants to 

interview based on their knowledge of individuals affiliated with their program. I wanted the 

sample to reflect different forms of connectedness to the program. The classifications of 

participants included 1 - 2 administrators with direct oversight of the program (coordinator or 

assistant director), 1 - 2 student employees, and 1- 2 upper-level administrators within the 

department (associate director or director). Within each institution, I collected interviews from 

six participants, resulting in a total of 18 interviews. Pseudonyms were assigned to protect the 

identities of the programs and participants involved in the study. 
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 Toward the end of my data collection process, I was forced to remove and replace one of 

the original institutions in the study due to concerns for participant anonymity. All data that was 

collected from the institution was destroyed and removed from analytical consideration. The 

institution that was selected to replace the original institution still possessed the same key 

characteristics as the other two institutions; it received the Webb Award between 2010 – 2015, is 

a public, 4-year institution, and has a comparable staffing structure to the other two institutions.  

I was able to identify and interview six participants at the replacement institution. 

Data Collection 

Adhering to methodology appropriate for a phenomenological study, my primary source 

of data was interviews with participants affiliated with one of three college outdoor recreation 

programs that won the Webb Award between 2010 - 2015. In addition to conducting interviews, 

I also collected and analyzed institutional documents (Webb Award nomination/selection 

materials, program website(s), media mentions, press releases, and program annual reports) to 

explore how the program’s organizational output was reflected in published materials intended 

for external audiences. Including more than one source of data offered a view of the programs’ 

cultures and perceived legitimacy from multiple perspectives and helped with triangulation. 

With approval from the Human Subjects Committee Institutional Review Board, I 

conducted semi-structured interviews with administrators and student employees who (at the 

time of their interview) were currently associated with the outdoor recreation program at one of 

the three institutions included in the study. Prior to collecting this data, I field tested my 

interview questions with another college outdoor recreation program as a means of refining the 

phrasing and content of each question. 
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Interviews 

Interviews are a highly interactive qualitative research method in which data collection 

takes the form of a conversation between researcher and participant(s) (Savenye & Robinson, 

1996). As a qualitative method, interviews allow the researcher to focus on “cultural, everyday, 

and situated aspects of human thinking, learning, acting, and ways of understanding ourselves as 

persons” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 12). Interviews are useful for understanding features of a 

culture from an insider’s perspective; they may shed light on how or why a participant responds 

to an event or situation (Savenye & Robinson, 1996).  

Mischler (1979, as cited in Wimpenny & Gass, 2000 p. 1486) expressed that meaning 

must be viewed within the social context in which it occurs. Reflexivity is inherent in and vital to 

the phenomenological interview process. Siedman (1991, as cited in Wimpenny & Gass, 2000 p. 

1487) distills the phenomenological interview process into three stages. The interview begins by 

creating a context through which to understand the experience. Then, the interview constructs the 

experience. Finally, the interview provides an opportunity to reflect on the essence of the 

experience. 

My prior acquaintance with six of the participants could have potentially influenced the 

extent to which they were willing to share information about themselves or their program. 

Garton and Copeland (2010) conducted research on interviewers and participants who shared a 

relationship prior to engaging in the interview process; the researchers wanted to consider how 

previous relationships or experiences could impact the “joint construction of meaning” of an 

interview. In social science research, these “acquaintance interviews” involve a researcher who is 

an insider of the culture and shares a prior relationship with the interviewee (Garton & Copeland, 

2010). Acquaintance interviews have the benefit of potentially unlocking resources that might 
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otherwise be unavailable using traditional social science interview methodology (Garton & 

Copeland, 2010). 

Garton and Copeland (2010) express the need for both parties to negotiate new identities 

as interviewer and interviewee. As the interviewer, I had to acknowledge the inherent asymmetry 

in the new relationship between me and my professional colleagues because I was the one 

controlling the interaction. I was especially diligent in my reflexivity when undertaking these 

interviews and recognized how my existing relationships could influence the production and 

interpretation of data (see Appendix I “Mapping Bias”). 

Interview format. Techniques for conducting interviews occur on a spectrum. Highly 

structured interviews will adhere to rigid script and pre-determined set of questions. Semi-

structured interviews may have a set of guiding questions, but topics may be explored in a 

“somewhat loose but probing manner” (Savenye & Robinson, 1996). For this study, I used a 

semi-structured interview format. In semi-structured interviews, participants are asked identical 

questions but the conversational structure of the interview allows for participants to contribute as 

much information as they choose and provides the researcher with an opportunity to ask probing 

questions as follow-up (Turner, 2010). A list of interview questions is available in Appendix D. 

In each interview, I explained the purpose of the interview and addressed terms of 

confidentiality. McNamara (2009) notes that promising absolute confidentiality is problematic; 

in rare circumstances, courts may get access to information. Given the small number of 

institutions who have received the Webb Award, providing absolute anonymity for the programs 

was and is challenging. Nevertheless, I employed available protocols to keep institutions and 

participants anonymous. Because participants were asked to address difficult topics regarding 

culture, community, power, and authority, the threat of having their identities exposed could 
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present significant personnel implications in such a small field. I assigned pseudonyms to the 

institutions and participants and each participant signed an informed consent document approved 

by the Human Subjects Committee and Institutional Review Board. The informed consent 

document outlines the purpose of the study, the participants’ understanding of participation, and 

explains safeguard protocol used to protect their identities (see Appendix F). 

 I also explained the format of each interview to each participant before asking any 

questions related to the research topic. Three interviews were conducted in-person at the 

institution, four interviews were conducted in-person at the 2016 AORE annual conference, and 

the remaining 11 interviews were conducted over the phone. Each interview was private, audio-

recorded, and later transcribed for accuracy using GoTranscript transcription service. Participants 

received a copy of the interview transcript and audio file and were given an opportunity to ask 

questions, provide clarification, withdraw consent, and/or make corrections prior to the data 

analysis phase. 

Interview questions. McNamara (2009, as cited in Turner, 2010, p. 757-8) provides 

several recommendations for constructing effective research questions: 

1. Wording should be open ended; 

2. Questions should be as neutral as possible; 

3. Questions should be asked one at a time; 

4. Questions should be worded clearly; and 

5. Researchers should be careful when asking “why” questions 

Using what I learned from my review of existing research literature, I revised early drafts of my 

interview questions to align more closely with my study’s conceptual framework. The interview 

questions selected for this study were primarily driven using concepts and terminology from 
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Allaire and Firsirotu’s (1984) and Tillman’s (2004) models. Using the frame that legitimacy is 

based on organizational output, a product of organizational culture, the interview questions were 

constructed to encourage responses that describe external influences (environment, institutional 

mission, competition) cultural inputs (slogans, stories, rituals), sociocultural inputs (structures, 

strategies, leadership), outputs, and stages of legitimization. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the 

extent of available literature on the benefits of college outdoor recreation experiences shifted my 

attention away from exploring specific benefits to student participants, instead focusing on 

organizational processes and how those processes may influence organizational output. 

Pilot interview. Field tests are conducted in a natural environment to determine utility 

and acceptability (Cheesebro & Borisoff, 2007). To improve the quality of interview data for this 

study, I field tested the interview questions and format to ensure participants could comprehend 

the meaning of each question and recall their response effectively. Pilot tests can determine if 

there are flaws, limitations, or other weaknesses within the interview design prior to conducting 

the study (Turner, 2010). I used one pilot interview to refine the methodological process, paying 

specific attention to the sequence, content, and phrasing of each question.  

Turner (2010) encourages researchers to select pilot test participants that have similar 

interests and backgrounds as those who will be included in the study. The college outdoor 

recreation program used for the field test has not received the Webb Award; however, the 

institution shares characteristics akin to the other institutions included in the formal study. The 

outdoor program is housed at mid-size public research institution in the southeastern United 

States and has comparable offerings and staffing structures to the three selected institutions. A 

copy of interview question revision process and memo are included in Appendix J. 
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Document Analysis 

Unlike conducting interviews, document analysis is unobtrusive; these materials would 

exist without involvement from the researcher. According to Goetz and LeCompte (1984, as 

cited in Savenye & Robinson, 1996, p. 1058), these “artifacts of interest” are things that people 

make and do. From artifacts, a theory of culture can be built (Hodder, 1984, as cited in Savenye 

& Robinson, 1996, p. 1058). 

For this study, I analyzed 83 total documents from multiple sources (see Table 2). From 

AORE, I requested materials pertaining to each program’s Webb Award nomination and 

selection and any subsequent press releases following the naming of the program as a winner. 

From the selected institutions, I analyzed the institution’s mission and strategic plan, recreation 

department/program mission statements, press releases, relevant webpages, and semester/annual 

reports that were made available to me. Additionally, I conducted internet searches for media 

mentions and external press from regional and national sources (such as Forbes, Outside 

Magazine, and local media outlets). These sources provided insight into the language, imagery, 

and characteristics that each program uses to identify itself. Furthermore, as the purpose of this 

study was concerned with exploring how organizational culture can be used to challenge 

legitimacy gaps, examining the content of these documents revealed how these successful 

programs maintain, extend, and defend their legitimacy to stakeholders. These documents, when 

integrated into the overall analytical process, provided useful context for themes that emerged 

during the interview coding process. 

Strategies for Improving Data Quality 

I employed several methods to combat potential researcher bias. The standards for 

qualitative research outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) provided a strong foundation upon 



74	
	

which to evaluate my methodology and data analysis. To establish credibility and authenticity, I 

engaged in consistent interviewing practices and member validation. Member validation 

provides a means for stakeholders (in this case, interviewees) to verify and potentially influence 

descriptions or interpretations (Bygstad & Munkvold, 2007). I presented participants with 

transcripts and audio files of their interviews for verification as well as provided them with a 

summary of the data upon the conclusion of my analysis.  

To improve dependability, I carefully documented my research methods and personal 

biases as the researcher. To the greatest extent possible, I attempted to bracket my personal 

experiences within the field of college outdoor recreation and the Association for Outdoor 

Recreation and Education. Bracketing in phenomenological research “requires the deliberate 

putting aside one’s own belief about the phenomenon under investigation or what one already 

knows about the subject prior to and throughout the phenomenological investigation” (Carpenter, 

2007, as cited in Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013, p. 1). Bracketing cannot completely remove “pre-

understanding” of a given topic, but being aware of my own assumptions throughout the research 

process helped reduce or mitigate influence that might have otherwise gone undetected.  

Regarding confirmability, triangulation has become an increasingly popular method of 

controlling bias and validating propositions in naturalistic and qualitative evaluations (Mathison, 

1988, as cited in Golafshani, p. 603) Triangulation strengthens analysis by combining multiple 

methods or data sources (Patton, 2001). For this study, I engaged in triangulation by utilizing 

multiple sources of data, namely interviews and program documents. 

 Reflexivity, according to Primeau (2003, as cited in Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013, p. 3) 

“involves the realization of an honest examination of the values and interests of the researcher 

that may impinge upon research work.” Chan, Fung, and Chien (2013) note that reflexivity is key 
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in helping researchers identify potential research bias throughout the research process. 

Throughout my data collection and analysis phases, I engaged in peer debriefing, also called 

analytic triangulation. Peer debriefing is the process by which “a researcher calls upon a 

disinterested peer—a peer who is not involved in the research project—to aid in probing the 

researcher’s thinking around all or parts of the research process” (Nguyên, 2008, p. 604). I 

identified one graduate student and one faculty member in a related academic field (natural 

resources and recreation tourism) at an external institution to periodically debrief my interview 

process and review my initial analysis of data. These individuals’ familiarity with my topic and 

research methods provided me with valuable feedback regarding whether my proposed emerging 

themes were reasonable based on the raw data and existing research literature.  

Field journals are also an effective means of practicing reflexivity and bracketing skills, 

so I used a reflexive field journal throughout the data collection process. Reflexive memos can 

capture the participants’ and the researcher’s attitude, body language, and feelings at the time of 

an interview, all of which may not be reflected in an interview transcript. Smith (1999) explained 

that reflexive journals serve as an “audit” of the research process; journals can elucidate “wider, 

previously hidden contexts in the form of [the researcher’s] and their participants’ reflections” 

(p. 363). 

I analyzed my field notes for both descriptive and reflective content. Descriptive content 

refers to notes made on the physical space in which data collection occurs, observations of 

participants, exact quotes, notes on non-verbal communication, and any potential impact I 

personally had on the interview. Reflective content included internal questions, criticisms, 

insights, thoughts, or concerns that I had throughout the data collection process. An analysis of 

my field notes encouraged self-reflection throughout the data collection and analysis processes 
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and even revealed themes not immediately emergent in the interview or document data analysis. 

Excerpts of my field notes are included in an appendix at the end of the completed study (See 

Appendix J). 

Data Analysis 

Phenomenological Data Analysis 

Sanders (1982) identifies four levels of phenomenological data analysis. The first level is 

the description of the data; transcribed interview records provide insight into the human 

experience as well as unique qualities of the participant involved. The second level requires the 

researcher to consider emergent themes that exist within and between multiple interviews. 

Themes are prioritized by importance to the central phenomena rather than frequency. The third 

stage identifies noetic/noematic correlates--what Sanders explained as subjective reflections of 

objective emergent themes. This stage is particularly vital to the analytical process because it 

extracts what the phenomenon “essentially is” from the perspective of the participant. The last 

level uses reflection and intuition to determine the essence of the experience. Sanders explains 

that if noetic correlates describe the “what” and noematic correlates describe the “how,” the final 

stage describes the “why” of the experience.  

Bowen (2009) describes document analysis as a threefold process: first, a superficial 

examination allows the researcher to draw out initial reactions to the data. Second, the researcher 

conducts a thorough read-through of the content, clarifying thematic observations. Finally, the 

researcher engages in thoughtful interpretation of the data. The process involves both content and 

thematic analysis. Content analysis brackets information into categories pertaining to the primary 

research questions. Thematic analysis systematically identifies patterns of concepts or ideas 

within the data pertaining to a phenomenon. Researchers must be cautious of treating documents 
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as sources with truth value; they can be incomplete, ill-informed, or biased. Instead, they should 

consider the meaning of a document and its contribution to the phenomenon being studied 

(Bowen, 2009). 

Coding Strategy 

According to Saldaña (2015) a code “is a word or phrase that symbolically assigns a 

summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based 

or visual data” (p. 4-5). This study employed an inductive coding strategy to allow themes to 

emerge directly from the data. This process is two-fold; a researcher first “sees” an important 

moment and then “sees it as something” by assigning a specific code (Boyatzis, 1998, as cited in 

Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2015, p. 83). 

Thomas (2006) identified five key features of categories developed from inductive 

coding. First, the category must be identified by a label: a word or phrase that may or may not 

reflect features of the category. Second, the category will have a description that contains key 

characteristics, scope, and limitations of the category. Third, the category will have data (often 

text) that illustrate meanings, associations, and perspectives associated with the category. Fourth, 

the category may have hierarchical or parallel connections (links) to other categories. Last, the 

category may be embedded in a theory, model, or framework. Codes for this study were largely 

derived from the conceptual framework as well as from language used by participants and in the 

documents. For example, a top-tier code was “Organizational Legitimacy” while sub-codes 

included “Defense,” “Maintenance,” “Extension,” and “Stakeholder Needs.” 

Thomas (2006) also outlined five coding procedures in inductive analysis. First, the 

researcher prepares raw files in a process called “data cleaning”: files are formatted consistently 

to facilitate the analytical process. Each interview was audio recorded and submitted 
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electronically to GoTranscript transcription service. When the transcripts were returned to me, I 

simultaneously listened to each audio file while proofreading the corresponding transcript to 

make any necessary edits or corrections, resulting in transcripts that were both checked for 

accuracy and formatted consistently.  

To facilitate the analytical process, I utilized Computer Assisted Qualitative Data 

Analysis Software (CAQDAS), namely, NVivo 11.4 (Lewins & Silver, 2009). NVivo 11.4 

allowed me to upload document files of interview transcripts and organize them in folders by 

institution. I uploaded documents for analysis and categorized them based on the following 

document types: external press, internal press, mission and strategic plan, reports, web pages 

(including social media), and Webb Award documents. Furthermore, NVivo 11.4 provided me 

with a system to draft and store analytical research memos.  

Next, the researcher conducts a close reading of the text to become familiar with the 

content and to develop initial themes and observations (Thomas, 2006). During this phase, I 

gained a sense of which interview questions yielded responses closely pertaining to specific 

research questions. I also reflected on how a participant’s role or tenure within the outdoor 

program influenced the participant’s level of familiarity with the question topic and/or ability to 

speak to historical context and other factors influencing the organization’s culture. 

Third, the researcher creates categories and subcategories, if needed (Thomas, 2006). 

During this phase, I assigned codes to specific pieces of text. I organized and analyzed the 

interviews and documents using a similar coding process, but I employed an additional step 

during document analysis using a guide created specifically for document review (Appendix H). 

I assigned codes directly through NVivo 11.4 rather than having to hand-code or use an 

alternative software program, which increased my efficiency.  
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Fourth, the researcher identifies text that is either un-coded or contains overlapping codes 

(Thomas, 2006). A considerable amount of text many not be assigned to any category if the text 

is not relevant to the aims of the study. Sections of text that receive multiple codes are double-

checked to make sure that all assigned codes are relevant. In some cases where text received 

overlapping codes in my data analysis, I eliminated a category completely to reduce redundancy.  

Finally, the researcher engages in a continuous process of revising and refining the 

category system until the most important categories have been identified and the data has been 

coded accordingly (Thomas, 2006). Upon reviewing my initial coding efforts, I revised and 

restructured my coding system by condensing, collapsing, and deleting codes that were 

redundant or less useful to create a hierarchy of codes with established themes and subthemes 

resulting in 13 top-tier codes and 39 codes total. My final coding hierarchy and a screenshot of 

my coding process in NVivo 11.4 is included Appendix K. 

After finalizing my coding system and assigning codes to the data, I extracted all 

similarly-coded data to consider if and what overarching patterns of thought or language 

emerged when examining the coded data in isolation. During this phase of analysis, I attempted 

to distill the phenomena of organizational culture-building and establishing organizational 

legitimacy by identifying the individual components (actions, efforts, contexts, structures, 

systems) that comprised these phenomena as well as participants’ and stakeholders’ involvement 

in and reaction to these essences. I identify and describe these essences in Chapter 5, using 

concrete examples from the documents and participants’ personal experiences to explain how 

these fundamental components, when taken together, acknowledge the relationship between 

organizational culture and organizational legitimacy. 
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Summary and Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of core research paradigms and methodological 

processes (participant recruitment selection, data collection, and analysis) associated with the 

study. A qualitative approach was most appropriate because it enabled the outdoor programs 

being studied to describe their organizational culture in their own language. Furthermore, a 

phenomenological qualitative approach allowed me to consider each participant’s lived 

experience of being part of a nationally-recognized and institutionally-supported outdoor 

recreation program. Eidetic reduction provided a means by which I could compare individuals’ 

perceptions of their environmental inputs and sociocultural/cultural contexts with the actual 

concrete inputs that constitute their program’s landscape. 

