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Abstract 
Research question/objective: Across North America climbers are mobilizing to address the challenges associated 

with their sport through local climbing organizations (LCOs). Despite LCOs’ importance in tackling the challenges 

facing climbers and the vital role of everyday climbers in making the work of LCOs possible, little is known about 

what motivates – and arguably more importantly, impedes – climbers’ contributions to LCO efforts. This study takes 

a step in filling this gap. 

Research methods: This study is a descriptive analysis of survey data collected in collaboration with an LCO serving 

climbers along Utah’s Wasatch Front (n = 953). 

Results and findings: Study findings indicate that while practical barriers – such as resource, time, and scheduling 

constraints – are among the top reasons that climbers do not contribute, there are also barriers that LCOs can 

mitigate. Central to such barriers is information regarding what the LCO does, how it does it, and how it leverages 

climbers’ contributions towards those aims. 

Implications: A key practical implication of these findings is that LCOs may benefit from dedicated strategic 

campaigns to inform the participants that they serve of their missions, initiatives, and projects. For scholars, the 

study illustrates how LCOs offer a better understanding of the promises and challenges of similar grassroots, 

volunteer-driven management. 
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Interest in climbing continues to grow across North 

America and globally (Mackintosh, Griggs, & Tate, 

2018). For example, the Outdoor Foundation reports 

that climbing participation in the U.S. increased by 

16% from 2012 to 2015, “placing it in the top six in 

growth for all outdoor activities during this time” (as 

cited in Sharp, Maples, & Gerlaugh, 2018, p. 2). 

Although estimates are rough, the number of people 

introduced to climbing may be as high as 1,000 a day 

(Noble, 2014).  

Such growth comes with a range of management 

challenges. Outdoor climbing areas are becoming 

overcrowded, sometimes to the detriment of other 

user groups (Schoenmann, Moleski, Limbach, & Felts, 

2011). High user numbers place a heavy toll on 

natural areas where outdoor climbing takes place, 

resulting in biodiversity loss and resource 

degradation (Adams & Zaniewski, 2012; McMillan & 

Larson, 2002). Maintenance demands for an 

assortment of infrastructure, from climbing access 

trails to human waste disposal, increasingly outpace 

the capacity of managers charged with overseeing the 

public lands in which climbers recreate (Burgin & 

Hardiman, 2012).  

Climbers are mobilizing to address such challenges. 

Coalesced around regions, metropolitan areas, and 

individual climbing areas, mobilization most often 

takes the form of what are referred to as “local 

climbing organizations,” or simply “LCOs” (Access 

Fund, 2003; Pendergast-White & Mangun, 2011; 

Schild, 2019). At the time of this writing, at least 120 

LCOs were active across the U.S. and Canada, touting 

their grassroots origins with terms such as climbing 

“communities,” “coalitions,” and “alliances” (Access 

Fund, 2019a). LCOs are diverse: they range in sizes 

and resources and reflect a range of organizational 

structures. Nonetheless, they share similar missions, 

which revolve around supporting climbing 

stewardship and advocacy in their designated areas 

(Schild, 2019). LCOs share another important trait: 

they rely on the voluntary contributions of everyday 

climbers to design, fund, and execute their activities.  

Despite LCOs’ central role in tackling the challenges 

facing climbers and the vital role of everyday 

participants in making the work of LCOs possible, 

little is known about what motivates - and arguably 

more importantly, impedes - climbers’ contributions 

to LCO efforts. Drawing on survey data collected in 

collaboration with an LCO located on Utah’s Wasatch 

Front, this paper is a first step in filling this gap. First, 

it examines climbers’ propensity to contribute 

through LCO membership, volunteering, and 

donations. Second, it investigates what impedes 

climbers from contributing to local advocacy and 

stewardship.  

This paper holds both substantive and scholarly 

importance. Substantively, it offers LCOs insight into 

barriers that might deter climbers from contributing. 

In the process, it speaks to the emerging literature on 

lifestyle sports governance, with implications for our 

understanding of voluntary contributions in both 

traditional and alternative sports contexts. 

Volunteering, Sport Governance, & 
Climbers’ Contributions to Local 
Advocacy and Stewardship 
Many recreational pursuits rely on the voluntary 

contributions of everyday sport participants. Cuskelly 

and O’Brien (2013) point out, for example, that a 

majority of Australian sport participation occurs 

through community sport organizations, where 

volunteers fill virtually every role, from coaching to 

fund-raising. Adams and Deane (2009) make a similar 

observation of English voluntary sport clubs, 

demonstrating that volunteers are critical in both 

more and less-formal clubs. Warner, Dixon, and 

Chalip (2012) highlight the centrality of volunteer 

efforts in the case of university club sports, albeit 

under the direction of a university-recognized 

director. 

