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Women of color in the outdoors:
Culture and meanings

Nina S. Roberts & Karla A. Henderson

he outdoors has traditionally been considered a

man’s world. Although more women are becom-

ing involved in outdoor experiential activities,
we are only beginning to learn about the experiences of
women of color. Scholars and practitioners in experi-
ential education are being challenged to rethink the
relationship among different races and cultures. In par-
ticular, the growing interest in gender and diversity in
the outdoors has raised
new questions.

Women of color make
up 20% of the population
of the U.S. Although racial
populations differ in many
respects (e.g., Caucasians,
Blacks, Indians), many
women of color share sim-
ilarities in status and
power, including lower earnings than most white
wormern, over representation in low-status occupations,
and the double jeopardy of race and gender (Gutierrez,
1990).

While we use people of color to denote various
racial and ethnic groups, it is important to note that we
approach this article with the knowledge and under-
standing that not all groups are alike. A critical com-
ponent to any writing about minorities is that each dis-
tinct group can be characterized by differences in his-
tory, family structure, social and political develop-
ments, traditions, values, and other constructs.
Throughout this paper, we do not assume that the
rather generic label of “people of color” captures any
precise essence of culture. “Twenty years of research

Women of color overall are under-represented in
activities that take place in the outdoors, and we:
know little about their invokvement or lack of
involvement in experiential education circles.

has moved the understanding of racial differences
away from rather transparent biases toward a more
complex understanding” (James, 1996, p. 127).

More specifically, we acknowledge that women
from various ethnic groups do not share the same activ-
ity patterns and participation rates. Yet, women of
color overall are under-represented in activities that
take place in the outdoors, and we know little about
their involvement or lack
of involvement in experi-
ential education circles,

Researchers have begun to
recognize the need to illu-
minate both the diversity
and the historical-cultural
specificity of women's
experiences and gender
relations. Researchers and educators, however, must
challenge the universalizing tendencies of white, mid-
dle-class Americans (hooks, 1989). Race is typically
either omitted or repressed. The absence of reference to
culture and ethnicity supports a social structure that
results in invisibility and inequality for people of color.
Just as feminists have been critical of the ideology of
patriarchy for failing to acknowledge the contributions
of women, scholars can also be critical of how people
studying women have sometimes ignored racial and
ethnic diversity. Recent trends in feminist theorizing
about differences are grounded in realities of everyday
experience among women; we are challenged to recon-
sider theories of categorizing the “universal woman”
and replace them with theories of multiplicity (Mascia-
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Lees, Sharpe, & Cohen, 1989).

The purpose of this research project was, therefore,
to examine meanings of the outdoors (including the
natural environment and participation patterns) as
expressed by women of color. A grounded theory
approach was used to analyze two data sets collected
from interviews with women of color in the U.S.

Background literature

Quantitative research provides evidence about the
evolving participation patterns of women in the out-
doors. The growing participation (e.g., Kelly, 1987) sug-
gests the increasing value of the outdoors for women,
but these data tell us little about the actual experience
that women have in the outdoors. While statistics are
helpful, they do not provide explanations.
Consequently, qualitative literature offers greater
insight about the positive effects of outdoor involve-
ment for women (e.g., Cole, Erdman, & Rothblum,
1994: Henderson & Bialeschki, 1986; Miranda &
Yerkes, 1982; Warren, 1996). Research data from the
work of these scholars and others describe the social
rewards, empowerment, health benefits, therapeutic
outcomes, stress management, freedom, and sense of
community that develops as a result of women spend-
ing time in the outdoors. Other areas that provide addi-
tional insight include constraints and culture.

Conducting research about women, culture, and
constraints requires that we acknowledge the meaning
of being female as a fluctnating, not a fixed state; being
female has varied historically, contextually, and cultur-
ally (Henderson, 1994). Assuming that all women
experience the outdoors in the same way is risky and
would probably be inaccurate. Race, age, education,
cultural background, and other characteristics motivate
and constrain each woman’s experience in a way that
cannot be generalized to all other women. More specif-
ically, variables such as traditions, values, religious
practices, customs, diet, language, and the like, have a
strong influence on the social support, attitudes, and
experiences of women participating in outdoor adven-
ture programs and wilderness activities (Roberts,
1995). Therefore, using ethnic background (e.g., identi-
ty relating to sense of belonging to a sub-cultural group
of people), and the importance of culture (e.g., social
heritage of a group of people) as a central focus in
examining the experiences of women, along with an
empowerment perspective, can provide greater
insights into understanding deeper meanings about the
outdoors for women.