I established credibility through consistent interviewing processes, member validation, 

and structural coherence. The transferability of my data was based on selecting a sample that 

reflected 25% of the entire Webb Award winning population. Thoroughly documenting my 

research methods and obtaining IRB-approval established dependability. I confirmed my 

findings through triangulation and reflexive analysis. At the end, I demonstrated authenticity of 

my research by representing a range of realities based on differences between the programs and 

individuals being interviewed (Whittemore et al., 2001). The following chapter will provide 

profiles of the three institutions included in the study as well as the individual participants who 

were interviewed for the study. 
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Table 1: Recipients of the David J. Webb Program Excellence Award 

Institution / 
Program 

Location Public/ 
private 

2-year 
4-year 

Total student 
population 

Received 
award 

Brigham Young 
University Outdoor 
Unlimited 

Provo, Utah Private 4-year 29,600 2002 

Idaho State University 
Outdoor Program 

Pocatello, ID Public 4-year 15,500 2003 

Miami University-
Ohio Outdoor 
Program 

Oxford, OH Public 4-year 18,500 2004 

Cornell University 
Outdoor Education 

Ithaca, NY Private 4-year 21,500 2005 

University of Utah 
Outdoor Recreation 
Program 

Salt Lake City, 
UT 

Public 4-year 31,500 2006 

Portland State 
University Outdoor 
Program 

Portland, OR Public 4-year 28,000 2007 

Bowling Green State 
University Outdoor 
Program 

Bowling 
Green, OH 

Public 4-year 17,000 2009 

Appalachian State 
University Outdoor 
Programs 

Boone, NC Public 4-year 18,000 2011 

University of Idaho 
Outdoor Program 

Moscow, ID Public 4-year 11,500 2012 

Whitman College 
Outdoor Program 

Walla Walla, 
WA 

Private 4-year 1,500 2013 

Florida State 
University Outdoor 
Pursuits Program 

Tallahassee, 
FL 

Public 4-year 41,500 2014 

James Madison 
University Adventure 
Program 

Harrisonburg, 
VA 

Public 4-year 21,000 2015 
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Table 2: Summary of Document Analysis 

Document 
type 

Description Allagash 
University 

Chattooga 
University 

Obed 
University 

External 
press 

Refers to media and/or press releases 
issued by regional or national agents with 
no institutional affiliation 

1 6 6 

Internal 
press 

Refers to media and/or press releases 
issued by an agent of the institution, 
including student newspapers 

7 4 11 

Reports Refers to recurring semester or annual 
reports issued by the program or 
department 

4 2 5 

Webpages Refers to webpages, including social 
media, that directly cite and/or describe 
one or multiple components of the outdoor 
program; does not include subpages 

6 9 4 

Webb 
Award 

Refers to documentation related to 
program’s Webb Award nomination or 
award, including press releases from the 
Association 

4 3 2 

Mission/ 
strategic 
plan 

Refers to documents issued by the 
institution referring to the institutional 
mission or strategic plan and/or 
department/program mission 

3 3 3 

Total  25 27 31 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PROGRAM AND PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

I interviewed 18 participants for this study; six at each institution. Prior to each interview, 

participants completed a pre-interview questionnaire to provide basic demographic information 

and a brief explanation of their role(s) and involvement on campus. As explained in Chapter 3, 

my decision to use purposive, chain-referral sampling enabled me to interview participants an 

established history (at least 1 year of employment) within their outdoor program.  

Additionally, I stratified my sample from each institution to get a variety of perspectives, 

ranging from part-time, undergraduate student employees to full-time department directors. In 

the tables below, “Upper-level administrator” refers to either directors or associate directors of 

recreation departments whose responsibilities include supervising full-time staff that directly 

oversee the outdoor program. “Mid-level administrator” refers to full-time assistant directors or 

coordinators whose responsibilities include direct oversight of some or all elements of the 

university outdoor program as well as supervising part-time student staff. This chapter provides a 

short description of each institution and outdoor program as well as brief profiles of the 

institutions and participants (see Tables 3 and 4). Each institution has been renamed to protect 

the identities of the participants involved in this study. 

Allagash University (AU) 

Allagash University is a mid-size, 4-year, public institution located in the Mid-Atlantic 

region of the United States. Located in a highly competitive state university system, Allagash 

University is the most-applied-to institution in its state and has a strong retention rate. Located in 

a rural region with close access to national forests and a national park, many participants 

interviewed for this study acknowledged that proximity to multiple recreational opportunities 
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was a key strength for Allagash. The University has a clear teaching-focused mission and seeks 

to create graduates with a strong sense of civic duty and engagement. 

The outdoor program at Allagash features outdoor trips, climbing wall programs, an 

outdoor equipment rental center, bike shop (in-progress), and challenge program. The program is 

managed by two full-time professional staff, a graduate assistant, and approximately 40 

undergraduate student employees. Allagash’s outdoor program originated in 1996 as part of the 

university’s recreation department. In its twenty-year history, the program has undergone several 

significant transformations. In 2013, the recreation department added a new outdoor challenge 

course and a second full-time professional to assist with the management and operation of the 

outdoor program. In 2016, the recreation department completed a $57-million-dollar 

renovation/expansion to the campus’s main recreation facility, including the construction of a 

second climbing wall and dedicated outdoor equipment rental center. The part-time (student) 

staff effectively doubled in size with the addition of the new wall and rental center. At the time 

of its Webb nomination, Allagash University had recently established a new partnership with the 

university’s health center, pairing student trip leaders with licensed counselors to offer outdoor 

trips with a specific outcome of encouraging mental health and wellbeing. 

Allagash University Participants 

Frank. Frank is a mid-level administrator who oversees the entire outdoor program at 

Allagash University, which includes the climbing wall, challenge course, trips program, bike 

shop, and rental center. Frank has been in his current position for five years; he also served as the 

program’s graduate assistant while obtaining his master’s degree in the early 2000s. Prior to 

rejoining the AU team in his current position, he worked for outdoor programs at two higher 

education institutions in New England. During his tenure with the outdoor program, Frank has 
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been involved in the construction of a new challenge course, expansion of full-time and part time 

outdoor program staff, and major facility expansion/renovation (new rental center and climbing 

wall). Frank has strong connections to AORE and has served as the Association’s president. 

Hooperman. For the past 21 years, Hooperman has served as the Director of Allagash 

University’s recreation department. Hooperman’s professional background in collegiate 

recreation management spans multiple positions and institutions ranging in size and geographic 

location. As the Director, he is responsible for “providing vision and leadership to the 

department as well as managing the human, financial, and physical resources” (department 

website). Hooperman joined the staff in 1995 just before the department opened its primary 

facility. As one of the longest tenured members of the staff, Hooperman has a strong sense of 

organizational history and could provide context for many of the outdoor program’s facility, 

staffing, and programmatic transformations. Additionally, Hooperman has strong ties to the 

NIRSA collegiate recreation professional association and has held several leadership roles within 

the association throughout his years of involvement. 

Jerry. At the time of his interview, Jerry was an undergraduate student at Allagash 

University pursuing a degree in Sport and Recreation Management. He graduated in December 

of 2016. Prior to graduating, he worked for Allagash’s outdoor program for two years. As an 

employee, he was directly involved in leading trips (primarily whitewater paddling and mountain 

biking), facilitating challenge courses, and working in the bike shop. He also previously served 

as a challenge course manager. Jerry expressed interest in pursuing a career in outdoor recreation 

after graduation. He moved to the western region of the United States to work at a bicycle shop 

shortly after graduation. 
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John. John has held several positions within AU recreation throughout his fifteen-year 

tenure with the department. Prior to becoming the Associate Director of Programming (his 

current role), John served as the coordinator for the outdoor program from 2000-2006 and held 

positions overseeing marketing and sport clubs. In his current role on the leadership team, he 

works directly with all six programming units within the department focused on student learning. 

John teaches classes as adjunct faculty in multiple departments on campus. John comes from a 

professional background in outdoor recreation; before joining the AU staff, he spent several 

years in municipal parks and recreation and managed a college outdoor program at a nearby 

institution. John has strong ties to AORE and NIRSA as well as other professional higher 

education professional associations. Like Hooperman, John’s established tenure within the 

department and his previous professional role overseeing the outdoor program provides him with 

valuable institutional memory and historical context. 

Kimberly. Kimberly is an undergraduate student at Allagash pursuing degrees in 

religious studies and women and gender studies. She currently serves as a student manager of the 

challenge course and has held increasingly progressive roles within the program since being 

hired in the fall of 2014. After graduation, Kimberly plans to pursue a career in outdoor 

recreation. In addition to her involvement in the recreation department, Kimberly is a member of 

the AU Young Life student group, a non-denominational religious organization. 

Sky. Along with Frank (her direct supervisor), Sky is the other full-time, mid-level 

professional directly responsible for leading the outdoor program. Her primary responsibilities 

include oversight of the challenge program and equipment rental center. Prior to joining the 

Allagash team in 2013 (coinciding with the construction of the university’s new challenge 

course), Sky spent several years working for college outdoor programs in the southeast and 
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southwestern regions of the country. Like Frank, Sky has strong ties to AORE and has held 

leadership positions within the Association. She is also involved in the Association for Challenge 

Course Technology (ACCT).  

Obed University (OU) 

Obed University is a mid-size, public research institution located in the northwestern 

region of the United States. OU is notably a land-grant institution; a characteristic which many 

participants were quick to acknowledge in interviews when asked to describe their university. 

The University has several campus centers throughout the state but the primary campus is 

located in a rural region. The University is positioned in a geographic location that provides easy 

access to natural areas prime for many outdoor recreation activities, including flat and 

whitewater paddling, climbing, backpacking, and skiing. In 2012, Outside Magazine identified 

Obed University as one of 25 universities its readers should consider (Andrews, 2012). The 

student body at Obed is highly engaged and involved in the university and surrounding 

community; the university is home to more than 200 student organizations. 

Obed’s outdoor program is one of the oldest, well-established college outdoor recreation 

programs in the country. The program features outdoor trips, a climbing center, leadership and 

challenge programs, and an equipment rental center. Three, full-time staff manage various 

aspects of the program and supervise a student staff of approximately 20 part-time employees. In 

its early years, the outdoor program at Obed University started as a student funded program 

housed in the basement of the student union; in 2010, management of the outdoor program was 

transferred to the recreation department. One of the defining characteristics of the program is 

consistency; since receiving full funding in 1973, the program has only had three directors. 

According to current staff, individuals who work with the outdoor program tend to stay involved 
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because of a sense of loyalty and support. These directors bring with them strong institutional 

memory and community partnerships.  

One of the defining characteristics of Obed University’s outdoor program is its success in 

placing student alumni in the field of outdoor recreation as professionals after graduation. In its 

Webb Award nomination, 19 alumni from the program submitted testimonials expressing their 

gratitude for the benefits they received through participation in the outdoor program. At the time 

of the nomination, 13 of the 19 nominators held positions directly related to managing a 

collegiate outdoor recreation program. 

Obed University Participants 

Alex. Alex is the newest member of the administrative staff responsible for overseeing 

the equipment rental center at OU. Prior to joining the staff in 2016, she served as a guide 

primarily in the areas of ice climbing, sea kayaking, and backpacking. She spent several seasons 

in the western United States as a ski technician and comes from a camp background. Alex has a 

bachelor’s degree in adventure education. Alex noted during her interview that females are rarely 

selected for positions that directly oversee equipment repair and maintenance. Additionally, 

Alex’s hire marked the first new coordinator of OU’s rental center in three decades; her 

predecessor held the position for 30 years. 

Bob. Bob is a mid-level administrator responsible for overseeing all aspects of the 

outdoor program, including outdoor trips, the climbing center, and equipment rental center. Bob 

is the direct supervisor of the other two full-time professionals responsible for the outdoor 

program. Prior to assuming his current role in 2014, Bob served as the climbing center 

coordinator from 2008-2014. Bob’s promotion to director of the outdoor program came after the 

long-time director of more than 30 years retired. Bob was recently appointed to a national 
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advisory council by the U.S. Secretary of the Interior. While serving this three-year term, Bob 

will represent academicians in the field of natural resource management. 

Claudia. Claudia is a mid-level administrator responsible for overseeing the climbing 

center. She has been involved in the Obed outdoor program for 5 years; prior to assuming her 

current role as a professional staff member, she held multiple positions as a student employee, 

including climbing facility attendant and route setter, trip leader, and climbing center student 

manager. In February 2017, Claudia participated in a panel of female adventurers promoting the 

role of women in recreation. Claudia is highly involved in AORE and has held leadership 

positions within the Association. During her interview, Claudia noted that her previous 

professional background in adventure therapy has influenced her role as an educator and mentor 

to college students. 

Hogan. Hogan currently serves as the Assistant Vice President for Student Affairs at 

Obed University and has held the role for 15 years. In this role, he oversees the recreation 

department (including the outdoor program), two student unions, student activities and volunteer 

center, health services, and media department. The varying demands of each of these units 

requires Hogan to be highly professional versatile. As leader and spokesperson within the 

division, Hogan indicated that one of his professional strengths is his ability articulate the value 

of outdoor recreation to higher education based on his academic and personal experiences in the 

field. Both of Hogan’s undergraduate and graduate degrees are in recreation management; he 

expressed a strong passion for adventure programming and held a position as an environmental 

education counselor prior to pursuing a full-time career in student affairs. 

James. James is an undergraduate student studying geography at OU. He has been 

employed by the outdoor program for three years as a rental center employee and trip leader. 
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James was raised in the city where OU is located and expressed that the location of the campus 

was one of the factors that influenced his decision to attend the university. James is heavily 

involved in the campus’ ski club, the oldest competitive club sport on campus, as an officer. He 

is also involved in the campus rugby team and leads whitewater rafting trips. Although he is not 

specifically committed to pursuing a career in outdoor recreation, James expressed interest in 

obtaining a position that would allow him to work outdoors after graduating.  

Mary. Mary is an undergraduate student studying natural resource conservation. She is 

one of the longest-tenured undergraduate students employed by the OU outdoor recreation 

program, having worked in some capacity with the program for four years. She currently serves 

as the shop manager of the equipment rental center and leads whitewater rafting trips. 

Additionally, Mary has assisted with group development programs and worked in the climbing 

center. Mary intends to pursue a career in outdoor recreation or a related field after graduating. 

Chattooga University (CU) 

Chattooga University is a large, 4-year, public institution located in the southeastern 

region of the United States. Because of its size and proximity to important state political and 

civic units, the University receives frequent media attention and national recognition; in 2013, it 

was designated as one of two “pre-eminent” research institutions by the state’s Board of 

Governors. As a preeminent institution, the university will receive an additional $15 million in 

state funding to help the university move up in national rankings of public universities based on 

achieving certain benchmarks including retention, graduation rates, research funding, and 

endowments (Kumar, 2013). Pride and tradition are among the University’s most prominent 

values as expressed by participants during the study. The University also has a strong athletics 

program and nationally recognized brand. 
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The outdoor program at Chattooga University is unique in that the outdoor trips program, 

equipment rental center, challenge course, and summer camp are housed at a 10-acre waterfront 

facility located approximately five miles away from the main campus. The facility provides free 

access to current students and campus recreation center members; guests can enter the facility for 

a small fee. The waterfront facility provides opportunities for guests to paddle, swim, play disc 

golf, rent outdoor equipment, climb the outdoor climbing wall, and play yard games. Patrons can 

also rent cabins and conference center space. The waterfront facility is managed by four full-time 

professionals, three of whom are responsible for overseeing the outdoor program. 

Chattooga’s outdoor program has undergone several significant changes over the past 

decade. The waterfront space underwent a major renovation in 2009 including an expansion of 

the main waterfront office and outdoor equipment rental center. The department replaced the old 

high challenge course (constructed in 2001) with a new odyssey-style course in 2014; the success 

of the new high challenge course provided sufficient revenue for the department to bring on an 

additional full-time staff member to assist with the challenge and summer camp programs in 

June of 2016. 

Chattooga University Participants 

Cam. Cam is a mid-level administrator responsible for overseeing all outdoor programs 

with primary oversight of the challenge program and summer camp. He directly supervises two 

full-time staff members as well as approximately 25-30 part-time student employees. Cam has a 

long history with Chattooga University; he completed both undergraduate and graduate degrees 

in recreation from CU. After serving as a student facilitator from 2001-2002, he spent several 

years working in the private sector for the challenge course industry before returning to CU in 

2004 at which time he became the coordinator of the challenge program. In 2012, Cam was 
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promoted to assistant director and assumed supervision of the outdoor trips program and rental 

center (with support from another full-time staff member) in addition to the challenge course and 

summer camp. Cam is one of the most tenured full-time professionals in the department. 

Carl. Carl is a mid-level administrator; he joined the campus recreation staff in 2012 as 

the coordinator of the outdoor trips program and equipment rental center. An avid paddler and 

backpacker, Carl grew up in a family that encouraged an appreciation of the natural world. His 

undergraduate degree is in outdoor education with an emphasis in adventure-based 

programming. Prior to assuming his current role, Carl spent eight years working for an 

experiential education center in New England focused on providing free outreach and outdoor 

experiences to under-served students in the region. Carl’s involvement in the local outdoor 

network has enabled him to serve his community through his outdoor expertise; he recently 

served on a panel that provided insight to community members on how to enjoy local natural 

spaces. 

Don. Don is an undergraduate student studying political science and communications. In 

addition to serving as a student trip leader for the past year, Don also works on the department’s 

student marketing team. In this role, he is responsible for helping to promote all aspects of the 

University’s recreation program through social media and general outreach events. Don 

expressed that backpacking is his “true outdoor love” but also enjoys river excursions. He is also 

currently exploring rock climbing as a new adventure hobby. Don is a member of a CU sport 

club; he currently plays on the men’s ultimate Frisbee team. 

Lloyd. Lloyd is the director of Chattooga University’s campus recreation department. He 

joined the staff in 2011 after serving as a director of another large southeastern university 

recreation program for three years and as an associate director at a Midwestern institution in the 
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decade prior to that. In his current role as director, Lloyd provides departmental oversight for all 

areas of campus recreation, including programs, facilities, maintenance, and business operations. 

Upon Lloyd’s arrival, the department underwent a process of redefining its mission, vision, and 

values. Additionally, Lloyd helped shift the department’s operational philosophy from being 

“staff-run, student-supported,” to “student-run, staff-supported.” Lloyd is a long-time member 

and supporter of NIRSA and recently completed a 3-year term on the NIRSA school faculty.  

Mickey. Mickey is an upper-level administrator and member of the department’s 

leadership team. Like Cam, Mickey is a self-proclaimed “Chattooga University lifer,” starting in 

the mid-1970s as an undergraduate student athlete. Mickey has served the campus recreation 

department for 22 years; she began her career with CU recreation in the 1990s as an assistant 

director of aquatics, outdoor trips, challenge, and the waterfront facility. Mickey has held her 

current role as a senior associate director since 2003. In addition to her supervision of the 

outdoor program staff, Mickey also directly supervises the full-time staff members responsible 

for overseeing the competitive sports programs/facilities and maintenance division. Mickey has 

strong personal and emotional connections to the waterfront facility and has provided key 

leadership in many projects, including the waterfront facility renovation, construction of the new 

high challenge course, and addition of new full-time staff. She is seen by many of her colleagues 

as the resident expert and historian of CU’s outdoor programs and waterfront facility. 

Sally. Sally is a 19-year old undergraduate female who currently works in Chattooga 

University’s outdoor program and equipment rental center. She has been employed by the 

program for approximately a year and a half. Sally is a dual major studying anthropology and 

environmental studies. She is also involved in the campus’s Anthropology Society, in which she 
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serves a leadership role. Sally identified rock climbing as her primary outdoor interest but also 

leads backpacking and paddling trips for the CU outdoor program. 