This paper examines climbers’ contributions to local 

stewardship and advocacy. Although some 

contemporary variants of climbing overlap 

considerably with the aforementioned sport clubs 

and organizations (for example, organized 
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competition climbing; Gagnon, Stone, Garst, & Arthur-

Banning, 2016), LCOs and the outdoor climbers they 

serve diverge in important ways. First, an “alternative” 

or “lifestyle” sport, climbing is historically 

characterized by individualism (lack of competition), 

self-governance (absence of an official governing 

body), and distinctive subcultures (Bogardus, 2012; 

Wheaton, 2013; King & Church, 2017). As such, 

outdoor climbing - and the social contexts associated 

with it - are traditionally self-regulated through 

informal rules and norms (de Léséleuc, 2004; Carter, 

2019).  

Second, as with similar organizations in other lifestyle 

sports (such as mountain biking; King & Church, 2017; 

Schild, 2019), LCOs’ functions are shaped by the 

outdoor settings in which much climbing activity 

occurs. LCO initiatives thus straddle the overlap 

between recreation and the policy and management 

objectives of “friends of” non-profit organizations 

observed in environmental governance settings (e.g. 

Eagles, 2009). Consequently, volunteer action is 

directed less towards activities such as coaching and 

event organizing (as is the case in voluntary sport 

clubs), and more towards addressing concerns 

related to reducing the environmental toll of climbers 

and advocating for sport-friendly land management 

policies (Carter & Weible, 2014; Maples, Martin, 

Bradley, & Clark, 2018; Schild, 2018, 2019).  

Taking these characteristics into account, while 

research on volunteering in more traditional sports 

settings is undoubtedly relevant to this examination, 

its implications are arguably most germane to the 

emerging literature on governance of lifestyle sport 

settings (Turner, 2013; Carter & Weible, 2014; Gilchrist 

& Wheaton, 2017; King & Church, 2017; Schild, 2018, 

2019; Carter, 2019). To this end, the remainder of this 

section provides a concise background on 

stewardship and advocacy in North American 

climbing, then draws from relevant literature to 

outline how this study considers climbers’ 

contributions to local stewardship and advocacy. 

 

Background on Stewardship & Advocacy in 
North American Climbing 

Understanding the role of LCOs in contemporary 

climbing is aided by appreciating the legacy of 

collective action that exists across many climbing 

communities. Although climbing is historically 

characterized by a lack of formal governance, the 

sport has not been devoid of governance altogether. 

For example, climbers in the U.S. have long organized 

through informal associations, from the storied 

“stone masters” of Yosemite (Taylor, 2010) to the 

Alpenbock Climbing Club of Utah’s Wasatch Front 

(Wilson, 1967), and informal self-governance is 

characteristic of climbing communities worldwide 

(e.g. de Léséleuc, 2004). 

As is documented in other lifestyle sports contexts 

(Schild, 2018, 2019), however, a different kind of self-

governance has evolved in recent decades, with 

greater emphasis on environmental stewardship, 

resource management, and public policy. In the U.S., 

climber self-governance took a more formal turn in 

the late 1900s. The “sport climbing revolution” of the 

1980s and early 90s marked a radical transformation 

in climbing technology and practice, ushering in new 

management challenges and climbing area closures 

(Smoot, 2019). In response, climbers established a 

nonprofit organization focused on climbing access 

issues under the title “Access Fund.” An organizational 

outgrowth of the American Alpine Club’s Access 

Committee, Access Fund’s primary purpose was to 

secure access to climbing areas in threat of closure, 

often through the purchase of threatened property.  

In subsequent years, Access Fund’s mandate has 

broadened in scope. Supported by member dues, 

corporate sponsorship, and individual, organizational, 

and foundation philanthropy (among other revenue 

sources), it strives to “reverse or prevent closures, 

reduce climbers' environmental impacts, buy 

threatened climbing areas, help landowners manage 

risk and liability concerns, and educate the next 

generation of climbers on responsible climbing 

practices that protect access” (Access Fund, 2019b). In 

achieving these aims, Access Fund works parallel to a 

nationwide network of LCOs. While Access Fund 
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focuses on high-priority access threats and the needs 

of the national climbing community, LCOs serve local 

communities through stewardship (e.g. trail work and 

trash clean-up), fixed anchor replacement (replacing 

aging hardware installed on climbing routes), 

advocacy (promoting climbing-friendly policies at the 

local, state, and/or federal level), and climbing area 

management through public or private landowner 

agreements (e.g. leases, memoranda of 

understanding; Maples et al, 2018; Schild, 2019).  

