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Abstract 
 
 

Outdoor educators, nature-based tourism guides and private recreationalists make use 

of wilderness river areas for extended journeys. The justification for running such 

trips commonly involves the potential ‘experience’ that it affords participants. Yet 

the experiences themselves are often unique, individual and difficult to describe. 

While ‘the experience’ is commonly used as a justification for such journeys, 

experience itself does not always appear to be well understood or easily articulated.  

 

This research project explores participant descriptions of meaningful experiences on 

a wilderness river journey, in order to answer the questions ‘what forms of 

meaningful experiences might occur on a wilderness river journey?’, ‘what 

components of the journey facilitate those meaningful experiences?’, ‘what is the 

role of the wilderness landscape itself in facilitating those experiences?’, and ‘what is 

the potential value of meaningful wilderness experiences subsequent upon returning 

to everyday life?’. The research uses a phenomenological approach to elucidate 

individual perceptions of meaningful experiences, and then combines the 

recollections to reveal the commonalities within those experiences. Using interviews, 

journals, observations and follow-up emails from 32 participants on eight Franklin 

River (ten day) trips, the project moves from the individual to the collective, to 

identify and describe the qualities and essences of meaningful experiences on a 

wilderness river journey.  

 

The research identifies two recurrent key ‘streams of experience’. These involve a 

feeling of humility and being alive to the present. By interrogating the thematic 

structure of participant descriptions surrounding these two streams of experience, 

invariant structures are revealed. These invariant structures further provide the 

opportunity to refocus on individual participant descriptions, and illuminate the 

essential qualities of the phenomena described.  

 

It is argued that by understanding potentially meaningful experiences on a wilderness 

river journey, outdoor educators, commercial guides and facilitators will be better 
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able to make use of surrounding environs to facilitate such experiences. There is a 

focus on the unique elements of the wilderness river journey that, in this research, 

contributed to the unique experiences which participants valued as meaningful. 



 v 

Acknowledgements 

 
This research project has proven more difficult than I had, at the outset, innocently 

imagined. It has caused me to ask questions not only of my own understanding and 

experience of wilderness river journeys, but also of myself. Without the 

encouragement and support of those around me, this would not have been possible. 

 

I owe most to my partner Pip, whose belief, realism, encouragement, support, 

humour and love throughout provided me the opportunity to undertake this journey. 

There is no one with whom I would rather be on the river. Immeasurable thanks also 

to my supervisor, Dr Peter Hay, for the gifts of supervision, encouragement, belief 

and friendship throughout, and an appreciation of times both on and off the river. 

 

To my family, who have always encouraged me to do all that I could, a lifetime of 

gratitude. And to my friends, many thanks for the times ‘researching’ rivers, offers to 

write ‘chapter 14’ and assisting me to get into the ‘rhythm’ of writing. There are too 

many to mention, but on the off chance that you do pick up this thesis, know that I 

am indebted to you for your support and friendship. 

 

Thanks also to the staff and post-grad students within the School of Geography and 

Environmental Studies, a wonderful group of people committed to inquiry and 

learning. And to the staff within the School of Education, who enabled me to finish 

this thesis in a timely manner and good humour. 

 

Finally, thanks to the research participants. Without your time, support, interest and 

insightful recollections of your river experiences this project would certainly have 

been impossible. You did not need to go out of your way to contribute, but you did. I 

very much value the conversations and discussions in which we both tried to better 

understand our meaningful and memorable river experiences. 



 vi 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................iii	
  
Acknowledgements.....................................................................................................v	
  

Chapter 1 – Introduction...........................................................................................1	
  
1.1 Understanding the Wilderness Experience.........................................................1	
  
1.2 The Research Questions and Objectives ............................................................3	
  
1.3 Methodological Considerations..........................................................................4	
  
1.4 Chapter Outlines.................................................................................................4	
  

Chapter 2 – Literature Review..................................................................................7	
  

2.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................7	
  
2.2 Wilderness ..........................................................................................................7	
  

