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ABSTRACT 

INFLUENCES OF HAND-HELD INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION 
TECHNOLOGY ON RISK BEHAVIOR AND THE EXPERIENCE OF  

WILDERNESS VISITORS 
 

Jessica L. Blackwell 

 

 Hand-held information and communication technology such as cell phones, 

Smartphones, satellite phones, personal locator beacons (PLBs) and Global 

Positioning System (GPS) units, have become a part our everyday lives for both 

informational and communication purposes. These devices influence the way we 

access and share information, the way we communicate with each other, and even 

the way we make decisions. As these technologies become more prolific, more 

people may bring them into the wilderness, affecting the wilderness experience 

and potentially influencing visitors’ decision-making due to a perceived increase 

in safety because of the relative ease of requesting rescue.  

Through methods of a wilderness use survey (n= 635) and personal phone 

interviews (n=65), the study offers useful insight in how the PLB technology may 

influence wilderness visitors. Results show that wilderness visitors were able to 

enjoy the wilderness experience more worry and guilt free than they had without a 

device. Many said that it was an added precautionary tool, such as a first aid kit, 
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flare gun or whistle, making them more prepared in the case of an emergency. One 

person compared it to wearing a seatbelt; the seatbelt increases the safety of the 

driving experience, and yet does not necessarily encourage the driver to take more 

risks while driving. We also found that carrying a device helped wilderness 

visitors travel without feeling guilty for causing their loved ones back home to 

worry about their safety.  Solo travelers in particular, were able to enjoy the 

solitude of their wilderness experience more than they would have without a 

device. The only significant finding on how a device may influence risk-taking or 

decision making in the wilderness, was on the visitors’ decision to travel alone. 

Many people felt they would be more likely to travel alone if they had a personal 

locator device. The device theoretically would replace the need for traveling in a 

group. Those that consider themselves to be risk takers said they would be just as 

likely to do the same activities with or without the device.  

Hand-held technology, by influencing the wilderness experience and risk 

behavior of the wilderness visitor, will lead to inevitable changes in what defines 

wilderness (solitude, sense of self-reliance, primitive experience, meeting nature 

on its own terms, developing self-rescue skills). The knowledge gained from this 

research may well be applied in the development of best management practices 

and guiding principles for the appropriate use of technology in the wilderness. 

 



iv 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 Thanks to all the wilderness visitors who participated in the wilderness use survey 

and personal interviews. I would also like to thank all wilderness visitors who use the 

permit system and provide us with a method for which research studies like this one can 

be done. Thanks to everyone involved in the data collection and permit pulling process at 

the Sequoia and Kings-Canyon National Parks and the surrounding National Forests. 

Particular thanks go to Gregg Faust, Alison Steiner at the Sequoia-Kings Canyon 

National Parks and to Alan Watson at the Aldo Leopold Wilderness Research Institute.  

I especially want to thank my advisor, Dr. Steven Martin, for his exceptional 

guidance. Special thanks also go to my committee members Dr. Yvonne Everett and Dr. 

Gregg Gold. I would also like to thank the rest of the faculty and staff at Humboldt State 

University. 

Last but not least, I want to give thanks to those in my family who have been so 

helpful throughout this venture. Thank you mom and dad, grandma and grandpa, and 

everyone else in my family- I am very appreciative to be surrounded by such love and 

support, and I could not have accomplished this endeavor without you. Thank you all! 

 

   



v 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ..................................................................................................................................... ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................................................. v 

LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................... vii 

LIST OF FIGURES ....................................................................................................................... xii 

LIST OF APPENDICES ............................................................................................................... xiii 

INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................................................... 1 

Technology in the Wilderness ......................................................................................... 2 

Risk and Recreation Behavior ......................................................................................... 9 

STUDY AREA .............................................................................................................................. 15 

METHODS .................................................................................................................................... 20 

Personal Interviews ....................................................................................................... 21 

RESULTS ...................................................................................................................................... 23 

Characteristics of the Mail-back Survey Sample .......................................................... 23 

Characteristics of the Interview Sample........................................................................ 43 

Interview Results ........................................................................................................... 59 

PLB Influences on Wilderness Travel Decisions ...................................................... 62 

PLB Influences on Risk-Taking Decisions ............................................................... 69 

PLB use and Travelling Alone in the Wilderness ..................................................... 77 

PLB use and the Wilderness Experience ................................................................... 78 

DISCUSSION ................................................................................................................................ 87 

Survey Results ............................................................................................................... 87 

Interview Results ........................................................................................................... 92 



vi 
 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................ 103 

APPENDIX A .............................................................................................................................. 105 

APPENDIX B .............................................................................................................................. 108 

APPENDIX C .............................................................................................................................. 111 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



vii 
 

 
LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1. Summary statistics for age, survey respondents. ............................................................. 24 

Table 2. Age, survey respondents. ................................................................................................. 24 

Table 3. Gender, survey respondents. ............................................................................................ 24 

Table 4. Race, survey respondents. ................................................................................................ 24 

Table 5. Highest level of education attained, survey respondents. ................................................ 25 

Table 6. States from which surveyed visitors came. ...................................................................... 25 

Table 7. Summary statistics for number of previous visits to Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, 
survey respondents. ........................................................................................................................ 28 

Table 8. Number of previous visits to Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey respondents. . 28 

Table 9. Number of other wilderness areas visitors have ever visited, survey respondents. ......... 28 

Table 10. Number of wilderness visits within the past 12 months, survey respondents. ............... 28 

Table 11. Visits to wilderness areas in past 12 months, survey respondents. ................................ 29 

Table 12. Summary statistics for group size, survey respondents. ................................................ 29 

Table 13: Group Size, survey respondents.. ................................................................................... 29 

Table 14. Summary statistics for number of nights spent in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon 
Wilderness, survey respondents. .................................................................................................... 30 

Table 15. Number of nights spent in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey respondents. .
 ....................................................................................................................................................... 30 

Table 16. Hiking and camping in trailless areas while on this particular trip, survey respondents..
 ....................................................................................................................................................... 31 

Table 17. Summary statistics for number of nights camped in a trailless area, survey respondents.
 ....................................................................................................................................................... 31 

Table 18. Nights camped in a trailless area, survey respondents. .................................................. 31 

Table 19. Wilderness activities while on this particular trip, survey respondents.. ....................... 35 



viii 
 

Table 20. Technological devices visitors had with them while on this particular trip, survey 
respondents. ................................................................................................................................... 35 

Table 21. GPS use and hiking in trailless areas, survey respondents. ........................................... 35 

Table 22. PLB use and hiking in trailless areas, survey respondents. ........................................... 36 

Table 23. PLB use and mountain climbing, survey respondents. .................................................. 36 

Table 24. PLB use and number of nights in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey 
respondents. ................................................................................................................................... 36 

Table 25. PLB use and number of nights camped in trailless areas, survey respondents. ............. 37 

Table 26. PLB use and group size, survey respondents. ................................................................ 37 

Table 27. PLB use and number of previous visits to the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, 
survey respondents. ........................................................................................................................ 37 

Table 28. PLB use and number of other wilderness areas visited, survey respondents. ................ 38 

Table 29. PLB use gender, survey respondents. ............................................................................ 38 

Table 30. PLB use and age, survey respondents. ........................................................................... 38 

Table 31. Opinions of technology in the wilderness with regard to safety, survey respondents. .. 41 

Table 32. PLB use and the opinions of technology in the wilderness with regard to safety, survey 
respondents. ................................................................................................................................... 42 

Table 33. Summary statistics for age, interview participants. ....................................................... 44 

Table 34. Age, interview participants. ........................................................................................... 44 

Table 35. Gender, interview participants. ...................................................................................... 44 

Table 36. Race, interview participants. .......................................................................................... 44 

Table 37. Highest level of education attained, interview participants. .......................................... 45 

Table 38. States from which interviewed visitors came. ............................................................... 45 

Table 39. Summary statistics for number of previous visits to the Sequoia-Kings Canyon 
Wilderness, interview participants. ................................................................................................ 47 

Table 40. Number of other wilderness areas visitors have visited, interview participants. ........... 47 



ix 
 

Table 41. Summary statistics of wilderness visits within the past 12 months, interview 
participants. .................................................................................................................................... 47 

Table 42. Number of wilderness visits within the past 12 months, interview participants. ........... 47 

Table 43. Summary statistics for number of nights spent in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon 
Wilderness, interview participants. ................................................................................................ 48 

Table 44. Number of nights spent in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, interview 
participants.. ................................................................................................................................... 48 

Table 45. Summary statistics for group size, interview participants. ............................................ 48 

Table 46. Group size, interview participants.. ............................................................................... 49 

Table 47. Wilderness activities while on this particular trip, interview participants. .................... 49 

Table 48. Summary statistics for nights camped in a trailless area, interview participants. .......... 49 

Table 49. Nights camped in a trailless area, interview participants. .............................................. 50 

Table 50. Technological devices visitors had with them while on this particular trip, interview 
participants. .................................................................................................................................... 52 

Table 51. Personal Locator Beacon use, interview participants. ................................................... 52 

Table 52. PLB use and group size, interview participants. ............................................................ 52 

Table 53. PLB use and number of nights in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, interview 
participants. .................................................................................................................................... 53 

Table 54. PLB use and hiking in trailless areas, interview participants......................................... 53 

Table 55. PLB use and the number of nights camped in trailless areas, interview participants. ... 53 

Table 56. PLB use and mountain climbing, interview participants. .............................................. 53 

Table 57. PLB use and number of previous visits to the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, 
interview participants. .................................................................................................................... 54 

Table 58. PLB use and number of other wilderness areas visited, interview participants. ............ 54 

Table 59. PLB use and highest level of education, interview participants .................................... 54 

Table 60. PLB use and age, interview participants ........................................................................ 55 

Table 61. PLB use and gender, interview participants. ................................................................. 55 



x 
 

Table 62. Survey Sample Characteristics compared to Interview Sample Characteristics, devices 
used. ............................................................................................................................................... 58 

Table 63. Survey Sample Characteristics compared to Interview Sample Characteristics, PLB use.
 ....................................................................................................................................................... 58 

Table 64. Personal Locator Beacon use. ........................................................................................ 61 

Table 65. Reasons for using PLBs in the wilderness (PLB users). ................................................ 61 

Table 66. Reasons for not using PLBs in the wilderness (non-PLB users). .................................. 61 

Table 67. Did carrying a PLB influence any of the decisions you made while on the trip? (PLB 
users). ............................................................................................................................................. 67 

Table 68. Might carrying a PLB, if you had one, influence any of the decisions you made while 
on the trip? (non-PLB users). ......................................................................................................... 67 

Table 69. Did carrying a PLB influence in any way what you did or where you went on your trip? 
(PLB users). ................................................................................................................................... 67 

Table 70. Might carrying a PLB, if you had one, influence in any way what you did or where you 
went on your trip? (non-PLB users). .............................................................................................. 67 

Table 71. Did carrying a PLB influence decisions to travel in certain environmental or terrain 
conditions that you wouldn’t have otherwise taken? (PLB users). ................................................ 68 

Table 72. Might carrying a PLB, if you had one, influence decisions to travel in certain 
environmental or terrain conditions that you wouldn’t have otherwise taken? (non PLB users). . 68 

Table 73. Do you think you did anything on this trip that might have increased your risk because 
you had a PLB with you? (PLB users). .......................................................................................... 74 

Table 74. Do you think you would have done anything on this trip that might have increased your 
risk if you had a PLB with you? (non-PLB users). ........................................................................ 74 

Table 75. PLB use and the extent of being a risk taker.................................................................. 74 

Table 76. Summary statistics for PLB use and the extent of being a risk taker. ............................ 75 

Table 77. Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt at the time was unsafe? 
(PLB users). ................................................................................................................................... 75 

Table 78. Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt at the time was unsafe? 
(non-PLB users). ............................................................................................................................ 75 



xi 
 

Table 79. Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt in retrospect was unsafe? 
(PLB users). ................................................................................................................................... 76 

Table 80. Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt in retrospect was unsafe? 
(non-PLB users). ............................................................................................................................ 76 

Table 81. Would you be more likely to travel alone in the wilderness because you had a PLB? 
(PLB users). ................................................................................................................................... 84 

Table 82. Would you be more likely to travel alone in the wilderness if you had a PLB? (non PLB 
users). ............................................................................................................................................. 84 

Table 83. Did having a PLB in the wilderness affect the way you engaged in the wilderness 
experience? (PLB users). ............................................................................................................... 84 

Table 84. Do you think if you had a PLB with you in the wilderness, it would affect the way you 
engaged in the wilderness experience? (non-PLB users). .............................................................. 85 

Table 85. Additional Comments (PLB users). ............................................................................... 85 

Table 86. Additional Comments (non-PLB users). ........................................................................ 86 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



xii 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1: Map of the Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks and the surrounding lands. The 
dark green indicates designated wilderness areas. (GIS data from NPS.gov 2012) ...................... 16 

Figure 2: Map of Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. There are five designated 
wilderness areas adjacent to Sequoia – Kings Canyon National Parks. Mt. Whitney, the tallest 
peak in the continental United States, is located along the Eastern ridgeline (GIS data from 
NPS.gov 2012). .............................................................................................................................. 17 

Figure 3. Histogram of visitor extent of being a risk taker, as described by the visitor on a scale of 
1 to 7 with 1 being not at all and 7 being most definitely. ............................................................. 70 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



xiii 
 

LIST OF APPENDICES 

Appendix A. Relevant questions from SEKI Wilderness Visitor Use Survey…………. 106 

Appendix B. Interview Questions………………………………………………………. 109 

Appendix C. Specific answers to interview questions………………………………….. 112 



1 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 Our society is experiencing a technological revolution in the use of hand-held 

information and communication technology. The recent advances in wireless technology 

have made information and communication devices more portable, more affordable, and 

more ubiquitous than ever before.  Devices such as cell phones, satellite phones, personal 

locator beacons, GPS units, and smartphones have created unprecedented access to 

information and communication systems.  These devices have been integrated into our 

lives and have influenced the types of experiences we now have on a daily basis. They 

have also had a significant influence on how we interact with each other and our 

environment.  Wireless systems let people use these technologies in places they could not 

have previously - including the wilderness. “Mobile technologies are becoming 

commonplace in the wilderness, and their presence is altering our relationship to natural 

environments, our experience of being in the wilderness, and, in some cases, the 

wilderness landscape itself” (Wiley, 2005, p. 5).  

Two important questions we should ask about the use of these emerging 

technologies in wilderness are “How will the wilderness experience change as a result of 

increased technology?” (Freimund and Borrie, 1997, p. 22), and “to what extent might a 

dependence on such technology change visitor behavior”? (Martin and Pope, 2012, p. 

120).  Borrie (2000, p.1 and 2 ) speculates that the use of technology may change the 

expectations of the wilderness experience, “technology can serve as a buffer between the 

visitor and the realities of the wilderness environment” and “help people feel that 
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wilderness is smaller, safer, and easier.” Martin and Pope (2012, p. 125) found that 

“some visitors, particularly those with limited wilderness experience and skills, appear to 

be developing unrealistic perceptions of the inherent risks of wilderness travel, as well as 

unrealistic expectations of the institutional capacity for rescue, based on their possession 

of and reliance on these devices.”  

Understanding how mobile communication technology may influence the 

wilderness experience and the risk behavior of wilderness visitors may be useful in 

assessing wilderness search and rescue operations, and in better understanding how to 

manage the use of this technology in wilderness areas. This study will contribute to a 

better understanding of the influences of hand-held information and communication 

technology on users’ wilderness experience and risk behavior.  

Technology in the Wilderness 

“In the past decade, increasing concern has been expressed about the impact of 

new technologies – especially communication technologies – on the wilderness 

experience” (Shultis, 2011, p. 1).  The unprecedented increase in use of technology is 

thought to inevitably change the nature of the visitor’s wilderness experience. “The 

current generation’s increasing use of technology in the wilderness could delineate a new 

relationship between humans, the natural world and protected areas, and change the 

meaning of the wilderness experience itself” (Shultis, 2011, p. 9). “Ewert and Shultis 

identified five aspects of the wilderness experience that are influenced by technology: 

access/transportation, comfort, safety, information, and communication” (Shultis, 2011, 
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p. 7). For example, technology can influence a wilderness experience by making 

access/transportation easier while in the wilderness, providing increased comfort and 

safety while in wilderness, providing detailed information about the wilderness, and 

allowing communication with the outside world while in wilderness. There are several 

key ways that technological innovations can affect outdoor recreation and a number of 

ways technology changes outdoor recreation. Ewert and Hollenhorst list some of the 

ways in which outdoor recreation has changed due to technological innovations: “new 

recreation markets (e,g,. cave-diving) and activities, increased diversity and quality in 

equipment, opportunities for new or inexperienced users, and reductions in environmental 

impacts” (Ewert and Hollenhorst, 1997, p. 23). Technological innovations can create new 

markets that did not previously exist, such as wayfinding with a GPS; they can increase 

diversity and quality of equipment such as lightweight tents; they can expand 

opportunities for new users to travel in wilderness areas such as more affordable camping 

and backpacking gear; and they can help reduce the environmental impacts of wilderness 

travel, such as freeze dried food and eco-friendly equipment (e.g. lightweight backpack 

stoves versus cooking over campfires). Wiley (2005, p. 6) identified “four broad areas of 

tension and conflict around the discourses about new technologies” and the wilderness: 

“risk versus security, solitude versus connectivity, mediation versus direct experience, 

and knowledge versus the unknown.” Mobile technologies such as satellite phones or 

personal locator beacons may provide security, but may also alter the perception of risk, 

warping one’s view of the wilderness and potentially leading to increased search and 

rescue incidents. Mobile communication devices can provide connectivity to others 
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outside the wilderness, drastically altering the solitude element of a wilderness 

experience. Information and communication technology can alter one’s direct wilderness 

experience by acting as a mediating force; in other words, rather than experiencing and 

interacting with the wilderness directly, one may interact with and experience the 

wilderness partly through a digital interface – the technology mediates the experience. 

Mobile technologies can offer detailed and up-to-date mapping and scientific information 

and knowledge of a place, eliminating the ‘mystery of the unknown’ (Wiley, 2005, p. 

11). The tensions of risk versus security and solitude versus connectivity are the most 

prevalent concerns for how information and communication technology may influence 

the wilderness experience, specifically with regard to visitor decision making and risk 

taking behavior. This is because communication technology has the ability to influence 

perceptions of safety in the wilderness. Communication technologies in particular have 

the ability to make people feel more connected, even when they are in solitude, and more 

secure, even in an unfamiliar or risky environment. “Wilderness visitors may become less 

dependent on their own ability and awareness as they become more dependent on 

technology” (Borrie, 2000, p. 1). For example, “as reliance on GPS units rises, 

confidence in the ability to go anywhere is likely to increase and the willingness to turn 

back declines. Similarly, the predominance of cellular or mobile telephones raises the 

expectation that emergency assistance is only a phone call away” (Borrie, 2000, p. 1 and 

2).  

 Specific types of information and communication technologies are common in 

discourses regarding their influence on the wilderness experience.  Smartphones, cell 
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phones, satellite phones, two-way radios, personal locator beacons (PLBs), and global 

positioning systems (GPS) are devices which are lightweight and compact enough for 

backcountry travel (Wiley, 2005). Cell phones are the most widespread, inexpensive, and 

user-friendly of these technologies. They allow for two-way communication using a 

network of land-based signal towers. The signals are often weak or completely 

unavailable in wilderness areas, so their reliability in wilderness communication is 

limited.  Satellite phones are less widely-used than cell phones because they tend to be a 

bit more expensive and heavier. They rely on satellites for signal reception and 

transmission, making them more reliable in wilderness communication. Personal locator 

beacons (PLBs) are location-independent, like satellite phones, but they only allow the 

user to send a one-way signal rather than allowing for two-way communication. PLBs 

tend to be used by skiers in avalanche zones because they offer safety measures in case of 

an avalanche (Wiley, 2005). Global Positioning System (GPS) navigation devices, 

including GPS-enabled cell phones or Smartphones, triangulate signals received from 

multiple satellites to establish geographical coordinates. The device triangulates with the 

satellites to obtain the user’s location and then displays the location in relation to other 

place-based information.  

“Recent technological changes have extended the availability of information and 
communication far beyond previous limits. The industrial revolution colonized 
much of the planet’s surface with cities, roads, factories, agro-industrial farms, 
and telecommunication networks. However, some wilderness spaces still 
remained outside the grasp of technology; one could still find natural areas free of 
roads, vehicles, and telephones – places where one was completely cut off from 
communication with urban areas. Recently, though, the development and 
diffusion of light-weight, highly accurate, and relatively affordable mobile 
information and communication technologies such as satellite phones, cell 
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phones, global positioning systems (GPS), and personal locator beacons (PLBs) 
has extended technological networks to the point that no wilderness spaces remain 
outside our technological grasp” (Wiley, 2005, p. 4).   

The spread of mobile technologies into the remote areas of the wilderness is 

significant because, for many, the wilderness is often described or defined as an area 

absent of human technological influence. “A wilderness, in contrast with those areas 

where man and his own works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area 

where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man … retaining its 

primeval character and influence … with the imprint of man’s work substantially 

unnoticeable” (Wilderness Act, 1964).   

Since the establishment of the Wilderness Act in 1964, Congress has designated 

areas of federal land to be included in the National Wilderness Preservation System. 