This paper examines climbers’ contributions to local 

stewardship and advocacy along three dimensions: 

LCO membership, volunteering, and financial 

donations. A 2018 Access Fund study (Maples et al., 

2018) illustrates each dimension’s relative salience. Of 

the three, membership seems the least pressing 

concern, as only nine of 60 LCOs listed recruiting 

members in their top three challenges. The study 

authors note, however, that while not a widespread 

challenge, membership is particularly important in 

areas with fewer climbers or climbing resources 

(Maples et al., 2018, p. 9). Attracting volunteers is a 

more universal concern. LCOs rely almost entirely on 

volunteers; only 18% of study participants reported 

any paid staff. Constituent engagement was among 

the top ranked LCO organizational challenges. Finally, 

financial contributions are another widespread 

concern. The study’s findings suggest that LCOs run 

on extremely lean budgets, ranging from nothing to 

$200,000 annually, and almost half of responding 

LCOs listed fundraising in their top three 

organizational challenges.  

Examining Climbers’ Contributions to 
Local Stewardship and Advocacy  
This study seeks to identify the more prevalent 

barriers to climbers’ contributions to local 

stewardship and advocacy. Rather than examine how 

climbers conceptualize their contributions to LCO 

initiatives (e.g. Adams & Deane, 2009) or theorize how 

institutional and individual factors explain which 

climbers engage with an LCO (e.g. Wicker & Hallmann, 

2013), I attempt to understand the substantive 

impediments that LCOs face in securing support from 

the climbers they serve. Thus, while study findings 

have implications for voluntary efforts in (and 

beyond) lifestyle sport settings, as discussed later in 

the paper, the study’s driving objectives are 

descriptive and empirically focused. 

Combined lessons from the literatures on sport 

volunteering and nonprofit engagement offer a 

starting point for understanding such barriers. 

Practical considerations (also referred to as 

“situational factors”; Wicker & Hallmann, 2013) are 

likely among the greatest determinants of 

contributing behavior; considerations such as 

whether a climber has the time to volunteer or the 

financial means to donate (e.g. Choi & DiNitto, 2012). 

Furthermore, nonprofits effectively compete with one 

another for voluntary contributions of both time and 

money (Bussell & Forbes, 2002) and sport 

management studies document that how individuals’ 

prioritize contributions to a sport organization is 

shaped by their relative commitment to both the 

sport and the organization (Cuskelly, Harrington, & 

Stebbins, 2002; Wicker & Hallman, 2013). Thus, 

understanding why a climber chooses (not) to 

contribute to an LCO requires recognizing they may 

simply prioritize contributions to another cause or 

entity.  

Aside from practical considerations, social exchange 

theory suggests that people contribute to nonprofits 

(including sport organizations) for the benefit that 

they expect their contribution to support (Bang, Won, 

& Kim, 2010; Wicker & Hallman, 2013; Beldad, Snip, & 

van Hoof, 2014). Such benefits may be individual or 

collective (Govekar & Govekar, 2002), but the theory 

assumes that contributors expect some sort of 

“return on investment” for the commitment, time, or 

capital that they provide. Of course, for someone to 

contribute, an organization’s mission and activities 

must align with a contributors’ concerns (Cuskelly, 

Hoye, & Auld, 2006) and the contributor must trust 

the organization to faithfully leverage their 

contribution towards causes they care about (Morgan 

& Hunt, 1994; MacMillan, Money, Money, & Downing, 

2005; Beldad et al., 2014). For this reason, access to 

information regarding an organization’s need for, and 
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use of, voluntary contributions may rank among the 

top influences on contributing behavior (Shehu, 

Becker, Langmaack, & Clement, 2016). For example, 

research suggests that people are often skeptical over 

how nonprofits use donated funds, worrying that 

organizations waste charitable contributions on 

excessive staff salaries and soliciting further 

donations (Tonkiss & Passey, 1999; Sargeant, Ford, & 

West, 2006). 

This study drew on the lessons of the preceding 

literature to incorporate a range of possible reasons 

why climbers might not contribute to an LCO through 

membership, volunteering, or donating. The reasons 

are listed in Table 1, alongside the study’s associated 

survey prompts. As can be seen in the table, practical 

reasons were included, such as a lack of time (in the 

case of volunteering) and resources (in the case of 

financial donations), as the possibility that climbers 

prioritized another cause or organization over 

contributions to an LCO. A climber’s knowledge of 

how to contribute was included for each of the 

contribution types - for example, whether they knew 

how to become a member or faced difficulty in 

donating money. Finally, lack of support for the LCO 

mission and/or activities were included as reasons, as 

well as the relative information that a climber felt they 

had over the disbursement of contributions. 