Constraints

A large body of literature has developed around a
greater understanding of constraints related to experi-
ential learning via outdoor pursuits (e.g., Bialeschki &
Henderson, 1993; Roberts & Drogin, 1993; Warren,
1985, 1996). A constraint is anything that inhibits peo-
ple’s ability to participate in activities, to spend more
time doing so, to take advantage of opportunities, or to
achieve a desired level of satisfaction. Constraints may
have different impacts upon groups of women
(Henderson, 1991b), yet we are only beginning to learn
about the outdoor experiences and constraints of
women of color.

Roberts {1996, 1995), Roberts and Drogin {1996,
1993), and Washington (1990) have been among the
fow researchers who have studied the involvement of
women of color in the outdoors. Although based on a
small number of in-depth interviews, the data obtained
by Roberts and Drogin (1993) are illustrative of the
need to investigate reasons for participation or non-par-
ticipation by women of varied ethnic backgrounds.
Based on these interviews, coupled with a review of lit-
erature from experiential education and sociology,
these authors described how the reasons for lack of par-
ticipation among African American women resuited
from historical oppression and racism, stereotyping by
race and gender, lack of role models, insufficient expo-
sure to activity options, limited accessibility to outdoor
areas, and oppressive economic conditions. In sociolo-
gy research, Boyd {1990) found that women of color
learn the rudiments of ethnic culture at home and
become trapped in the double standards of social
acceptance outside the home. Subsequently, Roberts
and Drogin concluded that many black women see the
outdoors as a “white thing,” and have surmised that
women of color have had to become essentially “bicul-
tural” when they participate in the outdoors if they are
to be accepted.

Henderson, Winn, and Roberts (1996) analyzed the
involvement of women students in outdoor activities.
Although an analysis based on race was not the focus
of their study, they found that African American stu-
dents in this study were involved less frequently in
outdoor pursuits compared to women of white ancestry
and other women of color. Several aspects of grounded
theory about women in the outdoors emerged from this
study that may also be equated with the involvement of
women of color. For example, most young women
wanted to believe that the outdoors was a gender neu-
tral environment, although their involvements often
reflected a contradiction in this consciousness between
idealized attitudes and the realities of their situations.
Many of the students acknowledged that the outdoors
may be more of a male domain than a female domain in
regard to how it is traditionally defined {i.e., rigorous,

-

December 1997, Volume 20, No. 3 135




tough, dangerous). The impact of changing women'’s
roles, past socialization, and stereotypical gender
expectations determined how contradictory choices
ahout involvement in the outdoors were made.

Culture

Within the research literature, the two primary
explanations for difference in activity involvement, in
the outdoors or anywhere, among people of color are
marginality and ethnicity. "Marginality” emphasizes
minority status as a crucial factor in explaining under-
participation. Additionally, the under-representation of
people of color in some groups results primarily from
lack of access to desired facilities and limited econom-
ic resources, which in turn are a function of historical
patterns of discrimination. “Ethnicity” suggests that
regardless of socioeconomic standing, cultural process-
es are more important in explaining variations in
leisure participation including outdoor participation
patterns. Allison (1988) suggested that her research on
differences between cultural groups favored the ethnic-
ity theory. Carr and Williams {1993) were also in sup-
port of the ethnicity perspective and suggested that
social structural variables can be used to explain
behavior in outdoor activities and predict participation
patterns of ethnic groups.

Floyd, Shinew, McGuire, and Noe (1994) found
support for the marginality theory because similarities
rather than differences in participation across racial
groups occurred when controlling for subjective social
class. These researchers found blacks had less involve-
ment in outdoor activities such as camping and hiking
than did whites, but this difference was less obvious
when the analysis was controlled for class status. They
also found that black women were different from white
women in that, among the females who defined them-
selves as poor or working class, race appeared to
remain significant as a determinant of activity prefer-
ences (e.g., whites preferred hiking and camping,
blacks preferred sports and exercise-health activities).
West (1989) and Hutchinson (1988), however, pro-
posed that neither explanation is responsible for the
participation differences, due largely to the variety of
methods used and settings studied. Hutchinson {(1988)
concluded that black-white differences, if they exist,
were not explained by the simple influence of either
class or race, but by a more complex and not well
understood interaction between these two factors.

To ascertain if racial and ethnic differences do exist,
and subsequently what those differences mean, requires
making research more inclusive and moving beyond the
dominant cultural paradigm. Ditferences describe rela-
tionships among groups of people, but they do not
explain them. As in a mosaic. a rich mix of complex and
intriguing factors results in certain behaviors exhibited
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by these groups. Differences make us unique and must
be taken into account. For women of color, these factors
may include identifiable social structures (e.g., occupa-
tional mobility, educational attainment, family struc-
ture, racial stereotyping) that create barriers, limit
involvement, and constrain choices.