2.2.1 Origins and Development of the term “Wilderness”...................................9	
  
2.2.2 Changing Conceptions of Wilderness: Prehistoric to Agricultural ...........11	
  
2.2.3 Wilderness: A Widening Gap....................................................................13	
  
2.2.4 Searching for Renewed Connection ..........................................................16	
  
2.2.5 Wilderness Preservation ............................................................................19	
  

2.3 The Nature of Experience.................................................................................20	
  
2.3.1 Experience as Personal..............................................................................22	
  
2.3.2 Experience as Mediated.............................................................................22	
  
2.3.3 Experience as Interactive...........................................................................23	
  
2.3.4 Experiences as Lived Through ..................................................................24	
  
2.3.5 Experience as Qualitative..........................................................................25	
  
2.3.6 Experience as Meaningful .........................................................................26	
  

2.4 Understanding Potentially Meaningful Experiences of Wilderness.................27	
  
2.4.1 The Romantic Sublime..............................................................................28	
  
2.4.2 Mysticism ..................................................................................................31	
  
2.4.3 Spiritual and Transcendent experiences ....................................................33	
  
2.4.4 Peak and Plateau Experiences ...................................................................35	
  
2.4.5 Flow...........................................................................................................38	
  
2.4.6 Preference for Nature ................................................................................41	
  
2.4.7 Attention Restoration Theory....................................................................45	
  
2.4.8 Sense of Place............................................................................................46	
  
2.4.9 Experiencing the Sacred and the Idea of Pilgrimage ................................49	
  
2.4.10 Wilderness Experience as a Social and Cultural Construction ...............52	
  
2.4.11 Commonalities within Understandings of Meaningful Wilderness 
Experiences ........................................................................................................54	
  

2.5 Summary of Chapter ........................................................................................55	
  

Chapter 3 – Methodology ........................................................................................56	
  
3.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................56	
  
3.2 The Research Questions ...................................................................................56	
  

3.2.1 The Study of Human Phenomena, and Alternatives to a Positivist 
Paradigm.............................................................................................................57	
  
3.2.2 Procedural Parameters...............................................................................59	
  

3.3 The Researcher .................................................................................................60	
  
3.3.1 My Background.........................................................................................60	
  
3.3.2 The Meaning of my River Experiences.....................................................62	
  



 vii 

3.3.3 My Pedagogical Approach ........................................................................62	
  
3.3.4 The Pedagogical Dilemma ........................................................................63	
  

3.4 Contribution of the Research............................................................................64	
  
3.4.1 Describing Meaningful Outdoor Experiences...........................................64	
  

3.5 A Phenomenological Approach........................................................................66	
  
3.5.1 The Classical Phenomenologists: Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty
............................................................................................................................67	
  
3.5.2 Application of methods .............................................................................71	
  

3.5.2.1 The Life-world ...................................................................................72	
  
3.5.2.2 The “Reduction”.................................................................................72	
  
3.5.2.3 Intentionality ......................................................................................74	
  
3.5.2.4 Essences..............................................................................................74	
  

3.6 Summary of Chapter ........................................................................................76	
  

Chapter 4 – Practical Research Design and Analysis ...........................................77	
  
4.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................77	
  
4.2 Selecting the Site ..............................................................................................78	
  

4.2.1 The Franklin River ....................................................................................79	
  
4.2.2 The Journey ...............................................................................................80	
  
4.2.3 Human Experience of the Franklin River..................................................88	
  

4.3 Selecting the Sample ........................................................................................92	
  
4.3.1 Commercial Clients...................................................................................93	
  
4.3.2 Private Recreational Participants...............................................................94	
  

4.4 Strategies and Timeframes ...............................................................................95	
  
4.5 The Pilot Study.................................................................................................98	
  
4.6 Techniques and Procedures ..............................................................................99	
  

4.6.1 Introductory Letter and the Pre-departure Meeting.................................100	
  
4.6.2 Participation and Observation .................................................................101	
  
4.6.3 Interviews ................................................................................................103	
  
4.6.4 Journals....................................................................................................107	
  
4.6.5 Following up ...........................................................................................107	
  

4.7 Ethical Considerations....................................................................................108	
  
4.8 The Nature of the Data Analysis ....................................................................109	
  

4.8.1 Thematic Analysis...................................................................................110	
  
4.8.2 The Emergent Nature of the Data Analysis.............................................111	
  

4.9 The Process of the Data Analysis...................................................................111	
  
4.9.1 Initial Interview Analysis ........................................................................111	
  
4.9.2 Subsequent Interview Analysis ...............................................................112	
  
4.9.3 Themes ....................................................................................................113	
  
4.9.4 Coding and Concept Mapping.................................................................113	
  
4.9.5 NVivo 8 ...................................................................................................115	
  
4.9.6 Central Nodes ..........................................................................................116	
  
4.9.7 Triangulation and Depth..........................................................................117	
  

4.10 Criteria..........................................................................................................120	
  