These lands are protected for their intrinsic natural value as undeveloped wilderness 

areas. The wilderness areas are deliberately preserved without noticeable advancements 

of “man’s work” in an effort to maintain the primitive nature of the area and to protect 

the remaining wilderness areas from future development (Wilderness Act, 1964). If 

people can use their mobile devices in the wild and remote areas of the wilderness, will 

the use of mobile communication and information technology change the primitive 

experience? Will the use of hand-held communication devices become so widespread in 

the wilderness that it becomes a noticeable imprint of “man’s work”? Will people be able 

to experience the wilderness areas in the same manner if there is an increased use of 

mobile information and communication technology in the wilderness? Will visitors’ 

experience of solitude, a defining characteristic of designated wilderness in the 
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Wilderness Act, be impacted or redefined? “If one can always be connected to the 

Internet, work, friends and family via electronic communication, can one ever be truly 

alone in the wilderness?” (Shultis, 2011, p. 9). Even if one chooses not to use the 

technological devices, others who decide to use mobile technology devices may affect 

one’s experience.  

“The ubiquity of communication and information technologies and networks – 
their total coverage of the planet’s surface and their availability through mobile 
devices within the deepest spaces of wilderness – has made it impossible to leave 
civilization in any absolute sense. And indeed, the very presence of 
communication and information devices (whether one’s own or another’s; 
whether in use or left off) can affect the experience of remoteness and solitude: 
the simple existence of the option to connect, to locate oneself, to call for help, 
changes one’s experience of the wilderness as a radically other space in relation to 
civilization” (Wiley, 2005, p. 24).  

 
The introduction of technology in the wilderness (such as GPS units, cell phones, 

satellite phones, etc.) is one of the most noticeable social factors that negatively impact 

the wilderness experience, according to the 2012 study “Fifty Years of Wilderness 

Management: Experimental Knowledge of Longtime Visitors, Employees, and 

Commercial Users in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks” (Steiner, 2012). The 

interviewees who directly addressed the influences of technology on the wilderness 

experience unanimously agreed that “technology negatively impacts the quality of 

wilderness recreation,” and that the technological devices had the ability to decrease 

“self-sufficiency, risk, solitude, and remoteness, many of the characteristics that – to 

them – define wilderness” (Steiner, 2012, p. 9).  In another recent study, Holden (2004) 

speculated that the knowledge of having a satellite phone while on a wilderness trip could 

affect the participant’s wilderness experience or influence risk taking behavior.  
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“The knowledge of having a cell/sat phone has the potential of giving students a 
false sense of security (safety net), possibly increasing their propensity for risk-
taking. Also, the phone may contribute to compromising the ability of the group 
to remain self-reliant and self-sufficient, in that the group may rely too heavily on 
the ability to place a call when in need of help and not rely on the group 
resources. Carrying a phone may detract from the wilderness experience, or one’s 
sense of being in the backcountry” (Holden, 2004, pp. 3-4).  

In Holden’s study, two groups of backcountry visitors were asked a series of 

questions about their trip; one group had knowledge of a satellite phone that was with 

them on the trip, and the other had no knowledge of the phone. There was no significant 

difference between the two groups regarding the comfort in taking risks, their feeling of 

safety, and their ability to cope with stressful situations. However, there was a 

statistically significant difference regarding their wilderness experience. “Participants 

who did not know about the presence of a phone, described a greater feeling of 

oneness/simplicity” (Holden, 2004, p. 17). Conversely, the other group’s “feeling of 

oneness/simplicity” was compromised by the presence of a satellite phone. “Based upon 

the findings and within the limitations of this study a relationship does exist between the 

use of satellite phones… and the program’s participants’ wilderness experience” (Holden, 

2004, p. 80).  

People use mobile information and communication technologies for all sorts of 

activities and purposes. Wilderness recreation climbers are now able to stream their most 

extreme climbs live on the internet using their smartphones, turning what was once a 

solitary venture into a public, spectator sport (New York Times, 2011).  This can be 

entertaining to watch on YouTube from the safety of our homes, but could be dangerous 

for those out in the wilderness. These devices may influence visitors’ decision making 
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and risk-taking behaviors, such as deciding to venture into more remote areas or up a 

steeper slope to higher elevations, or to perform a more difficult stunt.  Land managers 

should aim to understand the various impacts and influences that are associated with the 

use of communication technologies in the wilderness. Impacts resulting from increased 

use may include user conflict, crowding, displacement, and other issues of concern from 

increased visitor use in remote locations.  

Risk and Recreation Behavior 

Technology, such as satellite phones, avalanche transceivers and personal locator 

beacons that are thought to reduce the risks associated with wilderness recreation, may 

have dangerous consequences for the visitor’s ability to make appropriate decisions. “In 

addition to the potential for spreading visitor impacts into formerly pristine or near-

pristine areas, there is also the potential for underprepared and/or overly confident users 

to substitute technology for common sense, experience and skill, and to make decisions 

based on unrealistic perceptions of both risk and the ease and availability of rescue” 

(Martin and Pope, 2012, p. 120). People may come to rely on the technology, which 

could be detrimental to their experience. Having access to these technologies allows 

people to feel safer when venturing into more remote areas of the wilderness; and perhaps 

having visitors with less field experience than recommended for such terrain may cause 

search and rescue missions. “Information and communication technology that reduces 

exposure to risk, or that is believed to reduce risk, may have the effect of opening up 

areas for travel that were previously thought by some people to be beyond their skill 



10 
 

 

level” (Martin and Pope, 2012, p. 120). Before such technology became available for 

wilderness travel, venturing safely into more remote areas through rugged terrain would 

have required an advanced set of skills, knowledge and experience. Now people outfitted 

with a personal locator beacon, a smartphone or a GPS unit may misguidedly feel they 

are prepared for challenging wilderness navigation and survival situations.  

People may come to rely on these information and communication devices rather 

than developing the appropriate skills, abilities, knowledge, and experience required for 

successful wilderness travel (Martin and Pope, 2012).  The major difference is that the 

use of technological devices for navigation in the wilderness requires very limited prior 

knowledge of a place, while the use of equipment such as topographical maps and a 

compass “requires skill and practice as well as incorporating environmental knowledge” 

(Martin and Pope, 2012, p. 121). Using a map and compass “demands a certain level of 

skill’ and “requires us to pay attention to the landscape around us” (Pohl, 2006, p. 154). 

Developing skills and environmental knowledge not only engages visitors in the 

wilderness environment, but to some is “precisely what gives meaning to our 

backcountry experiences” (Pohl, 2006, p. 155). “There is an increasing tendency to 

replace things that require skill and engagement with technological devices that 

instantaneously solve our problems” (Pohl, 2006, p. 154). This lack of knowledge and 

experience in the wilderness environment may contribute to increased risk-taking 

behaviors as the visitor may not completely understand the actual dangers and risks 

involved in traveling through particular wilderness areas. “As technological devices such 

as cellular phones, satellite phones, and personal locator beacons become more readily 
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available, greater numbers of recreation visitors will undoubtedly bring these devices into 

the wilderness and use them to request rescues” (Martin and Pope, 2012, p. 126).  This 

technology may make it easier to be rescued in wilderness, but unnecessary rescues can 

be costly and put the lives of emergency rescue crew personnel in unnecessary dangers.  

“Technology can serve as a buffer between the visitor and the realities of the wilderness 

environment” insulating the visitors from the consequences of their actions to the point 

where they fail to recognize the severity of a situation (Borrie, 2000, p. 1). “While 

technology has undeniably been used to save lives in wilderness emergencies, non-

emergency use can negatively influence the wilderness environment,” and it has yet to be 

seen “whether visitors, particularly those with limited wilderness experience and skills, 

may develop unrealistic expectations of rescue based on their possession of and reliance 

on these devices” (Pope and Martin, 2011, p. 20). This is particularly dangerous when the 

visitor is substituting the use of technology for preparation, knowledge, experience and 

skill (Stevenson, 2011).  

 Hohlrieder (2005) examined the impact of avalanche transceivers on mortality 

from avalanche accidents. Avalanche transceivers were used by over half of the 

avalanche accident victims involved in the study (156 out of 278, 56.1%). The study 

found “a small, but significant 14% reduction in mortality associated with the use of 

avalanche transceivers” (Hohlrieder, 2005, p. 74). This may lead people to believe that 

such technology would provide a safety net for those recreating in avalanche zones. 

However, Holdrieder’s study found that “despite the reduction in mortality associated 

with the use of transceivers, the mortality of totally buried victims is still 54%” 
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(Hohlrieder, 2005, p. 75). In Hohlrieder’s study, “the use of transceivers significantly 

reduced mortality in backcountry skiers and snowboarders, but not during off-piste 

activities” (Hohlrieder, 2005, p. 76).  Off-piste refers to backcountry skiing and 

snowboarding across unmarked, unmaintained areas. “Those few off-piste skiers and 

snowboarders equipped with a transceiver tend to be involved in more serious accidents. 

The perceived additional security offered by emergency equipment may stimulate skiers 

and snowboarders to accept higher risks. As a consequence, mortality is unchanged or 

even increased in off-piste activities despite the use of emergency equipment” 

(Hohlrieder, 2005, p. 76).  The limited survival of skiers and snowboarders in avalanche 

accidents may be the “consequence of a false sense of security through the use of 

transceivers” (Hohlrieder, 2005, p. 76). This false sense of security may be encouraging 

the skiers and snowboarders to venture into more hazardous terrain, therefore increasing 

risk-taking behavior which may have caused their accidents.   

 In 2009, 235 overnight visitors to the King Range Wilderness in California were 

asked a series of questions about their wilderness skills, experiences, and perceptions of 

technology’s influence on safety in the wilderness. “Most respondents reported that 

technology was not a successful substitute for skills, experience, and knowledge in the 

wilderness, nor would they be likely to take chances that could increase risks if they had 

technology with them, nor did they believe that technology reduces many of the dangers 

people associate with being in the wilderness” (Pope and Martin, 2011, p. 23). 

Respondents were classified into two categories: pro-technology and anti-technology. 

The “pro-technology” visitors felt that technology increased their safety in the 
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wilderness, “identified themselves as significantly greater risk takers who would be more 

likely to take chances that increased risk if they have technology with them, and are more 

likely to use technology to request rescue” (Pope and Martin, 2011, p. 25). “Anti-

technology respondents felt very strongly that technology cannot substitute for skill, 

experience or knowledge, “were very unlikely to take chances that could increase risk 

just because they had technology with them, and did not agree that technology reduced 

dangers and made them feel safer in the wilderness” (Pope and Martin, 2011, p. 23).  

Interestingly in this technology-driven era, “an overwhelming majority of King 

Range Wilderness visitors would choose a traditional map and compass over GPS” (Pope 

and Martin, 2011, p. 23). People who brought a GPS device into the King Range 

Wilderness were more prone to believe that “technology creates a genuine increase in 

safety for wilderness users,” and that “technology reduces many of the dangers people 

associate with being in the wilderness.” They also were more apt to feel safer and would 

be “more likely to take chances that could increase risk than those without GPS” (Pope 

and Martin, 2011, p. 23). The study also looked at how prior wilderness experiences may 

have influenced perceptions of safety—“Those with personal experience of a serious 

wilderness accident were more likely to believe that technology creates a false sense of 

safety for wilderness users than were people who have not been involved in a serious 

wilderness accident” (Pope and Martin,2011, p. 25). Risk perception and technology are 

“positively correlated with the belief that technology creates a false sense of safety” 

(Martin and Pope, 2012, p. 131). “The more experience visitors had” (measured by 

number of overnight trips in the last 12 months) “the more likely to believe that 
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technology makes visitors feel they have a safety net that in reality may or may not exist” 

(Martin and Pope, 2012, p. 131). These findings suggest a concern for wilderness 

managers – “visitors who believe that their technology makes the wilderness a safer 

place, who are therefore willing to take more risks and then use the technology to bail 

themselves out of trouble” (Pope and Martin, 2011, p. 25).   

This study seeks to build on the findings of Pope and Martin (2011) and Martin 

and Pope (2012) by delving deeper into the influences of technology on the risk-related 

decision-making processes of wilderness visitors. The combination of the empirical 

findings from these previous studies, along with the more in-depth qualitative findings 

from this study, should provide a better understanding of the impacts and influences of 

information and communication technology on the wilderness experience, specifically 

with regard to risk behavior. Land management staff can make necessary adjustments to 

better educate the public in the appropriate use of technology in wilderness environments 

and emergency situations, and about the role technology plays in shaping visitor’s 

wilderness experiences. The objectives of this research are 1) to gain qualitative insight 

into the reasons wilderness visitors use mobile information and communication 

technological devices on their wilderness trips; 2) to ascertain the degree to which 

technology may influence the wilderness experience, and 3) to examine how technology 

may influence visitors’ decision-making, particularly related to risk taking behavior. 

Additionally, quantitative results will demonstrate the frequency and distribution of 

current trends in hand-held information and communication technology use among 

wilderness visitors. 
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STUDY AREA  

The Sequoia-Kings Canyon (SEKI) Wilderness is located in the southern Sierra 

Nevada Mountains of California (Figure 1). Designated by Congress in 1984, the now 

838,000 acres of wilderness constitute 96.85% of the combined Sequoia and Kings 

Canyon National Parks (Wilderness.net, 2012; NPS, 2012). “Almost completely 

surrounded by US Forest Service-managed wilderness, the wilderness units of Sequoia 

and Kings Canyon National Parks are part of the second largest contiguous wilderness 

complex in the lower 49 states” (NPS, 2012). 

Today, 93.43% of the park lands are designated wilderness and another 3.5% 

(30,000 acres) of the park lands are managed as wilderness per National Park Service 

policy (Figure 2). With park visitation over 1,600,000 annually, and over 95% of the park 

managed as wilderness, wilderness permits are required for overnight camping, and 

maximum group size is generally 15, and only 8 in certain high-use areas.  
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Figure 1: Map of the Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks and the surrounding lands. The dark green 
indicates designated wilderness areas. (GIS data from NPS.gov 2012) 
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Figure 2: Map of Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. There are five designated wilderness areas 
adjacent to Sequoia – Kings Canyon National Parks. Mt. Whitney, the tallest peak in the 
continental United States, is located along the Eastern ridgeline (GIS data from NPS.gov 2012). 
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Extreme changes in elevations that range from 1,370 to 14,494 feet, the huge 

mountains, deep canyons, and rugged terrain make the Sequoia-Kings Canyon 

Wilderness area beautiful as well as treacherous. Altitude sickness, high-water, extreme 

weather, natural fire, mountain lions, rattlesnakes, tree hazards, and tripping/falling are 

all safety concerns when recreating in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The Sequoia-Kings 

Canyon National Parks Wilderness Office has specific policies regarding search and 

rescue, visitor safety, and the use of hand-held electronic signaling devices: 

 “Search and rescue actions are conducted on a discretionary basis. The level and 
necessity of the response is determined through evaluation of the situation by field 
personnel. Rescuer safety is ALWAYS our first priority. These parks expect 
visitors to exhibit a high degree of self-reliance and responsibility for their own 
safety commensurate with the difficulty of their chosen activities; that is, the 
higher the risk the activity, the more you need to be prepared for dealing with 
emergency situations” (NPS, 2012). 

 
 The website and ranger stations have advisory notices informing visitors of the 

responsibilities of using hand-held electronic signaling devices. The Sequoia-Kings 

Canyon National Parks Wilderness Office website instructs “If you choose to carry a 

hand-held electronic signaling device, be familiar with its operation and limitations. Do 

not rely on it to summon rescue personnel” (NPS, 2012). The National Park Service 

advisory states that the use of a “satellite-locator device carries the same responsibility of 

dialing 911 from a telephone. Use these devices only to request help in a true emergency. 

Ask yourself, ‘Are you willing to put other people at risk to solve your problem?’” The 

NPS will do everything possible to help in the event of an emergency. The advisory flyer 

emphasizes that visitors need to know their “personal skills and limitations in regards to 
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wilderness travel” and that “knowledge, experience and equipment will contribute most” 

to their survival (NPS, 2012). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



20 
 

 

METHODS 

Sequoia–Kings Canyon Wilderness Visitor Use Survey 

 Wilderness visitor survey data was collected in summer and fall of 2011 for 

Sequoia–Kings Canyon (SEKI) National Parks. The sample population consisted of adult 

overnight recreation visitors to the Sequoia-Kings Canyon National Park Wilderness 

from May 22, 2011 through September 30, 2011. A total of 1,043 mail-back surveys were 

sent to a sample of those visitors who held wilderness permits. The survey included a 

series of questions regarding visitor beliefs about personal hand-held information and 

communication technology, and its effect on risk-related decision-making (see Appendix 

A).  

Sequoia-Kings Canyon National Park requires wilderness permits for those 

visiting the wilderness area. To select the wilderness visitors for inclusion in the study, 

wilderness permits were selected by Park staff using an interval sampling technique. For 

visitors in May, June and July, every 9th permit was selected. Subsequently, due to lower-

than-expected visitor use (because of late melting snowpack), every 4th permit was pulled 

for the months of August and September. Once the sample of permits was selected each 

month, surveys were mailed to that month’s sampled visitors. A repeat mailing technique 

was used whereby visitors were sent the first mailing, (including the survey, cover letter, 

and addressed, postage-paid return envelope), then a week later were mailed a reminder 



21 
 

 

postcard. After another two weeks, visitors who had not yet responded were sent a second 

copy of the survey, again with a cover letter and addressed, postage-paid return envelope. 

Personal Interviews 

In addition to the mail survey, respondents were asked if they would be willing to 

participate in a follow-up study regarding the use of technology in the wilderness. If they 

were willing, they were asked to provide their preferred email address where they could 

be reached to schedule the follow-up interview.  In order to conduct the interviews over 

the phone, emails were sent to the volunteer respondents who provided an email address 

as their preferred contact method. The email explained the purpose of the study, and 

asked for a phone number where they could be reached, and a preferred time for the 

interview. Participants were selected by way of a stratified random sample. Mail survey 

respondents who had previously indicated their willingness to participate in a follow-up 

interview (n=391) were categorized into two strata – those who had carried a PLB on 

their trip, and those who had not. Interview participants were then randomly chosen from 

each of these two strata of respondents; they were contacted first by email, and then by 

phone. A total of 65 people were interviewed, meeting the goal of interviewing at least 30 

visitors who had traveled with a PLB (n=33) and at least 30 who had traveled without 

one (n=32).  Interviews were digitally recorded using a telephone-wire connected 

recording device that recorded both ends of the phone conversation. The stored files were 

then transferred to an external hard drive for permanent storage, data conversion and 

analysis.  
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The mail-back survey questions about technology in the wilderness were used as 

the initial framework for the telephone interviews, leading to open-ended questions to get 

more in-depth information about how communication technology may have influenced 

wilderness visitor decision-making (see Appendix B). Interviewees were able to elaborate 

on the reasons for bringing (or not bringing) information and communication 

technological devices into the wilderness, specifically Personal Locator Beacons or 

PLBs. Visitors were also asked how they used that technological device, and how it may 

have influenced their wilderness trip decisions, and their experience overall. 

The phone interview consisted of the following procedures. After verifying that 

the person on the phone was the same person who had volunteered to participate in the 

follow up study interview, a brief explanation of the study and the context of the 

interview questions was provided: “I would like to ask you some questions about the use 

of personal locator beacons or SPOT locator devices in the wilderness,” and “the 

questions are about your most recent trip to a backcountry or Wilderness area, 

specifically, a trip in which you or someone in your group traveled with a personal 

locator beacon such as a SPOT locator.” The first question asked whether or not they had 

a PLB on their most recent wilderness trip. The remaining interview questions were then 

reflective of whether or not they had a PLB with them on their most recent trip. 
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RESULTS 

Characteristics of the Mail-back Survey Sample 

659 visitors returned a completed survey, resulting in a response rate of 63%. 

However, 24 of the returned surveys came from groups who, upon closer examination, 

did not actually stay the night in the wilderness area and were therefore omitted from the 

study. 635 surveys were able to be used in the final survey sample, resulting in a response 

rate of 62%.  

Ages ranged from 18 to 78, with a mean of 47 and a median of 50 (Tables 1 and 

2). Most (83%) survey respondents were male (Table 3), and 91% of respondents 

identified themselves as White/Anglo-American (Table 4). Most of the survey 

respondents (87%) had earned a four year educational degree or higher (Table 5). Nearly 

80% of surveyed visitors were from California (Table 6).   
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Table 1. Summary statistics for age, survey respondents (n=635). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Age 619 47.4 50 52 12.5 46.4 48.4 
 
 
 

Table 2. Age, survey respondents (n=635). 
 Percent 

< 20 0.2% 

20-29 10.8% 

30-39 18.9% 

40.49 17.1% 

50-59 36.5% 

60-69 15.2% 

70-79 1.3% 
 

 
 

Table 3. Gender, survey respondents (n=621). 
 Percent 

Male 82.9% 

Female 17.1% 
 
 
 

Table 4. Race, survey respondents (n=635). 
 Percent 

Hispanic or Latino 2.3% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 0.8% 

Asian or Asian Indian 4.4% 

Black or African American 0% 

Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander 0.3% 

White 90.6% 
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Table 5. Highest level of education attained, survey respondents (n=619). 

  Percent 

Less than a high school diploma 0.5% 

High school graduate or GED 1.3% 

Trade school or professional school 1.6% 

Some college 9.4% 

Four-year college degree 32.6% 

Some graduate school 10.0% 

Graduate degree 44.6% 
 
 
 

Table 6. States from which surveyed visitors came (n=635). 
 