Methods

Allison (1988) called for a focus on the role, nature,
and meanings of recreation activity within different
cultural groups (i.e., social heritage of a group of peo-
ple including institutions, customs, norms, conven-
tions, values, skills, arts]. Although the melting pot
model has been the normative ideology thatl assumes
ethnic minorities will eventually adopt the beliefs of
the dominant culture, researchers are acknowledging
the increase in ethnic, cultural, and lifestyle diversity
influences within community life (Murphy & Dahl,
1991). Hutchinson (1988) acknowledged the need to
examine which research methodologies will provide
the best understandings of cultural groups, with the
assumption that no one method may be completely
adequate. Allison (1988) suggested that asking mem-
bers of a specific cultural community what their per-
ceptions are may be relevant through the use of inter-
pretive frameworks; Likert scales often mask important
issues that are the foundation of cross-cultural under-
standings.

The data for this project were analyzed largely from
an ethnicity perspective that assumed cultural varia-
tionts may exist in norms, values, behavior, and beliefs
about the outdoors. An interpretive paradigm was the
basis for this study. Interpretive views allow for using a
qualitative research approach to look at social process-
es, lifestyles, and leisure patterns. “The interpretive par-
adigm allows us to view human behavior as a product
of how people define their world and to see reality from
others’ eyes” (Henderson, 1991a, p. 10).

Symbolic interactionism provided the theoretical
framework for analyzing the data. According to
Blumer (1969}, symbolic interactionism assumes that
human beings are conscious, feeling, thinking, and
reflective subjects. Social psychology has shown how
people associate meanings about what is happening
around them and how they are interacting with others.
Specifically, symbolic interactionism was used to
explore the relationships that women of color had
with the outdoors through analysis of their personal
experiences.

Sample

Results were obtained through a secondary analy-
sis of two data sources. Seven women of color at a
southeastern university who participated in a focus




group about outdoor involvement were one source of
data (Henderson et al., 1996). Five of the women were
African American students and two were Asian
American; the average age of these respondents was 21
years. The semi-structured questions asked included
the following: Tell us a little about your involvement in
the outdoors. When you were a child, did you partici-
pate in any type of organized outdoor expenence such
as  attending  camp? W e e s
Describe that experience or  -.; : ‘ '
why you might not have
had that experience. What .+
do other family members - :
do in the outdoors? Are

they active in the out- o ‘,
doors? How did other people influence your attitude

toward involvement in the outdoors? What prevents
you from enjoying the outdoors in all ways that you
might like?

The second source of data was interviews with 17
women of color (ages 20-33) representing various racial
and ethnic backgrounds from across the U.S. {Roberts,
1995). The semi-structured questions asked included:
How do you think women of color may “value” out-
door activities differently than white women? What
trends or future do you see regarding women of color
within the outdoor movement? What is your perspec-
tive in understanding cultural and ethnic differences in
outdoor participation patterns of women? What
empowers women of color? Empowerment was defined
as a sense of personal control, ability to enhance inner
strength, establishing equity in the distribution of
resources, believing that power is not a scarce com-
modity but rather an ability to work with others to
change social institutions (Gutierrez, 1990). Finally,
what makes an outdoor experience different based on
cultural background?

Data analysis

A total of 24 self-identified women of celor (i.e.,
the two data sources used} were interviewed for this
analysis that includegd fourteen African American, six
Asian American, two Hispanic, and two Native
American women. Data analysis used primarily con-
stant comparison techniques (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
These techniques provided a systematic way to record,
code, and analyze data. Constant comparison involved
the procedure of reading all transcripts to develop a
broad understanding of the content. The data were
coded independently by both researchers to reflect
themes regarding meanings about outdoor involve-
ment. The re-coding of sub-themes reflected specific
content. The coded transcripts were re-read to ascer-
tain that the categories fit the data and vice versa.
Finally, background literature was related to the data to

Wbat malm an outdoorcxpcncnj:c dlﬂ'mm
bascd on cultural background?ﬁ s

better understand the emerging themes and to develop
a grounded theory approach to deriving conclusions.

Corroboration between the researchers helped
determine high credibility and dependability. Examples
are indicated throughout the interpretation of the
results to indicate how the researchers arrived at their
conclusions based on the words of the interviewees.
Transferablhty was examined through the post hoc lit-

- erature reviews to show
how these results com-
pared to other studies.
Considering ethnicity and
culture as our guiding
framework, interpretations

: " showed how these
women's experiences led them to make particular out-
door choices due to a variety of factors; many of these
factors have not been previously considered (or tested)
in other studies of women outdoors.