Table 3: Participating Institutions (based on Carnegie classification) 
Pseudonym Level Control Student 

population 
Basic Size and 

setting 

Allagash 
University 

4-year Public 20,000 Master’s: Larger 
Programs 

Large, primarily 
residential 

Obed 
University 

4-year Public 10,500 Doctoral: Highest 
Research Activity 

Medium, 
primarily non-
residential 

Chattooga 
University 

4-year Public 41,000 Doctoral: Highest 
Research Activity 

Large, primarily 
non-residential 

 
Table 4: Participants 
Pseudonym Institution Role Program 

duties 
Age Race Gender Years 

involved 

Alex Obed 
University 

Mid-level 
administrator 

Rental center 31 White Female 1 

Bob Obed 
University 

Mid-level 
administrator 

Trips, 
climbing 
wall, 
equipment 
rental 

33 White Male 9 

Cam Chattooga 
University 

Mid-level 
administrator 

Challenge 
course, 
climbing 
wall, camp 

37 White Male 15 

Carl Chattooga 
University 

Mid-level 
administrator 

Trips, 
equipment 
rental center 

33 White Male 4 

Claudia Obed 
University 

Mid-level 
administrator 

Climbing 
wall, trips 

29 White Female 5 

Don Chattooga 
University 

Undergraduate 
employee 

Trips 21 White Male 1 
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Table 4: Participants (continued) 
Frank Allagash 

University 
Mid-level 
administrator 

Climbing wall 
challenge 
course, trips, 
bike shop, 
rental center 

41 White Male 5 

Hogan Obed 
University 

Upper-level 
administrator 

All campus 
recreation 
units  

63 White Male 15 

Hooperman Allagash 
University 

Upper-level 
administrator 

All campus 
recreation 
units 

57 White Male 21 

James Obed 
University 

Undergraduate 
employee 

Rental center 
and trips 
program 

21 White Male 3 

Jerry Allagash 
University 

Undergraduate 
employee 

Trips program, 
challenge 
course 

23 White Male 2 

John Allagash 
University 

Upper-level 
administrator 

All campus 
recreation 
programs 

48 White Male 15 

Kimberly Allagash 
University 

Undergraduate 
employee 

Challenge 
course 

21 White Female 1.5 

Lloyd Chattooga 
University 

Upper-level 
administrator 

All campus 
recreation 
units 

47 White Male 6 

Mary Obed 
University 

Undergraduate 
employee 

Rental center 
and trips 
program 

2 White Female 4 

Mickey Chattooga 
University 

Upper-level 
administrator 

All campus 
recreation 
outdoor 
facilities and 
programs 

62 White Female 22 

Sally Chattooga 
University 

Undergraduate 
employee 

Trips program 19 White-
Hispanic 

Female 1.5 

Sky Allagash 
University 

Mid-level 
administrator 

Challenge 
course, rental 
center, some 
trips 

29 Mixed Female 3 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to explore whether college outdoor recreation programs 

could use elements of their organizational culture to defend their value in higher education. 

Three nationally recognized college outdoor recreation programs were selected for the study; six 

(6) interviews at each institution were conducted for a total of 18 interviews with part-time 

student employees, full-time mid-level administrators, and full-time upper level administrators. 

During these interviews, participants were asked to describe their organizations culture and 

explain how their outdoor program fit within their institution’s mission and strategic plan. 

Additionally, 83 documents were analyzed to examine how programs maintained, extended, and 

defended their legitimacy to stakeholders. The primary research questions were as follows: 

1. How does a college outdoor recreation program create a “cultural fit” within the mission 

and strategic plan of its institution?  

2. How does the program articulate goal congruence with institutional stakeholders? 

Based on my analysis of the data, several themes emerged regarding how outdoor programs 

achieve success in creating a cultural fit on campus and articulating goal congruence with 

stakeholders: 

1. Programs garner support when their organization’s culture reinforces the institution’s 

organizational culture as opposed to a competing or conflicting culture; 

2. Programs establish value when they provide products, services, and/or experiences in 

support of the institution’s strategic priorities that no other entity can provide;  

3. Programs that cultivate strategic, collaborative relationships with on- and off-campus 

partners will find it easier to maintain and extend their legitimacy. 
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These themes will be further explored throughout this chapter as components of organizational 

culture and legitimization processes are broken down into specific components based on the 

study’s conceptual framework. 

Context 

Society 

Society refers to the social, cultural, and/or political systems influencing an 

organization’s culture. Compared to other sources of data, the institution’s strategic plan 

documents and interviews with mid- and upper-level administrators provided the best insight into 

what societal forces appeared to have the greatest influence on the institutions’ culture and 

priorities. The strategic plan documents gave insight into societal factors that influenced 

decisions on an institutional level while the administrators could explain how the societal factors 

impacted the outdoor program specifically. 

From an institutional perspective, public demands for accountability and the need to 

contribute to the economy by producing career-ready graduates and innovative research and 

service stood out as priorities stemming from societal influences. AU’s strategic plan directly 

addressed the current landscape of higher education, noting that tuition increases coupled with a 

limited job market have resulted in increased public scrutiny towards the cost and value of a 

college degree. Similarly, CU’s strategic plan directly cited “calls for greater accountability and 

transparency,” as impetuses for its new strategic plan. The institution’s plan referred to a need to 

deliver “in measurable ways…on daring ideas and career-ready graduates” (CU Strategic Plan, 

2017).  

AU responded to the call for accountability by directing its focus toward creating the 

nation’s “most engaged university” through learning, community engagement, and civic 
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engagement (AU Strategic Plan, 2017). On a program level, administrators agreed that public 

and institutional accountability influenced how they managed the outdoor program. The AU 

administrative team explained that every outdoor program, ranging from belay clinics to 

international trips, had established learning objectives and the program could readily provide 

data to support student learning if needed. 

While all three institutions referenced a desire to be competitive within the national 

higher education landscape, CU and OU were very explicit in their desire to also focus on state-

level needs. OU, as a land-grant institution, expressed a commitment to enhancing the 

“scientific, economic, social, legal, and cultural assets of our state” (OU Strategic Plan, 2017). 

CU noted how its historic focus on arts and humanities positioned the institution to positively 

impact the state’s growing film, entertainment, and tourism sectors. CU also explained how its 

physical proximity to the state capital influenced its strategy regarding civic engagement: 

We’ll help local governments foster growth while ensuring a more level playing field for 

all citizens, leveraging our expertise in law, business, and data-driven policy. Our 

location in the [state] capital uniquely positions us—literally—to make a real difference 

in civic life. 

All three institutions’ strategic plans included a goal of creating an inclusive, diverse 

learning environment in response to the rapidly changing demographic profile of the nation. AU 

listed “Access, Inclusion, and Diversity” as core qualities, OU listed “foster[ing] an inclusive, 

diverse community of students, faculty, and staff and improve[ing] cohesion and morale,” as key 

goals, and CU listed “Realizing the full potential of diversity and inclusion,” as strategic goals. 

All three institutions cited a need to recruit and enroll more multicultural and international 

students and faculty/staff. This sentiment was reflected by interview participants as well with 
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regard to their programs and departments. Sky noted that she was the only racial minority among 

the full-time professional staff in her department and sat on a division-wide council to examine 

the division’s progress toward creating inclusive environments:  

[I] sit on the diversity council for student affairs and in there I speak for [our department] 

but I talk a lot about our venture partnerships. I know in that group, in that circle, we do a 

lot of advocating for each other, and as a diversity council we try to just make sure 

students know everything that student affairs offers. 

The three strategic plans also noted a need to create a campus environment that facilitated 

healthy lifestyles. While the strategic plans did not elaborate on factors influencing this 

institutional imperative, the participants expressed that growing physical and mental health 

concerns among college students were among the most prominent reasons that recreation 

services are needed on college campuses. According to John: 

For us it's mainly about developing healthy lifestyles and healthy lifestyle habits, and we 

ask each of our areas to contribute to that in its own right. In particular with the [outdoor] 

program, we're really trying to connect in with students who don’t get involved in 

traditional fitness activities or sporting activities…We really want them to leave campus 

with something where they are active; they feel they’ve got a go-to thing that they can 

reach back to either from a fitness standpoint, or from a mental health standpoint, or 

anything like that just in terms of rounding out their education. 

Organizational History 

Organizational history refers to an organization’s origins, significant transformations, and 

guiding vision for the future. Each program had at least one professional staff member with a 

tenure of ten years or more with the department; these participants provided a wealth of 
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historical knowledge related to significant growth, changes, and challenges within their outdoor 

programs. At AU, Hooperman and John had a combined 36 years of experience within the 

recreation department. At CU, Mickey and Cam had a combined 35 years of experience working 

directly with the outdoor program and completed their undergraduate and graduate degrees at 

CU. At OU, Bob and Hogan had a combined 24 years of experience. 

When asked about significant transformations, participants across the board cited facility 

enhancements first. Participants had varying levels of knowledge related to program evolution; 

long-tenured administrators could speak to multiple iterations of facility spaces and staffing 

changes while student employees could only address facility changes that had occurred within 

the last 1-2 years or since the start of their college career.  These facility enhancements enabled 

the outdoor program to expand their professional personnel and programmatic offerings.  

Hogan could speak to the construction of OU’s first campus recreation center as well as 

the expansion of the outdoor program space and equipment inventory. In fact, he noted that he 

“first got to know the program and be familiar with it” when the outdoor program relocated from 

the student union to a more visible, accessible location. Claudia offered the following 

perspective: 

We started in a building on top of what we call "Chicken Hill" here on campus, very 

small. A lot of programs start very small, not really well…The transformation that comes 

to my mind is being taken into a part of [the] campus recreation [department] and being 

part of our new facility…in 2001, they built a new campus recreation facility where the 

climbing center is, where the outdoor program also is and now we have an amazing rental 

space as well. Just having that space is a pretty significant change for us. 
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 Unlike the other two institutions, professional staffing changes at OU resonated as a 

significant transformation among the study participants. The long-time outdoor program director 

of 31 years retired in 2014 and the equipment rental manager of 26 years retired in 2016. All of 

the participants at OU acknowledged the significant impact that their departures had on the 

program and staff. The students, in particular, seemed to feel the effects of the staffing change 

the most. James referred to the hiring of a new professional equipment manager as the “most 

radical change” that he had experienced within the OU outdoor program. Mary said the staffing 

change was the only major change in four years that came to mind: 

Well, since I’ve been there for four years, the only one that I can think of would be in last 

September; we got a new rental boss when my old boss retired. I guess that was a pretty 

big transition…things are ran differently now. I guess that’s the only thing I can really 

think of. 

Contingency 

Contingency refers to technology, economic factors, and competing forces that influence 

an organization’s output. Administrators from all three programs were conscious of how 

institutional forces such as budget cuts and changes in upper-level leadership could impact 

outdoor programs at-large, but they did not indicate that their program had suffered any loss in 

support. In fact, all the administrators generally agreed that their outdoor programs were valued 

and strongly supported by leadership despite financial challenges. Lloyd offered the following 

perspective: 

One of the challenges…like many programs around the country, is financial. It's not 

because visitation is down, it's just that funding sources are becoming more and more 

scarce…Luckily [leadership] on this campus has had the opportunity to be at the outdoor 



102	
	

facility and see firsthand what it's about. Maybe they haven't had the chance to go on a 

trip, they've had a chance to be up on the high ropes course. I think the involvement is 

there. I think philosophically, our community is all in on what we're doing. 

Although technology was not directly named by most participants, there was a shared 

sentiment that programs had shifted from longer weekend trips to shorter day trips to account for 

students’ apprehension in sacrificing so much time away from friends, school and work to 

participate in trips. Alex explicitly addressed technology in her response: 

I'm more than worried about the fact that every student has a smartphone. They just want 

to Instagram something. I see a huge shift to do day programming and not so many multi-

day programming. Whereas with day programming, you go out, you get your phone, 

you're back home. I think that's a mental shift that I can't change. I have to reflect the 

stuff…I’ve just got to get used to the fact that I'm not going to be running out of tents as 

much as I will be snowshoes. That sort of demographic and cultural shift is something 

that I'm trying to work with and also fight with at the same time. 

Some participants addressed public land access as another factor that influenced programming 

decisions. Given AU’s proximity to a national park and national forest, John expressed the need 

to work closely with local land management agents to educate them on the unique mission of 

college outdoor programs: 

… [M]aking sure that we have free or easy access to those spots that we're taking our 

students, and [land managers] not looking at college programs the same as a guide 

service. I know that's a big battle. For me, from a threat perspective, if we can't take 

students out to these places…it would be a major calling card for why these things 

[outdoor programs] started and what students get out of going to it. 
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While administrators were more easily able to speak on behalf of institutional, local, and national 

influences, the students provided a more thorough perspective on local competition. Participants 

acknowledged other local companies and outfitters that offered similar types of services and 

experiences, but none felt as though these entities posed any threat of competition for their 

program. Companies such as local guide services, climbing gyms, bike shops, liveries, or 

equipment outfitters were either more expensive or less geographically convenient for the 

student population which is why the participants did not feel as though they needed to compete 

with private entities. In fact, rather than serving as competitors, many of these local businesses 

were seen as key collaborators that could help supplement education or services that the college 

outdoor program could not provide.  

Cultural System 

 The cultural system refers to a program’s mission, values, myths, stories, rituals, 

customs, language, and/or symbols that are unique to the organization. Contrary to my 

assumption that the outdoor programs would embody a cultural system that was divergent from 

the rest of their departments and/or institution, I discovered that the overall cultural system was 

largely reflective of both the department and institutional cultures. 

Mission and Values 

The OU outdoor program had a distinct mission statement whereas the other two 

programs did not; participants from AU and CU explained that their department’s mission 

encompassed the outdoor program. Bob explained that the OU outdoor program “promotes 

teamwork, leadership, and growth through outdoor experiences.” OU staff ranging from student 

employees to the director demonstrated familiarity with the mission; if not able to recite the 

mission statement directly, five of the six participants specifically cited education, teamwork, 
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and growth as key values within the outdoor program. The OU outdoor program’s written 

mission statement emphasized education and human-powered, environmentally-sound activities. 

The ethos for environmental stewardship was echoed the student learning data produced annually 

by the outdoor program. 

At CU, Lloyd emphasized student engagement and student empowerment as values that 

drove decisions on both a program and departmental level: “We’ve really transitioned…to being 

student-run with professional coaching, mentoring, and teaching. [The outdoor program 

administrators] are really having the students much more involved and engaged in a hands-on 

way.” Mickey shared a similar perspective, noting that the outdoor program’s mission was to 

“serve the students…providing resources for them to go on their own explorations...and to 

engage with nature in the outdoors.” Don and Sally, the student employees, connected the 

mission of the CU outdoor program with the department’s mission to get people mentally, 

physically, and emotionally healthy; Sally explained that the CU outdoor program achieved this 

aim by “get[ting] people to go outside.” Carl and Cam also emphasized how the outdoor program 

supported the department’s mission of getting every student physically active. Cam situated the 

mission of the outdoor program as “an alternative means to be physically active, to be spiritually 

engaged, [and to] emotionally engage with the environment.” 

AU participants placed a strong value on engagement—a key goal and strategy outlined 

in the AU strategic plan. Sky explained that providing opportunities for participants to engage 

with the natural environment was a primary objective of AU’s outdoor program. Frank provided 

numerous examples of how the outdoor program engaged in service and learning with partners 

on- and off-campus, particularly with the local land managers. Student learning and development 

was another key aspect of the AU recreation department’s value set. Administrators 
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demonstrated a commitment to this value by establishing learning outcomes for every program 

area within the department and establishing a structure for student promotion and professional 

development. 

Myths and Stories 

At all three institutions, participants found it difficult to recall specific myths or stories 

passed down between generations of employees. The upper-level administrators felt that they 

were too far removed from the daily occurrences within the program to have connections to this 

aspect of their program’s organizational culture. Some administrators indicated that it was 

difficult to sustain organizational stories because of student employee turnover. At OU, 

participants offered vague recollections of stories regarding the former long-time professional 

staff members, but participants could provide few specific stories or details.  

Students and mid-level administrators indicated that most stories shared between 

employees were rooted in shared experiences on staff training trips, particularly if elements 

(weather, for example) created unique challenges. Both students and administrators also 

suggested that stories often served as lighthearted reminders of program history, protocol, and 

consequences. Alex recalled one story about her predecessor that students shared in which the 

individual burned a table with a waxing iron. Bob noted that his predecessor was notorious for 

not bringing much food on trips because he always knew students would bring more than 

enough. Kimberly recalled an incident in which Sky was demonstrating how to conduct a rescue 

on the challenge course and due improperly adjusted equipment, she needed to be rescued 

herself.  
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Rituals and Customs 

Based on interview responses, rituals and customs were the element of the cultural 

system in which outdoor programs most clearly established a unique identity outside of their 

department. Both CU and AU had special traditions integrated into staff meetings. Jerry 

described one of the particularly unique traditions at AU: 

But I remember we were always required to give relationship updates. Some people are 

shy and wouldn't say anything, but mainly everybody was like, "Someone got a 

girlfriend, or a significant other," and we'd be stoked for him. On the flip side, if they're 

single now -- I don't know how it went, but we'd also be stoked that they're on the market, 

back to the single life. Both ways, we're stoked about it.…[I]t’s just really fun…just 

going around the circle and just laughing and have a good time about that. That was one 

tradition I always remembered. 

Carl described the process at CU: 

Something that we have started in the past year and a half is there is a PFD (lifejacket) 

that gets passed around every staff meeting. It gets passed around to a deserving member 

of the staff but they contribute small articles or artifacts or things to it. They either put a 

pin on it or a carabiner on it, or a sticker, or a patch on it, whatever. Right now, if you see 

it, it has everything from a parrot on the top left shoulder, to pocket knives hanging off 

the bottom of it, to pieces of bacon, to all sorts of things. The staff really seems to get on 

board with trying to earn the PFD so every staff meeting someone gets awarded. It’s kind 

of a cool tradition we are trying to keep going. 

Recurring special events were another frequently cited tradition among programs. All 

three programs hosted some form of formal or informal end-of-year recognition event (i.e. 
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banquet) for staff and graduating seniors. Frank shared that all the outdoor program staff wore 

Hawaiian shirts to the end of the year staff banquet as a yearly tradition. OU participants 

referenced their program’s film festival and climbing competition. Sally described an annual 

backcountry cook-off competition that the CU outdoor program hosted for employees. 

Language and Symbols 

Although the outdoor recreation field is rife with industry-specific language (i.e. 

“crushing serious gnar” when referring to excellence in snowboarding), none of the participants 

could produce examples of language or symbols that were distinctly unique to their program. 

The OU staff mentioned that the program had recently began to experiment with a new slogan 

for marketing purposes. The CU participants referenced their department’s slogan as well. 

Sociocultural System 

The sociocultural system refers to structures, policies, strategies, and processes that allow 

the organization to function. Participants were asked about their outdoor program’s goals and 

objectives, decision-making processes, recruitment strategies, and methods for reward and 

motivation. Participants were not asked directly about their staff training strategies, although 

several participants highlighted aspects of staff training that they felt were pertinent to their 

program’s success. The most emergent themes related to sociocultural systems related to student 

empowerment, clearly defined roles and responsibilities, and shared decision-making. 