 

 
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

Alaska (AK) 1 0.2% 0.2% 

Arizona (AZ) 11 1.7% 1.9% 

California (CA) 506 79.7% 81.6% 

Colorado (C0) 10 1.6% 83.1% 

Connecticut (CT) 2 0.3% 83.5% 

District of Columbia (DC) 2 0.3% 83.8% 

Florida (FL) 4 0.6% 84.4% 

Georgia (GA) 1 0.2% 84.6% 

Hawaii (HI) 1 0.2% 84.7% 

Illinois (IL) 5 0.8% 85.5% 

Indiana (IN) 2 0.3% 85.8% 

Kentucky (KY) 1 0.2% 86.0% 

Massachusetts (MA) 5 0.8% 86.8% 

Maryland (MD) 6 0.9% 87.7% 

Maine (ME) 1 0.2% 87.9% 

Michigan (MI) 1 0.2% 88.0% 

Minnesota (MN) 4 0.6% 88.7% 

Mississippi (MS) 1 0.2% 88.8% 

North Carolina (NC) 1 0.2% 89.0% 
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Frequency 

 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

New Hampshire (NH) 1 0.2% 89.1% 

New Jersey (NJ) 1 0.2% 89.3% 

New Mexico (NM) 1 0.2% 89.4% 

Nevada (NV) 16 2.5% 92.0% 

New York (NY) 3 0.5% 92.4% 

Ohio (OH) 5 0.8% 93.2% 

Oklahoma (OK) 1 0.2% 93.4% 

Oregon (OR) 10 1.6% 95.0% 

Pennsylvania (PA) 2 0.3% 95.3% 

South Carolina (SC) 2 0.3% 95.6% 

Tennessee (TN) 2 0.3% 95.9% 

Texas (TX) 3 0.5% 96.4% 

Utah (UT) 4 0.6% 97.0% 

Virginia (VA) 8 1.3% 98.3% 

Washington (WA) 10 1.6% 99.8% 

Wisconsin (WI) 1 0.2% 100.0% 

Total  635 100.0%  
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Most visitors had visited the area at least once previously. While the mean 

number of previous visits was 14, the median was only 5 (Table 7). About 10% had not 

previously visited the Sequoia-Kings Canyon National Parks wilderness (Table 8). A 

large majority (76%) of survey respondents had visited 6 or more other wilderness areas 

in their lifetime (Table 9), and 35% had visited a wilderness area more than 5 times 

within the past 12 months (Table 10), with the average number of recent visits being 7.5 

(Table 11).  

Groups ranged in size from 1 to 15, with a mean of 2.8, and both median and 

mode of 2, and 23% traveled solo (Tables 12 and 13). The number of nights spent in the 

wilderness ranged between 1 and 100, with a mean of 4.5, median of 4 and mode of 2, 

and 75% spent between 1 and 5 nights in the wilderness (Tables 14 and 15). 42% hiked in 

trailless areas, and 25.5% camped in trailless areas (Table 16). The number of nights 

spent in trailless areas ranged from 0 to 30, with a mean of 1.6 (Table 17). 16% spent 0 

nights in trailless areas in the wilderness, while 23% of visitors surveyed spent between 1 

and 4 nights camping in trailless areas of the wilderness (Table 18).  
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Table 7. Summary statistics for number of previous visits to Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey 
respondents (n=635). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Number of  
previous visits 615 14.4 5 1 28.6 12.1 16.6 

 
 
 

Table 8. Number of previous visits to Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey respondents (n=615). 
 Percent 

0 10.4% 

1 10.9% 

2 10.2% 

3 8.5% 

4 5.7% 

5 or more 54.5% 
 

 
 

Table 9. Number of other wilderness areas visitors have ever visited, survey respondents (n=635). 
  Percent 

This is the only one 1.8% 

1 to 2 other areas 6.1% 

3 to 5 other areas 16.1% 

6 or more other areas 76.0% 
 

 
 

Table 10. Number of wilderness visits within the past 12 months, survey respondents (n=616). 
 Percent 

0 1.1% 

1-5 64.5% 

6-10 19.5% 

more than 10 15.1% 
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Table 11. Visits to wilderness areas in past 12 months, survey respondents (n=635). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Number of wilderness visits in the 
past 12 months 616 7.51 4 2 16.39 6.21 8.80 

 
 
 

Table 12. Summary statistics for group size, survey respondents (n=635). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Group Size 628 2.82 2 2 2.22 2.65 3.00 
 
 

 
Table 13: Group Size, survey respondents. “Frequency” equals number of groups (n=635). 

Group Size Frequency Percent Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

1 148 23.3% 23.6% 23.6% 

2 237 37.3% 37.7% 61.3% 

3 95 15.0% 15.1% 76.4% 

4 59 9.3% 9.4% 85.8% 

5 38 6.0% 6.1% 91.9% 

6 18 2.8% 2.9% 94.7% 

7 8 1.3% 1.3% 96.0% 

8 4 0.6% 0.6% 96.7% 

9 6 0.9% 1.0% 97.7% 

10 5 0.8% 0.8% 98.4% 

12 2 0.3% 0.3% 98.7% 

13 1 0.2% 0.2% 98.9% 

14 2 0.3% 0.3% 99.2% 

15 5 0.8% 0.8% 100.0% 

Total  628 98.9% 100.0%  

Did not answer 7 1.1%   

Total 635 100.0%   
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Table 14. Summary statistics for number of nights spent in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey 
respondents (n=635). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Number of Nights 622 4.49 4 2 4.99 4.10 4.88 
 
 
 
Table 15. Number of nights spent in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey respondents. 

“Frequency” equals number of groups (n=635). 

Number of nights Frequency Percent Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

1 55 8.7% 8.8% 8.8% 

2 120 18.9% 19.3% 28.1% 

3 108 17.0% 17.4% 45.5% 

4 106 16.7% 17.0% 62.5% 

5 80 12.6% 12.9% 75.4% 

6 42 6.6% 6.8% 82.2% 

7 40 6.3% 6.4% 88.6% 

8 26 4.1% 4.2% 92.8% 

9 17 2.7% 2.7% 95.5% 

10 11 1.7% 1.8% 97.3% 

11 4 0.6% 0.6% 97.9% 

12 4 0.6% 0.6% 98.6% 

13 1 0.2% 0.2% 98.8% 

14 2 0.3% 0.3% 99.1% 

15 2 0.3% 0.3% 99.4% 

16 or more  4 0.8% 0.8% 100.0% 

Total  622 98.1% 100.0%  

Did not answer 13 1.9%   

Total 635 100.0%   
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Table 16. Hiking and camping in trailless areas while on this particular trip, survey respondents. 
“Frequency” equals number of groups (n=635). 

   Frequency Percent1 

Hiking on trails 618 97.3% 

Hiking in trailless areas 269 42.4% 

Camping in trailless areas 162 25.5% 
1 respondents could check multiple answers 
 
 
 
Table 17. Summary statistics for number of nights camped in a trailless area, survey respondents (n=635). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 n Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Nights camped in trailless area 162 2.6 2.0 1.0 2.8 2.2 3.0 
 
 
 
Table 18. Nights camped in a trailless area, survey respondents. “Frequency” equals number of groups 

(n=635). 

  
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

1 58 9.4% 22.7% 61.3% 

2 43 6.8% 16.3% 77.6% 

3 29 4.6% 11.0% 88.6% 

4 14 2.2% 5.3% 93.9% 

5 6 0.9% 2.3% 96.2% 

6 1 0.2% 0.4% 96.6% 

7 5 0.9% 1.9% 98.5% 

8 2 0.3% 0.7% 99.2% 

14 1 0.2% 0.4% 99.6% 

30 1 0.2% 0.4% 100.0% 

Total  162 25.7% 100.0%  

0 nights 473 74.5%   

Total 635 100%   
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Table 19 summarizes the primary recreation activities that respondents 

participated in while on their trips; Table 21 summarizes the technological devices 

respondents carried with them. Tables 21 and 22 show how many off-trail hikers (those 

who traveled in trailless areas) carried GPS and PLB units, and how many of all GPS and 

PLB users hiked in trailless areas. The percent of PLB users who hiked in trailless areas 

is not significantly different from the percent of PLB users who did not hike in trailless 

areas, therefore PLB users in our study are no more likely than non-PLB users to travel in 

trailless areas. The percent of off-trail hikers (those who traveled in trailless areas) who 

carried a PLB is nearly identical to the percent of off-trail hikers who did not carry a 

PLB, and the difference is not statistically significant, and therefore off-trail hikers are no 

more likely to carry a PLB than hikers who do not hike off trail.  

Mountain climbers in this study (both technical and non-technical) were slightly 

more likely (17.7%) than non-mountain climbers (14.0%) to carry a PLB. Likewise, the 

PLB users in this study were slightly more likely to mountain climb (26.6%) than were 

non-PLB users (21.4%). The differences were statistically significant, but only for the 

technical mountain climbers (Table 23).  

There was a higher rate of PLB use among those who stayed in the wilderness 

five or more nights compared to those who stayed only one to four nights (Table 24). Of 

the respondents in our sample who carried a PLB, most of them stayed five or more 

nights in the wilderness (63.8%). Table 25 shows how many off-trail hikers carried a 

PLB as it relates to the number of nights spent camping in trailless areas. There is a 

slightly higher percent of PLB use in our sample among people who camped in trailless 
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areas (18%) than the percent of PLB use among those who did not camp in trailless areas 

(14%), although the difference is not statistically significant. Among our respondents, 

there is a higher percentage of camping in trailless areas among PLB users (30.9%) than 

those who did not use a PLB (24.6%), although the difference is not statistically 

significant. 

Among our respondents, the percent of PLB use by solo travelers (19%) is 

slightly greater than the percent of PLB use among those who traveled in groups of two 

or more (14%), but the difference is not statistically significant. The percentage of solo 

travelers is also higher among PLB users than non-PLB users in our sample, but again 

this difference is also not statistically significant (Table 26). 

When looking at the number of previous visits to the SEKI Wilderness area, of 

those who had zero or one previous visit, only 8% had a PLB, while of those who had 

two or more previous visits, 15% had a PLB, which is similar to the percent of PLB use 

overall (Table 27). Conversely, 88% of those who had a PLB had also visited the SEKI at 

least once previously, compared to 77% of non-PLB users, therefore, PLB users in SEKI 

wilderness are likely to be familiar with the SEKI wilderness area and experienced in 

traveling in SEKI wilderness terrain rather than new to wilderness travel. Of visitors who 

had a PLB, 97% had been to three or more other wilderness areas, (Table 28). Therefore 

the PLB users in our study are not inexperienced or new to wilderness travel. Using 

previous SEKI wilderness area visits, and other wilderness area visits, as measures of 

wilderness experience, PLB users are experienced wilderness travelers, both in SEKI 
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wilderness and other wilderness areas. The first time visitors in our study who are 

inexperienced in wilderness travel are less likely to travel with a PLB.  

In our sample, slightly more male visitors had a PLB (15%) compared to female 

visitors (12%) who had a PLB (Table 29) but the difference is not statistically significant, 

so PLB users are not more or less likely to be male or female. More than half of all 

visitors were over the age of 50 (53%). Almost half of all the PLB users were over the 

age of 50 (49%). The visitors over 50 were just as likely to carry a PLB as the 30-39 year 

old visitors (14%), and only 16% of visitors under the age of 30 had a PLB, although 

these differences are not statistically significant (Table 30). PLB users are not more or 

less likely to fall into any specific age group. 
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Table 19. Wilderness activities while on this particular trip, survey respondents. “Frequency” equals 
number of groups (n=635). 

    Frequency Percent1 

Fishing   152 23.9% 

Hiking on trails  618 97.3% 

Speed hiking  41 6.5% 

Hiking in trailless areas  269 42.4% 

Technical mountain climbing (with gear)  18 2.8% 

Non-technical mountain climbing (without gear)  141 22.2% 

Kayaking  0 0.0% 

Trail running   12 1.9% 
1 respondents could check multiple answers 
  

 
 

Table 20. Technological devices visitors had with them while on this particular trip, survey respondents 
(n=635). 

Device Frequency Percent 

Smartphone 184 29% 

Cell Phone 122 19% 

Satellite Phone 18 3% 

Personal Locator Beacon (PLB) 94 15% 

GPS 162 25.5% 

iPod, iTouch, Kindle 124 19.5% 

None 185 29% 

Other 47 7% 
 
 
 
Table 21. GPS use and hiking in trailless areas, survey respondents (n=635). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Hiking in Trailless areas 195 74 269 27.5% 

Non-off-trail hikers 278 88 366 24.0% 

Total 473 162 635  

Percent to hike in trailless areas 41.2% 45.7%   
Pearson Chi-Square value= 0.98, df = 1, sig. = 0.322 
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Table 22. PLB use and hiking in trailless areas, survey respondents (n=635). 
 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Hiking in Trailless areas 229 40 269 14.9% 

Non-off-trail hikers 312 54 366 14.8% 

Total 541 94 635 14.8% 

Percent to hike in trailless areas 42.3% 42.6% 42.4%  
Pearson Chi-Square value= 0.002, df = 1, sig. = 0.968 
  
 
 
Table 23. PLB use and mountain climbing, survey respondents (n=635). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Mountain Climbing  116 25 141 17.7% 

Non-Mountain Climbers 425 69 494 14.0% 

Total 541 94 635 14.8% 

Percent who  mountain climbed 21.4% 26.6% 22.2%  
Pearson Chi-Square value = 1.232, df = 1, sig. = 0.267 (non-technical mountain climbing) 
Pearson Chi-Square value= 5.044, df = 1, sig. = 0.025 (technical mountain climbing) 

 
 
 

Table 24. PLB use and number of nights in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey respondents 
(n=621). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

1-4 nights 296 34 330 10.3% 

5 or more nights 245 60 305 19.7% 

Total 541 94 635 14.8% 

Percent who camped 5 or more nights 45.3% 63.8% 48.0%  
Pearson Chi-Square value= 11.032a, df = 1, sig. = 0.001 
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Table 25. PLB use and number of nights camped in trailless areas, survey respondents (n=635). 
 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Visitors who camped in trailless areas 133 29 162 17.9% 
Visitors who did not camp in trailless 
areas 408 65 473 13.7% 

Total 541 94 635 14.8% 

Percent who camped in trailless areas  24.6% 30.9% 25.5%  

Pearson Chi-Square value= 1.655 a, df = 1, sig. = 0.198 
 
 
 
Table 26. PLB use and group size, survey respondents (n=635). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Visitors who traveled in groups 415 65 480 13.5% 

Visitors who traveled solo 120 28 148 18.9% 

Total 535 93 628 14.8% 

Percent who traveled solo 22.4% 30.1% 23.6%  
Pearson Chi-Square value= 2.593 a, df = 1, sig. = 0.107 
 

 
 
 

Table 27. PLB use and number of previous visits to the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, survey 
respondents (n=635). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

0 to 1 previous visit 120 11 131 7.5% 

2 or more previous visits  403 81 484 15.0% 

Total visitors 523 92 615 15.0% 

Percent with previous SEKI wilderness 
area experience  77.1% 88.0% 78.7%  

Pearson Chi-Square value= 5.635, df = 1, sig. 0.018 
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Table 28. PLB use and number of other wilderness areas visited, survey respondents (n=620). 
 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

0 to 2 other areas 46 3 49 6.1% 

3 or more other areas 482 89 571 15.6% 

Total visitors 528 92 620 14.8% 

Percent who had visited 3 or more 
other wilderness areas  91.3% 96.7% 76.0%  

Pearson Chi-Square value= 3.199, df = 1, sig. 0.074 
 
 

 
 

Table 29. PLB use gender, survey respondents (n=621). 
 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Male 436 79 515 15.3% 

Female 93 13 106 12.3% 

Total 529 92 621 14.8% 

Percent Male 82.4% 85.9% 82.9%  

Percent Female 17.6% 14.1% 17.1%  
Pearson Chi-Square value= 0.659, df = 1, sig. 0.417 

 
 
 
 

Table 30. PLB use and age, survey respondents (n=619). 
 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

< 30 57 11 68 16.2% 

30-39 101 16 117 13.7% 

40-49 86 20 106 18.9% 

50-59 201 25 226 11.1% 

60 + 82 20 102 19.6% 

Total 527 92 619 14.9% 

Total visitors 50+ 283 45 328 13.7% 

Percent 50+ 53.7% 48.9% 53.0%  
Pearson Chi-Square value= 5.962, df = 4, sig. 0.202 
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 Surveyed visitors were asked about the use of technology and safety in the 

wilderness with a list of statements (Table 31) and a scale of how visitors either disagreed 

or agreed with the statement (scale of 1 to 7 with 1 = strongly disagree, 4 = neutral, and 7 

= strongly agree). The results showed that respondents tended to slightly disagree with 

the statement (a) “technology creates a genuine sense of safety for wilderness users” 

(mean=3.69) and slightly agree that (d) “technology creates a false increase in safety for 

wilderness users” (mean =5.06). Respondents tended to slightly disagree with statement 

b) “I would feel safer by having technology with me on a wilderness trip” and more 

strongly disagree with the statement c) “I would be more likely to take chances that could 

increase risk if I had technology with me in the wilderness.” Most respondents disagreed 

with statement g) “Technology reduces many of the dangers people associate with being 

in the wilderness.” The statement on which visitors had the most extreme opinion was f) 

“Technology in the wilderness can successfully substitute for 

skill/experience/knowledge” which a majority of visitors strongly disagreed with (mean = 

1.9).  

When comparing the opinions about technology of the PLB-users to the opinions 

of the non-PLB users we can see how the opinions about technology relate to PLB use. 

For a) “Technology creates a genuine sense of safety for wilderness visitors” the opinions 

differed between groups (3.6 and 4.2) and had a significant difference (p < .001), 

therefore, PLB users are more likely than non-PLB users to think that technology creates 

a genuine sense of safety for wilderness visitors. Statement b) “I would feel safer by 

having technology with me on a wilderness trip” supports that difference between the 
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groups, finding PLB-users more likely than non-PLB users to agree that they feel safer by 

having technology with them on a wilderness trip. Opinions on statements c, d, e, and g 

each had insignificant differences between the PLB users and non-PLB users, although 

differences for d and e were very close to statistical significance as the PLB users tended 

to disagree with these statements slightly more than the non-PLB user group. Statement f) 

“Technology in the wilderness can successfully substitute for 

skill/experience/knowledge” had a statistically significant difference between groups (p < 

.050) with non-PLB users are more likely to slightly disagree, while PLB-users are more 

likely to strongly disagree. Statement h) “I would be more likely to use technology to 

request rescue when I could make it out on my own but the process of self-rescue would 

be long and uncomfortable” also had significant differences between the groups, again 

with the non-PLB users more likely to only slightly disagree, while the PLB users are 

more likely to strongly disagree (Table 32). 
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Table 31. Opinions of technology in the wilderness with regard to safety, survey respondents (n=635). 
 N Mean Median Mode Std Dev 

a) Technology creates a genuine sense of safety 
for wilderness visitors. 618 3.69 4 4 1.70 

b) I would feel safer by having technology with 
me on a wilderness trip. 621 3.84 4 5 1.85 

c) I would be more likely to take chances that 
could increase risk if I had technology with 
me in the wilderness. 

621 2.57 2 1 1.73 

d) Technology creates a false increase in safety 
for wilderness users. 617 5.06 5 7 1.63 

e) Technology in the wilderness makes people 
feel that their safety is not their personal 
responsibility. 

616 4.38 5 5 1.78 

f) Technology in the wilderness can 
successfully substitute for 
skill/experience/knowledge. 

620 1.93 1 1 1.52 

g) Technology reduces many of the dangers 
people associate with being in the wilderness. 618 2.69 2 1 1.66 

h) I would be more likely to use technology to 
request rescue when I could make it out on 
my own but the process of self-rescue would 
be long and uncomfortable. 

610 2.54 2 1 1.71 

Scale of 1 to 7 with 1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, 7 = Strongly Agree 
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Table 32. PLB use and the opinions of technology in the wilderness with regard to safety, survey 
respondents (n=635). 

   Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval Sig. 
 N Mean Deviation Lower Upper  

a) Technology creates a genuine sense of safety for wilderness visitors. .001 
Non-PLB 525 3.6 1.69 3.46 3.75  

PLB 93 4.2 1.72 3.86 4.57  
Total 618 3.7 1.70 3.56 3.83  

b) I would feel safer by having technology with me on a wilderness trip. .000 
Non-PLB 528 3.7 1.82 3.50 3.81  

PLB 93 4.9 1.69 4.56 5.25  
Total 621 3.8 1.85 3.70 3.99  

c) I would be more likely to take chances that could increase risk if I had technology with me 
in the wilderness. .118 

Non-PLB 528 2.6 1.75 2.47 2.77  
PLB 93 2.3 1.60 1.98 2.64  

Total 621 2.6 1.73 2.43 2.71  
d) Technology creates a false increase in safety for wilderness users. .079 

Non-PLB 525 5.1 1.62 4.97 5.25  
PLB 92 4.8 1.65 4.44 5.12  

Total 617 5.1 1.63 4.93 5.19  
e) Technology in the wilderness makes people feel that their safety is not their personal 
responsibility. .063 

Non-PLB 523 4.4 1.76 4.25 4.59  
PLB 93 4.1 1.84 3.69 4.44  

Total 616 4.4 1.78 4.24 4.52  
f) Technology in the wilderness can successfully substitute for skill/experience/knowledge. .050 

Non-PLB 528 2.0 1.56 1.84 2.11  
PLB 92 1.6 1.18 1.40 1.89  

Total 620 1.9 1.52 1.81 2.05  
g) Technology reduces many of the dangers people associate with being in the wilderness. .895 

Non-PLB 525 2.7 1.67 2.55 2.84  
PLB 93 2.7 1.60 2.34 3.00  

Total 618 2.7 1.66 2.56 2.82  
h) I would be more likely to use technology to request rescue when I could make it out on my 
own but the process of self-rescue would be long and uncomfortable. .003 

Non-PLB 517 2.6 1.75 2.48 2.78  
PLB 93 2.1 1.34 1.79 2.34  

Total 610 2.5 1.71 2.41 2.68  
Scale of 1 to 7 with 1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, 7 = Strongly Agree 
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Characteristics of the Interview Sample 

Of the Sequoia-Kings Canyon wilderness visitors who responded to the mail-back 

survey, 391 volunteered to participate in a follow-up study. We ultimately interviewed 65 

people, 33 who had traveled with a PLB, and 32 who had traveled without one.  