We did not compare across ethnic groups, nor
engage in cross-cultural analysis. Consequently, we
provided information about the race of the respondents
that may be useful and interesting to the reader, while
recognizing all women of color are not the same
because clear cultural differences exist between, and
among, the groups included in this study. The focus of
this project was not to compare racial identity, but
rather uncover additional information about the expe-
riences of women of color in the outdoors that might
help understand more about outdoor experiences for a
greater variety of people in general.

mw%ﬁe

st ey
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Results and discussion

When the data were analyzed, two prevailing
themes emerged. These themes related to social sup-
port, and discomfort and fear as related to the outdoors.
Involvement by our sample of women of color in expe-
riential outdoor activities revolved around their inter-
pretation of these two dimensions.

Social Support

Social support included ways that women of color
did or did not receive encouragement to participate in
experiential outdoor activities. One of the issues relat-
ed to participation in activities with others. Family and
peers were the most often mentioned. Several of the
women interviewed indicated that they thought
“women of color appreciate a more social approach to
communing with nature.” The combination of lack of
early experiences in the outdoors and feeling a lack of
skills might contribute to the need for social support in
the outdoors. Additionally, based on responses from
these women in the study, the postulate for this relates
to personal issues of fear, lack of self-confidence, or
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may simply be manifest in cultural preference. The
social approach is evident in the sub-themes of family,
peers, role models, isolation, and cultural implications.

Famil

QOverall, the women of color interviewed either did
not mention their families or suggested that the family
had only limited influence on participation in outdoor
activities, One woman said, “Black women don’t get
any push or motivational forces in this direction
{toward the outdoors}; influences from parents while
growing up are not typically in this direction.” Several
of the young black women made statements like these:
“My family didn't do a lot of outdoor stuff. I mean we
did the picnic thing” and “We'd always go on picnics
and stuff like that, but I'm not outdoors a lot.” Several
African American women also described how fishing
was an important activity of their families, but as indi-
viduals they were not currently involved or interested.
Similarly, an Asian American woman who is currently
active in the outdoors said, “My family was not all
interested in the outdoors so I got involved through
schoal.”

Peers

Peers seemed to have more influence than families
on whether a woman of color chose outdoor activities.
One Asian American woman said:

I think the people you're around makes a difference
of whether or not you're going to be active in outdoor
experiences or not. | mean, my boyfriend drags me.
Now we go regularly but my other friends, they’re
like the hotel, preppy girls. I mean, they have to stay
in hotels, they scream when they think of bugs and
snakes, whatever. [ do too, I'm not saying I don't, but
I don't yell that loud.

The need to find others with similar interests, regard-
less of race or gender, seemed to be a problem for some
women. An African American woman said, “If I'm
with someone that wants to go out and he’s an outside
person, [ mean, that's probably a time that we could
bond so I'd kind of be a more outside person.”

Empowerment from other women of color was also
evident in this statement by an African American
woman:

One thing that empowers us is learning from our sis-
ters who have done certain activities before. There’s
a different type of encouragement from someone of
the same ethnic background who has done ocutdoor
programs before; this is what could possibly get other
women of color interested in participating.
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Role Models

Role models were both a benefit and a detriment to
outdoor involvemnent. One woman stated, "For some
black women there needs to be someone else there to
do it ‘first’ so then there will be another black person
there who paved the way.” An Asian American woman
indicated that her energy in the outdoors comes from
the idea that “other women of color might be inspired
by my participation.”

From a negative perspective, however, the absence
of role models with similar ethnic backgrounds elicit-
ed a message to women of color, in particular that the
stereatype of outdoor activities as a white privilege
remains true. One African American woman indicated,
“White women are very dominant in leadership roles
and white males still outnumber the participants.
Adventure-based programs are also appealing to the
middle-classes and yuppies." Another African
American woman felt that young people need to see
people of color leading groups if they are to become
involved.

Isolation

Several women were concerned about being the
“only person of color participating” and the uneasiness
this perceived isolation created. One African American
woman said, “When there are few other people of color
participating in an activity--there’s an isolation fac-
tor.” Another woman shared, *I do not see many and
often cannot get other African American women my
age to hike with me. I do not see many, and often any
other, African American women on the shortest and
pasiest hikes.” An Asian American woman suggested
that, “This [being the only person of color] prevents me
from going back to participate in the same or similar
clubs and events. This discourages me from getting
more involved.”

Isolation also emanated from the idea that
“Advertising and marketing still do not use black
women in photographs or commercials.” While more
corporations and outdoor retailers have begun to
improve this previous exclusion, what typically occurs
is we see one photograph representing one person of
color among numerous other models who are European
Americans. An Asian American woman said, “Ad cam-
paigns don't seem to portray any minorities in the
backcountry.”

Being the only woman of color in a group can
result in a number of feelings that most people who
have never been a “minority” have not felt. An African
American woman stated, “When I am in the minority
in a group of mostly white people, I never lose that
sense of always being on the margins. . . . When I walk
into a setting the first time, I notice who's there. . . I'm
not even conscious about it, but it's always present.”