Structure and Policies 

All three programs adhered to a similar staffing structure. Nearly all of the part-time 

employees were students; however, the CU challenge program also employed a small number 

non-students as facilitators based on their previous facilitation experience or availability. AU had 

a specific policy against hiring non-students or work-study students. The administrators 
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explained the rationale for not hiring work-study students as a means of ensuring that students 

who sought employment with the department were genuinely interested in working in the 

recreation field rather than pursuing a position only for financial reasons. Most experiences 

offered through the outdoor program were paid positions, but Bob mentioned that students could 

volunteer (unpaid) for certain aspects of the outdoor program as a means of gaining additional 

professional experience within a specific outdoor discipline. 

The student employees were the agents primarily responsible for delivering the 

organizational output: staffing the equipment rental center and maintaining equipment, leading 

trips, working at the climbing wall and bike shop, and facilitating challenge courses. These 

students reported to at least one mid-level manger, who reported to an upper-level administrator 

within the department. Different levels of responsibility existed within the student employee 

structure; each program offered leadership positions to select students who proved capable of 

handling additional responsibility within the program. 

Participants were not asked about specific policies related to promotion or termination 

within their existing system. Participants from CU referenced a point system in which positive 

work behavior (i.e. covering another employee’s shift) earned positive points while negative 

work behavior (i.e. showing up late for a shift) earned negative points that could yield negative 

repercussions for employment status.  

Strategies and Processes 

All three institutions employed a similar model for decision making. Across all three 

levels of employees, participants identified mid-level administrators as the ultimate authority for 

decisions pertaining to the daily operations of their outdoor program; however, input from the 
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student staff was highly valued and incorporated. Bob explained how the OU outdoor program 

arrived at decisions: 

Decisions are definitely made in a group atmosphere to a degree. Big picture stuff the 

professional staff definitely make the decisions on, but if we are trying to come up with 

programming areas, or are wondering about how to reach out to students better, or how to 

facilitate groups in the climbing center better, we're definitely trying to pull in our 

existing student staff, especially the ones that are in more of a leadership role, whether 

they’re an instructor or just have been here a while. We definitely try to pull them in and 

have them participate. Ultimately, it’s their program. We are all here for students, we 

ought to remember that. 

 Administrators empowered their student employees to make decisions and work 

independently. John provided an example of how the AU recreation department strategically 

designed staff offices to be away from student programming spaces in order to encourage 

independent decision making from student staff: 

We don't have our professional staff offices and their program areas, for example. That is 

an intentional design. We have an administrative area where our staff can be together and 

collaborate and not be on top of their students so that they can actually do their jobs—be 

in that learning environment where they have to take responsibility for things. 

Upper-level administrators viewed their role in decision-making as being the stewards of 

department funding and allocating financial resources accordingly between all of the recreation 

programs. Upper-level administrators also provided guidance with regard to ensuring that the 

outdoor program maintained alignment with department and institutional missions and values. 

Upper-level administrators made decisions that impacted every program, such as establishing 
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formal processes for delivering training and professional development consistently across the 

department.  

Rewards and Motivations 

Each institution recognized, rewarded, and motivated employees through different 

methods, but several recurring themes emerged through the interview process. Providing access 

to equipment and outdoor experiences, personally investing time in developing relationships, 

hosting recognition events, and providing opportunities for professional development or 

promotion were among the most frequently cited responses. 

Several employees at CU mentioned special recognition events, including end-of-the year 

banquets. Mickey explained that the department hosted “play days” for the professional staff to 

give them an opportunity to relax and socialize in the company of coworkers without focusing on 

work. She added that for student staff, the department offered incentive programs with tangible 

rewards (i.e. cups, portfolios) to recognize strong work performance. Carl expressed his belief 

that employees felt motivated by having exclusive access to industry pro-deals for outdoor 

equipment and by having opportunities to participate in outdoor experiences without having to 

pay.  

Cam explained that he motivated employees by creating a work environment where they 

could feel personally supported by him. While Lloyd thought the department could do more to 

provide positive affirmation for employees, he also felt that the team currently had a high level 

of morale based on the department’s current recognition processes. Don expressed that he felt 

motivated by his supervisor; he and Sally both suggested that much of their motivation was 

internal based on their personal passion for working in outdoor recreation. Sally also explained 
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that many students felt recognized and motivated when they received positional promotions or 

were able to assume additional responsibility within the outdoor program. 

At AU, Sky, Frank, Jerry, and Kimberly explained a specific method of recognizing 

outdoor program employees during staff meetings; the outdoor program administrators adopted 

the recognition method from the AU recreation department professional staff meetings. Kimberly 

expressed why she appreciated the recognition system: 

[The system] is fun because I get to first support my staff in front of all the other staff and 

they get to see me encourage them…and it's also fun for us to hear the other staff 

encouraging each other on stuff... [s]o it builds a support system and it builds a 

community a little bit more. 

Hooperman noted that his department committed funding to provide students with opportunities 

to travel for professional development as a means of rewarding and recognizing strong work 

performance. He also explained that the department had an established leadership development 

system for promoting student employees within the department: 

The idea is making these different levels of aspiring to achievement available to folks. 

Being clear about how to get to those levels when you want to do that. I think it's been a 

real motivating environment for the students when they realize they're expected to learn 

and to grow in ways other than just quid-pro-quo for the paycheck. 

John offered similar sentiments as Hooperman. He also made it a point to note that 

philosophically, their department did not promote incentive programs with tangible (material) 

rewards. He explained that the department encouraged individuals to be internally motivated and 

they supported their growth by providing leadership and professional development opportunities. 
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 At OU, Mary, Alex, and Claudia identified access to outdoor equipment rentals at no cost 

as a major incentive for outdoor staff. In addition to providing access to free equipment rentals 

for staff, Alex indicated that personally investing in her student staff seemed to motivate them: “I 

think generally having an interest in them…I try to have real conversations with them and try to 

be generally interested.” James echoed this perspective, noting that his supervisors— 

Claudia and Bob specifically—motivated him to perform well at work. Claudia offered the 

following perspective: 

I think a lot of our employees are here because intrinsically they enjoy the outdoor 

program, they enjoy the culture that we have here. They enjoy the activities that we 

engage in…On top of that, we also do different paid professional development training… 

We really invest in them personally and professionally. I really do feel like we have an 

open-door policy here all the time and we really work hard to maintain that closeness 

with our staff and we care about them. 

Individuals 

While the outdoor programs did not display a high number of cultural or sociocultural 

characteristics that set them apart from the rest of their department or institution, the specific 

experiences and qualities of the individuals involved in the outdoor programs appeared to be one 

of the most significant contributors to program success. Responses from participants supported 

the research of Bell and Vaillancourt (2011) emphasizing the crucial impact that one or a few 

key individuals can have on an outdoor program. When asked to describe key players within 

their outdoor program, every participant (with the exception of the individuals themselves) 

specifically mentioned the mid-level administrators directly responsible for overseeing the 

program.  
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Knowledge and Competence 

Each level of participant held different levels of knowledge and competence pertaining to 

outdoor program operation. Upper-level administrators were expected to have knowledge of 

issues and challenges pertaining to higher education in general (i.e. institutional budget cuts, 

changes in administration), student wellness (i.e. increased instances of mental health issues in 

college students), recreation trends, and student development. Upper-level administrators 

demonstrated competence in budgeting and resource allocation and staff mentorship.  

In addition to demonstrating competence in managing a college outdoor program through 

scheduling, programming, resource management, and staff training, mid-level administrators 

were expected to be area experts. All of the mid-level administrators possessed intermediate or 

advanced skills in at least one technical area of outdoor recreation (i.e. climbing or challenge 

course facilitation). Mid-level administrators were also expected to remain abreast of issues and 

challenges specifically pertaining to the outdoor recreation industry at-large (i.e. access and 

permitting issues, risk management best practices). 

Students, as the primary providers of their organization’s output, were expected to 

demonstrate technical knowledge of specific outdoor skills (i.e. backpacking) as well as how to 

manage expedition behavior. Students gained knowledge and competence through program-

specific staff trainings as well as external certification courses. Students did not express 

familiarity with trends, issues, and challenges pertaining to higher education and/or outdoor 

recreation based on their responses to the interview question that asked participants to identify 

potential threats to the sustainability of their outdoor program. 
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Personal Values 

Although participants were not directly asked to identify their personal values, many 

participants conveyed their personal values through responses to other interview questions. For 

example, Cam placed a strong value on professional expertise and invested personal time and 

energy to ensure that his program and facilitators were seen as reputable and valuable providers 

of a specific service to the campus community. Many participants expressed environmental 

stewardship and appreciation as a personal value that they incorporated into their contributions to 

the outdoor program. Representatives from each institution expressed a commitment to student 

empowerment and shared decision making. Several of the students expressed that friendliness, 

positivity, and enthusiasm were values that they embodied in their role as outdoor program staff. 

Leadership Role 

Of the upper-level administrators interviewed for the study, five of the six participants 

had at least fifteen years of tenure within their department or institution; these individuals 

conveyed that their established history within the department enabled them to provide valuable 

insight into program history, including context for decisions, evolution and transformations 

within the department, and important political relationships on- and off-campus. Many of them 

viewed themselves as sounding boards or advice-givers for the mid-level administrators. Three 

of the upper-level administrators had professional backgrounds related to outdoor recreation and 

felt that their direct experience in outdoor recreation administration provided them with the 

advantage of being cognizant of challenges and benefits related to outdoor recreation program 

management; these individuals felt that they were able to be strong advocates for their outdoor 

program because of their previous experience. 
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In terms of individual contributions, mid-level administrators were seen as the linchpins 

of the outdoor programs based on their technical outdoor expertise, decision-making authority, 

and support of individual staff members. The students and upper-level administrators were 

highly complementary of their mid-level program staff. Upper-level administrators frequently 

referenced the competence of their outdoor program administrators while students focused on the 

administrators’ roles as mentors and support providers.  

Three of the six of the students interviewed for this study held positional leadership roles 

within their outdoor program’s organizational structure. Regardless of whether they held a 

formal leadership position, all of the students expressed that their individual passion for outdoor 

recreation enabled them to provide valuable contributions to their program in the forms of 

marketing/promotion, mentorship of new employees, knowledge transfer, and area-specific 

expertise. Students took great pride in being able to contribute to administrative decisions that 

had significant impacts on the program in the areas of programming, outreach, and staff training. 

Mary and Don also felt that their positive attitude and enthusiasm were ways in which they 

provided valuable contributions to their program. 

Organizational Output 

Organizational output refers to the products and services offered by the outdoor 

recreation programs. The tangible products and services referenced by interview participants and 

media publications generally referred to adventure trips, challenge courses/teambuilding events, 

equipment rental, and outdoor skill instruction. The following sections highlight how 

stakeholders perceived the value of these organizational outputs to their campuses. 
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Internal Perspectives 

Internal perspectives refer to this study’s interview participants and Webb Award 

nominators based on their direct affiliation with one of the outdoor programs. Webb Award 

nominators included current and former student employees, former program administrators, 

faculty, and sponsored athletes. When asked how their program added value to the institution, 

the most prevalent responses from participants were that the program provided opportunities to 

try new experiences, to develop technical and transferrable skills, and to build community. 

Unique and alternative experiences. Many students, administrators, and nominators felt 

strongly that their program’s biggest contribution to the campus community was creating 

pathways for participants to have unique experiences in the outdoors that might not otherwise be 

accessible to them. Don noted that the CU outdoor program provided students without 

transportation a means to have “an alternative experience outside of CU…and give people a little 

bit of adventure.” Sally remarked that her outdoor program was the only program on CU’s 

campus that provided the CU community with a cost-effective means to “go outside and 

experience things they may [have] never experienced before in nature at a reasonable price.” 

Lloyd suggested that the CU outdoor program was the only entity on campus that could provide 

other departments with customized outdoor experiences (custom trips, teambuilding experiences) 

based on the specific needs of the group. He also remarked that CU’s unique outdoor facilities 

provided a special value to the campus community: “We’re the place you go when you want to 

go on a retreat but don’t want to have to travel two or three hours.” 

 John explained that his institution’s outdoor program exposed participants to recreational 

opportunities on-campus and locally: “things that nobody else can offer that we can give them an 

opportunity to do.” Sky referred to the hands-on, experiential learning component of outdoor 
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experiences offered through her program. Jerry remarked on how the AU outdoor program 

created opportunities for students of diverse backgrounds to participate in outdoor recreation for 

the first time: 

It's getting people that maybe of different demographics, of different minorities -- people 

that grew up in the city that never had seen the outdoors and never even hung around a 

campfire. Just as simple as that. It was just getting people out there. That's a huge value 

because… [there is a] diverse background of people that attend [AU] and they've never 

really experienced outdoors. 

Frank added that the AU outdoor program promotes and advances healthy lifestyles, particularly 

for a subpopulation of students who might not pursue traditional recreational activities: 

There are certain students that don't want to play basketball, don't want to lift weights and 

we're really the one of the sole outlets for them to plug in, get engage with other people 

and feel like they can have a healthy lifestyle option to them. Without us, that's not really 

going to happen, at least on any kind of large scale. Some students might still seek it out 

on go climbing or whatever on their own, but not nearly in the numbers that we're able to 

be doing. I feel good that we're promoting and advancing healthy lifestyles for students 

that a certain segment of which would not do that otherwise. 

Hogan pointed out that while other OU programs may be able to provide students with access to 

the outdoors, no other program has “the specific resources, equipment, transportation and the 

things we have in the [facility] that we are able to do. We actually supplement those programs 

because a lot of times when those programs to out into the field, they have to sent their students 

down here to be able to get out to it.” Claudia explained that the OU outdoor program gave 
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individuals an opportunity to “try something new…something risky that pushes them out of their 

comfort zone, and we all know that’s where personal growth happens.” 

Skill development. Study participants and award nominators identified two types of 

skills that participants developed through participation in the outdoor recreation program: 

technical outdoor skills and transferrable (career) skills. Multiple nominators described how their 

outdoor program helped them develop technical outdoor skills (i.e. improved skiing, kayaking 

techniques, equipment maintenance skills). One OU nominator, a professionally sponsored 

kayaker at the time of her nomination, noted that “the kayaking pool sessions put on by the 

outdoor program have been invaluable to my improvement as a freestyler paddler.” The AU 

nominator noted that in one year, the AU outdoor program had over 1,000 trip/workshop 

participants, totaling over 700 days in the field (based on hours of participation). 

The CU Webb Award nominator noted that the program provided numerous 

responsibilities and leadership opportunities for student staff, which “help them not only become 

well-rounded trip leaders and facilitators, but also helps them prepare for jobs or further 

schooling upon graduation.” Of OU’s nineteen Webb Award nominators, fourteen individuals 

were working in collegiate outdoor recreation or a closely-related field at the time of their 

nomination. Each of these nominators cited the OU outdoor program as a primary reason for why 

they pursued a career in outdoor recreation after graduation.  

Carl and Mickey placed significant value on the CU outdoor program’s ability to create 

learning transference. Carl noted:  

If you think about two night trip in the field, that's like a hundred hours’ worth of 

programming right there…they're getting the experience in a much closer group of 

people so that the social-emotional learning that goes on right there is really pretty 
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amazing because it's a confined group of people that really need to figure out how to 

work with each other, because natural consequences occur, and they see that if they don't 

hike the distance they’re supposed to hike, they don't get to where we're going to sleep. If 

they don't set up the bear bag, they lose their food in the woods. If they don't paddle the 

seven miles a day, we don't get to where we're going and we sit on the river for numerous 

days. I think [through] the natural consequences, they start realizing that [learning] 

transfers to their everyday life. 

Mickey indicated that the outdoor program provided value in the ways that it positively impacted 

interpersonal communication among students and groups:  

The experiential education model helps the students engage more and challenge them to 

learn more about themselves to communicate better. Many of our student organizations, 

our fraternities, sororities, student government—[they] all use the Challenge Course as 

part of their introduction to the university. I think that really says a lot about the value of 

our Challenge Program with departments and with the student organizations and with 

individual students. 

Kimberly exclaimed that her outdoor program provided participants with access to facilities that 

could help them learn and grow from their experience: “they can use their experience and apply 

it immediately to what they are doing.” Claudia made note of the leadership opportunities 

provided to her students: 

[W]e expect a lot from them…students who leave our program still keep in touch with us 

and they are always thanking us for the experiences that they had. It has meant so much 

to them and that they were able to actually have all of these responsibilities that would be 

transferable to responsibilities outside of the university setting. 
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Alex added that the outdoor program created a safe environment for students to explore the 

outdoors, practice decision-making skills, and learn about consequences. 

Building community. Hooperman characterized his recreation facility as “the number 

one place that students would gather, socialize, and use on a daily basis.” Mary remarked that the 

outdoor program created a space for participants to share personal experiences and personal 

stories. James suggested that the outdoor program “is a good channel for outdoor-minded people 

or people who want to be outside more to gather and form that community of outdoor people.” 

Bob remarked that his program’s ability to consistently produce quality programming and 

services created a connection within the entire university community because the community 

itself placed such a high value on outdoor recreation. 

 In addition to creating community within the institution, many of the Webb Award 

nominators reflected on their program’s impact in local and international communities. The AU 

Webb Award nominator listed multiple service-based community partnerships, including a 

partnership with an elementary school in the Bahamas and a foundation that raises money for 

climbing and trail-related improvements in the nearby national forest. The CU nominator 

reflected on the outdoor program’s service to the CU community by providing custom trips for 

community members with cognitive and physical disabilities as well as hosting environmental 

cleanups. One OU nominator made note of the positive impact that OU special events had on the 

local community: “[OU outdoor program] is at a central point in the community of [city 

removed] as a whole. We now have outdoor film festivals, photography contests, climbing 

competitions, and outdoor gear sales which bring the whole community together.” 

Professional expertise. Cam offered a slightly different perspective on the value of 

outdoor recreation programs. In addition to providing unique facilities and outdoor experiences, 
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he expressed that one of the most significant outputs of the CU outdoor program was the 

expertise tied to each of the professional staff and student employees.  

I think that the RAs and orientation leaders, as an example, do a lot of teambuilding. To 

be fair, they study other things and assume that the teambuilding thing is just as simple as 

leading an activity, without fully understanding how to run it in its most effective fashion. 

We study how to run team building in its most effective fashion. I think that that, our 

depth in that specific area, is unique, and it's something that we're trying to change the 

perception of… [there is a perception] that anybody can do teambuilding because there's 

books out there. People believe [teambuilding] is not effective because it's run 

ineffectively, not because the field or the activity is inferior, but because the person 

leading it has not practiced enough or is not versed enough. I think our intensity in how to 

effectively change people through activities, it gives more weight to our program than 

somebody else who may be doing the same activity. 