The ages of interview participants ranged from 24 to 72, with a mean of 48.6 and 

a median of 52 (Tables 33 and Table 34). A large majority (81.5%) of phone interview 

participants were male (Table 35), and 95% of interview participants identified 

themselves as White/Anglo-American (Table 36). All interview participants had a formal 

education beyond high school and almost half (49%) had achieved a graduate degree 

(Table 37). A large majority (73%) of the interviewed visitors were from California 

(Table 38). 



44 
 

 

Table 33. Summary statistics for age, interview participants (n=65). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Age 65 48.6 52 53 12.9 45.4 51.8 
 
 
 

Table 34. Age, interview participants (n=65). 

  
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

20-29 9 13.8% 13.8% 

30-39 7 10.8% 24.6% 

40-49 14 21.5% 46.1% 

50-59 21 32.3% 78.4% 

60-69 12 18.5% 96.9% 

70-79 2 3.1% 100.0% 

Total 65 100.0%  
 
 
 
Table 35. Gender, interview participants (n=65). 

 Frequency Percent 

Male 53 81.5% 

Female 12 18.5% 

Total 65 100.0% 
 
 
 

Table 36. Race, interview participants (n=65). 
 Percent 

Hispanic or Latino 4.6% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 0% 

Asian or Asian Indian 1.5% 

Black or African American 0% 

Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander 0% 

White 95.4% 

Total 101.5%* 
*One person checked both Asian or Asian Indian and White 
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Table 37. Highest level of education attained, interview participants (n=65). 

   
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

Some college 8 12.3% 12.3% 

Four-year college degree 21 32.3% 44.6% 

Some graduate school 4 6.2% 50.8% 

Graduate degree 32 49.2% 100.0% 

Total 65 100.0%  
 
 
 
Table 38. States from which interviewed visitors came (n=65). 

  
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

Alaska (AK) 1 1.5% 1.5% 

Arizona (AZ) 2 3.1% 4.6% 

California (CA) 47 72.3% 76.9% 

Florida (FL) 1 1.5% 78.5% 

Maryland (MD) 1 1.5% 80.0% 

North Carolina (NC) 1 1.5% 81.5% 

New Hampshire (NH) 1 1.5% 83.1% 

New Mexico (NM) 1 1.5% 84.6% 

Nevada (NV) 5 7.7% 92.3% 

Ohio (OH) 2 3.1% 95.4% 

Oregon (OR) 1 1.5% 96.9% 

Texas (TX) 1 1.5% 98.5% 

Virginia (VA) 1 1.5% 100.0% 

Total  65 100.0%  
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Of the 65 interview participants, 88% had visited the Sequoia-Kings Canyon 

wilderness area previously. The median number of previous visits was 10 (Table 39).  

80% had visited six or more other wilderness areas (Table 40), and 42% had visited six or 

more wilderness areas within the past 12 months (at the time of the interview). The 

number of all wilderness visits in the past 12 months ranged from 1 to 100, with a mean 

of 8.9 and a median and mode of 4 (Tables 41 and 42).    

The mean number of nights interview participants spent in the wilderness was 4.5, 

and the median was 4 (Table 43).  The number of nights visitors spent in the wilderness 

(on the trip for which they were contacted) ranged from one to 12, with 71% spending 

between one and five nights (Table 44). The mean and median number of people 

traveling in a group was 2 (Table 45). Group sizes among interviewed wilderness visitors 

ranged from groups of 1 to groups of 9, with a large majority (66.7%) traveling in groups 

of only two or traveling solo (Table 46). A large majority (97%) of interview participants 

hiked on trails, and 48% hiked in trailless areas. Only 6% participated in technical 

mountain climbing (with specialized gear) while 36% participated in non-technical 

mountain climbing without gear. Almost half (48%) hiked in trailless areas, and 39% 

camped in a trailless area (Table 47). Of those who camped in trailless areas, the average 

number of nights spent camping in trailless areas was 2.9 nights, and the median was 2 

nights (Table 48). 56% of those who camped in a trailless area stayed 1 or 2 nights (Table 

49).  
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Table 39. Summary statistics for number of previous visits to the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, 
interview participants (n=65). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Number of  
previous visits 65 21.8 10 10 42.6 11.2 32.4 

 
 
 

Table 40. Number of other wilderness areas visitors have visited, interview participants (n=65). 

   
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

1 to 2 other areas 4 6.2% 6.2% 

3 to 5 other areas 9 13.8% 20.0% 

6 or more other areas 52 80.0% 100.0% 

Total 65 100.0%  
 

 
 
 
Table 41. Summary statistics of wilderness visits within the past 12 months, interview participants (n=65). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Number of wilderness visits  
in the past 12 months 65 8.9 4 4 13.8 5.4 12.3 

 
 
 

Table 42. Number of wilderness visits within the past 12 months, interview participants (n=65). 

  
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

1-5 38 58.5% 58.5% 

6-10 11 16.9% 75.4% 

11-15 8 12.3% 87.7% 

16-20 4 6.2% 93.9% 

21-25 1 1.5% 95.4% 

26-50 2 3.1% 98.5% 

51 or more 1 1.5% 100.0% 

Total 65 100.0%  
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Table 43. Summary statistics for number of nights spent in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, 
interview participants (n=65). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Number of Nights 62 4.5 4 2 2.5 3.9 5.2 
 

 
 

Table 44. Number of nights spent in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, interview participants. 
“Frequency” equals number of groups (n=65). 

Number of nights Frequency Percent Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

1-5 44  67.7% 70.9% 70.9% 

6 or more 18 27.7% 29.1% 100.0% 

Total 62 95.4% 100.0%  

Did not answer 3 4.6%   

Total  65 100.0%   
 
 
 

Table 45. Summary statistics for group size, interview participants (n=65). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Group Size 63 2.14 2 1 1.6 1.94 2.75 
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Table 46. Group size, interview participants. “Frequency” equals number of groups (n=65). 
 
Group Size 

 
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

1 23 35.4% 36.5% 36.5% 

2 19 29.2% 30.2% 66.7% 

3 10 15.4% 15.9% 82.5% 

4 5 7.7% 7.9% 90.5% 

5 2 3.1% 3.2% 93.7% 

6 3 4.6% 4.8% 98.4% 

9 1 1.5% 1.6% 100.0% 

Total  63 96.9% 100.0%  

Did not answer 2 3.1   

Total 65 100.0%   
 
 
 

Table 47. Wilderness activities while on this particular trip, interview participants. “Frequency” equals 
number of groups. (n=65). 

   Frequency Percent1 

Fishing  12 18.5% 

Hiking on trails 63 96.9% 

Speed hiking 5 7.7% 

Hiking in trailless areas 31 47.7% 

Technical mountain climbing (with gear) 4 6.2% 

Non-technical mountain climbing (without gear) 23 35.5% 

Kayaking 0 0.0% 

Trail running  0 0.0% 
1 respondents could check multiple answers 
 
 
 
Table 48. Summary statistics for nights camped in a trailless area, interview participants (n=65). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Nights camped in trailless area 25 2.9 2.0 2.0 1.9 2.1 3.7 
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Table 49. Nights camped in a trailless area, interview participants. “Frequency” equals number of groups 
(n=65). 

 
Nights camped 

 
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative  
Percent 

1 5 7.7% 20.0% 20.0% 

2 9 13.8% 36.0% 56.0% 

3 4 6.2% 16.0% 72.0% 

4 4 6.2% 16.0% 88.0% 

5 1 1.5% 4.0% 92.0% 

8 2 3.1% 8.0% 100.0% 

Total  25 49.2% 100.0%  

0 nights 7 10.8%   

Did not answer 33 50.8%   

Total 65 100.0%   
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Table 50 summarizes the use of technological devices among interview 

participants. Fifty-one percent indicated that they traveled with a Personal Locator 

Beacon or SPOT locator device on their most recent trip and 49% indicated that they did 

not travel with a PLB (Table 51). The percent of PLB use among those who travel alone 

is similar to the percent of PLB use among those who travel in groups (Table 52). The 

percent of PLB use compared to the number of nights spent in the wilderness also differs 

in the interview sample (Table 53), compared to that of the survey sample results, likely 

due to the difference in sample size. Of the interview participants who hiked in trailless 

areas, 42% carried a PLB; of participants who carried a PLB, 39% hiked in a trailless 

area (Table 54). Of the visitors who camped in trailless areas, 41% carried a PLB, and 

39% of all PLB users camped in trailless areas (Table 55).  Of those who mountain 

climbed, 52% carried a PLB, and 42% of all PLB users went mountain climbing (Table 

56). 

Fifty percent of interview participants who had been to Sequoia-Kings Canyon 

Wilderness Area just once previously had a PLB; 50% who had visited two to five times 

previously had a PLB; and 51% who had been six or more times previously had a PLB 

(Table 57). All PLB users had been to at least one other wilderness area, and 81.8% had 

been to more than 5 other wilderness areas. Fifty-two percent of visitors who had been to 

6 or more other areas had a PLB (Table 58).  Tables 59-61 show the education, age and 

gender characteristics of interview participants relative to PLB use.   
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Table 50. Technological devices visitors had with them while on this particular trip, interview participants 
(n=65). 

 Frequency Percent 

Smartphone 17 26% 

Cell Phone 9 14% 

Satellite Phone 1 2% 

Personal Locator Beacon (PLB) 33 51% 

GPS 27 42% 

iPod, iTouch, Kindle 12 19% 

None 13 20% 

Other 7 11% 
 
 
 
Table 51. Personal Locator Beacon use, interview participants (n=65). 

 Frequency Percent 

No 32 49.2% 

Yes 33 50.8% 

Total 65 100.0% 
 

 
 
Table 52. PLB use and group size, interview participants (n=65). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Visitors who traveled solo 12 11 23 47.8% 

Visitors who traveled in groups 19 21 40 52.5% 

Total 31 32 63 50.8% 

Percent who traveled solo 38.7% 34.4% 36.5%  

Percent who traveled in groups 61.3% 65.6% 63.5%  
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Table 53. PLB use and number of nights in the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, interview participants 
(n=62). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

1-3 12 11 23 47.8% 

4 19 20 39 51.3% 

Total 31 31 62 50.0% 

Percent who camped 4 or more nights 61.3% 64.5% 62.9%  
 
 
 
Table 54. PLB use and hiking in trailless areas, interview participants (n=65). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Hiking in Trailless areas 18 13 31 41.9% 

Non-off-trail hikers 14 20 34 58.8% 

Total  32 33 65 50.8% 

Percent who hiked in trailless areas 56.3% 39.4% 47.7%  
 
 
 
Table 55. PLB use and the number of nights camped in trailless areas, interview participants (n=65). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Visitors who camped in trailless areas 15 10 25 40.0% 

Visitors who did not camp in trailless 
areas 17 23 40 57.5% 

Total  32 33 65 50.8% 

Percent who camped in trailless areas  46.9% 39.4% 38.5%  
 
 
 
Table 56. PLB use and mountain climbing, interview participants (n=65). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Mountain Climbing  13 14 27 51.9% 

Non-Mountain Climbers 19 19 38 50.0% 

Total  32 33 65 50.8% 

Percent to mountain climb 40.6% 42.4% 41.5%  
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Table 57. PLB use and number of previous visits to the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness, interview 
participants (n=65). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

0 to 1 previous visit 5 6 11 54.5% 

2 or more previous visits 26 27 53 50.9% 

Total  31 33 64 50.8% 

Percent with previous SEKI 
wilderness area experience  90.3% 87.9% 89.1%  

 
 
 
Table 58. PLB use and number of other wilderness areas visited, interview participants (n=65). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

1 to 2 other areas 3 1 4 25.0% 

3 to 5 other areas 4 5 9 55.6% 

6 or more other areas 25 27 52 51.9% 

Visitors with other wilderness area 
experience  32 33 65 50.8% 

Percent who had visited other 
wilderness areas 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 50.8% 

Percent who had visited 6 or more 
other wilderness areas 78.1% 81.8% 100.0%  

 
 

 
Table 59. PLB use and highest level of education, interview participants (n=65). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Some college 6 2 8 25.0% 

Four-year college degree 10 11 21 52.4% 

Some graduate school 2 2 4 50.0% 

Graduate degree 14 18 32 56.3% 

Total  32 33 65 50.8% 

Percent with 4 year degree or higher 81.3% 93.9% 87.7%  
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Table 60. PLB use and age, interview participants (n=65). 
 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

< 30 6 3 9 33.3% 

30-39 4 3 7 42.9% 

40-49 5 9 14 64.3% 

50-59 11 10 21 47.6% 

60 + 6 8 14 57.1% 

Total  32 33 65 50.8% 

Percent 50 + 53.1% 54.5% 53.8%  
 
 
 

Table 61. PLB use and gender, interview participants (n=65). 
 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

Male 26 27 53 50.9% 

Female 6 6 12 50.0% 

Total  32 33 65 50.8% 

Percent male 81.3% 81.8% 81.5%  

Percent female 18.8% 18.2% 18.5%  
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When looking at the percentage of technological devices used, the interview data 

is very similar to the survey sample data, with the only major difference being in PLB 

use, and that is due to the methods used in selecting our interview sample, getting 

approximately equal proportions of PLB user to non-PLB user opinions (Table 62). 

Overall, there is a greater dispersion or range among the percentages found in the 

interviewed sample compared to the survey sample. This is to be expected with a smaller 

sample size. The interview sample total percentages were greater than the survey sample 

total percentage in the areas of solo travel, nights camped, hiking in trailless, camping in 

trailless, mountain climbing, visiting other wilderness areas, educational degree, age over 

50, and females, though in many cases the differences were small. The interview sample 

total percentages were less than that of the survey total percentages in the categories of 

SEKI wilderness experience, and males, though again, in both cases the differences were 

very small. The categories with the smallest differences (+/- 5%) between survey and 

interview samples are hiking in trailless areas, SEKI wilderness experience, other 

wilderness area experience, 4-year degree education, age over 50, percent male, and 

percent female.  The categories that have the largest differences (> 10%) are solo travel 

(interview sample +12.9%), camping in trailless areas (interview sample +13.0%), and 

mountain climbing (interview sample + 19.3% (Table 63).  

The local dispersion between the percent of non-PLB group and the percent of 

PLB-user group compared to the total percentages is the best indicator of the degree to 

which the interviewees are similar to the survey respondents. The percent of PLB use 

among those who traveled solo differs slightly between the two samples. In the survey 
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sample, there was more PLB use among solo travelers, while in the interview sample 

there was less PLB use among solo travelers. Though the percentage of PLB use among 

those who camped 4 or more nights in the wilderness is greater in the sample size than in 

the interview size, both samples show a greater percentage of PLB use among those who 

camped 4 or more nights than those who did not use a PLB. In the survey sample, the 

percentage of PLB use among those who hiked in trailless areas is very similar to the 

percentage of non-PLB users who hiked in trailless areas, while in the interview sample 

there is notably less PLB use. The percentages for camping in trailless areas, mountain 

climbing, previous SEKI wilderness area experience, other wilderness area experience, 

and 4-year degree education are all very similar across the two samples. The percentage 

of PLB use among visitors 50+ in age is less than the percentage of non-PLB use among 

visitor’s 50+ in the survey sample, however the interview sample shows a slightly greater 

percentage of PLB-use among 50+ year old visitors compared to percentage of non-PLB 

users. The survey sample shows slightly higher use of PLBs among male visitors than the 

interview sample reflects, and both samples show less percentages of PLB use among 

females. In general, the demographic and characteristic data found in the interview 

visitors reflects similar frequency statistics to those found in the survey sample, therefore 

our interview sample should reflect the opinions of PLB use in the overall Sequoia-Kings 

Canyon wilderness visitor population. 
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Table 62. Survey Sample Characteristics compared to Interview Sample Characteristics, devices used. 
Device Surveyed Interviewed 

Smartphone 29% 26% 

Cell Phone 19% 14% 

Satellite Phone 3% 2% 

Personal Locator Beacon (PLB) 15% 51%* 

GPS 26% 42% 

iPod, iTouch, Kindle 20% 19% 

None 29% 20% 

Other 7% 11% 
*Interview sample consisted of 65 people, 33 who had a PLB and 32 who did not have a PLB  
 
 
 
Table 63. Survey Sample Characteristics compared to Interview Sample Characteristics, PLB use. 

 Surveyed Interviewed 
 PLB Use  PLB Use  

 No Yes Total No Yes Total 

Percent who traveled solo 22.4% 30.1% 23.6% 38.7% 34.4% 36.5% 

Percent who camped 4 or more 
nights 52.1% 68.1% 54.4% 61.3% 64.5% 62.9% 

Percent who hiked in trailless 
areas 42.6% 42.4% 42.4% 56.3% 39.4% 47.7% 

Percent who camped in trailless 
areas 24.6% 30.9% 25.5% 46.9% 39.4% 38.5% 

Percent who mountain climbed 21.4% 26.6% 22.2% 40.6% 42.4% 41.5% 

Percent with previous SEKI 
wilderness area experience 88.9% 93.5% 89.6% 90.3% 87.9% 89.1% 

Percent who had visited other 
wilderness areas 97.9% 100.0% 98.2% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Percent who had visited 6 or more 
other wilderness areas 75.2% 80.4% 76.0% 78.1% 81.8% 100.0% 

Percent with 4 year degree or 
higher 87.7% 84.6% 87.2% 81.3% 93.9% 87.7% 

Percent 50 + 53.7% 48.9% 53.0% 53.1% 54.5% 53.8% 

Percent male 82.4% 85.9% 82.9% 81.3% 81.8% 81.5% 

Percent female 17.6% 14.1% 17.1% 18.8% 18.2% 18.5% 
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Interview Results 

The interview questions were asked in regards to each participant’s most recent 

wilderness trip. The questions were asked in an open-ended framework, encouraging 

people to respond freely and provide as much or as little feedback as they would like. In 

some cases, visitors provided qualitative responses that were able to be categorized and 

used to calculate frequencies.    

The first question was, “On your most recent wilderness or backcountry trip, did 

you or anyone in your group travel with a personal locator beacon such as a SPOT locator 

device?” Of our 65 interviewees, 32 responded “No” and 33 responded “Yes,” meeting 

our sample goal of at least 30 visitors from each perspective (Table 64). The following 

questions were asked in a slightly different way depending on whether or not they had 

traveled with a PLB. For those who had traveled with a PLB, the question asked “For 

what reason did you choose to travel with a Personal Locator Beacon while on your 

wilderness trip?” and for those who did not travel with one, the question asked for what 

reason they chose not to travel with a PLB.  

Among those who traveled with a PLB, reasons for doing so were categorized as 

follows (Table 65): 20 (61%) gave reasons pertaining to safety, insurance, back up and/or 

in case of emergency; 15 (46%) gave reasons related to communication with family 

and/or provide peace of mind to family members by alleviating loved-ones’ concerns 

while out on a wilderness trip. Six people (18%) said it was a way to justify solo travel, 

alleviating concerns for both the individual traveling alone in the wilderness, and for the 
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family members’ back home; and 2 people (6%) gave reasons related to group travel, one 

stating that it is a nice tool for the wilderness community, not just for those traveling in 

their own group, but for anyone else in another group who could potentially benefit from 

having someone with a PLB come across their path during a worst case situation. The 

other person stated that the PLB was a tool worth the weight, and that traveling with one 

had become the group protocol for wilderness travel. One person said they used to have 

one but don’t anymore, and another person said they had traveled with someone else who 

had one and thought it was worth having, they just had not bought one themselves yet.  

Reasons for not traveling with a PLB in the wilderness also fell into several 

categories (Table 66). Ten people (31%) said they personally have no need for one, or 

that the device was unnecessary. Six people (19%) said that perhaps in other conditions 

they would have a use for one. Four people (13%) said that they used to have one, but 

don’t anymore. Three people (9%) mentioned reasons pertaining to technological concern 

with using the device; such as seeing others trying to find satellites, taking time for 

charging, reading bad reviews online, and weight. One person (3%) said they would 

rather use a satellite phone. Six people (19%) gave other reasons such as cost, concern for 

being tethered, preference for use of map and compass, didn’t know much about them, 

and experience or pride. One person with a high level of wilderness hiking experience 

said that if they were to do something “stupid enough to need rescue” that they didn’t feel 

they deserved to be rescued and therefore would not carry a PLB for that reason. Two 

(6%) gave no particular reason.  
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Table 64. Personal Locator Beacon use (n=65). 
   Frequency Percent 

No 32 49.2% 

Yes 33 50.8% 

Total 65 100.0% 
 

 
 

Table 65. Reasons for using PLBs in the wilderness (PLB users, n=33). 