Another woman said, “T am always the only person of
color. I always feel strangely ‘non-black’ when I go on
hikes.” One of the Asian American women interviewed
mentioned, “It's hard sometimes not having sisters of
color with you, When I'm with them, there is a sharing
and understanding of issues I deal with as a woman of
colar,”

Sociocultural Connotations

Related to social support issues were saciocultural
connotations that might be gleaned from this analysis.
Although people of color may share certain common
perceptions of the outdoors with white people, cultur-
al heritage may contribute to interest, or lack of inter-
est, in outdoor activities. On the basis of data from the
interviews, some women suggested the outdoors might
be a place to be avoided. For example, one African
American woman noted, “I think the wilderness is
uncultured land, the wild, the bugs and snakes, differ-
ent stuff like that.” Another African American woman
felt that the outdoors for her and her friends was more
of a “novelty” because it really was not part of their
culture and experience.

On one hand, the outdoors was seen as the “play-
ground for white people” but on the other hand, some
of the women of color indicated a different perception
of the meanings of the outdoors than they perceived
that white people held. When asked what makes an
outdoor experience different based on cultural back-
ground, spirituality was a prevalent response. Many
women of color in the study felt spirituality was
stranger based on their customs and value systems. For
example, an Asian American woman suggested that
she “imagine{d] some cultures consider the outdoors to
be sport, others find it to be spiritual.” A Hispanic
woman echoed this idea by saying, “For women of
color, I would guess there is a stronger spiritual attach-
ment and for white women there is more of a physical
need.” A Native American woman in the study also
agreed that a sense of spirituality is evident in the
involvement of women like ‘her who enjoy the out-
doors. An Asian Ame#ican woman added that “my
own culture values group connection and responsibili-
ty versus individual separation and independence.” In
general, there was a discernable perception of differ-
ences in the way women of color saw issues of social
support in the outdoors compared to white women.
Similarly, as related to gender, other research has also
suggested that women, white or women of color, per-
ceived the outdoors different than white men (e.g.,
Floyd et al., 1994; Klobus-Edwards, 1981).

Discomfort and Fear

Discomfort and fear in the outdoors were obvious
difficulties that the women of color noted in several
ways. For purposes of this discussion, we will describe
them as personal and social discomforts and fears,
Some of these discomforts and fears are not different
from what many women and men might say about the
outdoors, but some of the fears were clearly based on
cultural experiences.

Personal

The personal concerns related to issues surround-
ing appearance, skill levels, and previous exposure (or
lack thereof) to the outdoors. Regarding appearance,
one African American woman expressed:

I think it's [involvement in the outdoors] kind of
racial. Not in a bad way. In the summer it's hot in the
sun and I have to take sun block, because it [the sun]
makes me five shades darker then | already am. And
then there's my hair if it gets wet—I've got to go
through all kinds of changes to get it back the way |
want it to be. I've got to take a shower and wash my

hair to get all the bugs out. It's tedious and a lot of
work. I'just don't see the appeal [of the outdoors].

Because some of the women of color had never
been exposed to the outdoors through their families or
friends, they felt they lacked the skills to participate.
Without the skills, some felt that the outdoors was
inhospitable to them. One African American woman
remarked that “women of color have never, or rarely,
been in a setting where they’'ve been introduced to
many of the outdoor activities traditionally participat-
ed in by white men or women.” Another African
American woman said, “. . .When I go out into the
woods, all’s I'm going to do the whole time is complain
that I'm getting dirty. I wish I could be more natural but
I just never did that stuff.”

Social

Perhaps more ubiquitous, but less easy to describe,
was the discomfort and fear in the outdeors associated
with cultural connotations, stereotypes, perceived stig-
ma, and the potential for racial discrimination. The
perceptions of the outdoors being a place for white and
middle-class males resuited in women of color not feel-
ing the outdoors was welcoming or an empowering
environment for women of color.

One African American woman explained that per-
haps women of color were not interested in the out-
doors because “black women do not look to adventure
in their lives,” Additionally, another woman suggested
black women have many of the same stresses as white
women but “black women, however, may not see the
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outdoors as a viable outlet. Black women use different
methods of releasing stress and enjoying themselves.”
Further research is needed to learn about such methods.

Acknowledging the importance of not generalizing
to all ethnic groups, the following three women pro-
vide additional supporting statements about how dif-
ferent experiences are perceived: First, an African
American woman stated that cultural background does
not make an outdoor experience different but “it’s how
it is interpreted by the individual.” Second, one of the
Asian American women
said that when she is in
the outdoors, she over-
looks ethnicity and the
ethnicity of those around
her. Third, another African
American woman in the
study added, “There is a
propensity . . . of wanting
to be with other people of
color; not being around others of similar cultures is an
uncomfortable feeling for some people, especially in an
unfamiliar environment like the outdoors.”