Holistic development. Other internal perspectives suggested that the overall impact of 

the outdoor programs was more comprehensive in scope. CU’s nominator remarked that the CU 

outdoor program contributed to the overall university community by creating pathways to 

student wellness, exposing the CU community to new opportunities, and serving as an 

environmentally friendly organization. An OU nominator explained that the OU program 

expanded his understanding of stewardship, responsibility, and outdoor leadership. AU’s 

nominator noted that the program “embraces its role in the bigger picture of educating students 

within the campus recreation model. It fully incorporates student development theory, student 

learning outcomes, and models good assessment practices in all that they do.”  
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External Perspectives 

My analysis of external perspectives included sources not directly affiliated with the 

program or department, including national, regional/local, and institutional media and 

publications. My document analysis revealed that challenge programs, whose mission and 

services typically extend beyond an institution’s student population, typically received more 

media attention from local and regional news sources, while trip programs and equipment rental 

centers received more exposure from student-driven and institutionally-based news sources. 

Furthermore, based on my analysis of releases from national news sources, trip programs and 

equipment rental centers were used as recruiting tools for prospective college students whereas 

challenge programs were not. 

None of the outdoor programs received significant attention from national media sources. 

All three outdoor programs received varying levels of recognition and exposure from regional 

and local media. Of the three institutions, OU received the most institutional media attention, 

having eight articles published on behalf of the program in a five-year period. Articles covered 

the retirement of a long-time professional employee, special upcoming trips, and information 

pertaining to the program’s annual climbing competition; nearly all the articles addressed 

affordability and the opportunity to try a new experience. One writer also addressed the OU 

program’s efforts in increasing participant diversity though the introduction of women-only trips 

and events.  

Although the OU outdoor program received stronger institutional coverage than the other 

two programs, it did not gain traction with regional or local media. AU’s institutionally-based 

media coverage focused heavily on facility expansion projects, namely the expansion of the 

recreation center and the construction of the new challenge course. Unlike the other two outdoor 
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programs, whose institutional media attention focused on the trips program, equipment rental 

center, and/or climbing facility, the AU challenge course did receive significant institutional 

media attention.  

While both internal and external perspectives acknowledged values such as 

communication, trust, and personal growth, the language and imagery used by media outlets 

emphasized thrill-seeking and fun far more than the members of the programs themselves. The 

CU branch of The Odyssey Online, a digital magazine whose content is driven largely by student 

writers, opened one of its articles by stating, “Nothing says ‘granola’ like CU’s outdoor 

program.” One of the features on the CU challenge course noted that the course could help 

participants “overcome the physical fear…while your brain is certain you’ve been securely 

fastened to the structure, your shaking knees might be a little less confident.” Another article 

described challenge course participation as “playing with purpose.” An AU article referred to the 

“wow factor” of the new challenge course. 

Prospective student recruitment. All three institutions did receive at least one direct or 

indirect reference to their outdoor program as a positive reason students should consider 

attending the university. All three university outdoor programs received a specific call out from 

Forbes’ “America’s Top Colleges” publication. In Forbes’ description of CU, it noted that 

“Students can venture into the wilderness surrounding campus through pre-scheduled or 

customized trips organized by the school.” Best College Reviews and Outside magazine 

identified OU as one of the nation’s best outdoor schools in their annual rankings. Outside 

offered the following explanation of why OU was one of the best outdoor colleges: 

In case you’d prefer to get your hit of sky and soil separate from your curriculum—and in 

case you’re as poor as college students usually are—get in on [OU’s] affordable (and 
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sometimes female-only) trips. Offerings include whitewater kayaking, sailing, 

mountaineering, and weekly mountain biking excursions. The equipment available to 

borrow is pretty stellar: sleeping bags and tents, skis and snowboards, catarafts and 

climbing gear. One-day rentals typically price in the single digits…[A]nd a climbing 

center offers classes for all skill levels, plus a rock wall with a 55-foot pinnacle.  

With the exception of the Forbes mention, AU’s outdoor program received no other recognition 

or call-outs from national media outlets. 

Communication and group development. Writers of the articles focusing on the 

challenge courses highlighted opportunities for programs and organizations to customize group 

development experiences. Of the six articles published in the AU’s institutionally-based 

newspaper between 2014 – 2017, four of the six articles specifically focused on the challenge 

course. The city newspaper highlighted the CU challenge course’s ability to accommodate large 

groups of people at once, noting that the elements “help build the team and the spirit of 

cooperation.” Another writer expressed that the CU challenge course could be used to “boost 

office morale,” while another focused on how participating in a challenge course could improve 

communication, “the cog in the wheel…at the crux of every relationship.” The same article 

stressed the value of challenge courses in their ability to help groups acknowledge and interpret 

different communication styles. 

Cost-effective programming. Many student publications and institution-based news 

sources focused on the program’s ability to provide access to the outdoors in a cost-effective 

manner. A writer covering one of OU’s extended outdoor orientation programs noted:  
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A hard fact of college economics: $176 does not go very far — maybe three books — 

Unlikely, but maybe. But for several incoming freshmen it got them much more — a 

three-day adventure they will not soon forget and one college credit. 

The official CU news source published an article with the title, “[CU outdoor program] offers 

cheap trips for students.” The author focused heavily on trip affordability but also acknowledged 

the variety of experiences available to CU students. The same news source published an 

additional article entitled, “What’s Free at CU,” and highlighted access to the CU outdoor 

facility among several other opportunities available through the campus recreation department. 

Maintaining and Extending Legitimacy 

All three programs employed similar strategies for maintaining and extending their 

organizations’ legitimacy. Securing and cultivating strategic partnerships with campus and 

community partners provided numerous benefits, including program advocacy, efficient use of 

resources, and increased exposure. Formal reporting and investing in facility enhancement and 

expansion projects were other frequently cited strategies. In addition to these two strategies, 

programs used their website and social media platforms to promote their services and interact 

with stakeholders. Student employees also used grassroots marketing efforts across campus to 

promote the outdoor program and raise awareness within the campus community. 

Strategic Partnerships 

The administrators acknowledged multiple symbiotic relationships with specific 

academic and co-curricular departments on campus. AU administrators referenced a strong 

programming relationship with their multicultural affairs office, noting that one of the outdoor 

program administrators had recently been recognized with a diversity advocacy award from the 

office. At CU, Cam noted a strong, long-standing relationship between his program and student 
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leadership department on campus, describing a joint-program established more than a decade ago 

that was recently awarded a “Best Collaboration” award from the division of student affairs. 

Lloyd cited the campus sustainability office, campus and community law enforcement units, and 

athletics teams as other willing partners, particularly with regard to challenge course 

programming. Hogan noted that the OU women’s center was among their program’s strongest 

advocates. 

Custom trips were one of the most frequently cited examples of strategic partnerships. 

Carl explained that the CU outdoor program teamed up annually with the first-generation college 

student support department on campus to offer extended-orientation summer trips for new 

students. AU and OU’s international program offices used the outdoor program to conduct 

organized outdoor trips for their international student population. AU also established a 

partnership with the counseling center to offer an outdoor trip co-led by outdoor program staff 

members and a counselor to focus on mental health and wellness. Hooperman described the 

department’s relationship with the university’s health center and counseling centers: 

We've worked with them in a lot of ways trying to build student resilience as students 

come to us with more and more and anxiety, ADHD drugs, and having trouble coping. A 

lot of them are now using exercise prescriptions as part of the solution and they know the 

environment [in the recreation department] is a friendly and welcoming one. 

John noted that with academic partnerships, the outdoor program can provide the means 

for certain departments—Geology, for example—to take learning outside of a classroom: 

“[W]ith the lab, they want to do water quality testing on the river. They got to figure out how to 

get boats and how to get people down safely. They can come to us and we can partner with them 

and make that happen really easy.” Many departments relied on the equipment rental center to 
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provide camping equipment for their out-of-class excursions. In addition to providing physical 

resources for academic units, Bob noted that the outdoor program administrators at OU served as 

guest lecturers for their institution’s education and movement sciences program. Hogan also 

mentioned the college of natural resources as a valued partner at OU. 

Outside of institutional partners, participants referenced limited collaborative efforts with 

community entities. CU administrators described an annual lakefront clean-up that the 

department partnered with local residents to accomplish. Carl noted that he was recently asked to 

serve on a panel for the local county’s sustainability department to provide insight on local 

outdoor opportunities. Bob noted that the OU outdoor program had a strong relationship with the 

local parks and recreation unity as well as local outdoor businesses.  

Across all three institutions, the students were not able to clearly identify as many 

campus partners as the administrators; instead, they suggested that the strongest advocates for the 

program were the student participants themselves. Jerry acknowledged that many student 

organizations utilized the challenge course. Sally reiterated the partnership between the CU 

outdoor program and first-generation college student support office. Mary mentioned the OU 

sustainability office as an on-campus partner; she also identified two off-campus outfitters that 

their program relied on for support of special events, particularly an annual gear swap and sale.  

Formal Reporting 

 Written reports were a mechanism by which the outdoor programs maintained their 

legitimacy with internal stakeholders, namely department and divisional leadership. As a formal 

accountability mechanism, written reports were used to maintain legitimacy given that the 

reports were not written with the intent of being shared with the public. All three outdoor 

programs submitted data to their department on an annual basis. The type of data and format 
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varied by institution; however, none of the programs were expected to share data beyond the 

level of their department. The departments, in turn, condensed and compiled information from all 

areas of the recreation department to submit to their division for student affairs. Only Chattooga 

University provided their department-wide report; the other two institutions provided program-

level reports. Additionally, Obed and Allagash University’s divisions of student affairs did not 

produce publicly-accessible annual reports; only Chattooga University’s division-wide annual 

reports were accessible to the public via the division’s website.  

The Allagash University outdoor administrative team supplied annual reports from 

academic years 2013-14, 2014-15, and 2015-16. These reports were submitted to the department 

director for inclusion in the overall department’s annual report. The director asked the program 

administrators to respond to very specific prompts in support of department and institutional 

imperatives. The first prompt in the report asked the AU outdoor program to explain how it 

supported the departmental mission; the program responded with the same language in each of 

the three reports that were provided for this study: “The [AU outdoor program] provided 

numerous programming opportunities and services that promoted and advanced healthy 

lifestyles.”  

AU’s administrators were very clear that student learning outcomes are a priority for all 

areas of the recreation department. According to Frank: 

We're able to demonstrate that we are learning laboratory and we can show anybody that 

wants to see, ‘What is it? How are students learning?’ ‘Well, here's exactly how they're 

learning,’ and we’re required to report the learning objectives for every program from a 

belay class to international trip and then we also do assessment on that now. It's not 

always highest level of assessment formally, but I can tell you, for example, how many 
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students can correctly identify the seven principles of Leave No Trace from a trip and 

stuff like that, but I think we've been able to be successful by showing that the learning is 

happening. 

The director requested the program provide status updates on predetermined annual goals, 

program successes, and challenges. The director also requested the names of any internal or 

external grants received, committees/project teams/special assignments, and liaisons and 

collaboration with other units. The AU outdoor program reports highlighted facility 

enhancements, new partnerships with academic units to provide experiential, field-based learning 

experiences, and acquisition of grant funding to assist with innovate program proposals. Finally, 

the director requested updates from the administrative staff for professional development, 

significant accomplishments, and challenges. What was notably absent from the annual report 

were requests for quantitative participation statistics. Except for dollar amounts tied to grant 

funding, the outdoor program had virtually no participation statistics included in any of the 

reports.  

Obed University provided brief synopses of assessment data for years 2014-2016 and 

participation data for years 2014-2015. When asked about the reporting expectations at OU, Bob 

responded: 

We currently are not asked to do annual reports in our specific areas. We do a synopsis of 

our assessment pieces along with some basic use numbers. This information is put in a 

large Student Affairs database and reviewed as needed. If administration needs more 

information or [is] doing larger evaluations of student resources across campus, they ask 

for specific information. These special requests are rare and usually revolve around a 
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change in [administration] or the like...I guess [the university] trusts us to serve students 

well and doesn’t take too much of our time in the reporting process. 

OU’s submitted assessment highlights included 5-6 responses to prompts such as “What did you 

like best about this trip?” “Please include any additional comments or recommendations about 

the trip leaders, itinerary, safety, gear, new trip ideas, etc.” and “What will you tell others about 

this particular trip or the Outdoor Program?” OU also included summaries of participant 

evaluations and graduating employee evaluations. Participants were asked to respond yes/no to 

prompts asking them if they felt that involvement in the outdoor program 1) helped developed 

new skills 2) increased their sense of environmental responsibility 3) provided them with trip 

leaders that created a safe environment. Graduating employees were asked to respond yes/no to 

prompts asking them if they felt that involvement in the outdoor program helped them develop 1) 

leadership 2) critical thinking 3) teamwork skills.  

 In addition to providing summaries of assessment data, the OU outdoor program 

submitted annual participation numbers for outdoor trips, special events, workshops, academic 

and certification courses, outreach programs, equipment rental center, climbing center, and 

employee hires. Quantitative data reporting varied by program and facility; for example, the 

climbing center provided unique participants and total participations whereas the rental center 

did not provide total participations. In two of the reports provided to this study, the OU outdoor 

program also supplied names of on- and off-campus groups for whom they hosted contractual 

(custom) programs. 

 Chattooga University did not provide program-specific reports; rather, they shared 

department annual reports from years 2014 and 2015 that included participation statistics and 

achievements from the outdoor program. CU’s department annual reports included a brief 
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overview of department achievements followed by achievements in specific program areas. The 

outdoor program’s achievements included resource acquisition, facility enhancements, and 

quantitative increases in outdoor trip offerings, challenge course request, participant contact 

hours, and staff applicants. 

 CU’s overall department report addressed specific prompts provided by the division of 

student affairs: 

(1a) Specific Accomplishments Related to the Division’s Strategic Priorities  

(1b) Updates on Departmental Accomplishments and Goals from 2015  

(2) Partnerships with Departments Outside of Division of Student Affairs 

(3) Reception of Grants or Financial Awards 

(4) University-Wide Initiatives Led or Coordinated by CU Recreation  

(5) Department Goals and Priorities 

(6) Additional Highlights and Bragging Points for CU Recreation  

The department emphasized overall participation rates from the student body and cited GPA and 

retention rates of first-time college attendees who participated in recreation programs.  

The outdoor programs were directly named in two of the four division priorities. Under 

“Building Community,” the report author acknowledged: 

The [CU] Challenge Program continued its partnership with the [leadership department] 

and its program “[name removed],” for a third year. The three overnight leadership 

development programs this year were completely planned, coordinated, staffed and 

executed by students. Challenge also contributed to facilitator trainings on two occasions 

in 2015.  

Under “Educate Leaders to Make a Difference,” the department highlighted the trips program: 
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The [outdoor program] offered a Leave No Trace Trainer Course which provides 

industry-standard training for outdoor adventure trip leaders and those students interested 

in the outdoor adventure field and a Wilderness First Aid Course that includes training 

for medical emergencies that may occur far from civilization during adventure trips.  

The “CU Department Highlights” page of the annual report was the only section directly cited in 

the annual report issued by the division of student affairs available to the public on the division’s 

website. 

Facility Expansion 

Participants representing the three programs selected for this study acknowledged how fortunate 

they were to have departmental and divisional support behind major facility expansion projects. 

From the perspective of an upper-level administrator, John was very clear in explaining the 

department’s logic for selecting which facility expansion projects to pursue: 

We've been trying to find ways from a facility perspective to meet the needs and demand 

of campus and find where we can connect to. We're going to have a bike shop here that's 

going to be part of [the outdoor program] that we're finishing up now too. Again, trying 

to integrate as much as we can throughout campus, but with the same central idea that 

we're trying to find ways to meet the students’ needs that aren't necessarily being served 

in other spots. 

Both AU and CU constructed new challenge courses within the past five years to expand the 

program’s capacity to serve new and existing groups. Jerry believed that the addition of the 

challenge course helped increase exposure and awareness of the overall outdoor program: 

[T]he challenge course has expanded a lot of people's eyes because before the challenge 

course there was just the rock wall. People, if they're interested in climbing, they would, 
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if they were interested in coming on a trip, they would. But now, the challenge course is 

here, where we have all these different groups that come out…they are more aware of 

what [the outdoor program] is. It's the clubs, sororities, fraternities, organizational groups 

on campus. They're much more aware. 

Cam explained that the increased revenue generated from CU’s new high challenge course 

enabled the outdoor program to expand its programmatic offerings as well as personnel:  

We were pretty fortunate that in the first year of operation…the amount we were going to 

pay in the tenth year we made in the first year, which allowed us to create a new full time 

position out here. That's a pretty substantial change for us…as well as minor 

improvements to the facility over the years, which have allowed us to do different types 

of programming. 

Social Media 

A comprehensive, longitudinal exploration of each outdoor program’s social media 

presence would require more time and attention than this study can provide given the specific 

goals of this investigation. Nevertheless, in an era driven by technology-based communication—

particularly through social media—it would be a large oversight to not at least provide an 

overview of how social media functions within each program as a means of extending 

organizational legitimacy. As part of this study’s document analysis, I examined the following 

types of social media sites pertaining to either the outdoor program or recreation department at 

each institution: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Tumblr, YouTube, Flickr, and Snapchat. 

Obed University’s outdoor program had a Facebook page co-managed by the three full-

time administrators responsible for managing the program. At the time of this study’s 

conclusion, the page had 1,385 page likes and a 5.0 rating based on one review. The Facebook 
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page was updated almost daily with posts that included text and photos; most posts were 

promotional in nature, encouraging the OU community to register for an upcoming trip or 

outdoor event. However, user interaction with the posts was limited with typically 1-2 likes per 

post and very few comments or shares. The exception to this interaction trend was the program’s 

annual photo contest, which drew 75 photo submissions and 15 shares of the post.  

Unlike the other two institutions, OU’s recreation department-wide Facebook page (1,475 

likes, 4.4 average rating based on 76 reviews) did not seem to engage with or promote the 

outdoor program as much as the other campus recreation programs such as wellness or 

intramural sports. The OU outdoor program did not have its own Twitter account; instead, it 

relied on the department-wide Twitter account for promotion. The department’s Twitter page had 

1,213 followers and posted 2-3 tweets a day. On average, the OU outdoor program was featured 

in approximately 2 out of every 10 tweets. Like the Facebook posts, the tweets were 

promotional, encouraging OU students to register for upcoming outdoor events. Also like the 

Facebook page, OU recreation tweets received little user interaction in the form of retweets or 

“loved” tweets. Neither the OU outdoor program nor recreation department used any other type 

of social media platform. 

Allagash University outdoor program’s social media presence was co-managed by the 

two full-time administrators and the department’s assistant director for marketing and social 

media. The outdoor program’s Facebook page had 785 likes and a 4.8 rating based on twelve 

reviews. The page was updated 3-4 times weekly; nearly all posts were promotional. Like OU, 

the AU outdoor program Facebook page had minimal user interaction, generally 1-2 likes per 

post. The AU recreation department Facebook page (6,408 likes, 4.7 rating based on 109 

reviews) distributed exposure equally among the various programs housed in the department. 
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Like OU, the AU outdoor program did not have its own Twitter account; the AU 

recreation department featured the outdoor program on its Twitter page. Interestingly, other 

recreation programs within the department, namely, group fitness and intramural sports, did have 

their own Twitter pages. The AU recreation department’s Twitter page had 4,675 followers and 

posted 1-2 tweets a day. The outdoor program was featured 2-3 times out of every 10 posts. 

While many tweets were promotional, other tweets offered facility updates based on inclement 

weather. 