 Frequency Percent  
(out of n=65) 

In case of emergency, safety, insurance, back-up 20 60.6% 

Communication with Family, families’ peace of mind 15 45.5% 

A way to justify solo travel 6 18.2% 

It is a nice tool for community; protocol for our group 2 6.1% 

Used to have one, don’t anymore 1 3.0% 

Someone else in my group had one, I haven’t bought one yet* 1 3.0% 

Total 45**  
*someone else in the group had the PLB, not the person who participated in the interview 
**some visitors had multiple reasons for traveling with a PLB 
 
 
 
Table 66. Reasons for not using PLBs in the wilderness (non-PLB users, n=32). 

 Frequency Percent  
(out of n=65) 

No need for one, it is not necessary  10 31.3% 

Perhaps in other conditions I would have a use for one 6 18.8% 

Used to have one, don’t anymore 4 12.5% 

Technological concerns 3 9.4% 

Use of other technology  1 3.1% 

Other reasons 6 18.7% 

No particular reason 2 6.2% 

Total 32 100.0% 
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PLB Influences on Wilderness Travel Decisions   

The next group of interview questions was focused on investigating the various 

types of decisions that may have been influenced by traveling with a PLB in the 

wilderness. The first was “did having a Personal Locator Beacon with you influence any 

of the decisions you made while on the trip?” Of those who traveled with a PLB, 30 out 

of 33 said “No” (91%), two said “It might” (6%) and one (3%) said “Yes” (Table 67). 

The one visitor who said outright “Yes” stated that they have traveled up class three 

peaks solo, with two replacement knees and that having a PLB was a part of making the 

decisions to travel in those conditions. The two “Maybe” respondents elaborated, one 

saying that having a PLB “allows me to keep doing the same things I did before, perhaps 

I would be less inclined to continue the same behavior, be more cautious” otherwise. The 

other stated that they stick to a plan, but that the notion to go long distance solo may have 

been influenced by having a PLB such as a SPOT, or a GPS-enabled smartphone device. 

Those who said “No” (91%) stated either that they knew where they wanted to go, that 

their trip doesn’t change, and that having a PLB wouldn’t have any influence on 

decisions, especially anything dangerous because it often takes a long time for the signal 

to go through (Appendix C).  

For those who did not have a PLB while on their wilderness trip, the question 

asked whether or not they thought traveling with a PLB, if they had one, would have 

influenced any of their decisions. 24 visitors (75%) answered “No” (Table 68). One 

visitor explained, “We were equipped with maps and guidebooks to complete our ascent 

without electronic assistance.”  Another visitor stated, “Decisions of trip location, 
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duration, and intensity are made independently of the things that would drive the need for 

a SPOT location device.” One visitor described the PLB as a ‘guardian angel’ providing a 

last chance resort in an emergency if everything else goes wrong. One of the visitors who 

said it would have no influence stated that they had a satellite phone, so the hikes they go 

on are not really dangerous. Eight of the visitors (25%) said “Yes”, that traveling with a 

PLB could or might have an influence on their decisions. Some provided further 

explanation of how traveling with a PLB could influence their decisions. Examples 

mentioned included influence on decisions to do more travel in trailless areas, and that it 

would make other areas more available (i.e. they might visit places with a PLB that they 

otherwise would not visit). One visitor explained that there are some places with loose 

talus and increased elevation where he would like to explore; traveling with a PLB might 

allow him to travel there because he might be more courageous with a PLB. Another 

visitor who answered “Yes” elaborated that he gave more consideration to taking a cross-

county route than he might have with a beacon (Appendix C). 

The next question in the interview was, “Did having a Personal Locator Beacon 

influence in any way, what you did or where you went on your trip? For example, did 

you go anywhere that you wouldn’t have gone, or traveled a route that you wouldn’t have 

taken because you had a Personal Locator Beacon with you?” Examples were provided if 

necessary, such as “travelling further or deeper into the wilderness, some place more 

remote or isolated, travel to unknown areas, etc.”  Of the 33 visitors who traveled with a 

PLB, 85% said “No” while 15% said “Yes” (Table 69). A few visitors who answered 

“Yes” explained how the PLB did have an influence, stating,  “if I go in trailless areas;” 
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“knowing I have it, I continue to hike alone in trailless areas;” and, “I do solo 

backpacking, am more comfortable [with a PLB]”.  One of the visitors who answered 

“No” stated that they always give an itinerary to family and stay to it. Another said that 

their last trip was with the Sierra Club, and being a professionally organized trip planned 

by others, they would have had the same experience traveling to the same destination 

with or without a PLB.  Of those who did not travel with a PLB, ten (31%) said “Yes” 

traveling with a PLB could or might have an influence on what they did or where they 

went, if they had one. One visitor expressed that it is human nature to utilize what we 

know; that he might go further out of his comfort zone where he might not trust his 

instincts if he had a PLB, while without one he does travel in trailless areas but studies 

the maps. Another said that it “could influence remoteness” and “perhaps be more likely 

to go in trailless areas.” Others also expressed similar thoughts stating, “it may allow me 

to take more hazardous routes,” that they would be more confident in trailless areas, 

spend more time in trailless areas, or that they do not particularly plan to go to some areas 

they might explore if they had one. Others said they would be more likely to travel alone 

and that it could help provide peace of mind. Of the visitors who did not have a PLB, 22 

(69%) answered “No” (Table 70), that carrying a PLB would have no influence on what 

they did or where they went. One of the visitors explained that someone would use a PLB 

in a ‘sticky situation’ but not to help make decisions. Another said they had an 

established plan and limited time. One person reaffirmed the previous question’s answer, 

stating that the location, duration and intensity of the trip was decided outside of elements 

that would drive use of a SPOT and that they plan trips to go on trails or established 
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routes.  One visitor said that there would be ultimately no influence, but that not having 

one did make him more cautious (Appendix C).   

Question 5 asked visitors “Did having a Personal Locator Beacon with you on this 

trip influence your decisions to travel in environmental or terrain conditions that you 

would not have taken otherwise; for example, did you travel in areas with more extreme 

features or more extreme weather, such as higher mountain peaks, steeper slopes, more 

dense vegetation, more extreme weather, or more dangerous trail conditions, etc.?” Only 

three of the 33 (9%) who had traveled with a PLB answered “Yes”. One had undergone a 

knee replacement and having a PLB allowed him to feel more secure going in trailless 

areas. Another said that they take more risk perhaps, and the third person said they 

traveled in steep terrain.  A significant majority of the 33 people who had a PLB, 30 

(91%) said “No”, having a PLB did not influence their decisions to travel in particular 

environmental or terrain conditions (Table 71).   

Of the 32 interviewees who did not travel with a personal locator beacon, 11 said 

“Yes”, having a PLB (if they had one) would have an influence on decisions to travel in 

certain environmental or terrain conditions. They elaborated further by saying that if they 

had a PLB they might feel safer, might go more in trailless areas, go to more remote areas 

with fewer hikers, be more willing to go further alone, travel in ‘sketchier’ terrain, 

unknown terrain, more mountainous passes, and areas with more to worry about. Those 

who answered “No” said if they had a PLB it could make them more aware of the 

seriousness of traveling in trailless areas alone, or that the only way it could influence 

where they went is if they were traveling alone (Table 72).  Some elaborated that it could 
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have more potential influence over others, but not themselves; that PLBs are not a bad 

thing, just not for them personally. One person said they prefer a satellite phone to a PLB. 

Of the 32 people who did not have a PLB, two (6%) answered both “Yes” and “No”- one 

stated that they would wait for a better locator technology company to make a more 

reliable product, and the other said having a PLB could have an influence on peace of 

mind (Appendix C).  
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Table 67. Did carrying a PLB influence any of the decisions you made while on the trip? (PLB users, 
n=33). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Table 68. Might carrying a PLB, if you had one, influence any of the decisions you made while on the trip? 
(non-PLB users, n=32). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Table 69. Did carrying a PLB influence in any way what you did or where you went on your trip? (PLB 

users, n=33). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 

Table 70. Might carrying a PLB, if you had one, influence in any way what you did or where you went on 
your trip? (non-PLB users, n=32). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 

 Frequency Percent 

Yes 1 3.0% 

No 30 90.9% 

It might/both yes and no 2 6.1% 

Total 33 100.0% 

 Frequency Percent 

Yes, it could/might  8 25.0% 

No 24 75.0% 

Total 32 100.0% 

 Frequency Percent 

Yes 5 15.2% 

No 28 84.8% 

Total 33 100.0% 

 Frequency Percent 

Yes, it could/might 10 31.2% 

No 22 68.8% 

Total 32 100.0% 
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Table 71. Did carrying a PLB influence decisions to travel in certain environmental or terrain conditions 
that you wouldn’t have otherwise taken? (PLB users, n=33). 

  Frequency Percent  

Yes  3 9.1% 

No 30 90.9% 

Total 33 100.0% 
  
 

 
Table 72. Might carrying a PLB, if you had one, influence decisions to travel in certain environmental or 

terrain conditions that you wouldn’t have otherwise taken? (non PLB users, n=32). 
  Frequency Percent  

Yes  11 34.4% 

No 19 59.4% 

No and yes (Appendix C) 2 6.2% 

Total 32 100.0% 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



69 
 

 

PLB Influences on Risk-Taking Decisions    

The next section of the interview asked questions about how traveling with a 

Personal Locator Beacon may influence risk-taking decisions. The next question asked 

visitors, “Do you think you did anything on this trip that might have increased your risk 

because you had a Personal Locator Beacon with you?” All 33 (100%) of visitors 

interviewed who had a PLB with them on their trip answered “No” (Table 73). Some 

people also responded saying “It didn’t make me feel more comfortable,” and “I act as 

though I don’t have it.” One person said they had been taking risks forever, with and 

without a PLB, it didn’t change anything. Another person said that they start the trip with 

risk expectations, terrain and distance, PLB is “a modern common sense way to leave an 

itinerary.” For the people interviewed who did not travel with a PLB, the question asked 

“If you had a PLB, do you think it could have influence on decisions to do anything that 

might increase risk?” Of the 32 without a PLB, seven (22%) answered “Yes” and 25 

(78%) said “No” (Table 74). Some of the specific types of influences mentioned by those 

who answered “Yes” included going in trailless areas, attempting more rugged terrain 

over mountain passes, probably try canyoneering, feel safer crossing snow pack and steep 

snow fields, and more likely to travel solo. Some of those who said “No” mentioned that 

they had been traveling in this area a long time, they know the terrain well enough to feel 

safe, and/or that they take calculated risks but stay within their comfort and skill level.  

The following question then asked visitors “To what extent do you consider 

yourself to be risk-taker, on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 being not at all and 7 being most 

definitely?” Those who traveled with a PLB and those who did not had similar 
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distributions with ratings of 4 and 5 having the most responses, indicating a majority of 

visitors who consider themselves to be ‘somewhat’ of a risk taker with a slight skew 

towards risk taking (Table 75). A majority of both groups considered themselves to be 

risk-takers, as seen in the median and mode, and there is a slightly higher mean among 

PLB users (4.8) than non-PLB users (4.4) although the difference is not significant (Table 

76).  The frequency distribution of the PLB users and non-PLB users are shown in Figure 

3. Several people, from both the non-PLB and PLB-user groups, specifically stated that 

they take “calculated risks” with or without a PLB.   
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Figure 3. Histogram of visitor extent of being a risk taker, as described by the visitor on a scale of 1 to 7 
with 1 being not at all and 7 being most definitely. 
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The next question asked visitors “Have you ever done something in the 

wilderness that you felt at the time was unsafe?” and “Have you ever done something in 

the wilderness that you felt in retrospect was unsafe?”  If they said “Yes” to either one, 

the following question was “Did you have a personal locator beacon or SPOT locator 

device with you?” Thirteen of the 33 visitors (39%) who had a PLB on their most recent 

trip answered “No” to Question 8, saying that they have never done something in the 

wilderness that they felt at the time was unsafe, risky maybe – but not “unsafe.” Two 

(6%) of those said they had a PLB with them at the time of the ‘risky’ activity. Nineteen 

of the 33 (58%) answered “Yes”, saying they have done an unsafe activity in the 

wilderness. Seven of them said they had a PLB with them at the time, and two said 

maybe they had a PLB. Four said specifically that the PLB was not an influence on 

decisions to do something that they felt, at the time, was unsafe (Table 77). Some of the 

unsafe activities described include climbing class 4 and 5 routes, running with a 

backpack, cooking too close to camp in bear country, climbing and descending cliffs, 

stream crossing, and snow field crossing (Appendix C).   

As for those interviewed who did not have a PLB on their most recent trip, 21 of 

the 32 (66%) said “Yes”, that they had done something in the wilderness they felt at the 

time was unsafe; two of them (6%) had a PLB with them at the time, and one said maybe 

(Table 78). Some of the unsafe activities or calculated risk activities they described were 

stream crossing, downfall crossing, ice field traversing, peak bagging, rock climbing, 

winter mountaineering, traveling over rough terrain, traveling over late summer snow, 

crossing snow bridges, bouldering, snowboarding, and climbing an ice waterfall. One 
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person said “I believe having a beacon actually encouraged me to make more 

conservative decisions; with a beacon I was simply leery of having to explain any risks I 

might have taken or rules I had not followed in the event of an emergency rescue. Not to 

mention that activating a beacon is a nuclear option, one I would not want to have to 

undertake in any but life-threatening situations.” Of the 32 without a PLB, 11 (34%) 

answered “No”, saying they had never done something in the wilderness they felt at the 

time to be unsafe; five of them (16%) clarified by saying not “unsafe” necessarily, but 

calculated risks.  The calculated risks described were river crossing, bouldering, and 

climbing. One person stated that the very “nature of climbing requires calculated risk 

taking.  I have pushed myself, but never past the point where there was no risk 

mitigation. I have never felt lost due to not having a SPOT or GPS device; I make sure to 

bring the right maps and guide books and become familiar with them beforehand.” 

The subsequent question then asked if visitors had ever done something in the 

wilderness they felt in retrospect was unsafe. Of the 33 who had a PLB on their most 

recent trip, 15 (46%) answered “Yes”, two of them had a PLB with them, and one might 

have had a PLB with them at the time they recall doing something unsafe (Table 79). One 

said that the PLB was not an influence in the decisions to do the unsafe activity. The 

types of unsafe activities described were climbing class three routes, tubing down a river, 

and snow field crossing. One person said they “feel safer with PLB during routine things, 

like a sprained ankle only a couple of days in.”   Of the 33 visitors who traveled with a 

PLB on their most recent trip, 18 answered “No”, they had not ever done something in 
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the wilderness that they felt in retrospect was unsafe; three of the 18 had a PLB with 

them during the trip where they did something that was perhaps risky, but not unsafe.  

Of the 32 visitors who did not have a PLB on their most recent trip, 16 (50%) said 

“Yes” (Table 80), they had done something in the wilderness that they felt in retrospect to 

be unsafe, one (3%) had a PLB with them at the time of the unsafe activity. Some of the 

unsafe activities mentioned were crossing streams, downfalls, peak bagging, and hiking 

in altitude. One man described an expedition in Greenland where the pilot drop-off never 

came back so they had to cross the mountain range unplanned. The other 16 (50%) 

answered “No” or possibly depending on what you consider to be unsafe.  Some of the 

possibly unsafe activities mentioned were stream crossing, winter skiing. One person said 

they are aware that gear can fail, people can get injured, rocks can fall and storms can 

move in, but none of the actions were regrettable.  

.  
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Table 73. Do you think you did anything on this trip that might have increased your risk because you had a 
PLB with you? (PLB users, n=33). 

  Frequency Percent  

Yes 0 0.0% 

No 33 100.0% 

Total 33 100.0% 
 
 
 
Table 74. Do you think you would have done anything on this trip that might have increased your risk if 

you had a PLB with you? (non-PLB users, n=32). 
  Frequency Percent  

Yes  7 21.9% 

No 25 78.1% 

Total 32 100.0% 
  
 
 
Table 75. PLB use and the extent of being a risk taker (n=65). 

 PLB Use  Percent 
  No Yes Total with PLB 

1 not at all 0 0 0 0.0% 

2 3 3 6 50.0% 

3 5 2 7 28.6% 

4 somewhat 8 8 16 50.0% 

5 9 9 18 50.0% 

6 5 7 12 58.3% 

7 definitely 2 4 6 50.0% 

Total visitors 32 33 65  

Means 4.47 4.79 4.63  

Std Deviation 1.41 1.39 1.40  
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Table 76. Summary statistics for PLB use and the extent of being a risk taker (n=65). 

     Standard 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
 N Mean Median Mode Deviation Lower Upper 

Non-PLB 32 4.44 5.0 5.0 1.37 3.95 4.93 

PLB 33 4.82 5.0 5.0 1.42 4.31 5.32 

Total 65 4.63 5.0 5.0 1.40 4.28 4.98 
T-test = 0.137, sig. = 0.276 
 
 
 
Table 77. Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt at the time was unsafe? (PLB users, 

n=33). 
  Frequency Percent  

Yes without a PLB 10 27.3% 

Yes, with a PLB* 7 21.2% 

Yes, maybe had a PLB 3 9.1% 

No, not unsafe, risky maybe, without PLB 11 33.3% 

No, not unsafe, risky maybe, with PLB  2 6.1% 

Total 33 100.0% 
 *4/7 specifically stated PLB was not an influence on decision to do an unsafe activity 

 
 

 
Table 78. Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt at the time was unsafe? (non-PLB 

users, n=32). 
  Frequency Percent  

Yes without a PLB 18 56.2% 

Yes, with a PLB* 2 6.3% 

Yes, maybe had a PLB 1 3.1% 

No 6 18.8% 

No, not unsafe, calculated risks  5 15.6% 

Total 32 100.0% 
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Table 79. Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt in retrospect was unsafe? (PLB 
users, n=33). 

  Frequency Percent  

Yes without a PLB 12 36.4% 

Yes, with a PLB* 2 6.1% 

Yes, maybe had a PLB 1 3.0% 

No 15 45.4% 

No, with PLB  3 9.1% 

Total 33 100.0% 
*1/2 specifically stated that the PLB was not the influence in the decision to do something that could be 

considered to be unsafe.  
 

 
 

Table 80. Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt in retrospect was unsafe? (non-PLB 
users, n=32). 

  Frequency Percent  

Yes without a PLB 15 46.9% 

Yes, with a PLB 1 3.1% 

No 14 43.8% 

Possibly  2 6.2% 

Total 32 100.0% 
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PLB use and Travelling Alone in the Wilderness    

Next in the interview, the question asked was “would you be more likely to travel 

alone because you had a Personal Locator Beacon?” Of the 33 people who had a PLB, 18 

(55%) said they would be more likely to travel alone because they had a PLB, 8 (24%) 

said they travel alone in the wilderness anyway, but feel safer or more comfortable with 

the PLB. One person said “It would be stupid to die” because they went alone in the 

wilderness without a PLB. Others said it is a way to call for help, it provides insurance, 

ultimate safety and peace of mind. One man said “my wife is uncomfortable if I go alone 

without one,” and another said “I am more prone to go alone with PLB, my wife sees I 

am okay, knows when to worry if I lag and knows where to look if something happens.” 

Six of the 33 who had a PLB (18%) said “no, I travel alone anyway”, three (9%) said 

“no, it had no influence, four (12%) said “no, I don’t travel alone,” and two (6%) said 

maybe (Table 81).  One said specifically, “the desire to travel alone is greater than the 

need to console family.”  Ten of the 32 (31%) people who did not have a PLB said that if 

they did have one, it would influence their decision to travel alone in the wilderness. One 

elaborated that when traveling alone, there is less help available and more risk involved.  

One of them said that “SPOT offers the same assurance another person would, providing 

a sense of security for you and your family.” Three (9%) answered “No”, they would 

never travel alone, 10 (31%) said they would travel alone anyway, three (9%) said they 

travel alone anyway but perhaps in certain environmental or terrain conditions, two (6%) 

said “No” it would not affect the likeliness, and four (13%) said maybe, for reassuring 

family and allowing loved ones to worry less (Table 82).  
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PLB use and the Wilderness Experience    

In the interview, questions asked “Did having a Personal Locator Beacon or 

SPOT locator device in the wilderness affect the way you engaged the wilderness?” Then 

to clarify, “For example, do you feel that you were able to fully engage the wilderness 

when you had a Personal Locator Beacon or SPOT locator device with you on your 

wilderness trip? Did you feel more or less separated from the outside world? Did you feel 

more or less engaged in the wilderness around you?”  Of the 33 who had a PLB, four 

(12%) answered “Yes”, in a positive way. They said that they are “able to enjoy it more,” 

that they are not as worried looking around all the time, that they didn’t have to feel 

guilty making family worry, and that it “cuts down on the uneasiness, reducing 

perception of risk is not a negative.”  Two (6%) answered “Yes” but in a negative way, 

“only when I have to wait for it, it slows me down,” and “I wish I could leave it behind 

because there is a connectedness, I prefer complete solitude but carry one for family and 

for safety.”  Twenty of the 33 who had a PLB (61%) answered “No”, they would still do 

the same thing, saying that the PLB is an “added tool,” “I forget I have it,” and “it simply 

solves a problem but doesn’t detract from the wilderness experience.” Five (15%) said 

“No”, the only difference is sending a message at the start and stop of each day, and 

finding a place to get reception. One man said it maybe had a minor influence in where to 

stop at night to get clear sky to send the SPOT message; it enhances the wilderness 

experience especially for his wife, and provides a sense of security. Two (6%) answered 

“No”, the only difference is a slight connection to home, and the ability to take students 

out to do research in the wilderness with more safety (Table 83). The 32 visitors who did 
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not have a PLB were asked the same question for if they had a PLB. Of the 32 who did 

not have a PLB, 10 said “Yes”, that having a PLB would affect their wilderness 

experience in a positive way, allowing them to have peace of mind, enabling them to go 

in the wilderness alone, to go in trailless areas or to more remote areas. One said that the 

PLB would provide for a more engaging wilderness experience by enabling people to go 

in areas of the wilderness with fewer people, areas with more options for places to go and 

things to do, therefore improving the wilderness experience. One person said that having 

a communication device would affect the wilderness experience by reducing concerns 

and enabling them to stay in touch with their small children and the babysitter so both of 

them could go on the wilderness trip.  Six (19%) said “Yes”, but in a negative way; the 

PLB could take away from the value of being isolated, could influence people to do 

stupid stuff, increase accidents, detract from the experience by not allowing people to 

rely on themselves instead of technology, detract due to the thought that someone could 

track you, and it could “blur a necessary sense of taking responsibility for my actions.”  