Stereotypes and perceived stigma about the out-
doors also seemed to create discomfort and elements of
fear. For example, one woman thought the myth that
African Americans were regarded as “jungle bunnies”
weighed heavily on decisions of some women of color
to limit their participation in outdoor opportunities. A
Hispanic woman also suggested that, “There is a myth
that women of color do not appreciate the outdoors.
Well, it [outdoor opportunities] was taken away as we
were forced toc move to the cities, etc.” Another woman
voiced, “You don’t see a lot of people {of color] hiking
or mountain climbing; you get to the point where there’s
this stigma, that’s not what you do. I think there’s a stig-
ma on the things that African Americans do.”

Fears of discrimination and discomfort were also
evident in some of the women's comments. For
instance, a Hispanic woman suggested that discrimina-
tion occurs because of the stereotypes about women of
color in the gutdoors. Furthermore, an Asian American
woman indicated that race issues were different
depending on her companions. She noted, “When I'm
with women of color, I know I don’t have to necessari-
ly justify what I'm feeling, why I'm feeling it, or won-
der whether I'm going to be attacked for what I say.”
And, an African American woman said, “I am always
afraid the others [whites] will make some racist
remark."” On the other hand, another African American
woman interviewed said she felt some amount of intra-
racial discrimination because she chooses to partici-
pate in outdoor activities, That is, she did not think
other women of color understood why she chose to go
to the outdoors for experiential learning or recreation.
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It is important to note that women of color in
other countries may bave differing perspectives -
and experiences than the ULS. women
interviewed for this study.

Conclusions and implications

On the basis of this analysis, several conclusions
confirming a grounded theory approach were drawn.
Since most of the studies done about race and ethnici-
ty and outdoor activities do not address gender as a
variable, little comparative literature is available.
Additionally, it is important to note that women of
color in other countries may have differing perspec-
tives and experiences than the U.S. women inter-
viewed for this study. The results of this analysis, how-
ever, do provide some
insights that may provide a
foundation for future
research.

First, ethnicity was a
factor that women of color
could articulate when they
discussed their involve-
ment or lack of involve-
ment in the outdoors. For
some women of color, ethnicity was a bigger factor than
for others. Issues for these women of color related pri-
marily to perceived barriers to participation reflective
of cultural traditions, limited opportunities, and cul-
tural perceptions of who is or should be in the out-
doors. For example, responses elicited by several
women of color in this study are actually sentiments
uniquely expressed by many black women. In a special
article featured in African World (1995}, authors
Okazawa-Rey, Robinson, and Ward explained the poli-
tics of skin color and hair among Black women. “Too
often in the black community, lighter-skinned women
have been considered more desirable. Subsequently,
the lighter-skinned woman has felt misunderstood by
darker blacks who have failed to understand the pain
and conflict associated with what is a biological occur-
rence” (p. 35). Additionally, since an individual’s self-
esteemn and socialization is shaped by how others in
society respond to them, it is no secret that appearance
and attractiveness affords certain tangible benefits to
both women and men. According to Okazawa-Rey et al.
(1995}, there exists a finer distinction and a culture-
specific ideal called “beauty” in the black community
that is generally based on a specific combination of
hair, skin color, facial features, body size, and shape.
Therefors, while white women might “fuss” with their
hair, black women choose certain hairstyles and are
concerned about the appearance of their hair to first,
enhance beauty, and second, to help them approximate
the image that they believe might increase their
chances for access and progress in varicus institutions
of our society (p. 39). This supports the precept that
although there may be common issues and perceptions
among all women, factors affecting participation
among women of color in the outdoors are, in fact, dif-




ferent from white women.

Second, because outdoor and adventure-based
activities are unfamiliar for many women of color,
without others from the same culture to share the expe-
rience, participation in traditional outdoor activities
was not necessarily perceived or considered as desir-
able. Involvement in the outdoors was often manifest-
ed in other women of color “leading the way.” To
develop motivations and interests required an expo-
sure, visibility, and sense of safety (e.g., physical and
emotional) that were not always evident for the women
of color involved in this study. These results were sim-
ilar to what Roberts and Drogin (1993) concluded
regarding how the outdoors appears to be a “white
thing.”

Third, few women of color who had been involved
in outdoor adventure activities experienced overt dis-
crimination in this environment even though the per-
ception of discrimination existed, Once women of color
made the choice to spend time in the outdoors, it
appeared that they seemed to enjoy the experience and
control their fears and apprehensions if they had the
appropriate skills and opportunities. Encouraging
women of color into the cutdoors and sampling experi-
ential activities seemed to be the greatest challenge.
Data from this study, similar to what Roberts and Drogin
(1993) found, suggested lifestyle issues such as physical
attributes, fear of the unknown, perceptions of the out-
doors/wilderness as an unfriendly environment, and
lack of skills had implications for perceptions of subtle
discrimination that resulted in non-involvement.