4.11 Summary of Chapter ....................................................................................120	
  

Chapter 5 – Preliminary Results...........................................................................121	
  

5.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................121	
  
5.2 Common Themes ...........................................................................................121	
  
5.3 Common Relationships ..................................................................................124	
  



 viii 

5.4 Common Conversational Structures...............................................................126	
  
5.5 Describing Meaningful Experiences from a Phenomenological Perspective 131	
  

5.5.1 Starting Points for Reflection ..................................................................131	
  
5.5.2 Beyond the Thematic Hub.......................................................................133	
  

5.6 Summary of the Chapter.................................................................................134	
  

Chapter 6 – Interrogating the Stream of Experience Involving a Feeling of 
Humility...................................................................................................................136	
  

6.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................136	
  
6.2 Interrogating the Thematic Descriptiors.........................................................136	
  

6.2.1 Diminishment ..........................................................................................138	
  
6.2.2 Part of a system .......................................................................................142	
  
6.2.3 Scale ........................................................................................................148	
  
6.2.4 Exists on Own .........................................................................................152	
  
6.2.5 Power.......................................................................................................157	
  
6.2.6 Awe and Wonder.....................................................................................160	
  
6.2.7 Beauty / Aesthetic ...................................................................................162	
  
6.2.8 In the Moment .........................................................................................165	
  
6.2.9 Perspective...............................................................................................168	
  
6.2.10 Experience as Outcome.........................................................................172	
  

6.3 An invariant structure? ...................................................................................177	
  
6.4 The Essence of the Meaningful Experience ...................................................177	
  

6.4.1 Interweaving with a ‘Something Other’..................................................178	
  
6.4.2 The ‘Things’ become ‘Something’..........................................................178	
  
6.4.3 A Tension between Vulnerability and Comfort ......................................179	
  
6.4.4 The Interweaving of Ourselves with the World ......................................180	
  

6.4.4.1 Relatedness and Divergence.............................................................180	
  
6. 5 Summary of Chapter .....................................................................................182	
  

Chapter 7 – Interrogating the Stream of Experience Surrounding Being Alive to 
the Present...............................................................................................................183	
  

7.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................183	
  
7.2 Interrogating the Thematic Descriptions........................................................183	
  

7.2.1 In the Moment .........................................................................................184	
  
7.2.2 Immersed .................................................................................................185	
  
7.2.3 Focus of Attention ...................................................................................186	
  
7.2.4 Being Away.............................................................................................188	
  
7.2.5 Length of Trip .........................................................................................190	
  
7.2.6 Routine / Rhythm ....................................................................................192	
  
7.2.7 Simple / Basics ........................................................................................194	
  
7.2.8 Solitude....................................................................................................195	
  
7.2.9 Quietness .................................................................................................196	
  
7.2.10 Beauty / Aesthetic .................................................................................198	
  
7.2.11 Renewal .................................................................................................199	
  
7.2.12 Perspective.............................................................................................200	
  

7.3 The Essence of the Meaningful Experience ...................................................201	
  
7.3.1 An Intimate Interaction ...........................................................................201	
  
7.3.2 Effortlessly Aware...................................................................................202	
  
7.3.3 Being Lost Within ...................................................................................202	
  

7.4 Interactions between Experiences ..................................................................203	
  



 ix 

7.5 Summary of the Chapter.................................................................................203	
  

Chapter 8 – Discussion of Results .........................................................................204	
  
8.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................204	
  
8.2 How the Results Sit Within Existing Understandings of Meaningful 
Experiences in Wilderness Environments............................................................204	
  

8.2.1 Neo-Romantic?........................................................................................205	
  
8.2.2 Spiritual / Transcendent...........................................................................208	
  
8.2.3 The Simultaneous Perception of the Sacred and the Ordinary................209	
  
8.2.4 ‘Flow’ and the Interaction with the Surrounding Environment ..............211	
  