Study Design 
This study focused on the Salt Lake Climbers Alliance 

(SLCA), an LCO serving climbers along Utah’s Wasatch 

Front, as a discrete case within the wider 

phenomenon local climbing stewardship and 

advocacy (Schild, 2019). To collect study data, I 

collaborated with the SLCA on an online survey of 

Utah climbers in the spring of 2019. The study may be 

considered “insider” research, as I have been a 

climber for over a decade and am a SLCA member. 

Although I do not believe an insider status shaped my 

interpretation of study results, it had the benefit of 

informing the development of context and 

respondent-appropriate survey questions and 

prompts.     

Table 1. Reasons for not becoming an LCO member, 

volunteering, and donating included in the study 

Short descriptions Survey operationalization  

Reasons for not becoming a member a 

Unfamiliar with the org ...I'm not sure what the SLCA does 

Did not know how to ...I didn't know how to 

Did not get around to it ...I forgot or just didn't get around to it 

Membership doesn’t 

matter 

…I don't think it matters if I become a 

member 

Do not support some 

activities 

...I don't support some of the SLCA's 

activities 

Do not support the 

mission 

...I don't support the SLCA's mission 

Reasons for not volunteering b 

Not enough time ...I didn't have the time to volunteer 

Scheduling conflicts ...the opportunities to volunteer did 

not work with my schedule 

Volunteer with other orgs ...I chose to volunteer with different 

organizations 

Do not know how to ...I didn't know how to 

Help is not needed ...I don't think the SLCA needs the 

volunteer help 

Do not address priority 

cause(s) 

...the opportunities to volunteer did 

not address the cause(s) I care about 

Reasons for not donating c 

Lacking the resources ...I didn't have the resources to donate 

Donate to different orgs ...I chose to donate to different causes 

and/or organizations 

It's difficult or do not 

know how 

...it's difficult or I don't know how to 

Donation is not needed ...I don't think the SLCA needs my 

donation 

Unsure what the money is 

spent on 

...I didn't know what the money would 

be spent on 

Won't go to priority 

cause(s) 

...I was concerned the money would 

not go to the cause(s) I care about 

Notes: Survey prompts were prefaced by: a = “I didn’t become an 

SLCA member in 2018 because…”; b = “I didn’t volunteer with the 

SLCA in 2018 because…”; c = “I didn’t donate money to the SLCA 

in 2018 because…” 
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Study Sample & Data Collection 

The SLCA distributed an open survey URL through 

email, social media posts (Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram), and by encouraging nonprofit and 

industry partners to do the same. Survey participation 

was incentivized by the opportunity to enter a 

drawing for a free item of climbing gear. There are 

notable limitations with this research approach. 

Lacking credible estimates of population size and 

characteristics, generalizations from study findings 

should be made with caution, as the 

representativeness of the sample is unknown (Etikan, 

Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). Furthermore, the 

distribution method means that the sample is limited 

to those climbers exposed and receptive to the SLCA 

or one of its partner organizations. These limitations 

are returned to in the discussion.   

Construct Measurement 

Climbers’ contributions to the SLCA were measured 

by asking survey respondents if they: (1) held SLCA 

membership at some point in 2018, (2) volunteered 

with the SLCA in 2018, and (3) donated to the SLCA in 

2018 (beyond membership fees).   For both 

volunteering and donations, respondents indicated 

whether they had donated or volunteered once or 

more than once.  

Respondents who indicated that they were not 

members, had not volunteered, or had not donated 

were presented with multi-item questions with 

various reasons for not becoming a member, 

volunteering, or donating, respectively (depicted in 

Table 1). Respondents were asked to indicate their 

level of agreement with each reason, measured with 

response options “strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree,” 

and “strongly disagree.” Although the question items 

were inspired by the lessons of prior scholarship, 

item wording was developed expressly for the study 

(i.e. not taken from prior studies). Data were also 

collected on respondents’ climbing backgrounds and 

demographic characteristics, as presented in the 

sample characteristics section below. 

Results 
Study findings are presented here in three parts. The 

survey response is discussed first, followed by an 

overview of sample characteristics. The third 

subsection reports on results related to respondents’ 

contributions to the SLCA and reasons for not 

becoming members, volunteering, or donating.  

Survey Response 

A total of 953 completed surveys were collected. 