Two said “Yes”, but not in a positive or negative way in particular, just that it puts you in 

contact with people. Thirteen of the 32 (41%) answered “No”, that there would be no 

influence on the wilderness experience if they had a PLB, that having a device would not 

inhibit engagement in the wilderness, just be in the bottom of the backpack in case of an 

emergency. One said “I don’t think it would degrade my experience, it would degrade a 

lot of other people’s experience if I don’t use one and get hurt.” Another person said 

PLBs were less intrusive than satellite phones, and the people at home get more of a kick 

out of it, that it is “more for the wives” back home “than the guys” out in the wilderness. 
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One person pointed out that taking anything into the wilderness could theoretically 

change the experience. A different person (3%) said maybe, but prefers to take no 

technological devices with them at all when traveling in the wilderness (Table 84).  

The last question of the interview asked visitors “Is there anything you would like 

to add regarding visitor use of Personal Locator Beacons or SPOT locator devices in the 

wilderness?” Respondents’ main points are grouped into the following categories: people 

need to learn self rescue and know when to use a PLB; the PLB needs to be better/lighter; 

PLBs are a good tool for emergencies and for solo travel; PLBs are invasive and 

encourage people to be/go where they don’t belong; and other general comments in 

relation to PLB use.  Nine (36%) of the people who had a PLB responded that people 

need to learn how to self-rescue and when to use a PLB. Five (20%) responded that the 

PLB technology needs to improve and be lighter. Seven (28%) responded that the PLB 

was a good tool to have for emergency or for solo travel. Four (16%) had other general 

comments about how PLBs are used in the wilderness (Table 85). One comment 

suggested that researchers should look into 2-way communication devices instead of 

PLBs, “PLB technology is non-intrusive, communication is one-way; question two-way 

communication technology, as it ruins why I get away and can diminish the wilderness 

experience.” One visitor had this to add, “A lot of people use them as a crutch, it's too 

bad”…” a friend [who is a] backcountry ranger deals with false alarms or exaggerated 

rescues with regular frequency. If people use them more responsibly, they'd be good… 

more experienced people are more responsible, less experienced people are less 

responsible.” He suggested that maybe they should allow beacons that just have SOS, or 
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only those that have specific messages like ‘I have a blister and have to turn back’ or 

other similar messages.  Several visitors suggested there be a fine for ‘frivolous’ SAR, for 

when people use them when Search and Rescue (SAR) gets called out and it is not a real 

emergency, in an effort to teach people how to use PLBs responsibly. Others said that the 

technology needs to improve and include more messages other than just ‘ok’, ‘not ok’, 

‘emergency’ in addition to the PLB needing to be lighter weight.  Another visitor said “I 

behave as though I don't have it so there is no influence; it helps my husband feel better 

about me being solo.” Several people emphasized the positives of having a PLB 

outweighing the negatives, “You don't ever want to be in need of one and find yourself 

without one,” “I wish more people used them, things happen,” and “I carry one, I keep 

one with me all the time.”  One visitor had a great comparison analysis to offer, “Friends 

of mine have had incidents with and without PLB,” one broke her foot 12 miles in and 

was unable to walk out; the PLB was effective for her. Another friend camped then 

climbed up, and at 1 mile up slipped and broke a leg in 2 places with no PLB; 2 people 

out of 4 people in the group ran out for help, the other 2 were left alone in the wilderness 

at night, one with multiple fractures, if they had a PLB they may have not had needed to 

wait over night. PLB is an extra piece of preparation/equipment to help with 

unanticipated accidents. Another visitor described a PLB “like an insurance policy, or a 

motorcycle helmet, you buy but never plan to use it.” He also added that you “hope 

people don’t use them for the wrong reasons, only major injuries; even with a broken arm 

I wouldn’t use them, a leg is a different thing, debilitating or life threatening.”  
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Those who did not travel with a PLB had similar types of comments. Ten (39%) 

of the 26 who had additional comments responded that people need to learn how to self 

rescue and when to use PLB. Two (8%) said the PLB needs to be lighter weight. Seven 

(27%) said the PLB was a good tool to have in emergencies. Two (8%) said PLB use is 

invasive, and encourages people to be where they don’t belong. And five (19.2%) made 

other general comments about PLB use in the wilderness (Table 86). One visitor shared, 

“changes in wilderness traveler behavior engendered by beacons are an issue for even 

non–beacon carriers. I have met a number of people in the backcountry with a probably 

inflated sense of their own skills, brought about by the confidence of having a rescue 

beacon. Such changes in behavior have important consequences for rescue personnel and 

wilderness travelers who might be called upon to help people in need. I find myself leery 

of people I meet who place too much stake in their locator beacons or don’t seem to 

understand the danger to others and monetary consequences of calling an emergency 

rescue. I think some serious education is necessary for beacon owners and potential 

owners as to just what calling a rescue means and the consequences.”  Several visitors 

suggested establishing a set standard for acceptable PLB use protocol in the wilderness, 

similar to Leave No Trace protocols, “there needs to be some sort of guidelines” so 

people do not “use it inappropriately.” Many agreed that wilderness visitors should know 

how to be prepared, how to be self reliant, when to self rescue, how to use the PLB and 

when to use a PLB to call for help only in a true emergency.  One person said the Visitor 

Centers on the Eastern Sierra side of the wilderness area asked wilderness visitors if they 

had a PLB and if people said “Yes”, they gave a talk on how and when to use them. One 



83 
 

 

visitor described PLB use like that of a seatbelt, having one does not make you drive 

more dangerously.  
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Table 81. Would you be more likely to travel alone in the wilderness because you had a PLB? (PLB users, 
n=33). 

  Frequency Percent  

Yes, safety 10 30.3% 

Yes, I travel alone anyway, but I feel safer 8 24.2% 

No, it has no affect 3 9.1% 

No, I travel alone anyway 6 18.2% 

No, don’t travel alone  4 12.1% 

Maybe 2 6.1% 

Total 33 100.0% 
 
 
 

Table 82. Would you be more likely to travel alone in the wilderness if you had a PLB? (non PLB users, 
n=32). 

  Frequency Percent  

Yes, PLB replaces the need for another person, 
provide security/source of contact 10 31.2% 

No, I would never travel alone 3 9.4% 

No, I travel alone anyway 10 31.2% 

No, I travel alone anyway, but maybe in certain 
environmental/terrain conditions 3 9.4% 

No, it would not affect the likeliness  2 6.3% 

Maybe, for family 4 12.5% 

Total 32 100.0% 
  
 
 
Table 83. Did having a PLB in the wilderness affect the way you engaged in the wilderness experience? 

(PLB users, n=33). 
  Frequency Percent  

Yes, in a positive way 4 12.1% 

Yes, in a negative way 2 6.1% 

No, I’d still do the same thing 20 60.6% 
No, only difference is sending a message at start and 

stop each day/finding a place to get reception 5 15.2% 

No, only difference is a slight connection  2 6.0% 

Total 33 100.0% 
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Table 84. Do you think if you had a PLB with you in the wilderness, it would affect the way you engaged 
in the wilderness experience? (non-PLB users, n=32). 

  Frequency Percent  

Yes, in a positive way 10 31.3% 

Yes, in a negative way 6 18.8% 

Yes, not positive or negative  2 6.2% 

No, no influence 13 40.6% 

maybe, no tech at all when I travel 1 3.1% 

Total 32 100.0% 
 
 
  
Table 85. Additional Comments (PLB users, n=33). 

  
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

People need to learn how to self rescue and 
when to use PLB 9 27.3% 36.0% 

PLB needs to be better/ lighter 5 15.2% 20.0% 

PLBs are a good tool to have for 
emergencies and for solo travel 7 21.2% 28.0% 

PLBs are invasive, encourage people to be 
where they don’t belong 0 0.0% 0.0% 

Other general comments  4 12.1% 16.0% 

Total 25 75.8% 100.0% 

No further comments  8 24.2%  

Total  33 100.0%  
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Table 86. Additional Comments (non-PLB users, n=32). 

  
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

People need to learn how to self rescue and 
when to use PLB 10 31.3% 38.5% 

PLB needs to be lighter 2 6.3% 7.7% 
PLBs are a good tool to have for 

emergencies 7 21.9% 26.9% 

PLBs are invasive, encourage people to be 
where they don’t belong 2 6.2% 7.7% 

Other general comments 5 15.6% 19.2% 

Total 26 81.3% 100.0% 

No further comments 6 18.7%  

Total  32 100.0%  
  

See Appendix C  
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DISCUSSION 

Survey Results 

As more people are bringing hand-held information and communication devices 

with them in the wilderness, there is a managerial concern over how these devices may 

influence decisions that put visitors at more risk by substituting for wilderness travel 

knowledge and skill. There is the concern found in the previous literature that PLB users 

are potentially more likely to participate in more risky wilderness activities that could be 

beyond their level of experience. Based on the sample from this study, the profile of the 

Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness area visitor, and the results found regarding PLB use, 

there may be reason to temper these concerns.  

The wilderness visitors of the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness area are 

generally experienced wilderness travelers who have been to other wilderness areas and 

have traveled to the Sequoia-Kings Canyon wilderness area previously, so they are likely 

to be knowledgeable of the region, specific terrain concerns, and the inherent risks of 

wilderness travel. They are mostly college educated and maturely aged, therefore it is 

conceivable that they know how to behave responsibly in the wilderness and know their 

own abilities in wilderness travel activities. Almost all of the sampled wilderness visitors 

spent multiple nights in the wilderness so they are likely prepared for overnight 

wilderness travel risks. A large majority traveled in groups, conceivably due to the 



88 
 

 

instinctive self-preservationist philosophy of “safety in numbers” associated with 

travelling and participating in potentially risky activities.  

Particularly interesting are the survey results on PLB use relative to perhaps some 

of the more risky decisions a wilderness traveler would make (the decision to travel solo, 

travel for long periods of time, travel in trailless areas, and mountain climb). Also of 

particular interest are the findings on PLB use and the level of wilderness experience (as 

seen in the number of wilderness areas previously visited). Additional data of interest 

found in the survey results are the findings on PLB use among different age groups, and 

their opinions about the use of technology in the wilderness.   

The results of our study found that PLB use among solo travelers (19%) was 

slightly greater than non-solo travelers (14%), and the percentage of PLB use was slightly 

higher in smaller groups (one to three people) than larger groups (four and greater). 

Perhaps a PLB device provides solo and small-group travelers a similar sense of “safety 

in numbers” that would otherwise come with traveling in larger groups.  The results also 

found that the percentage of PLB use was higher among those who spent five or more 

nights (20%) in the wilderness than those who spent one to four nights (10.3%). Groups 

who spend more nights in the wilderness are perhaps more likely to be traveling with the 

extra precautions a PLB offers, while groups who stay only a night or two may be less 

inclined to carry a PLB because they perceive less risk or don’t want to carry the extra 

weight. The people who are staying only a night or two would have less risk because they 

would not be as far from the trailhead as those who stay several nights, having more time 

to travel farther from the nearest trailhead, therefore putting themselves at more risk. Our 
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results also found that the percentage of people who camped five or more nights was 

greater among the PLB users (63.8%) than the non-PLB users (45.3%), that PLB users 

are more likely to be camping in the wilderness five or more nights than they are to be 

staying one to four nights. Perhaps the PLB offers visitors a level of reassurance that 

allows them to feel more comfortable traveling in the wilderness for longer periods of 

time.  Although there were some slight differences among the PLB-user group and non-

PLB-user group when it came to the number of nights they decided to hike and/or camp 

in trailless areas, there was no significant relationship between PLB use and propensity to 

camp in trailless areas. When looking at the results from the survey, the percent of PLB 

use among mountain climbers (17.7%) was slightly higher than the percent of PLB use 

among non-mountain climbers (14.0%) and the percent of PLB users who went mountain 

climbing (26.6%) was slightly higher than the percent of non-PLB users who went 

mountain climbing (21.4%). Since these differences were statistically significant only 

among the technical mountain climbing respondents, perhaps those who participate in 

technical mountain climbing are more aware of the inherently greater risks associated 

with technical mountain climbing activities compared to non-technical mountain 

climbing (i.e. climbing steeper cliff sides, or up a higher distance that ropes and gear 

allow for compared to climbing without ropes and gear). Carrying a PLB is a logical 

safety precaution for those aware of the added risks associated with technical mountain 

climbing. 

The percent of PLB use was slightly greater among those who had been to the 

Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness two or more times (15.0%) than the percent of PLB 
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among first or second time visitors (7.5%), so PLBs are being used more frequently by 

those who had previous Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness experience (16%). The same 

was found true for those with wilderness experience in other wilderness areas; the 

percentage of PLB use among visitors who had previously visited three or more other 

wilderness areas (15.6%) is greater than the percentage of PLB use among those who had 

only been to one or two other wilderness areas (6.1%), again finding that those who have 

wilderness experience are more likely to be traveling with a PLB than those who are new 

to wilderness travel. This suggests that people who are more experienced, both in 

Sequoia-Kings Canyon and in wilderness travel generally, may be more likely to either a) 

recognize the dangers of wilderness travel and think it prudent to carry a PLB; b) have 

had a past experience with injuries, etc. that motivate them to carry a PLB (although this 

study didn’t ask questions about this); and/or c)  more interested, invested in and 

committed to wilderness travel, making the monetary investment in specialized 

equipment like a PLB more feasible or likely. 

Visitors in their 20’s were more likely to have some type of technological device 

with them on their wilderness trip (81%), especially compared to those in their 60’s 

(64%). This trend in the data is expected, as younger visitors generally tend to be more 

interested in hand-held information and communication technology. Visitors in their 20’s 

through 40’s were more likely to carry a smartphone with them than those in their 50’s 

and 60’s. The percent of PLB use is similar across all age groups, although the 

percentage of PLB use among those in their 40’s (64%) and those over 60 (57%) were the 

highest of the age groups. This perhaps may be because people in their 40’s may be more 
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likely to have families and children to consider (e.g. I want to be as safe as possible 

because I have a spouse and children who depend on me); while those in their 60’s may 

have more concerns about their health in the backcountry (e.g. What if I have a heart 

attack while I am out there?). The percent of PLB use among men (15%) was slightly 

higher than the percentage of PLB use among women (12%). Therefore PLB users are 

perhaps slightly more likely to be a 40-something male than a 20-something female.  

The PLB users in this study are more likely to think technology creates a genuine 

increase in safety than the non-PLB users, and the non-PLB users are more likely to think 

technology creates a false increase in safety for wilderness visitors. These findings are 

similar to the findings of Martin and Pope (2012), illustrating the differences in the 

opinions between pro-technology and anti-technology wilderness visitors on how 

technology influences the sense of safety in the wilderness.  Despite these differences 

between the PLB-users and non-PLB users’ opinions, the visitors surveyed in both user 

groups disagreed with the notion of technology reducing the dangers associated with 

wilderness travel or substituting for skill/experience/knowledge.  The majority of visitors 

from both user groups also disagreed with the statement about being “more likely to use 

technology to request rescue when I could make it out on my own but the process of self-

rescue would be long and uncomfortable” therefore indicating that a large majority of 

wilderness visitors, with or without a PLB device, would prefer to self-rescue even if the 

process would be long and uncomfortable (at least when answering the question in the 

safety and comfort of their home).  
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Interview Results  

Based on the results of the interviews, most PLB users travel with them for safety 

reasons and to stay in communication with family, and some because it was a way to 

justify solo travel. Of the people who do not use a PLB, most feel they have no need for 

one, though some said they may find a need for one if conditions were different. A large 

majority of interview subjects who carry a PLB say it does not have an influence on their 

decision making, while a noticeably greater percentage of those who do not carry a PLB 

think that it would have an influence. This leads one to believe that people who do not 

use a PLB have a preconceived notion of the influence traveling with a PLB could 

potentially have on their decision making, while those who travel with a PLB do not see 

it as a factor in their decision making, or perhaps have rationalized that it does not 

influence them. Almost all interviewed PLB users (91%) said traveling with a PLB does 

not have an influence on wilderness travel decisions. Only one person said that having a 

PLB influenced decisions, and two said “Maybe”. Having a PLB influenced one man’s 

decision to travel solo up class three peaks with two replacement knees. Another simply 

said the PLB allowed their group to continue doing the same things they have always 

done before, and perhaps without a PLB they would have been less inclined to travel in 

the wilderness, in trailless areas, or alone. When broken down further into similar 

questions of how PLBs influence where visitors went, what they did, and what types of 

terrain they traveled in, similar results were found. 84% of PLB users said “No,” there 

was no influence on where they went or what they did, compared to 69% of the non-PLB 
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visitors who said they did not think there would be an influence. Non-PLB users were 

again more inclined to think there would be an influence than were those who had 

actually traveled with a PLB. 91% of PLB users said that having a PLB would not 

influence their decisions to travel in certain environmental or terrain conditions, while 

only 59% of the non-PLB visitors thought so.  

All PLB users held the opinion that having a PLB does not influence their 

decisions that may increase their risk. All 33 PLB users interviewed said they did not do 

anything on their trip that might have increased their risk because they had a PLB with 

them. As for the non-PLB visitors, 25 (78%) said “No”, if they did have a PLB it would 

not influence anything on their trip that might increase their risk, and 7 (22%) answered 

“Yes”, if they had a PLB it might influence them to take more risk. Visitors interviewed 

considered themselves to be more of a risk taker than not, with a majority of visitors 

claiming to be only ‘somewhat’ of a risk taker. There was a noticeable difference in PLB 

users and non-PLB users when comparing self-proclaimed risk taking on a scale of 1 to 7, 

where 1 = not at all, 4 = somewhat, and 7 = most definitely. As seen in Figure 3, two 

more people with a PLB answered as being slightly more of a risk-taker than those 

without a PLB. Three more people without a PLB described themselves as slightly less of 

a risk taker than those with a PLB. 

Of the PLB visitors, 39% have never done an activity in the wilderness that they 

thought at the time was unsafe, “risky maybe, but not unsafe” as some of them put it. 

61% said “Yes”, they have done something in the wilderness that they felt at the time was 

unsafe. Half of those who had done an unsafe activity said they had a PLB during the 
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time; and about half of them said specifically that the PLB was not an influence on any of 

the decisions to do the unsafe activity.  The non-PLB visitors had similar numbers, 34% 

saying they had never done anything they felt at the time to be unsafe and 66% said 

“Yes”, they had done something they felt at the time to be unsafe. 6% said they had a 

PLB with them during their unsafe activity. There was a higher percent of those who said 

they did not have a PLB during the time of their unsafe activity, which is to be expected 

for the non-PLB visitor group since they likely do not own one.  When asked if there 

were any activities visitors thought in retrospect to be unsafe, answers were similar to the 

answers of the previous question, for both PLB carrying visitors and non-PLB carrying 

visitors. 55% of PLB users said “No”, they had not ever done anything in the wilderness 

they felt in retrospect to be unsafe. 46% said “Yes”, they had done something in the 

wilderness they felt in retrospect to be unsafe. Of those who said “Yes”, 36% had done 

the unsafe activity without a PLB. Only 2 said that they had done the unsafe activity with 

a PLB. One specifically said that the PLB was not an influence in the decision to do the 

unsafe activity. As for the non-PLB visitors, 50% said “Yes” they had done something in 

the wilderness they felt in retrospect to be unsafe, and 50% said “No” they had not ever 

done anything in the wilderness they felt in retrospect to be unsafe. More people without 

a PLB admitted to doing something unsafe than people who had a PLB, although many of 

those unsafe activities might have taken place on trips that were years ago, pre-PLB. 

Therefore, there is not a significant correlation between the use of PLBs and the decision 

to do something risky or unsafe in the wilderness. People have done things in the 
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wilderness that they perhaps knew to be unsafe irrespective of what gear they carried 

with them.  

The main conclusion to be drawn from these results is that the use of technology, 

specifically PLBs, does not appear to influence on-the-ground, real-time risk-taking 

behavior for a majority of wilderness visitors. PLBs may not influence on-the-ground 

decisions that are made by visitors once they are in the wilderness, as much as they may 

influence trip planning decisions, such as whether to go, where to go, and/or whether to 

go alone. Our study found the PLB to be most influential in the decision(s) to travel off 

trail, and/or to travel in the wilderness alone, which are inherently more risky; and if PLB 

users are slightly more risk-takers than non-PLB users, our findings suggests that it isn’t 

the PLB that is influencing them to take more risk, but more likely that someone who is 

more of a risk taker is more likely to carry a PLB to offset that risk. These findings seem 

to disagree with Borrie (2000) and Pohl (2006) who hypothesized that some people 

would use technology as a substitute for knowledge or experience, therefore contributing 

to risk taking behavior; that the visitors with technology might not fully understand the 

dangers of wilderness or fail to recognize the severity of a situation. While it is still a 

possibility that could be the case for some people, there is no direct evidence of it in this 

study. Most of the PLB users in this study are college educated, have been in wilderness 

areas before, and understand the inherent risk involved with wilderness recreation. 