Although this study did not address racial differ-
ences, it begins to set a framework for asking further
questions about the outdoor experiences of women of
color. Although race and ethnicity alone were probably
not the sole influences of outdoor involvement, and
may not be sufficient to interpret differences, these
variables provide a significant degree of strength for
explaining differences. More research focus should be
placed on examining the impact of racial differences
and the cultural influences”that varied among ethnic
groups, and not just white women juxtaposed to
women of color. Other variables may play an important
role in the relation to choices made about the outdoors
that can be discerned from scrutinizing white versus
non-white differences. On the basis of a number of fac-
tors, differences in perceptions of and involvement in
the outdoors varied because of ethnic background and
cultural traditions; however, other mitigating factors
unaccounted for, such as class and geographic location,
would provide us with additional valuable information
(Roberts, 1996).

Although these data were analyzed from an ethnic-
ity framework, marginality may also be important for
some women who are outside the middle-class and

perhaps marginalized in other ways. Further, if middle-
class women of color feel a lack of support and dis-
comfort in the cutdoors, then it is likely that lower
class women experience these constraints to an even
greater degree. The inclusion of sociceconomic vari-
ables, as Floyd et al. (1994) suggested, is important in
identifying elements that enable choices or create bar-
riers to participation in outdoor experiences. Future
research in this area should therefore consider these
variables as paramount to the findings. '

For social change and empowerment to occur, peo-
ple who are providing adventure and experiential
activities in the outdoors must have directions to con-
sider. These implications are easier to describe than to
implement, yet this research suggested several possi-
bilities.

Support systems are necessary to encourage
women of color to become involved. These support
systems might be in the form of role models, clubs, and
social groups. Participants can learn from any strong
leader regardless of ethnic background, yet more lead-
ers who are women of color are needed. Seeing women
of color in the outdoors directly, as well as more promi-
nently in marketing approaches, may be one of the best
ways to make the outdoors appear as a hospitable envi-
ronment to women of color. :

Addressing discomfort and fear is not easy. These
fears are often hidden below the surface and difficult to
acknowledge by women of color, let alone understood
by either men or women of European ancestry. Social
change may best occur person by person rather than in
a global manner. Understanding the issues that women
of color address may be helpful, however,
as a first step toward changing or mitigating those fears
about traditional inveolvement in the outdoors.

Regarding the notion of “limited accessibility,” it is
important to note that lack of access in the past is no
guide for future action. Women of color have begun to
take the time to learn new outdoor activities. For
women of diverse ethnic backgrounds to become inter-
ested and engaged in outdoor adventures, it is impor-
tant for them to encourage their sisters (e.g., women
who share similar cultural conventions and social
issues) to achieve in this area as well. Reminders about
safety, trying new activities, and about exploring the
benefits of the outdoors may increase involvement of
women of color in the outdoors. That is, once there is
an understanding that what may be perceived as “inap-
propriate activity” or an “unwelcome environment” is
really an opportunity, women of color may find them-
selves surrounded by rescurces they need to feel com-
fortable and learn new skills. With such encourage-
ment, decisions can be made to explore the outdoor
environment and reduce inauspicious feelings of
oppression and powerlessness.
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Last, researchers may acknowledge that all women
are oppressed (Henderson, 1994), but these data suggest
that as professionals we also need to admit that some
women continue to be more oppressed than others
regarding involvement in outdoor experiential activi-
ties. Women of color, as an aggregate, seem to be dis-
proportionately under-represented in experiential edu-
cation. Again, it is critical to recognize, however, that
women from different ethnic communities are diverse
within themselves. Each group representing diverse
cultures may have different experiences, values, needs,
and goals related to outdoor participation. We must rec-
ognize and validate the contribution of diverse cultures
to experiential education, and determine how program
content and delivery could be transformed. We will
need to continue moving forward to create solutions
that not only acknowledge, but interpret and use our
knowledge of diversity to enhance the quality of out-
door programming for all women and girls.

References

Allison, M.T. (1988). Breaking boundaries: Future diractions in cross-cul-
tural research. Leisure Sciences, 10, 247-259.

Bialeschki, M.D., & Henderson, K.A. (1993). Expanding outdoor oppor-
tunities for women. Parks & Recreation, 28(8), 36-40.

Biumer, H. (1969). Symbolic interactions: Perspective and method.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Boyd, .LA. {1990). Ethnic and cuitural diversity: Keys to power, Women
and Therapy, 9, 151-167.