In addition to a departmentally centralized Twitter page, AU recreation also had 

Snapchat, Flickr, YouTube, and Instagram pages. The outdoor program’s presence on the 

department’s YouTube page was strong; 5 of the 13 videos published in the last year featured the 

outdoor program in some capacity. The outdoor program also enjoyed YouTube exposure 

through video projects specifically tied to larger national competitions such as the Outdoor 

Nation Campus Challenge. The AU recreation department’s Instagram page appeared to be the 

fastest-growing social media medium; since joining Instagram in August 2013, the page has 

gained 2,514 followers with the last 10 posts averaging over 100 likes.  

Chattooga University’s outdoor program had the most individualized presence on social 

media. The CU outdoor trip program had its own Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram pages, the 

challenge program had its own Facebook page, and the summer camp program had its own 

Facebook and Twitter pages. The CU outdoor trip program’s social media sites are managed by a 

part-time student employee; the challenge and summer camp pages are co-managed by two of 

the full-time administrators. The CU outdoor trip Facebook page had 601 page likes with a 5.0 

rating based on seven reviews but had not been updated in over two months. The CU challenge 

Facebook page had 1,250 total page likes and a 5.0 average based on 20 reviews and was 
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updated 1-2 times a week. The challenge Facebook page also enjoyed slightly higher user 

interaction compared to any other Facebook page analyzed for this study, generally with 5-6 

likes per post and 1-2 comments or shares. The summer camp page had 196 likes and a 5.0 rating 

based on four reviews; the camp page was updated approximately once a week. 

Although the CU outdoor program had specific Twitter pages, the utility of these pages 

appeared limited due to low traffic and infrequent updates. CU’s outdoor trip program’s Twitter 

page had 220 followers but had not been updated in over two months. CU’s summer camp 

program’s Twitter page had 110 followers but had not been updated in over 6 months. CU’s 

outdoor trip program’s Instagram page had 741 followers and enjoyed relatively high interaction 

(average of 70 likes per post over 10 posts) but had not been updated in over 2 months.  

The CU recreation department had a strong centralized social media presence managed 

by a full-time assistant director of marketing and team of part-time student employees. The 

department’s Facebook page had 7,825 page likes and a 4.7 rating based on 84 reviews. The 

page was updated approximately once each day and heavily featured both the outdoor trip and 

challenge programs in posts. The content of these posts varied; some posts were promotional 

while others were motivational or featured a participant or employee spotlight. User interaction 

varied by the type of post; promotional posts generally received less user interaction than 

individual spotlights or motivational videos. The CU departmental Instagram page had 3,347 

followers and represented the outdoor program in approximately a quarter of its posts. The 

department’s Twitter page had 5,237 followers, submitted 5-6 tweets each day, and featured a 

photo from the outdoor program as the page’s main banner. Outdoor programs were featured in 

approximately 3 of every 10 tweets. 
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CU recreation also managed a Tumblr page with weekly articles. Unlike Facebook and 

Twitter posts that promoted a specific outdoor event or program, the Tumblr articles rarely 

featured a specific departmental program or event but rather took a general approach to 

recreation benefits or getting involved on campus. Using this approach, the outdoor program was 

included within a menu of opportunities to stay healthy or get involved. Unfortunately, user 

metrics were not available for the Tumblr site so the effectiveness of these articles is difficult to 

quantify. Over the last year, the department published eight videos to YouTube; one video 

specifically promoted the summer camp program and two videos provided a general overview of 

all recreation programs, including outdoor recreation. The other videos were program-specific 

and did not feature the outdoor program. 

Overall, the types of social media posts were consistent among the three outdoor 

programs in that most posts encouraged participants to register for a specific upcoming outdoor 

program or event. The extent to which the outdoor program was featured on department-wide 

social media platforms appeared to be dependent on whether the department employed a specific 

staff member responsible for overseeing centralized marketing. Both AU and CU outdoor 

program staff co-managed their social media content alongside a full-time marketing 

administrator and/or student marketing team.  

Based on available user interaction metrics, social media platforms across all three 

institutions represented missed opportunities for both sharing unique aspects of the programs’ 

organizational culture as well as extending their organizational legitimacy. The overwhelming 

majority of social media posts across all platforms were promotional and formulaic: “Experience 

[event] in [area] on [date]. Register by [date] on [registration link].” Posts that achieved more 

success based on user interaction either featured an annual recurring tradition with a strong 
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visual component, such as a photo contest or climbing competition, or featured the experience of 

a specific staff member or participant.  

On a program level, social media did not appear to be a medium used to connect 

organizational output to an institution’s mission or strategic plan. On a department level, content 

conveying general benefits of recreation (including outdoor recreation) seemed more closely 

connected to institutional imperatives, but the connection was cursory at best. As mentioned 

previously, dissecting the content and user interaction of each institution’s social media 

platforms necessitates a longitudinal investigation that far exceeds the scope and purpose of this 

study; however, implications for social media usages as it pertains to maintaining and extending 

organizational legitimacy will be discussed in the following chapter. 

Grassroots Marketing Strategies 

While not as heavily referenced as strategic partnerships or formal reporting, several 

participants—students, in particular—did make note of program efforts to engage in grassroots 

marketing strategies. James indicated that he and other student employees felt a personal 

responsibility to promote the outdoor program: 

I think the employees are large advocates. I know I personally I try and promote outdoor 

programs, events as often as I can. I think we have to advocate for ourselves a lot too, we 

have to. I post the most advertising around, I know I have posted a lot of posters and 

flyers around campus, so we have to do a lot of advertising advocating for ourselves, if 

that makes sense. 

Don offered a similar perspective: 

I do a lot of social media posting as well as outreach events on campus to try to get 

people to sign up for the trips—to inform our student body about the program. I’ve been 
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trying really hard to get our trips built up because a lot of our trips weren’t going out last 

semester for some reason, so I’m just trying to get awareness up for the overall program. 

I just want them to see that I really care about the program.  

In terms of extending organizational legitimacy, Sky offered an administrative perspective, 

remarking that her outdoor program needed to more inclusive of marginalized identities in the 

language and imagery of marketing materials: “changing the face of our marking materials... 

[Our grant is] paying the students to be the ambassadors. You are doing a whole bunch of 

marketing work…it will be important.”  

Defending Legitimacy 

When asked if any situations or events had occurred within the program that created a 

lapse or decline in organizational legitimacy, participants from all three programs were clear that 

no situations or events had caused the program to lose legitimacy in the eyes of stakeholders in 

any way that was significant. Participants provided hypothetical examples of situations that 

could potentially damage legitimacy. Carl, John, Kimberly, and Frank cited potential accidents 

and injuries. Carl said,  

I think I'm going to knock on some wood here, but I do send out trips that are going 

numerous hours away—up to six, seven hours away—and that's scary that I'm trusting 

students to go do these things. God forbid something happens on one of those trips, it's 

going to be a pretty big hit [to our legitimacy]. 

Lloyd suggested a severe act of nature, such as a hurricane, that could shut down operations for 

an extended period. Lloyd and Hogan both cited reductions in student fee allocations or changes 

in upper-level institutional leadership as potential threats, noting that those issues could affect the 

program’s ability to pursue potential resources.  
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Rather than providing hypothetical examples, the students offered current challenges that 

they felt could damage their programs’ legitimacy. Sally voiced frustration that trip cancellation 

due to low enrollment could impact the credibility of her program. Jerry offered program 

stagnation on the challenge course as a potential threat. Kimberly provided an example of a 

miscommunication between a facilitator and a challenge course group contact that resulted in a 

program starting late. Don expressed frustration at the cost of trips, noting that CU’s reputation 

of having high trip prices could drive potential participants away.  

Before I got hired, I wanted to go on a [AU] trip really badly. I wanted to go on a 

backpacking trip but it was just too expensive. I couldn’t ask my parents—because I 

didn’t have a job at the time—for $150 to go backpacking when I could find a friend and 

go for so much cheaper. 

Both students and administrators mentioned minor customer service or operational issues, such 

as renting out broken equipment or employee no-shows, as isolated incidents that caused 

frustrations for a small number of patrons, but no participants could name situations that had 

major repercussions on the public’s opinion of the program. Nevertheless, Claudia expressed 

concern over the potential impact of a bad customer service experience:  

…The most damaging thing that I could think of as a participant—or better, a customer—

having a bad experience with us because I think the best form of marketing is word of 

mouth. People going around saying that they didn't have a good experience…I think that 

seems really small but could be really negative. 

The administrators felt strongly that their strong level of institutional support mitigated 

the need to defend the legitimacy of their outdoor program to campus stakeholders. Cam and 

Frank both noted that while both of their programs were expected to generate revenue to support 
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program sustainability, they did not feel that their professional positions would be threatened if 

their programs failed to meet their revenue goals in a given year. Cam explained: 

We generate most of our revenue. If the times get hard, if 2008 happens again…less 

people come, we make less money, our growth gets stifled. We are told consistently by 

our supervisors that our job—our livelihood—is not dependent on making money…if we 

have a down year, it's not like we're going to get fired…but the program—we need 

people out here so that we do make money and continue to operate. 

Conclusion 

Responses from participants at each institution and at every reporting level suggested that 

all three of the outdoor programs considered for this study felt a strong sense of belonging within 

their institution. Both participant interviews and media publications indicated that the outdoor 

programs reflected and reinforced the overall institutional culture by upholding the same or 

similar missions and values. Participants and stakeholders had a clear sense of their 

organization’s value and were able to explain why their organization’s output (products and 

services) was distinctive from any other experience or entity on campus. Each program pursued 

and maintained strategic and mutually beneficial relationships with campus and community 

partners in order to find advocates, share resources, and increase exposure. The final chapter will 

address how components of organizational culture and legitimization strategies influence an 

outdoor program’s ability to find a cultural fit on campus as providing recommendations as to 

how outdoor programs can best maintain and extend their organizational legitimacy.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Through my analysis, several themes emerged that contributed to my overall 

understanding of how outdoor programs create a cultural fit on campus and establish congruence 

with their institution’s strategic plan. Most notably, my previous assumption that college outdoor 

recreation programs would have organizational cultures that were clearly distinct from the rest of 

the institution was incorrect. In fact, the outdoor recreation programs included in this study were 

strong embodiments of their institution’s overall organizational culture in terms of a shared 

mission, values, strategies, and leadership qualities. Outdoor programs find a unique 

niche/cultural fit on campus by providing a unique product—the experiences and services 

offered by these outdoor programs could not be replicated by another campus or community 

entity. In terms of alignment with institutional mission and goals, administrators felt confident 

that their outdoor program contributed to the strategic priorities of their institution by providing 

participants with valuable learning experiences as well as opportunities for holistic development. 

Based on my analysis of data collected through interviews and program documents, I 

would argue that strategic, collaborative partnerships were the most effective means by which a 

program maintained and extended its organizational legitimacy. As opposed to solely relying on 

linear support from the program’s administrators, department director, or vice president, 

collaborative partnerships between programs and departments provided a multi-layered web of 

campus and community advocates, shared resources, and increased exposure. Another striking 

observation that I uncovered during my analysis was the realization that these three programs 

were primed for success because of several underlying factors that may beyond the control of 

other college outdoor programs (see “Key Advantages”). 
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Summary of Study 

Through this study, I explored how successful college outdoor recreation programs 

leverage the outcomes of effective organizational culture-building to maintain organizational 

legitimacy using data from three nationally-recognized college outdoor programs. The primary 

research questions were: 1) how does a college outdoor recreation program create a “cultural fit” 

within the mission and strategic plan of its institution, and 2) how does the program articulate 

goal congruence with institutional stakeholders? 

The conceptual framework for this study integrated concepts from Allaire and Firsirotu’s 

(1984) conceptual framework for organizational culture and Tillman’s (2004) refined model of 

organizational legitimacy. Allaire and Firsirotu explain that organizational culture is comprised 

of cultural and sociocultural systems as well as environmental, historical, and individual inputs. 

Tillman suggests that legitimacy management contains four key phases: establishing, 

maintaining, extending, and defending. When combined as a single framework, the model posits 

that organizational legitimacy is based on organizational output, the product of organizational 

culture.  

The institutions selected for this study each received the David J. Webb Award from the 

Association of Outdoor Recreation and Education (AORE) between 2010 – 2015. AORE honors 

one outdoor program annually based on providing “dynamic and innovative services to its 

participants,” “demonstrated professionalism and high standards of conduct” and contributions to 

the outdoor community through information sharing (AORE website, 2016). The three 

institutions selected for this study were all 4-year, public institutions with multiple full-time staff 

members (at least 2 individuals) and comparably sized undergraduate student staff (between 20 - 
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40 part-time staff) responsible for overseeing and executing the functions of the outdoor 

program. Each institution was located in a different geographic region of the United States.  

Between November 2016 and March 2017, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 

18 participants and analyzed 83 documents to explore how programs shared their value with 

stakeholders. Participants were recruited through a combination of purposive and chain-referral 

sampling. At the time of their interviews, participants in this study worked for one of the three 

outdoor programs as a part-time student employee, mid-level administrator, or upper-level 

administrator.  

After obtaining their consent, participants were asked to provide basic demographic 

information and a brief history of their relationship with the program, describe their institution, 

draw connections between their program and their institution’s mission and strategic plan, their 

organization’s culture, their perception of their outdoor program’s value to their university 

community, strategic partnerships, and potential threats to their organization’s legitimacy. I 

developed interview questions based on the study’s conceptual framework (see Appendix E). 

After using the GoTranscript service to transcribe my interviews, I coded the transcripts and 

documents using NVivo 11.4 and analyzed the data in order to reveal themes related to 

organizational culture building, meeting stakeholder needs, establishing program-institution goal 

congruence, and maintaining and extending organizational legitimacy.  

Discussion 

The following section of this chapter outlines how specific elements of organizational 

culture impact organizational legitimacy based on my analysis of the data. I first revisit the 

study’s conceptual framework, noting which elements of Allaire and Firsirotu’s (1984) model 

had greatest influence on organizational legitimacy. I also highlight key advantages that each of 
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these institutions possessed that likely facilitated their ability to find advocates, acquire 

resources, and be seen as valuable assets to their campuses. Afterward, I provide a brief 

summary of the specific tactics that the programs in the study used to effectively respond to 

contextual influences as well as other tactics that could potentially bolster legitimacy. 

Reconsidering the Relationship Between Culture and Legitimacy 

Throughout this study, I have argued that legitimacy is based on organizational output, 

which is a product of organizational culture (see Figure 1). After concluding my analysis, I still 

affirm that a relationship between organizational culture and organizational legitimacy exists, but 

based on my results, it is unlikely the creation and implementation of unique cultural (e.g. 

stories, traditions, etc.) and sociocultural (e. g. policies, processes, etc.) expressions is how 

organizations establish and/or maintain a cultural fit on campus. As a result of my analysis, I 

revised my interpretation of organizational cultural inputs to differentiate between internal foci 

and external foci of organizational culture; internal foci refer to the cultural and sociocultural 

systems within an organization that are largely determined by the organization’s members. 

External foci refer to context (history, society, contingency) and key individuals/leadership that 

have a much more significant impact on organizational legitimacy. 

Internal foci. Participants gave no indication that their programs’ cultural or 

sociocultural practices were made outwardly known to stakeholders; thus, these practices could 

be considered internal foci of organizational culture. While these elements were not seen by 

participants as major contributors to organizational legitimacy, they helped shape environments 

for individuals to thrive and effectively deliver organizational output. Cultural and sociocultural 

elements created small but meaningful systems and opportunities for staff members (especially 

students) to “buy in” to the program by engaging with other staff and understanding expectations 
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of their roles as employees. Without these internal foci of organizational culture, nothing would 

exist to emotionally connect the individual(s) to the organization. Furthermore, internal foci 

helped to build and foster relationships between members of the organization, and the presence 

of strong relationships, both internal to the organization and externally (with campus and 

community partners) informed organizational legitimacy.  

External foci. On the other hand, external foci of organizational culture, such as 

institutional context and institutional leadership, were seen by participants as having the most 

significant impact on their organization’s ability to maintain organizational legitimacy. While 

outdoor program administrators can (to varying extents) change their cultural or sociocultural 

inputs, they are far less likely to be able to influence contextual factors such as organizational 

history or competing forces, nor can they sidestep decision-makers who hold power and 

resources for the outdoor program. Rather, they must be responsive to these factors in ways that 

allow them to continue to stay legitimate. In a following section of this chapter (see 

“Legitimization Tactics), I outline specific strategies that the programs involved in my study 

employed to manage their legitimacy. 

A revised framework. Upon analyzing my data, I realized that the conceptual 

framework I created by integrating concepts from Tillman (2004) and Allaire and Firsirotu 

(1984) omitted a significant factor that clearly influenced culture and legitimacy: relationships. 

In the existing model (see Figure 1), relationships do not have a named role in the culture 

building or legitimization process. However, a pervasive theme in all of my interviews and in 

many of the documents I analyzed was the notion that programs were successful and valued 

based on effective working relationships between staff and stakeholders. 
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After considering the patterns of thought and language provided by participants and key 

documents providing insight into contextual factors influencing actions and priorities within the 

outdoor programs, I developed a revised conceptual framework (see Figure 2) to better visualize 

the relationship between organizational culture and organizational legitimacy based on internal 

and external organizational foci. In the new model, “context,” “key individual(s)/leadership,” 

and “relationships” are stacked in a single column that informs organizational output and 

legitimacy. Cultural and sociocultural elements are still vital to organizational culture and output, 

but they are positioned to be less directly influential in the legitimization process. Additionally, 

both internal and external foci shape relationships, which also inform legitimacy. 

 

Figure 2 – Revised Framework 
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Key Advantages 

The three programs involved in this study possessed several key advantages that could set 

them apart from other college outdoor programs struggling to find their foothold on campus. For 

these three programs, establishing, maintaining, and extending their organization’s legitimacy is 

likely facilitated by one or more of the following advantages: 

1. Programs had direct supervision or support from upper-level administrators with prior 

experience and/or personal interest in outdoor recreation; 

2. Programs were situated in geographic locations with existing support of outdoor 

activities; 

3. Programs were housed in visible, high-quality facilities; and 

4. Programs had at least one staff member with ten years of tenure or more within the 

department. 

For programs that exhibited one or more of these advantages, maintaining or extending 

legitimacy may not present as a challenge due to pre-existing internal and external support for 

outdoor recreation-related initiatives. In fact, none of the administrators interviewed for this 

study seemed particularly concerned over the long-term sustainability or institutional support of 

their outdoor program. CU administrators noted that an upcoming change in upper-level 

leadership could be a potential threat to program sustainability, but at the time of the interviews, 

all three programs expressed confidence in their ability to maintain and extend their legitimacy.  

On the other hand, programs that lack these advantages may face greater obstacles in 

establishing, maintaining, or extending their legitimacy. For example, an outdoor program 

located in a geographic region with limited access to recreational opportunities may find it 

difficult to appeal to a student body lacking pre-college connections to outdoor activities. 
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Programs reporting to a director or vice president with no interest in outdoor recreation activities 

may struggle to educate leadership on the unique value that outdoor recreation provides college 

students, particularly if they are competing with mainstream media images of outdoor recreation 

that make it appear dangerous or accessible only to a very specific type of student. In short, 

outdoor programs lacking these advantages may find themselves having to put forth more effort 

to establish and maintain legitimacy than institutions like those included in this study.  