Visitors who participate in ‘risky’ types of activities, such as hiking in trailless areas or 

mountain climbing, say they would participate with or without a PLB. Self proclaimed 

“risk takers” understand what they call the “calculated risk” involved with such activities 
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and claim to not let any technological device influence their ability to calculate the risk 

involved. There is an inherent risk to wilderness recreation that most visitors understand 

and respect, with or without a piece of technology.  

What is more likely than PLBs influencing on-the-ground decisions of visitors 

already in the wilderness is a PLB influencing a visitor’s likelihood of traveling alone in 

the wilderness. Over half of the interviewed PLB users said that they would be more 

likely to travel alone because they had a PLB, and another one-fourth said they travel 

alone in the wilderness anyway, but feel safer or more comfortable with a PLB, therefore 

improving their experience. About 12% of PLB users said they noticed a difference in 

their wilderness experience, but in a positive way; the PLB allowed them to enjoy the 

solitude more because it cuts down on the uneasiness, worry, and guilt (e.g. making 

family members worry). Only 6% of PLB users said there was a negative influence on 

their experience because it slows them down when they have to find a place to obtain 

connection to use the device. 61% of PLB users said there was no difference; they would 

still do the same thing and have the same experience with or without the PLB, saying “it 

simply solves a problem” but doesn’t detract from the wilderness experience. 21% of 

PLB users said the only difference is in the need to find a place to get reception to send a 

message at the start and stop of each day, providing a connection to home.  

Of those who did not have a PLB, 31% thought that having one would add to their 

wilderness experience; that a PLB would provide for a more engaging experience, 

allowing them to go to more places with fewer people, have more peace of mind, go into 

the wilderness alone, or more remote areas, or in trailless areas. 19% thought that having 
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a PLB would influence the wilderness experience in a negative way; that it would take 

away from the feeling of being completely isolated, not allowing them to truly rely on 

themselves instead of technology. 41% of those without a PLB said that there would be 

no influence on their experience if they did have one; that having a device would not 

inhibit engagement in the wilderness, just merely be in the bottom of the backpack in 

case of an emergency. The largest percent of visitors, both with and without a PLB, said 

that carrying a PLB has or would have no influence on the wilderness experience. The 

next largest percent of visitors, both with and without a PLB, said that having a PLB has 

had or would have a positive influence on their wilderness experience. More wilderness 

visitors said the PLB would have or does have a more positive influence on the 

wilderness experience than those who said PLBs have or would have a negative influence 

on their experience. In their opinion the positives of traveling with a PLB tend to 

outweigh the negatives.  

These findings differ from some of the hypotheses found in the literature that 

speculate how the use of technology in the wilderness might have negative impacts on the 

quality of the wilderness experience. Holden (2004) hypothesized that the use of 

technology would detract from the sense of being in the backcountry. Steiner (2012) 

speculated that technology would have negative impacts on the wilderness experience 

through a decrease in self-sufficiency, risk, solitude and remoteness, many characteristics 

used to define the wilderness. Our interview study found that some people are more 

likely to go alone if they have a PLB, therefore these visitors could arguably have more 

of an opportunity to develop skills of self-sufficiency, discover the natural splendor found 
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in secluded wild landscapes, enjoy the solitude and remoteness and therefore potentially 

have a more engaging wilderness experience.   

The findings on how the device influences the wilderness experience are 

generally consistent with some of the findings of Martin and Pope (2012). The PLB users 

(equivalent to the pro-technology group in Martin and Pope’s study) felt it increased their 

safety, especially when traveling alone. However, almost all of them said that having the 

device did not influence their decisions, except in that it might influence the decision to 

travel alone. Those who did not use a PLB held more mixed perceptions about the 

influence of the technology on the wilderness experience, with a plurality feeling it would 

have no influence on the wilderness experience and the rest being split between thinking 

it would have a positive or negative influence.  

People who do not use the PLB technology felt that the device would not make 

them feel safer or influence their decision to take more risks, and had rather mixed 

feelings about the influence it might have on their wilderness experience. Those who use 

the device generally felt that the device made them feel safer, did not feel it led them to 

make any riskier decisions, and felt there was a limited influence overall on their 

experience. Therefore it seems there is a more negative perception about the use of 

technology in the wilderness held by people who do not use it than by those who do use 

it. Perhaps this is a self-selected difference, i.e. those who think of it negatively choose 

not to use it, while those who perceive it positively, or at least not negatively, choose to 

use it. Alternatively, or additionally, perhaps some people have a negative perception of 

this technology, thinking it will negatively impact their experience, until such time as 
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they are exposed to it or choose to use it despite their misgivings (perhaps to assuage a 

loved one’s concerns), and then discover that it did not have a negative impact on them 

after all. Perhaps those who use the technology think it will have more of negative 

influence than it actually does. As more wilderness visitors travel with a PLB, more 

visitors will have the opportunity to develop important wilderness recreation skills of 

self-reliance, be able to enjoy the solitude and remoteness that describes true wilderness, 

and still have an engaging wilderness experience.   

It is interesting to note some of the differences in findings from the survey data 

and interview data. The survey data did not find that people were more likely to travel 

solo with a PLB. Nor did the survey data find that people were more likely to camp in 

trailless areas with a PLB (at least not to the level of statistical significance). However, in 

the interviews a number of people said they would be more likely to go solo or into more 

remote places if they had a PLB. This could be an artifact of the sample, as 

approximately half of our interview study included people who had used a PLB while the 

survey data had a much smaller percentage of PLB use. Or perhaps it is due to the 

difference in the methods—the survey questions were delivered in written format while 

the interview questions allowed for more dialog in the form of a conversation. During the 

survey, after answering the questions such as that they traveled in a group, did not have a 

PLB and did not go off trail, there was not a follow-up question regarding the 

hypothetical condition that if they had a PLB, would they be more likely to travel alone 

or off trail. The interview allowed for this particular question that simply did not exist in 

the survey format.  



100 
 

 

Future research could build on this study and generate even more insight into how 

additional or new technological devices may influence or affect the wilderness visitor’s 

experience. Conducting personal interviews at trailheads, creating a written survey that is 

more specific to the use of technology and allows for more open ended responses, and/or 

conducting a similar study at a different wilderness area could be worthwhile. It would be 

interesting to see if people in other wilderness areas, or people interviewed or surveyed in 

different formats, have similar responses. Do people feel more comfortable with the idea 

of traveling alone in any condition, regardless of whether they are in a wilderness area? 

Perhaps people in our study would be more likely to travel alone if they had a PLB 

because of the specific type of terrain the Sequoia-Kings Canyon Wilderness area is 

known for, but wouldn’t necessarily feel the same way in another wilderness area with 

different terrain conditions (i.e. less rugged or remote). Would there be similar trends 

found if the research was conducted using visitor use permits or trailhead interviews from 

a less treacherous or more populated area, where there would be less risk associated with 

traveling alone; would we see similar results if we were asking about the use of GPS-

enabled smartphones instead of PLB devices?  

Perhaps similar findings would be found regardless of wilderness area and 

specific type of technology, or even of the interview methods. Perhaps the use or 

availability of any hand-held information and communication device will have an 

influence on any travel plan decision, even subconsciously, because these devices are 

now a basic consideration of any travel plan and an indispensable part of our society. 

When traveling, people will likely feel safer when they have taken extra precautions for 
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the ‘what-if’ scenarios that could happen. These devices (particularly the GPS-enabled 

smartphone) influence everyday decision making, and offer extra precautionary measures 

when traveling, alone or in groups, when in wilderness and when in cities. It is interesting 

to study how these new hand-hand information and communication, personal locator 

devices make people feel in general. How being without your Smartphone when you go 

off to work and leave it at home, can make you feel more isolated, more insecure, and 

more at risk than you actually are; and how taking your cell phone with you when you 

just run a simple errand can reduce family and loved ones’ concerns for the “what if” 

scenario. Perhaps the trends found in this study regarding the influence on travel plan 

decision making, and the wilderness experience, may be found in our society as a whole. 

These devices will have some influence on travel plan decision making and some effect 

on all of our future experiences.  

To the extent that PLB use provides an impetus or a rationale for more visitors to 

travel alone and/or cross-country in trailless areas, wilderness managers should still 

probably be concerned about the potential increase in search and rescue calls, as well as 

the potential for creating resource impacts in previously pristine or near-pristine areas. 

While our larger survey sample data did not suggest this was happening yet, our smaller 

interview sample data suggests the potential for this to happen in the future. And 

although PLBs may not influence a large percentage of wilderness visitors to travel alone 

or in more remote trailless areas, even a relatively small percent of visitors doing so could 

have significant implications for the condition and management of these areas. 
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Wilderness area managers are going to continue to have concerns for the 

implications, influences and effects that the new technology has on the wilderness area 

and the visitor experience. Ongoing research is needed to continue to stay knowledgeable 

about how people are using technology, what the possible implications are, how visitor 

behavior may change, and how the negative effects can be mitigated. Wilderness land 

managers will continue to do what they have always done – continue to survey the 

visitors about their wilderness use, reevaluate the issues, educate the public, and repeat. 

Proper PLB use and proper etiquette when using hand-held information and 

communication technology in the wilderness will become a part of wilderness 

preparedness education and training courses – just as there is now proper etiquette being 

developed on the use of hand-held devices in many places (such as a work related 

function or while on a date). Wilderness managers and visitors can equally be stewards of 

the wilderness by staying knowledgeable and continuing to educate themselves on proper 

etiquette and personal responsibility. Knowing when to “call for help” and when to “fend 

for yourself” is a hard decision to make, regardless of the technology or methods used to 

make that call. Visitors who bring a PLB, or any other device that allows the ability to 

call for help while traveling in the wilderness, need to understand that if they call for help 

they are putting other people’s lives in danger. Knowing how and when to use these 

devices in the wilderness will come with proper education, training, and experience. The 

same is true with any other wilderness skill or with any other device that changed the way 

visitors were able to engage in the wilderness.  
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APPENDIX A 

Appendix A. Relevant questions from SEKI Wilderness Visitor Use Survey 
 
 
Q18. Did you take any of the following technological devices with you on this trip? 
 
Table 18.1.  Technological devices that surveyed visitors had with them on this trip. 

 Smart-
phone 

Cell 
phone 

Satellite 
phone 

Personal 
Locator 
Beacon 

GPS 
device 

iPod, 
iTouch, 
Kindle 

None Other 

Yes 29% 19% 3% 15% 25.5% 19.5% 29% 7% 

No 71% 81% 97% 85% 74.5% 80.5% 81% 93% 
 
 
 
 
Table 18.2. Other technological devices that visitors carried with them. 

  Frequency Percent 

Altimeter/altimeter watch 5 8.6% 

Digital thermometer/ pulse oximeter 1 1.7% 

Heart rate monitor 1 1.7% 

Camera 23 39.7% 

Video Camera 4 6.9% 

Walkie-talkies 1 1.7% 

Headlamps 2 3.4% 

Solar charger/solar panel 5 8.6% 

Steri-pen UV filter 2 3.4% 

VHF/UHF HAM Radio 2 3.4% 

Weather radio 1 1.7% 

Compass  5 8.6% 

Watch  3 5.2% 

Watch with digital compass, altimeter and barometer 3 5.2% 

Total 58 100.0% 
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Q19. Did you use GPS for any of the following? Check all that apply. 
 
Table 19.1. Ways in which visitors used GPS devices on their trip. 

  N Percent1 

To determine your exact location 94 14.8% 

General trail navigation 86 13.5% 

To create a log or record of your route 81 12.8% 

To locate a specific way point, destination or landmark 48 7.6% 

To locate a way pointed campsite 33 5.2% 

To follow a described or downloaded route cross-country 22 3.5% 

Did not use GPS 432 68.0% 
1 Respondents could choose multiple responses. 
 
 

 
 

Table 19.2. Comparison of GPS use by those who traveled cross-country and those who did not. 

Uses of GPS 
Traveled 

cross-country 
(n=101) 

Did not travel 
cross-country 

(n=523) 

Used GPS to follow a described or downloaded route 
cross-country 5% 3% 

Used GPS to locate a “way-pointed” campsite 4% 5% 

Used GPS to locate a specific waypoint, destination, or 
landmark 10% 7% 

Used GPS to determine your exact location 14% 15% 

Used GPS for general navigation 13% 13% 

Used GPS to create a log or record of your route 13% 12% 

Did not use GPS 65% 69% 
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Q20. “Technology” in questions a – h refers to cellular phones, satellite phones, SPOT and other Personal 
Locator Beacons, GPS, and other similar devices. Please circle the number that best describes the degree to 
which you agree or disagree with each statement.  

 
Table 20.1. Wilderness visitors’ perceptions of technology.  (PLB and non-PLB user groups, n=635) 

 
  

N 
 

Mean1 
Standard 
Deviation 

Standard 
Error 

95% Confidence 
Interval 

 Lower Upper 

a. Technology creates a genuine sense 
of safety for wilderness users 

No PLB 525 3.60 1.68 0.074 3.46 3.75 

PLB 93 4.22 1.72 0.18 3.86 4.57 

Total 618 3.69 1.70 0.069 3.56 3.83 

b. I would feel safer by having 
technology with me on a wilderness 
visit 

No PLB 528 3.66 1.82 0.079 3.50 3.81 

PLB 93 4.9 1.69 0.175 4.56 5.25 

Total 621 3.84 1.85 0.074 3.70 3.99 

c. I would be more likely to take 
chances that could increase risk if I 
had technology with in the wilderness 

No PLB 528 2.62 1.75 0.076 2.47 2.76 

PLB 93 2.31 1.60 0.167 1.98 2.64 

Total 621 2.57 1.73 0.069 2.43 2.71 

d. Technology creates a false increase 
in safety for wilderness users 

No PLB 525 5.11 1.62 0.07 4.97 5.25 

PLB 92 4.78 1.65 0.172 4.44 5.12 

Total 617 5.06 1.63 0.657 4.93 5.19 

e. Technology in the wilderness makes 
people feel that their safety is not their 
personal responsibility 

No PLB 523 4.4 1.76 0.077 4.28 4.59 

PLB 93 4.06 1.84 0.191 3.69 4.44 

Total 616 4.38 1.78 0.072 4.24 4.52 

f. Technology in the wilderness can 
successfully substitute for 
skill/experience/knowledge 

No PLB 528 1.98 1.56 0.068 1.84 2.11 

PLB 92 1.64 1.18 0.123 1.40 1.89 

Total 620 1.93 1.52 0.061 1.81 2.05 

g. Technology reduces many of the 
dangers people associate with being in 
the wilderness 

No PLB 525 2.69 1.67 0.073 2.54 2.83 

PLB 93 2.67 1.60 0.166 2.33 3.00 

Total 618 2.69 1.66 0.067 2.56 2.82 
h. I would be more likely to use 
technology to request rescue when I 
could make it out on my own but the 
process of self-rescue would be long 
and uncomfortable 

No PLB 517 2.63 1.75 0.077 2.48 2.78 

PLB 93 2.06 1.34 0.139 1.79 2.34 

Total 610 2.54 1.71 0.069 2.41 2.68 
1 Scale of 1 to 7 where 1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, and 7 = Strongly Agree 
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APPENDIX B 

Appendix B. Interview Questions 
 

Introduction 

“I would like to ask you some questions about the use of personal locator beacons or 

SPOT locator devices in the wilderness. The questions are about your most recent trip to 

a backcountry or Wilderness area, specifically, a trip in which you or someone in your 

group traveled with a personal locator beacon such as a SPOT locator.” 

 

1.) On your most recent wilderness or backcountry trip, did you or anyone in your group 

travel with a Personal Locator Beacon such as a SPOT locator device?  

 

2.) For what reason did you choose to travel with a Personal Locator Beacon while on 

your wilderness trip? 

 

3.) Did having a Personal Locator Beacon with you influence any of the decisions you 

made while on the trip?  

    

4.)  Did having a Personal Locator Beacon influence in any way what you did or where 

you went on your trip?    

– For example, did you go anywhere that you wouldn’t have gone, or traveled a route 

that you wouldn’t have taken because you had a Personal Locator Beacon with you? 

(Such as travel further or deeper into the wilderness, someplace more remote or 

isolate, travel to unknown areas… etc.) 
 

5.)  Did having a Personal Locator Beacon with you on this trip influence your decisions 

to travel in certain environmental or terrain conditions that you wouldn’t have taken 

otherwise?  
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– For example, did you travel in areas with more extreme features or more extreme 

weather?  (Such as higher mountain peaks, steeper slopes, more dense vegetation, 

more extreme weather, or more dangerous trail conditions, etc.)  

 

6.) Do you think you did anything on this trip that might have increased your risk 

because you had a Personal Locator Beacon with you? 

   

7.) To what extent do you consider yourself to be a risk taker?    

   – on a scale of 1 to 7 with 1 being Not At All and 7 being Definitely 

Not At All                 Somewhat       Definitely  

1               2               3               4               5               6               7  

 

8.) Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt at the time was unsafe? 

Did you have a personal locator beacon or SPOT locator device with you?   

 

9.) Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt in retrospect was 

unsafe?     

Did you have a personal locator beacon or SPOT locator device with you?   

 

10.)  Would you be more likely to travel alone because you had a Personal Locator 

Beacon?  
   

11.) Did having a Personal Locator Beacon or SPOT locator device in the wilderness 

affect the way you engaged the wilderness?  

– For example, do you feel that you were able to fully engage the wilderness when 

you had a Personal Locator Beacon or SPOT locator device with you on your 

wilderness trip? Did you feel more or less separated from the outside world? Did you 

feel more or less engaged in the wilderness around you? 
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Is there anything you would like to add regarding visitor use of Personal Locator Beacons 

or SPOT locator devices in the wilderness?  

 

“Thank you so much for your time! We truly appreciate your participation in this study!  

  Thanks again and have a good day/evening!” 
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APPENDIX C 

Appendix C. Specific answers to interview questions 
 
 
Q3.  Did having a Personal Locator Beacon with you influence any of the decisions you 

made while on the trip?   

  

Specific answers from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 3 
yes, class three peaks solo, with two replacement knees 

No (27) 

no, knew where we wanted to go 

no, doesn't change 

no, not anything dangerous, takes a long time for signal to go through 

it might, a little bit, PLB allows me to keep doing the same things I did before, and perhaps I would 

be less inclined to continue same behavior, be more cautious 

no, have an itinerary, stick to plan; Yes, notion to go long distance solo – SPOT paired with iPhone 

 

Specific answers from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 3 
Yes, I gave more consideration to taking a cross country route than I might have with a beacon 

yes, more off trail 

yes, might have, some places I'd like to explore with loose talus and increased elevation; error on 

caution, might be more courageous 

yes, might get sloppy in navigation, lessen degree of planning 

yes, it may 

yes, it could, sure, making other areas available 

yes, it could, I’m not comfortable with being tracked 

No (17) 

no, we were equipped with maps and guidebooks to complete our ascent of Charlotte Dome without 

electronic assistance 

no, we generally plan our trips well. Decisions of trip location, duration, and intensity are made 

independently of the things that would drive the need for a SPOT location device 
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no, that's why I don’t have one; I want to make sure to get out on my own no need to rely on 

someone, 

no, since I have a satellite phone, hikes I go on are not really dangerous 

no, only use it if really serious 

no, map and compass 

no, electronic box, more like a guardian angel, IF everything else goes wrong, last chance resort 

it might, yet doubt it 

 

 

Q4. Did having a Personal Locator Beacon influence in any way what you did or where 

you went on your trip?   – For example, did you go anywhere that you wouldn’t 

have gone, or traveled a route that you wouldn’t have taken because you had a 

Personal Locator Beacon with you? (travelling further or deeper into the wilderness, 

someplace more remote or isolate, travel to unknown area, etc.) 

 

Specific answers from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 4 
Yes (1) 

Knowing I have it, I continue to hike alone off trail 

Yes I do solo backpacking, more comfortable  

Yes if I am going off trail  

Yes, travel through canyon to find trail, navigation 

No (25) 

No, give an itinerary and stay to it 

No, last trip was with the sierra club 

No, perhaps 

 

Specific answers from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 4 
Yes (1) 

Yes. Human nature to utilize what we know, might go further where I wouldn’t trust my instincts, I 

go cross country and off trail but study the maps 

Yes, it could influence the remoteness, more likely to go off trail  

Yes, it may allow me to take more hazardous routes 

Yes it might 
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Yes, maybe, more confident off trail 

Yes, not many times/ don’t particularly plan to go to some areas I might explore 

It could, more likely to travel alone 

It might, more time off trail 

No, but yes, piece of mind 

No (18) 

No, used PLB in sticky situations 

No, we had an established plan and limited time 

Ultimately no, but not having one did make me take more precaution 

We generally plan our trips to go on trail, or established/identifiable off trail routes; location, 

duration and intensity of the trip is decided outside of elements that would drive use of a 

SPOT 

 

 

Q5. Did having a Personal Locator Beacon with you on this trip influence your 

decisions to travel in certain environmental or terrain conditions that you wouldn’t 

have taken otherwise? – For example, did you travel in areas with more extreme 

features or more extreme weather?  (Such as higher mountain peaks, steeper slopes, 

more dense vegetation, more extreme weather, or more dangerous trail conditions, 

etc.)  