8.2.5 Preference for Connection to Nature.......................................................212	
  
8.2.6 The Potentially Restorative Nature of the Journey .................................214	
  
8.2.7 Sense of Place, and Approaching the Interaction....................................215	
  
8.2.8 Wilderness Experience as a Social and Cultural Construction ...............219	
  
8.2.9 Insights Gained........................................................................................221	
  

8.3 Elements of the Franklin River Journey that Appeared to Contribute to the 
Meaningful Experiences Described......................................................................222	
  

8.3.1 The Journey .............................................................................................222	
  
8.3.1.1 Leaving the Everyday World Behind...............................................222	
  
8.3.1.2 The Length of the Journey................................................................223	
  
8.3.1.3 Commitment to the Journey / Loss of Control .................................224	
  

8.3.2 Signposts to Something Larger ...............................................................225	
  
8.3.2.1 The Geology .....................................................................................225	
  
8.3.2.2 The River Itself.................................................................................225	
  
8.3.2.3 The Forests .......................................................................................226	
  
8.3.2.4 Waterfalls and Micro-worlds............................................................227	
  

8.3.3 Travelling on the River............................................................................227	
  
8.3.3.1 Constantly Connected.......................................................................227	
  
8.3.3.2 Enclosed Within ...............................................................................228	
  
8.3.3.3 Unique Views and Enticing Possibilities .........................................228	
  
8.3.3.4 “Naturalness”....................................................................................229	
  

8.3.4 River Travel.............................................................................................230	
  
8.3.4.1 A Sense of Adventure.......................................................................230	
  
8.3.4.2 Simplicity .........................................................................................232	
  
8.3.4.3 Rhythm .............................................................................................232	
  

8.3.5 The Social Space .....................................................................................233	
  
8.3.5.1 Key Aspects of the Social Context of a Franklin River Journey......234	
  
8.3.5.2 The Guides .......................................................................................235	
  
8.3.5.3 Solitude.............................................................................................236	
  

8.4 The Value of Such Experiences .....................................................................236	
  
8.4.1 Freedom from Distractions......................................................................237	
  
8.4.2 Transcending the “Profane” ....................................................................238	
  

8.4.2.1 A Moment for Pause ........................................................................239	
  
8.4.2.2 Questioning Oneself .........................................................................240	
  
8.4.2.3 An Interweaving with the World......................................................240	
  
8.4.2.4 A Sense of Perspective .....................................................................242	
  
8.4.2.5 A Sense of Humility .........................................................................244	
  
8.4.2.6 A Renewed Wonder at the World ....................................................245	
  

8.4.3 Acknowledging the Perceptual Realm of Experience.............................246	
  
8.5 Summary of the Chapter.................................................................................248	
  



 x 

Chapter 9 – Limitations, Implications and Future Directions for Research....249	
  

9.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................249	
  
9.2 Limitations of the Research............................................................................249	
  

9.2.1 Limitations for Generalisability ..............................................................249	
  
9.2.2 Reflexivity and Subjectivity....................................................................250	
  
9.2.3 Authenticity of Responses.......................................................................251	
  
9.2.4 Particularity .............................................................................................252	
  
9.2.5 Triangulation and Depth..........................................................................253	
  
9.2.6 Quality and Credibility of Inquiry...........................................................253	
  

9.3 Practical Implications of the Research ...........................................................254	
  
9.4 Theoretical Implications.................................................................................259	
  
9.5 Future Directions for Research.......................................................................260	
  
9.6 Summary of Chapter ......................................................................................262	
  

Chapter 10 – Thesis Summary..............................................................................264	
  
References ...............................................................................................................266	
  

Appendices ..............................................................................................................280	
  
Appendix 1: Introductory Letter...........................................................................280	
  
Appendix 2: Consent Form ..................................................................................282	
  
Appendix 3: Journal Guide...................................................................................284	
  
Appendix 4: Interview Guide ...............................................................................285	
  
Appendix 5: Email Follow up (4 month) .............................................................287	
  
Appendix 6: Email Follow up (12 month) ...........................................................288	
  
Appendix 7: Example of coding in NVivo 8........................................................289	
  
Appendix 8: Examples of an Individual Concept Map ........................................290	
  
Appendix 9: Thematic Relationship Matrix (fold out).........................................293	
  
Appendix 10: Images of the Franklin River.........................................................294	
  

 


	University of Tasmania Open Access Repository
	Cover sheet