Legitimization Tactics 

The programs involved in this study enjoyed strong support on campus and felt valued by 

their community because they were actively involved in and seen by the community at multiple 

touchpoints. While the staff created and maintained some program-specific traditions and 

systems, the program’s organizational culture was largely reflective of the overall organizational 

culture of the institution. The programs’ output and services (i.e. adventure experiences, 

equipment rental) provided their university communities with unique and valuable experiences 

without detracting from or conflicting with the institution’s values or organizational cultural 

identity. These programs and services supported the university’s strategic plan by providing 

students and community members with opportunities to expand knowledge and enhance 

wellbeing—priorities for all three institutions—through avenues that no other entity on campus 

could provide. Participants could explain how their outdoor program supported the institution’s 

goals, delineate which member(s) was responsible for enacting specific aspects of leadership and 

decision-making, and identify campus and community partners who benefitted from 

collaborative efforts with the outdoor program. The following section summarizes three specific 

tactics undertaken by each of the staff of the outdoor program as means by which to maintain 

their organizational legitimacy. 
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Establishing goal congruence. The upper-level administrators affiliated with outdoor programs 

could clearly articulate the intuition’s mission and strategic priorities and explain how the 

outdoor program supported the larger mission and plan. Their explanation generally situated the 

outdoor program as one piece of a larger effort by the department to provide opportunities to 

contribute to student learning and wellbeing. For example, Mickey indicated that the outdoor 

adventure component of CU’s recreation department was valuable in the “development of the 

holistic student,” which echoes the university’s key strategic and interlocking goals of 

developing the “whole person” and promoting well-being for all students (CU Strategic Plan, 

2017). Claudia noted that OU’s mission promotes “human development, global understanding, 

progress, and professional practice.” She connected OU’s mission to the work of the OU outdoor 

program by explaining that the outdoor program “expands and engages people in their [personal] 

development, working with and understanding other people, and being a part of the world around 

them.” John, Frank, and Hooperman emphasized the value placed on their program’s student 

learning outcome data as a means of clearly connecting the outdoor program to the university’s 

mission of teaching excellence and student engagement. 

 Furthermore, administrators indicated that their outdoor programs faced little concern or 

questioning related to program-institution goal congruence because they received strong support 

and recognition from upper-level student affairs administrators. These administrators were seen 

as advocates for their programs and were frequently visible in the recreation facilities. At the 

time of his interview, Hogan noted the university president had recently publicly acknowledged 

Bob’s service as a regional and national leader in outdoor education efforts in a campus-wide 

email. The vice president for student affairs at CU was trained and volunteered as a challenge 

course facilitator for several years. John explained that the university president was “very 
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engaged in what’s going on a day-to-day basis” within the recreation department and could 

“speak the language [of recreation],” and “understands the value of it.” 

 Outdoor programs also established goal congruence through campus-collaborations. 

When asked about fitting into the institution’s strategic plan, John explained that the department 

developed 30-40 objectives related to the institution’s core value of recreation and athletics and 

how partnering with other departments across campus allowed both departments’ objectives to 

garner more attention with institutional leadership: 

We've probably developed 30 to 40 objectives for the department every year that are 

related directly to [the institution’s core value]. That gets reported up to the president's 

office too. The outdoor program has a big component that too. The opportunity to be able 

to collaborate with different departments across campus has really allowed some of those 

departments to get some of their objectives to rise a little bit further than maybe they 

normally would inside their own department since we have our own specific core value 

for that—very well positioned for here. 

Defining roles and responsibilities. Different levels of responsibility existed for 

building culture and maintaining, extending, and defending legitimacy. Students created and 

perpetuated the cultural system by serving as ambassadors for the mission and creating the 

language and traditions that uniquely defined their programs. Furthermore, students delivered the 

organizational product by serving as trip leaders, climbing wall supervisors, challenge course 

facilitators, bike shop attendants, and equipment rental center staff. Mid-level administrators 

shaped the policies, strategies, and processes by which students deliver the organizational output. 

Mid-level administrators also channeled department-wide cultural and sociocultural systems into 

the outdoor program to create institutional fit. Upper-level administrators established the vision 
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and ensured program alignment with the institutional mission and strategic plan. They acquired 

resources and educated stakeholders. 

When evaluating current strategies and procedures within their outdoor program, 

administrators acknowledged that collaborative decision-making among agents was vital to 

program success. Mid-level administrators typically retained authority for making final program-

specific decisions, but the administrators interviewed for this study expressed that they valued 

and sought input from students or directors on many decisions. Trust in the decision-making 

ability of each level was key. 

Forming collaborative partnerships. The three programs involved in this study 

established strong ties with academic, co-curricular, and off-campus partners (see Chapter 5 

“Strategic Partnerships”). Program administrators felt confident that they were seen as a vital 

resource for expertise, equipment, and programming throughout campus because they had 

invested time and energy into cultivating connections that benefitted both entities. Successful 

collaborations resulted in efficient use of available resources, increased exposure for both 

entities, and shared advocacy for organization goals. 

Shared components of organizational culture played a significant role in facilitating 

collaborative partnerships. The administrators indicated that many of their partnerships were 

based on mutual values and goals. For example, AU softball team members acknowledged that 

working with the AU challenge course helped the team strengthen their trust in one another. 

OU’s annual backcountry film festival represented a joint effort between the outdoor program, a 

national non-profit organization, and a regional avalanche center. All three entities espoused 

environmental education as a key value. 
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Implications and Recommendations 

Multiple strategies exist that can help outdoor programs build effective organizational 

culture and increase their perceived legitimacy on campus. Organizational culture-building does 

not happen behind a desk; all agents must be actively involved in shaping the relationships, 

values, language, images, and experiences that exist within the organization. While an outdoor 

recreation program’s culture can have unique identifiers to provide opportunities for staff to 

positively engage with the program, clear alignment with and support of the institutional mission 

is ultimately what will yield the strongest returns on establishing and maintaining organizational 

legitimacy. 

If program-institution mission alignment is present, programs with stable and engaged 

leadership are poised to deliver a strong product. As evidenced by the three programs involved in 

the study, low staff turnover and involvement by upper-level leadership significantly facilitate 

maintaining and extending legitimacy. Programs should evaluate their systems to determine if 

trust is present among levels of leadership, roles and responsibilities are clearly delineated, and 

the systems reinforce the overall mission and strategic plan of the institution. However, even 

programs with strong leadership can have their legitimacy threatened if societal or economic 

factors (such as funding or political priorities) disrupt the program’s ability to deliver its 

organizational output. In addition to the aforementioned strategies employed by the participants 

involved in this study, I have identified several additional recommendations for outdoor 

programs to consider in light of perceived internal barriers to legitimacy, potential reductions in 

funding, increased demands for accountability, and changing technology. 
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Abandon the "Basement Dweller" Narrative 

For many years, college outdoor recreation programs have identified themselves as the 

“forgotten basement dweller” of their respective departments. There is some truth to this 

narrative in that outdoor programs are frequently housed in lower levels of facilities or off-

campus due to high volumes of gear and the need for vehicle access which means that these 

programs are not always as visible or accessible as other recreation or activity units on campus. 

Nevertheless, many outdoor programs have embraced this identity as a badge of pride, and doing 

so has negative implications on organizational legitimacy.  

Outdoor programs need to stop viewing themselves as programmatic outliers if they 

expect the rest of campus to do the same. Rather than being “alternative recreation,” outdoor 

programs need to be and be seen as integral and vital components of a comprehensive recreation 

experience on campus. The administrative team at AU was very clear in their approach to 

allocating resources equitably among the various campus recreation programming units; one 

entity was not viewed as more important or more valuable than another. Frank exclaimed that 

outdoor programs need to shift their perceptions of themselves:  

I do think as a field sometimes, we're too much on the defensive about how we're not 

valued; we're not valuable. I think in a lot of places we are valued and I'm tired of hearing 

that. I think we need to move beyond that, too. We generally are recognized as doing 

good work. I don't want it to be a narrative of us sort of whining that we're not valued as a 

whole when I think in most places we are. 

Seek Creative Funding Sources 

Resource acquisition, particularly in the form of a facility expansion or renovation 

appears to create a chain reaction of legitimacy extension. A new facility garners public interest, 
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which in turn generates increased usage and word-of-mouth promotion. However, the ability to 

acquire resources internally through the university is predicated on the assumption that 1) the 

institution has financial resources available and 2) the institution sees value in the proposed 

project.  

The three outdoor programs selected for this study indicated that they had strong support 

for their facility and program expansions on both departmental and divisional levels, but these 

examples may also be reflective of a “rich getting richer” system of organizational legitimacy 

that might not apply to program administrators who find themselves directing programs where 

resources are scarce or their program’s value is questioned. For example, if an outdoor program 

is operating out of an undersized, outdated equipment rental center and does not have the means 

to replace or expand its inventory, the program may be challenged to extend its capacity to serve 

its institutional population. 

Outdoor programs that lack the internal institutional backing to fund major program or 

facility enhancements may need to look outside of the university for financial support. AU’s 

outdoor program was encouraged by its department to seek external grant funding as a means by 

which to acquire additional financial resources as well as gain public credibility outside of the 

institution. AU achieved success in acquiring grant funding from sources both internal and 

external to the university. AU received grant funding from the university’s sustainability 

department as well as from Outdoor Nation. 

Other campus recreation departments across the country have already turned to external 

funding to support their initiatives. Results from a study conducted by Scott, Veltri, and Wallace 

(1999) indicated that nearly one-quarter of campus recreation funding came from private 

donations, with 46% of the study’s respondents indicating that corporate funding was used to 
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supplement their funding. The University of Nebraska-Lincoln is among the most successful 

universities in obtaining grant funding; In 2015, the university’s recreation department secured 

nearly $120,000 in grant funds from a variety of sources, including Union Bank, LinPepCo, 

Celerion, University of Nebraska Federal Credit Union, Adidas, Quest, and Naked Juice (UNL 

Student Affairs Website, 2015). 

College outdoor programs should seek out funding sources that reinforce their program’s 

mission and values; entities such as Outdoor Nation and the National Environmental Education 

Foundation (NEEF) have missions that closely align with those of college outdoor programs. 

Private companies such as Recreational Equipment, Inc. (REI), Cabela’s, and The North Face 

also operate foundations with grant funding available to non-profit organizations. Successful 

acquisition of grant funding can not only provide much needed physical resources, but it can also 

extend an organization’s legitimacy to the public because the college program can benefit from 

the donor’s web of influence. 

Publicly Celebrate  

 Outdoor recreation programs should consider how the steps involved in crafting a formal 

report can be used to maintain or extend its legitimacy. Instead of limiting the scope of report 

information to upper-level administration, outdoor programs should identify avenues through 

which they can share the same information to the public, particularly if it illustrates their value 

and contributions to the campus community. Programs should consider proactively reporting 

their impact rather than waiting for a request from institutional leadership. 

One example that outdoor programs may emulate is a strategy employed by some campus 

sustainability departments across the nation. The sustainability department at Stanford University 

formally publishes Sustainability at Stanford: A Year in Review, a digital report “which 
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showcases the actions and achievements of the university to advance campus sustainability 

during the academic year” (Sustainable Stanford website, 2016). While this document is 

essentially the department’s annual report, the department prioritizes making this information 

readily available to the public. Yale’s sustainability department takes a similar approach by 

publishing a publicly accessible digital report.  

Written reports are one example of a formal accountability mechanism, but other options 

exist. The University of Georgia’s sustainability office hosts a “Semester in Review” celebration 

at the end of each academic term that “celebrates small and large actions that create a culture of 

sustainability at UGA…students engaged in sustainability coursework and research are invited to 

share their work with others in [the] community…projects are highlighted through short, 

engaging presentations followed by lunch, networking and a poster session (UGA Sustainability 

website, 2017). Beyond sustainability departments, the showcase model has been employed by 

study-abroad, internship, and service-learning centers. Florida State University’s Center for 

Global Engagement offers a “Going Global” showcase that features student presentations on 

international experiences.  

Outdoor administrators could easily mimic the showcase model by inviting outdoor staff 

and participants to offer presentations about their outdoor experiences gained through the 

program and inviting existing and potential stakeholders to attend the event. Furthermore, a 

showcase event allows for outdoor recreation programs to highlight their unique organizational 

culture through the sharing of personal experiences, stories, relationships, and images beyond 

what can be offered in a formal report. College outdoor program administrators should use 

formal reporting as an opportunity to proactively illustrate why their program offers something 

to the university that is uniquely valuable. 
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Shape the Media Message 

Outdoor programs need to be aware of and actively work to shape the language used to 

describe and explain the value of outdoor recreation in internal and external media. External 

media emphasizes the “fun,” “excitement,” and “thrill” of outdoor recreation; while this 

language and imagery can peak interest and generate sales, it also potentially diminishes the 

perceived educational value that outdoor programs offer through experiential learning and the 

expertise of those directing the programs. Educating media representatives is vital to ensure 

accurate portrayal of organizational output, and program administrators may need to be proactive 

on this front. If programs have access to a public relations or marketing manager in the 

department, they should work together to select language and visuals that encourage 

participation from all community members, not just established outdoor veterans or high-fit 

population.  

The value of social media as it relates to organizational legitimacy is difficult to 

definitively assess because the rapid evolution of social media platform availability and user 

functionality means that the target is constantly moving. Colleoni (2013) noted that online 

communication “is becoming one of the most important information channels for corporations 

aiming to increase stakeholders’ awareness about their CSR (corporate social responsibility) 

efforts” (p. 233). Social media has changed the nature of communication between corporation 

and stakeholder; what was once a passive, one-sided communication channel has evolved into a 

system in which stakeholders are actively involved in the creation and evaluation of content. 

Good and bad appraisals can “go viral,” spreading rapidly like a disease through networks of 

users (Colleoni, 2013).  
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To be truly effective, social media managers must prioritize interactivity. Smith (2010) 

notes that although many accepted definitions of social media recognize it as a tool for 

individualized self-expression, some users may be more interested in representing an issue or 

belonging to a community. Organizations can extend their legitimacy if they can capitalize on 

this user need. Smith explains that “users personalize issues and communicate personal 

relevance, granting organizational legitimacy through conversational human voice and 

communicated commitment” (p. 333). 

Social media can be a means of extending legitimacy if content managers can figure out 

how to initiate meaningful exchanges or interactions with stakeholders. Outdoor programs need 

to move beyond generic, promotional tweets and posts that yield minimal user interaction. 

Outdoor programs should capitalize on the aspects of organizational culture that make them 

unique, particularly if social media can be used to highlight individual leadership or personal 

contributions or experiences within a program. Social media posts specifically dedicated to 

participant to staff spotlights appeared have stronger user interaction on the pages analyzed for 

this study. Showcasing individual experiences or success stories and connecting them to 

department and university strategic priorities could have the added benefit of not only extending 

organizational legitimacy internally within the institution but also increasing legitimacy with 

external stakeholders through increased user interaction. 

Create a Web of Support 

As opposed to a single, linear line of support (program à department à division à vice 

president/president), establishing a web of connections with multiple advocates allows an 

outdoor program to insulate itself should the institution undergo a leadership change at any point 

along the reporting line. While each of the programs in this study had positive relationships that 
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were specific to their campus environment, outdoor programs can begin their search for 

collaborative partners in several key areas. 

Sustainability departments are an obvious natural ally given similar missions promoting 

environmental stewardship and education. Student leadership, multicultural affairs, athletics, and 

service-based departments may also benefit from potential customized outdoor trip or challenge 

course programming. On the academic side, natural resource management, recreation and 

leisure, sport management, and biological and/or earth science (i.e. ecology, geology, etc.) 

departments may be potential allies, particularly with regard to providing equipment or 

instruction for field-based learning and research. Within the community, college outdoor 

programs should investigate what state and federal land management agencies could be potential 

partners, as well as local guiding and outfitting companies. Outfitters may be able to provide 

financial or in-kind support of special events in exchange for promotion. Not every program will 

have access or the ability to collaborate with each of these units; nevertheless, having a wide 

range of allies throughout the community ensures advocacy on behalf of the program and 

increased perceived legitimacy. 

Directions for Future Research 

Andre, Williams, Schwartz, and Bullard (2017) encouraged future research to focus less 

on identifying the specific benefits of college outdoor recreation participation and instead 

explore how the benefits gained compare to other types of campus programming. The 

researchers suggested research areas of strategic importance are student recruitment and 

retention, return on financial investment, contributions to student wellness and academic success, 

developing environmental ethics, leadership skill development, and promotion of diversity 

inclusion. 
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With specific regard to organizational culture and legitimacy, this study marks the 

beginning of a very long rabbit hole of future research directions that could help programs 

establish their foothold in modern higher education. With this study, I explored perspectives on 

organizational culture and legitimacy from within the organization itself. A second iteration of 

this study could replicate the methods with participants rather than staff to compare how 

perspectives on the organization’s value differ between the two entities. Additionally, I explored 

the organizational culture building and legitimization processes of successful programs; a 

follow-up study utilizing less successful or even discontinued programs may reveal different 

findings once key advantages are removed. A key population worth investigating would be 

college outdoor programs who suffered a significant decline in organizational legitimacy 

resulting from a major incident or accident. 

Certainly, more research can be done to examine the specific language and imagery used 

by internal and external entities to describe the organizational output of college outdoor 

recreation programs. Effective communication strategies will continue to be a linchpin in 

securing public and institutional support of units like college outdoor recreation programs that 

will never be able to match other campus programming in terms of size and scope. Researchers 

should also continue to explore why certain college outdoor recreation programs have been able 

to establish themselves as vital components of their campus to determine if certain actions, 

processes, procedures, or existing advantages are consistent among these programs.  

Conclusion 

 Many elements of these programs’ organizational cultures are intertwined in their stories 

of success, but worth noting is that the outdoor programs’ cultures do not represent a divergence 

from the cultures of their institutions. In fact, the opposite is true—the culture of the outdoor 
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programs reinforces the institution’s culture. The key to establishing a fit and value on campus is 

not in creating an exclusive culture, but rather, delivering a product and/or service to the 

institution that is truly unique while still reflecting the institution’s mission, values, and strategic 

priorities. 

AU’s overall campus culture emphasizes civic engagement and learning; the AU outdoor 

program emulates this culture through consistent efforts to educate trip participants on skill 

development and awareness and appreciation of their regional geography. Their demonstrated 

learning outcomes provide evidence of students’ engagement through a unique, immersive 

outdoor experience. As a land-grant institution, OU has a strong ethic rooted in environmental 

stewardship; the outdoor program at OU relies on the efforts of the program administrators and 

students to share a love of the natural world with students and patrons. OU partners with local 

community agents to provide special event programming and support to students that foster an 

interest in and a desire to celebrate and care for state lands. CU values tradition and community; 

the CU outdoor program takes pride in long-standing partnerships that foster a sense of 

belonging and pride in the institution. CU outdoor programs celebrate a rich sense of tradition 

while providing patrons with outdoor experiences that no other campus entity can provide. 