 

Specific answers from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 5 
yes, knee replacement - off trails, old trails, feeling more secure 

yes, more risk perhaps, partnered with cousins with 5 kids, they left after 3 nights, left alone in 

canyon with no trail 

yes - terrain slope, class 3 maneuvers alone, but I did them before so I don't know if I would have 

quit 

No 26 

no, probably not 

no, solo backpacking maybe 

no, won't take any risks because of the devices 

no, I pretend like I don't have, IF something happens I have it 
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Specific answers from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 5 
yes, 2 

yes, might feel safer 

yes, it might, to go more off trail and in sketchier terrain 

yes, it might encourage me to go into unknown terrain, mountain passes 

yes, off trail, remote areas with less hikers, areas with more worry about 

yes, bad weather = increase chance of accident 

yes, it could, might be willing to go further, especially solo, sense of confidence if I get hurt… 

yes, where trail is not as evident, less traveled, experience situation 

yes, comfortable with seeing, more likely to go off trail 

yes, perhaps, maybe 

No, 13 

no, we planned on going up Charlotte Dome and completed this. 

ultimately no. but it did make me more aware of the seriousness of traveling off trail in remote 

country 

no, we are all "experienced" and carry gear to allow for weather etc 

no, the only way it could is if traveling alone but prefer Sat phone to PLB 

no, not a bad thing, just not for me, 

no, for me - no, for others – maybe 

no for environmental, yes for terrain, off trail - will wait for better locator tech company 

no, but it's not stopping me; yes it might, I go out without it, so, piece of mind 

 

 

Q6.  Do you think you did anything on this trip that might have increased your risk 

because you had a Personal Locator Beacon with you? 

  

Specific answers from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 6 
Yes 

no (26) 

no, I've been taking risks forever, with and without SPOT; if there is an accident, for me anyway, 

others with less experience – yes 

no, start trip with risk expectation, terrain, distance, PLB is a modern common sense way to leave an 

itinerary 

no, I’m an expert wilderness user, body recovery, parents, 
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no, I act as though I don't have it 

no, hard to say for 100%, but for 70% of my trips at least 

no, already do it anyway, didn't make me feel more comfortable 

no, last trip was tame but off trail 

 

Specific answers from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 6 
yes, confidence level, knowing where you are at 

yes, go off trail, where increase risk 

yes, hard to say, but might attempt some more rugged peaks/terrain over mountain passes if I knew I 

could be found 

I probably would, canyoneering 

yes, possibly 

yes, it’s possible, hard to judge snow pack/ steep snow field - feels ok at edges, thicker in the middle, 

harder! 

yes, solo, it might  

No (21) 

no, I've done some very risky things based on my comfort 

no, other than going solo 

no, this is an area I've been going to since the 70s, we know it well, we never have any worries and if 

we did have anything happen we'd manage 

no, I’m 60, been doing it a long time, perhaps if younger 

 

 

Q8.  Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt at the time was 

unsafe?  Did you have a personal locator beacon or SPOT locator device with you?   

 

Specific answers from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 8 
Yes, 7 

yes, when climbing class 4 and 5 

yes, climbing 

yes, running with backpack… I feel comfortable; being in the wilderness is safe, 

yes, probably, cooking too close to camp in bear country, 

yes, no influence from PLB 

yes, climbing, descending cliffs, (not with SPOT); snow field/stream crossing with PLB, 



116 
 

 

yes, climbing things 

not when I started it, but shortly after, 

yes, stream crossing, snow field, 

yes, steep snow covered slope, potentially unsafe, creek crossing  

yes, stream crossing (yes with PLB) high altitude climbing (no PLB) 

yes, 1-2 times, crossing snow fields 

no, 9 

no, a little risky maybe, but not unsafe 

no, with kids, be as safe as can get 

no, not unless I was pushed into it 

no, only if I didn't take precautions 

no, unsafe; yes, risky 

 

Specific answers from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 8 
Yes, 5 

yes, overland alt, Rae Lakes loop, 60 Lakes Basin, stream crossing  

Yes I have, and no I did not. I believe having a beacon actually encouraged me to make more 

conservative decisions. With a beacon, I was simply leery of having to explain any risks I 

might have taken or rules I had not followed in the event of an emergency rescue. Not to 

mention that activating a beacon is a “nuclear” option, one I would not want to have to 

undertake in any but life-threatening situations. 

yes, stream crossing, 

yes, crossing downfall and streams 

yes, traversing an ice field without ice ax, very severe/slippery 

yes, but my threshold for what I think is safe is pretty conservative 

yes, peak bagging, exposure 

yes, rock climbing, inherent risk in W. …. Unsafe? 

yes, questioned how safe it was, know I’m not going to take any risks that may leave me hurt 

yes, creek crossing, not as safe as they could've been 

yes, winter mountaineering after a storm, risk of avalanche 

yes, traveling over rough terrain, over late summer snow 

yes, rock climbing 

yes, early on, river crossing, snow bridges, climbing an ice waterfall, unsafe maybe but a risk I was 

willing to take 
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yes, hiking up a peak N side of Whitney, bouldering without proper equip 

yes, extreme snowboarding in Sierra 

no, 5 

no, river crossing 

a nature of climbing requires calculated risk taking. I have pushed myself, but never past the point 

where there was no risk mitigation. I've never felt lost due to not having a SPOT or GPS 

device. I make sure I bring the right maps and guide books and become familiar with them 

beforehand 

unsafe - no; not comfortable - yes 

no, not foolishly unsafe, bouldering calculated risk 

marginally 

pushed it a bit, not unsafe 

 

 

Q9.  Have you ever done something in the wilderness that you felt in retrospect was 

unsafe?  Did you have a personal locator beacon or SPOT locator device with you?  

 

Specific answers from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 9 
Yes, (8) 

yes, climbing, 3rd class no big deal 

yes, climbing, 3rd class no big deal 

yes, see previous, it is always part of a plan 

yes, got myself into a situation and got out 

yes, safe as can be 

yes, tubing down a river 

yes, crossing snow fields, rock climbing class 3s, I feel safer with PLB during routine things, like 

sprained ankle only 1-2 days in. 

no, (16) 

no, cautious 

no, only pushed, never above my ability 

 

Specific answers from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 9 
Yes (9) 

I have, and I did not have a beacon 
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yes, crossing downfall and streams 

yea, poor decisions 

yes, hiking with grandson who is diabetic, problems with insulin level 

yes, peak bagging 

yes, I knew what I was doing 

yes, expedition in Greenland, pilot drop-off never come back, had to cross mountain range; climbed 

Mt McKinley 

no, 8 

no, stream crossing 

no, I stopped myself from doing something too unsafe, trail chocked with brush, pace was too slow 

to finish trip with supplies, turned back 

no, probably at the time 

no, pretty cautious, winter ski trip with avalanche beacon 

no, unprepared for emergency 

no, if there is risk use a guide 

 in retrospect, I'm aware that gear can fail, people can get injured, rocks can fall and storms 

can move in, but I've never thought that my actions were regrettable  

possibly 

 

 

Q10.  Would you be more likely to travel alone because you had a Personal Locator 

Beacon?  

 

Specific answers from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 10 
Yes (2) 

yes, stupid to die b/c I wouldn’t 

yes, JMT 70mi, did not deviate from plan, PLB is extra voice for help 

yes, if I was out 20-50mi away from civilization, SPOT would be helpful to get someplace 

yes, way to call for help, insurance 

yes, safety if something happens 

yes, ability to send message to family 

yes, gives me more confidence if I got in a situation where I was incapacitated 

yes, ultimate safety if I got into something 
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yes, travel alone anyway, but it makes me feel more comfortable alone 

yes, I'm more prone to go alone with PLB, wife sees I'm okay, knows when to worry if I lag, knows 

where to look 

yes, more confident, personal - go alone and bring a SPOT for peace of mind 

yes, always travel alone with or without PLB 

yes, if I had one yes, definitely, more comfortable traveling alone with one (GPS); lost before 

no 

no, just wouldn't feel safe enough 

hasn't changed anything, been climbing solo for 30 yrs 

no, desire to travel alone is greater than the need to console family 

no, I solo alpine 

no, because I travel alone 

no, I always go alone 

no, alone hikes are normal 

no, I generally do the same thing 

no, stopped traveling alone in Wilderness when I had an emergency by myself 

no, don't like to travel alone 

no, I don't travel alone 

no, I don't travel alone, hypothetically – probably 

maybe 

maybe, just cause I would feel safer 

 

Specific answers from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 10 
yes 2 

yes, safer with it 

yes, if I fell and couldn’t walk… signal 

yes, security, being able to check in 

yes, normally with groups on well maintained trails 

yes, SPOT offers same assurance another person would, sense of security for you and your family 

yes, just ability to maintain contact 

yes, by yourself; less help available, more risk involved 

yes, but married, so I don’t travel alone 

I would never travel alone with beacon or not 

no, I don't travel alone 
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no, not my thing, not a solo traveler, more social person 

no, I travel alone anyway (4) 

no, I'm often a solo hiker, dog that goes with, Wilderness experience is developing skills, ability to 

get out on my own, I would feel worse if SAR had to be called 

no, do a lot of alone walking 

no, very self reliant, PLB was parents’ gift 

no, I go on solo trips every other yr with GPS cross country 

no, I do it anyway, I accept the fact that I might die 

I don't know that the beacon influenced my decisions in this regard either way. It did give me a 

certain confidence in potentially dangerous solo climbing situations, but I travel solo 

extensively with and without beacons. 

no, I always travel alone; yes, on a remote expedition, 

no, travel alone anyway, maybe in loose talus or steep snow field 

At this point in my hiking career, if I were to do a longer hike in wilderness conditions by myself I’d 

probably carry a SPOT beacon if nothing else to help reassure my family.  That decision 

would also depend on the locality in which I was hiking.  As example, some forest areas are 

noted not so much for terrain hazards but human hazards (e.g. pot farms …) 

no, I don't think it would increase the likelihood 

no, I'm not so worried about getting lost as much as getting hurt 

maybe, loved ones worry less 

maybe, but a PLB would not be deciding factor, I am not worried about going alone in W. but my 

wife is, for reassuring her, but PLB is not most reliable method, Sat Phone 

sat phone, I think I would make sure to have one when I do travel alone 

possibly 

 

 

Q11.  Did having a Personal Locator Beacon or SPOT locator device in the wilderness 
affect the way you engaged the wilderness?  

– For example, do you feel that you were able to fully engage the wilderness when 
you had a Personal Locator Beacon or SPOT locator device with you on your 
wilderness trip? Did you feel more or less separated from the outside world? Did 
you feel more or less engaged in the wilderness around you? 
 
Specific answers from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 11 
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yes, I can feel more confident going alone, able to enjoy it a lot more, I enjoy going solo, 

empowerment 

yes, more secure, not as much looking around all time 

yes, enhanced it, didn't have worry or guilt with family 

yes, in a sense that it cuts down on the uneasiness, positive influence, reducing perception of risk is 

not a negative 

yes, only when I have to wait for it, it slows me down 

yes, I wish I could leave it behind b/c there is a connectedness, I prefer complete solitude, but family 

safety  

no, not really, even if it didn't exist I'd still be doing the same thing, added tool 

no, we would have done the same trip without it 

no, doesn't do anything 

no, it was just for emergencies 

no, I forget I have it 

no, clipped to my pack, in there in case 

no, it simply solves a problem but doesn't detract from wilderness experience 

no   

no, only different before sleep, when to call back 

no, I would send messages at start and stop, 

no, has done SEKI 1-2 dozen times with one and 1/2 dozen without 

no, perhaps if you’re tied to SPOT, slightly decreases, causes frustration to find a place to tie into, 

never emergency 

no, maybe minor influence in where to stop at night to get clear sky to send SPOT message, 

enhances the wilderness experience especially for wife - sense of security 

no, slight connection to the home, others disturb me more 

not very much, I always do work in wilderness alone, doesn’t affect what I do. I take precautions, it's 

available, I take it; can take students with me in different ways, safety factor; older I get, more 

safety, cautious 

 

Specific answers from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 11 
yes, positive, go to more remote areas 

yes, others were able to send email, ok, piece of mind, but same experience 

yes, more engaging experience going with less people, improve the experience 

yes, not in a negative way, but it does take away the feeling of being alone 
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yes, might be more alone, willing to get separated, improve W. exp 

yes, I would feel more comfortable if I had one, thought of getting help when off trail; on a trail with 

lots of people - no. 

yes, having a 2-way communication device would enable us (wife and I) to stay in touch with small 

children care, their emergency, it would affect W. exp in a positive way, reduce wife's 

concerns re: W. contact with babysitter, enable us both to go in W. 

yes, more at ease with where I was at, more confident 

possibly, more likely to travel alone, positive affect 

I guess, I don't know, more stuff to do, more options, more to check out while on trip 

yes, take away from value of being isolated, but if conscious of W. wouldn't affect 

yes, interfere with W. exp, tech inspires people to do stupid stuff, increase in accidents 

yes, detract b/c I am one of the strange old school, without devices, only take what you need, believe 

in being prepared beforehand, beacons can detract b/c you're not relying on yourself but on 

tech 

yes, mental note of being tracked, idea that someone can track you 

yes. I did not like the temptation to feel like I was "covered" with a beacon. I felt it blurred a 

necessary sense of taking responsibility for my actions a bit  

yes, tech takes away from w. exp; (cell phones, iPhones, cameras, etc = technological wilderness; 

PLB isn't 2-way communication, may be important to the destination 

yes, I like when I go to W. to feel like no one else is existing, so it might 

yes, instead of being truly away from civilization, it puts us in contact 

no, 5 

I don't think having a device would inhibit my connection or engagement with the wilderness 

no, I don't think it would degrade my experience; it would degrade a lot of others' experience if I 

don't use one and get hurt 

no, we actually refrained from carrying a GPS device and still use on sparingly during the hike in 

part to "put the electrons down". For our trip the GPS is used for two things 1) what did we 

actually hike during the day (distance actual vs distance estimated), and 2) location finding for 

exact camp sites when so planned (and even this has limits).  

no, not 2-way, less feedback, less intrusive than sat phone, people at home get more kick out of it, 

more for the wives than us guys 

no, be in bottom of backpack, no need to use it, only in case of emergency 

no, no change in W. experience, taking anything could theoretically change it 

no, I don't think so 

no, they were just the rule to carry a PLB on work with NPS 
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maybe, no tech at all when I travel 

 

 

Q12. Is there anything you would like to add regarding visitor use of Personal Locator 

Beacons or SPOT locator devices in the wilderness? 

 

Additional Comments from those who had a PLB; n=33 – Question 12 
 

People need to learn self rescue and when to use PLB (9) 
Last 2yrs since having SPOT; at Ranger stations at Lone Pine, Bishop, Mammoth, etc they ask you if 

you have a SPOT and give you a lecture on its use - good thing - people panic 

People need to understand limitations, pressing the 911 button is a heavy duty thing 

NPS has a problem with people using them; I don't know the solution; pound a culture of self rescue 

into people 

I was in the air force, understands risk management, making careful decisions 

Just that I guess people buy them and use them when SAR doesn't think it's a real emergency, off 

trail or got lost, rather than try to find a way out; a $25,000 fine for SAR 

People need to know how to use them and when; no crutch 

A lot of people use them as a crutch, it's too bad… a friend backcountry ranger deals with false 

alarms or exaggerated rescues with regular frequency; if people use them more responsibly, 

they'd be good; PLBs greatly increase SAR; more experienced people are more responsible, 

less experienced people are less responsible; should allow beacons that just have SOS, or only 

those that have specific messages like "I have a blister and have to turn back" or something... 

Wonder if people use it too liberally, self rescue rather than need SAR 

I've heard of incidence where people use them without major need, perhaps if financially liable for 

frivolous reasons 

 

PLB needs to be better/lighter weight (5) 
I wish SPOT profile webpage journey allowed you to put your intended route on beforehand, version 

partnered with iPhone or the other one  

I hope they improve the tech, higher stats of probability, especially in a canyon 

Wife would get a pre-recorded text, everything ok. One night she didn't get it, I sent it, SPOT: "there 

is no error" but showed they sent it, but wife didn't get it, could be error on the side of false 

positive 
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More codes than ok, not ok, emergency 

We discussed bringing it with future trips, benefit didn't outweigh the weight - didn't have much risk, 

no one wanted to carry it - not enough risk to be worth the extra weight 

 

 

PLB is a good tool to have in emergencies/ and for solo travel (7) 
You don't ever want to be in need of one and find yourself without one. 

I behave as though I don't have it so there is no influence; it helps my husband feel better about me 

being solo 

Friends of mine have had incident with and without PLB: one broke her foot 12miles in and was 

unable to walk out - PLB effective for her; another camped then climbed up at 1mile, slipped 

and broke leg in 2 places, no PLB, 2 people out of 4 people in the group ran out for help, left 

alone at night with multiple fracture, if they had a PLB - may have not have needed to wait 

over night. Extra piece of preparation/equipment to help with unanticipated accidents 

Like an insurance policy, or motorcycle helmet, you buy but never plan to use; hope people don't use 

them for wrong reasons, only major injuries, even with a broken arm I wouldn't use them, leg 

is a different thing, debilitating or life threatening 

Not for me, but for them, family who don't get messages worry, messages help; safety 

I wish more people used them, things happen 

I carry one; I keep one with me all the time 

 

 

Other general comments regarding PLB use in the wilderness (4) 
A lot of people doing more and going further with gadgets; city vs rural and age / generational 

SPOT tracker, toys for showing off to your friends where you went, PLB more for safety / 

emergency 

PLB tech is non-intrusive, communication is one-way; question 2-way communication tech as it 

ruins why I get away and can diminish the wilderness experience 

Check out the high sierra blogs- similar topics and discussion 

Additional Comments from those who did not have a PLB; n=32 – Question 12 
 

People need to learn self rescue and when to use PLB (10) 
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I would like to add that the changes in wilderness traveler behavior engendered by beacons are an 

issue for even non-beacon carriers. I have met a number of people in the backcountry with a 

probably inflated sense of their own skills, brought about by the confidence of having a 

rescue beacon. There are already stories, at least anecdotally, of people getting into dangerous 

situations but calling a rescue when they are not in serious jeopardy (there was one such in 

Kings Canyon the summer I filled out the initial survey, a lost but not immobilized hiker who 

simply called a rescue because he was too tired to find his way back to camp). Such changes 

in behavior have important consequences for rescue personnel and wilderness travelers who 

might be called upon to help people in need. I find myself leery of people I meet who place 

too much stake in their locator beacons or don't seem to understand the danger to others and 

monetary consequences of calling an emergency rescue. I think some serious education is 

necessary for beacon owners and potential owners as to just what calling a rescue means and 

the consequences. 

Hiker blogs/social networking, solo hikers, personal decision, use gear that is more advanced but not 

lose sight of what W. exp is all about - self prepared, self reliance; in emergencies, can people 

get to me? Kids gen isn't worried about tech influences, but need a base sub-set of skills to 

empower you, don't go someplace without being prepared 

It’s important to stay less reliant, people rely on them too much, if I get into trouble someone can 

pull me out, learn self-rescue 

Maybe make them available for rent at visitor centers like the bear canisters 

LNT, have a set of protocol acceptable by people 

If you're traveling in avalanche conditions, use them, but not hiking or backpacking 

I see a lot of people - more and more - bring this tech in backcountry, stories of people pressing 

panic button over broken finger, etc., people abuse it, needs to be some sort of guidelines so 

no average people can use it inappropriately 

issue of safety, in remote, isolated areas SPOT gratifying and safety issue; but people trigger them 

by mistake, get tired and call for help, rangers get upset, challenge of how to manage… piece 

of mind if you get hurt, ability to get help, very, very good! 

Reports of people following pts on a GPS, use PLB at perceived trouble, they use it when they didn't 

need it, I've hiked out with a broken leg, - have an education on when to use them, I’m not 

against them, but they only use them in a TRUE emergency, not just unprepared or scared. If 

my wife goes solo, yea, piece of mind if she got into something, but she would only use it if a 

TRUE emergency. 

Know the terrain and climate yourself; contemporary attitude to tech vs. relationship with nature; 

false sense of safety, "if _ happens, I'll call 911 
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PLB needs to be better//lighter weight (2) 
Small text messages, 2-ways, weight 1lb! Lighter! 

Only other reason I haven't used one yet, more wt. 

 

 

PLB is a good tool to have in emergencies/ and for solo travel (7) 
I think they are pretty good tools, and plan on getting one, but haven't priced them out yet 

Cost goes down, more people use them, and added security is good 

PLB- like using a seatbelt, just because it’s there doesn't mean do dangerous stuff 

As a backcountry guide, use  

Good thing to have, something nice 

I don't have them, some friends do but don’t always bring them, good if something happens, don’t 

require them 

Helpful for SAR, more positive 

 

PLBs are invasive and encourage people to be where they don’t belong (2) 

Invasive in the backcountry, encourages people who have no business being there to do so… 

A note on this topic – as an experienced hiker I think that dependence on a SPOT beacon is 

misleading and can increase risk, rather than decreasing it.  Our group sees similar behavior 

in some of the ultra-light hikers who find themselves at the fringe when the weather shuts 

down … Judgment is still essential. 

 

Other general comments regarding PLB use in the wilderness (5) 
Not having ever used one, I don't know the intricacies/ how simple or how much they influence; 

I don’t use devices too much 

World's getting smaller, cell phone use at Mt Whitney 

Registration expires? 

For a different trip, may have different answers 
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