Carr, D.S., & Williams, D.R. {1993). Understanding the role of ethnicity
in outdoor recreation experiences. Journal of Leisure Research,
25(1), 22-38.

Cole, E., Erdman, E., & Rothbium, E.D. (1994). Introduction. In E. Cole,
E. Erdman, & E.D. Rothblum (Eds.), Wilderness therapy for
wornen: The power of adventure, (pp. 1-8). New York, NY: Haworth
Press.

Floyd, M.F,, Shinew, K.J., McGuire, FA,, & Noe, F.P. {1994). Race, class,
and leisure activity preferences; Marginality and ethnicity revisited.
Journal of Leisure Research, 26(2), 158-173.

Glaser, B.G. & Strauss, A.L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory:
Strategies for qualitative research. Chicago, IL: Aldine Publishing.

Gutierrez, L.M. (1990, March). Werking with women of color; An empow-
erment perspective. Social Work, pp. 149-153.

Henderson, K.A. (1991a). Dimensions of choice: A qualitative approach
to recreation, parks and leisure research. State College, PA:
Venture.

Henderson, K.A. (1991b). The contributions of feminism to an under-
standing of leisure constraints. Journal of Leisura Research, 23(4),
363-377.

Henderson, K.A. (1994). Perspectives on analyzing gender, women,
and leisure. Journal of Leisure Research, 26(2), 119-137.

Henderson, K.A. & Bialeschki, M.D. (1986). Outdoor experiential educa-
tion (for women only). AEE International Conference Proceadings,
pp. 35-41. Moodus, CT: Association for Experiential Education.

Henderson, K.A., Winn, S., & Roberts, N.S. (1996, Summer). Kind of in

142  The Journal of Experiential Education

the middle: The meanings of the outdoors for women students. In
McAvoy, L.H., Stringer, LA, Bialeschki, M.D. & Young, A.B. (Eds.),
Coalition for Education in the Qutdoors Third Research
Symposium Proceedings, (pp. 94-108). Cortland, NY: Coalition for
Education in the Outdoors.

hooks, b. (1988). Talking back: Thinking feminist, thinking black. Boston,
MA: South End Press.

Hutchinson, R. (1988). A critique of race, ethnicity, and social class in
recent leisure-recreation research, Journal of Leisure Research,
20(1), 10-30.

James, K. (1996). Making change: Recognizing culture. Journal of
Experiential Education, 19(3), 127-133. v

Kelly, J.R. (1987). Recreation trends. Champaign, IL: Management
Learning Laboratories, Ltd.

Klobus-Edwards, P. (1981). Race, residence, and leisure style: Some
policy implications. Leisure Scignces, 4(2), 95-112.

Mascia-Lees, FE., Shampe, P, & Cohen, C.B. {1983). The postmodernist
turn in anthropology: Cautions from a feminist perspective. Signs,
15(1), 7-33.

Miranda, W., & Yerkes, R. (1982). The need for research in outdoor edy-
cation programs for women. Journal of Physical Educalion,
Recreation and Dancea, 53(4), 82-85.

Murpity, J.F, & Dahl, R.F. (1991). The right to leisure expression. Parks
& Recreation, 26(9), 106-109.

Okazawa-Rey, M., Robinson, T., & Ward, J.V. {1995, November). Black
women and the politics of skin color and hair. African World, pp.
34-40.

Roberts, N.S. (1995, May). Women of color in outdoor recreation: The
role of culture and ethnicity. Paper presented to the Intemational
Conference on Women and Leisure. Athens, GA.

Roberts, N.S. (1996). Women of color in experiential education:
Crossing cultural boundaries. In K. Warren (Ed.), Women's Voices
in Experiential Education, (pp. 226-240). Dubuque, |A: Kendall-
Hunt.

Roberts, N.S. & Drogin, E.B. (1993). The outdoor recreation experience:
Factors affecting the participation of African American women.
Journal of Experiential Education, 16(1), 14-18.

Roberts, N.S. & Drogin, E.B. (1996, Ociober). Attitudes and experiences
of women of color in the outdoors. Paper presented at the National
Recreation and Park Association Congress. Kansas City, MO.

Warren, K. (1985). Women's outdoor adventures: Myth and reality.
Journal of Experiential Education, 8(2), 10-14,

Warren, K. (Ed.). (1996). Women's voices in experiential education.
Dubugue, IA: Kendall/Hunt.

Washington, S. J. (1990, October). The relationship of the sensation
seeking scale and risk-taking behavior of college women. Paper
presented to the National Recreation and Park Association,
Leisure Aesearch Symposium. Phoenix, AZ.

West, PC. (1989). Urban region parks and Black minorities: Subculture,
marginality, and interracial relations in park use in the Detroit met-
ropolitan area. Leisure Sciences, 11(1), 11-28,