Every institution has a unique organizational culture; outdoor programs must first 

identify the components of their institution’s culture that they currently embody and determine 

whether any of their actions, values, or cultural expressions demonstrate a significant departure 

from the institution’s culture. Significant departures from the overall institutional culture will 

inevitably lead to skepticism, criticism, and withdrawn support. Outdoor programs like the ones 

involved in this study find success in delivering a unique product (in this case, an outdoor 

experience) that community members cannot find elsewhere on campus. However, the outdoor 
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programs are one thread in a larger tapestry that weaves the same cultural narrative. While these 

programs may have some nuanced traditions such as Hawaiian shirts and sharing relationship 

statuses, these cultural quirks are not necessarily what create a cultural fit on campus. The 

consistent narrative across programs is what enables these outdoor programs to be understood, 

valued, and supported. If anything, these unique symbols of expression create buy-in from the 

cultural agents, who in turn deliver the product. The administrators responsible for providing 

guidance and direction to these programs must determine how best to create an environment 

where employees and participants buy-in but also reinforce the larger cultural narrative of the 

institution. 

Part of creating the buy-in is through collaboration. All three outdoor programs have 

thriving partnerships across campus, due largely to the open, collaborative nature of the 

programs themselves. Outdoor recreation programming inherently relies on teamwork and joint-

leadership and decision-making to accomplish tasks in the backcountry; the same willingness to 

exchange ideas and offer support when necessary opens channels for collaboration across 

academic and co-curricular units. 

Outdoor programs would be well-served to stay abreast of their institution’s strategic 

plans and priorities to ensure continued alignment of organizational culture, values, and mission. 

In many ways, outdoor programs are already doing the work of their institutions’ strategic plan. 

However, the results from this study suggest that the level of awareness and ability to make 

connections between the outdoor program’s output and the institution’s strategic plan wanes the 

further a person travels down the organizational chart. Educating student employees on how their 

efforts reinforce institutional imperatives may help the program move beyond being seen as “a 

fun place to work” to a valuable experience that produces innovation and career-ready graduates. 
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Finding alternative means of publicly celebrating how the outdoor program supports the strategic 

plan (other than an internal formal report) may help grant credibility in the eyes of skeptics.  
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APPENDIX A 

INSTITUTIONS WITH DISCONTINUED ACADEMIC PROGRAMS 
 

Institution Program Degree Year discontinued Justification Source 

California State 
University - 
Long Beach 

Administration of 
Outdoor 
Recreation 
Resources 

Certificate N/A  link  

California State 
University - 
Long Beach 

Wilderness 
Studies 

Certificate Under 
consideration for 
discontinuation 

 link 

Eastern 
Mennonite 
University 

Outdoor 
Recreation 

Undergraduate 2018 Low enrollment 
/ staffing 
changes 

Survey 

Florida State 
University 

Recreation and 
Leisure Studies 

Undergraduate 
(moved to FSU 
Panama City 
Beach) 
Graduate 

2010 (graduate)  Survey 

University of 
Georgia 

Recreation and 
Leisure Studies 

Undergraduate 
and Graduate 

2013 
(undergraduate) 
2012 (graduate) 

Budget 
constraints 
(undergraduate) 
Low enrollment 
(graduate) 

link 

Georgia 
College  

Outdoor 
Education 

Undergraduate 
and Graduate 

2015 Staffing changes Survey 

Indiana 
University 

Recreational 
Sports 
Management 

Undergraduate 2016 Consolidating 
degree programs 

link  

Ithaca College Recreation 
Management 

Undergraduate 2014 Declining 
enrollments 

link 

University of 
Minnesota - 
Twin Cities 

Recreation, Park, 
Leisure Studies 

Graduate 2003 Staffing changes Survey 

University of 
Nevada, Las 
Vegas  

Sport and Leisure 
Service 
Management 

Graduate 2011  link 

Ohio University Therapeutic 
Recreation 

 2009? Staffing changes Survey 

Onondaga 
College 

Recreation 
Leadership 

Associate 2011 Changing labor 
market demands 

link 
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Institution Program Degree Year discontinued Justification Source 

Pennsylvania 
State University 

Recreation, Park, 
and Tourism 
Management / 
Therapeutic 
Recreation 

Undergraduate 2010  link  

Radford 
University 

Experiential 
Education 

Undergraduate 2016 Changing labor 
market demands 

Survey 

San Juan 
College 

Outdoor 
leadership 
education and 
recreation 

Associate / 
Certificate 

2016 Budget 
constraints / 
declining 
enrollments 

link 

Shenandoah 
University 

Outdoor 
Leadership and 
Education 

Undergraduate 2008 Budget 
constraints 

Survey 

St. Cloud State 
University 

 Minor 2009  Survey 

Utah State 
University 

Recreation 
Resource 
Management 

Graduate 2012 Declining 
enrollments 

link  

College of 
William and 
Mary 

Outdoor 
Recreation 

No degree; 
graduate courses 

2016 Budget 
constraints 

Survey 

Note. Program discontinuation is generally considered bad publicity for most universities and 

colleges; consequently, finding information about discontinued programs is extremely difficult 

Discontinued programs with “survey” in the source column were unable to be verified by the 

researcher outside of a response submitted through a “discontinued programs” questionnaire sent 

over the AORE member listserv.  
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APPENDIX B 

WEBB AWARD SELECTION RUBRIC 

David J. Webb Program Excellence Award Selection Rubric 

Outstanding 
non-profit 
outdoor 
program which 
has provided 
dynamic and 
innovative 
services to its 
participants 

Demonstrated 
professionalism 
and high 
standards of 
conduct 

Contributed to 
the outdoor 
community at 
large by sharing 
information and 
assisting other 
programs. 

History of 
association 
organizational 
membership 

Current 
Member 
(1 or 0) 

Evaluator 
Comments 

Use the following scale to rate the above criteria: 
(5) Exceeds criteria expectations, substantively detailed in statements from multiple 
sources; 
(4) Addresses all criteria; 
(3) Adequately addresses most criteria; 
(2) Addresses criteria with substantial weaknesses; 
(1) Does not adequately address criteria  
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APPENDIX C 

PRE-INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
Pseudonym:    ____________________________________________ 
 
Gender     ____________________________________________ 
 
Age     ____________________________________________ 
 
Racial Identity    ____________________________________________ 
 
Please list your title (e.g. Director of Campus Recreation, Student Manager, etc.): 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Years involved in program:       ____________________________________________ 
 
Have you held any other positions within the program?      YES NO 
 
If YES, please list the position(s) and year(s): 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Area(s) of involvement (e.g. challenge course, climbing wall, trip program, bike shop, rental 
center, etc.): 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
STUDENTS ONLY: 
 
Major/minor (if applicable):      ____________________________________________ 
 
Do you intend to pursue a career in outdoor recreation?  YES   NO  NOT SURE 
 
Other campus involvement:      ____________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX D 

PROGRAM PROFILE 

 
Pseudonym:           ____________________________________________ 
 
Year founded:   ____________________________________________ 
 
Supervising department (e.g. Athletics, Campus Recreation, etc.) 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Number of full-time staff:  ____________________________________________ 
 
Number of student staff:  ____________________________________________ 
 
Other positions? Please list title and number in each position (e.g. graduate assistant, interns, 
practicum students, non-student employees, etc.) 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
PROGRAM OFFERINGS (check all that apply) 
 
_____ Trips / Clinics 
_____ Challenge Course 
_____ Bike Shop 
_____ Climbing Wall 
_____ Outdoor Equipment Rental 
_____ Other (please specify) 
 
Please provide a short overview of any relevant history, interesting characteristics, or points of 
pride related to your program (attach additional pages if necessary). For example, does your 
program offer a unique trip that is widely recognized across campus? Does your program 
maintain any special relationships with other departments/units on campus? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX E 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

[Conceptual frame: legitimacy is based on organizational output, which is a product of 
organizational culture] 

 
1. Briefly introduce yourself and your role within your program. 
2. Tell me about your program. What is the mission? Has the program undergone any significant 

transformations? [org history] 
3. Tell me about your institution. [society] 
4. How does your program fit within your institution’s mission? 
5. How does your program fit within your institution’s strategic plan? 
6. Why do you think your program is successful? [org history] 
7. How did your program staff respond to winning the Webb Award? If you have current staff that 

weren’t involved in the program at the time of the award, how do they feel about winning it? Is it 
something that is still discussed?  

8. How did external stakeholders respond to the program winning the award? Did winning the 
award have any significant impacts on the program? 

9. What similar programs exist on campus or in the community? In other words, if participants don’t 
come to you, where else might they go? [contingency] 

10. In a broad sense, describe your organization’s culture. If a random were to walk into your 
program space, what would they observe? 

11. If staff were asked where they work on campus, how would they identify their position? Would 
they name the building, the department, the program, or the specific unit? 

12. Do staff hang out together socially? 
13. What does the relationship between the students and administrative staff look like? 
14. Tell me about your recruitment process for employees. [sociocultural] 

a. (Follow up: is there a referral process in place?) 
15. How are decisions made in your program? Who has authority? [sociocultural] 
16. How are employees motivated and/or rewarded? [sociocultural] 
17. Does your program have any unique traditions, rituals, or customs? [cultural] 

a. (Follow up: sayings, slogans, symbols?) 
18. Are there any stories passed down between generations of employees? [cultural] 
19. Think about key players within your program—they can be formal or informal leaders. What do 

they individually bring to the program? [individual actors] 
20. What do you personally bring to the program? [individual actors] 
21. What does your program provide to the institution that only it can offer? In other words, how do 

you add value? [org output] 
22. Outside of your department, who are your program’s biggest advocates? [maintenance] 
23. What has been your program’s biggest success story? How did you convey that success to 

stakeholders? [extension] 
24. What are potential threats to the sustainability or credibility of your program, if any? [defense] 
25. Who do you need to convince that your program has value? How do you convince them? 

[defense] 
26. Have there been any situations that have damaged the credibility of your program? [loss] 
27. Is there anything else you’d like to add? (follow up questions as necessary) 
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APPENDIX F 

FSU BEHAVIORAL CONSENT FORM 

Florida State University Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
 

“Challenging legitimacy gaps: Using organizational culture to defend the value of outdoor 
recreation programming in higher education” 

 
INFORMED CONSENT 

 
You are being asked to participate in an interview in connection with the research project known 
as “Challenging legitimacy gaps: Using organizational culture to defend the value of outdoor 
recreation programming in higher education.” The purpose of this research is to explore how 
organizational culture may be used as a lens to help outdoor programs defend their value at a 
modern university. The findings from this research may identify specific aspects of 
organizational culture that influence an outdoor program’s success and sustainability. 
 
Your participation is voluntary. You will be asked to describe values, beliefs, behaviors, and 
processes related to the outdoor program at your university. Although no foreseeable harm is 
associated with participation in this study, you may be asked to share information about 
experiences that are personal in nature. If an interview question makes you uncomfortable, you 
may skip the question(s) without penalty. 
 
The interview will be audiotaped. In the interview, you will be identified by a pseudonym. Your 
actual name will not appear in the transcript or in reference to any material contained in the 
interview. In addition to selecting a pseudonym, your interview will only be identified by an 
internal tracking number, which results in a minimal risk of loss of confidentiality. 
 
The interview will take approximately 40 minutes – 1 hour. You can withdraw from the project 
without penalty. In the event that you withdraw from the interview, any recording made of the 
interview will be either given to you or destroyed and no transcript will be made of the interview. 
You will receive no payment for participation in this research but you will receive a copy of the 
audio recording and transcript for your records. 
 
Upon completion of the interview, the digital recording and content of the interview belong to 
the researcher, and can be used by the researcher in any manner it will determine, including, but 
not limited to, use by researchers in presentations and publications. 
 
The researcher agrees that: (i) it will not use or exercise any of its rights to the information in the 
interview prior to receiving your written consent on this form, and (ii) restrictions on the use of 
the interview can be placed in the informed consent and be accepted as amending the 
researcher’s rights to the content of the interview.  
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You have the right to review the digital recording or transcript of the interview and make 
amendments or provide clarification if you wish to do so. Any restrictions as to use of portions of 
the interview indicated by you will be edited out of the final copy of the transcript. 
 
At the conclusion of this study, the digital recording(s), and one copy of the transcript will be 
stored in a locked, secured office, and only the researcher will have access to the records. All 
copies of the digital recordings and transcripts will be destroyed within 2 years of the completion 
of the study. 
 
If you have questions about the research project or procedures, you can contact Kellie Gerbers at 
xxxxx@xxx.xxx. You may also contact the project’s supervising faculty member, Robert 
Schwartz, Ph.D. at xxxxx@xxx.xxx or by phone at (xxx)xxx-xxxx. 
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant or wish to discuss problems, 
complaints or concerns about the research study, or to obtain information, or offer input, contact 
the FSU Human Subjects Office at 850-644-7900 or by email at humansubjects@fsu.edu. 
 
In consideration of all of the above, I give my consent to participate in this research study. I will 
be given a copy of this informed consent to keep for my records. 
 
Participant’s signature ___________________________ Date _________________________ 
 
Pseudonym to be used in study materials ___________________________________________ 
 
Signature of researcher___________________________ Date _________________________ 
 
Modified on 5/30/2016 from the Indiana University Center for the Study of History and Memory 
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APPENDIX G 

RECRUITMENT SCRIPT 

Florida State University Educational Leadership & Policy Studies 
 

“Challenging legitimacy gaps: Using organizational culture to defend the value of outdoor 
recreation programming in higher education” 

 
EMAIL SCRIPT 

 
Subject: Seeking Participants for Study of College Outdoor Recreation Organizational Culture 
 
My name is Kellie Gerbers and I am currently seeking participants for a dissertation study titled, 
“Challenging legitimacy gaps: Using organizational culture to defend the value of outdoor 
recreation programming in higher education.” If you are a current professional or student 
employed by your university’s outdoor recreation program or you supervise professionals who 
oversee the outdoor program, you may be a candidate for this study. 
 
I would like to interview participants about their program’s organizational culture. If you would 
like to participate, you will be asked to fill out a short survey which asks you to provide 
information about your role within the program and participate in a brief interview lasting 
between 40 minutes – 1 hour. The interview focus on questions regarding the program’s values, 
behaviors, and expectations of group members. 
 
Participants’ identities and their universities will remain anonymous in all study materials, 
including typed interview transcripts and the final report. Participants will receive a digital copy 
of their interviews as well as a typed transcript. Participants may withdraw from the interview at 
any time without penalty. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact me at xxxxx@xxx.xxx. 
 
Sincerely, 
Kellie Gerbers 
 
If you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, contact the FSU IRB at 850- 
644-8633 or humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu. 
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APPENDIX H 

GUIDE FOR DOCUMENT ANALYSIS 
 
Name of Document: 
 
Month/Year Published: 
 
Type (circle):   Program Mission / Vision 

Report (monthly, semester, annual) 
    Strategic Plan 

Press Release 
    Web Content 
    Feature Article 
    Other ______________ 
 
Created By: 
 
Intended Audience:  
 
Purpose of Document: 
 
 
 
 
Does the document provide any clues about the relationship between the writer and the 
audience? 
 
 
 
 
Three key points from the document: 
 
1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 
Two things the document suggests about the organizational culture of the program: 
 
1. 
 
2. 
 
Any unanswered questions? 
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APPENDIX I 

MAPPING BIAS 

Potential biases acknowledged: 
1) As a current outdoor program administrator, my experience managing an outdoor 

program and being involved in shaping/experiencing an outdoor program’s 
organizational culture could influence the questions I asked during interviews and how I 
interpreted data 

a. Steps taken to acknowledge/mitigate bias: 
i. Relied heavily on conceptual framework to guide interview question 

development 
ii. Conducted pilot interview and debriefed interview questions with an 

external colleague to refine and identify potential leading questions 
iii. Reviewed methodology with recreation/tourism faculty member at an 

institution unaffiliated with this study 
iv. Debriefed interviews with the following individuals: 
v. An outdoor recreation professional/doctoral student studying higher 

education at an institution unaffiliated with this study 
vi. An outdoor recreation professional/master’s student studying natural 

resources and recreation tourism at an institution unaffiliated with this 
study 

vii. Kept reflexive memos during data collection and analysis phases 
2) As an AORE Board Member and former Webb Award reviewer, my experience could 

influence my perspective that the Webb Award was/is a suitable indicator of a successful 
outdoor program 

a. Steps taken to acknowledge/mitigate bias: 
i. Contacted AORE National Office for all supporting documents pertaining 

to Webb Award criteria and selection to develop a holistic view of the 
award and selection process 

ii. Identified other research studies who also used the Webb Award as criteria 
for selecting research participants 

3) Having familiarity with six of the interview participants could influence how they 
perceive me in a position of authority and/or influence their interview responses 

a. Steps taken to acknowledge/mitigate bias: 
i. Maintained consistent interview questions and behaviors throughout the 

entire interview process 
ii. Kept reflective memos during data collection and analysis phases 

 

  



176	
	

APPENDIX J 

HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE APPROVAL MEMO 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



177	
	

APPENDIX K 

SCREEN SHOTS OF CODING IN NVIVO 11.4 & LIST OF CODES 
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 Code Description 
1 01_Context Refers to society, organizational history, or contingency 
2 1A_Society Social, cultural, and/or political systems influencing culture 
3 1B_Organizational History Origins, significant transformations, guiding vision 
4 1C_Contingency Technology, economic factors, and competition 
5 02_Cultural System Mission, values, myths, stories, rituals, language, symbols 
6 2B_Mission Espoused purpose of an organization 
7 2C_Values Principles, beliefs, and ethics that guide an organization 
8 2D_Myths & Stories Real experiences or time-honored lore within the organization 
9 2E_Language & Symbols Language and symbols unique to the organization 
10 2F_Rituals & Customs Specific actions or behaviors unique to the organization 
11 03_Sociocultural System Structures, policies, strategies, and processes 
12 3A_Structure & Policies Rules, hierarchy, organization, systems 
13 3B_Strategies & Processes Problem-solving, decision-making processes 
14 3C_Rewards & Motivations Refers to how members are rewarded or motivated 
15 04_Individuals Refers to the specific players involved in an organization 
16 4A_Knowledge & Competence The specific set of knowledge or skills held by an individual 
17 4B_Personal Values Held by an individual that influence behavior and decisions 
18 4C_Leadership Role Positional and process leadership 
19 05_Organizational Output The resulting products, services, or achievements of the org. 
20 5A_Unique Experiences Experiences that can only be delivered by a single entity 
21 5B_Skills Technical or human skills 
22 5C_Community A sense of belonging within a group 
23 5D_Holistic Development Mental, social, psychological, physical development 
24 5E_Recruitment Used as a tool to recruit prospective students 
25 5F_Group Development The ability for individuals to work effectively in a group 
26 5G_Cost Effective Highlights the low-cost/value of an experience 
27 06_Org Legitimacy Maintenance Efforts to maintain or extend the organization’s legitimacy 
28 6A_Strategic Partnerships Individuals and/or groups who collaborate with program 
29 6B_Quantitative Refers to numeric data used to support program success 
30 6C_Facility Enhancement Refers to new additions, additional resources, or renovations 
31 6D_Marketing Refers to efforts to promote the program 
32 07_Org Legitimacy Defense Refers to efforts to defend legitimacy in the face of threats 
33 7A_Threats Real, perceived, or future challenges to legitimacy 
34 08_Strategic Plan Refers to the university’s strategic plan document 
35 09_Webb Award Refers to Webb Award nominations and/or recipients 
36 10_Stakeholders Refers to units with a vested interest in the organization 
37 11_Resources Refers to assets and advantages that contribute to success 
38 12_Success The metric by which an organization reaches its goal(s) 
39 13_Notable Quotes Key words and phrases with noting 
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