Although survey distribution methods leave the 

number of people that saw survey invitations but did 

not respond unknown, some context can be provided 

regarding email distribution. The SLCA sent the 

survey invitation to 18,673 individuals. An email 

distribution report shows that 2,223 individuals 

opened the email, 414 of whom clicked the survey 

link. The resulting response rates (12% of emails 

opened, 19% of which led to survey access) are low, 

but comparable to similar research involving 

organizational partners (e.g. Mueller & Graefe, 2018). 

The response can also be considered in relation to 

SLCA membership. Based on survey results, 528 self-

identified members responded to the survey, 

representing 35% of the roughly 1,500 members 

reported by the SLCA at the time.  

Sample Characteristics 

The survey sample skewed younger (modal age 26-35 

years; 42% of respondents), male (64%), white (90%), 

affluent (modal household income $125,000 and 

higher; 24%), educated (50% held a bachelor's 

degree), and liberal (64% identified as Democrats or 

Independent, leaning Democrat). Most respondents 

(90%) lived in or around Salt Lake City, with the 

remainder residing in the Park City area (5%) or 

scattered across the rest of Utah (5%).  

Respondents tended to be experienced climbers: 13% 

had been climbing two years or less, while 42% had 

climbed for eleven years or more. They also tended to 

be avid climbers: almost half (46%) reported climbing 

more than twice a week, 27% climbed roughly twice a 

week, and 27% climbed once a week or less. 
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Respondents were asked to indicate what type of 

climber they identified (i.e. most though of 

themselves) as: 31% identified as traditional (aka 

“trad”) climbers, 31% as sport climbers, 27% as gym 

climbers, 6% as boulderers, and 5% as top-rope 

climbers. Gym climbing was the most frequently 

reported discipline, with 81% of respondents 

indicating they climbed in a gym once a week or 

more. Forty-five percent reported sport climbing 

outside once a week or more and 30% reported 

traditional climbing once a week or more (both 

reported according to frequency during respondents’ 

preferred climbing season).  

Study Findings 

The study’s first objective was to gauge climbers’ 

propensity to contribute to local stewardship and 

advocacy through LCO membership, volunteering, 

and donations. Table 2 presents the findings. 

Membership was the most prevalent contribution, as 

55% of respondents reported being SLCA members in 

2018. Financial donations (beyond membership fees) 

were the second most prevalent contribution type: 

23% of respondents reported a single donation in 

2018 and 9% reported more than one donation. In 

contrast, 11% percent of respondents reported 

volunteering with the SLCA once in 2018 and another 

8% volunteered more than once.  

Table 3 (following page) presents the preceding data 

broken down by select climbing and demographic 

characteristics. The results suggest that self-identified 

traditional climbers were most likely to contribute to 

the SLCA across all three categories, followed by sport 

climbers. The longer respondents report climbing, the 

more likely they were to also report being SLCA 

members, and (to a lesser degree) volunteering and 

donating. Generally speaking, the more frequently 

respondents climb, the more likely they were to 

report contributing. Older respondents were more 

likely to report being SLCA members and donating, as 

were respondents from higher-income households. 

Finally, respondents who cited a Democrat (including 

“independent, leaning Democrat) political affiliation 

showed a higher propensity for contributing across all 

three categories. 

The study’s second objective was to understand what 

impedes climbers from contributing to local 

stewardship and advocacy. The results are presented 

in Tables 4-6 (following pages). As seen in Table 4, the 

most common reason for not becoming an SLCA 

member was that respondents forgot or “just didn’t 

get around to it,” as indicated by the 69% of 

respondents which responded “agree” or “strongly 

agree” to the reason. A lack of familiarity with what 

the SLCA does was the second most indicated reason 

(39%), followed by lack of knowledge on how to 

become a member (37%). A third of respondents 

indicated that they thought membership did not 

matter. Much smaller proportions refrained from 

membership because they do not support some the 

SLCA’s activities (11%) or its mission (4%).  

Table 2. Respondents’ self-reported SLCA membership, volunteering, and donations 

 Frequency Percent 

SLCA membership   

Membership 528 55.4% 

No membership 425 44.6% 

Volunteering   

Volunteered more than once 74 7.8% 

Volunteered once 109 11.4% 

Did not volunteer 770 80.8% 

Donations   

Donated more than once 88 9.2% 

Donated once 216 22.7% 

Did not donate 649 68.1% 
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Table 3. Membership, volunteering, and donations by respondent characteristics  

  Members Volunteered Donated 
 

n Freq. Percent Freq. Percent Freq. Percent 

Climber identity        

Traditional  284 193 68% 80 28% 104 37% 

Sport  282 152 54% 58 21% 88 31% 

Gym  240 115 48% 25 10% 70 29% 

Boulderer 51 21 41% 8 16% 11 22% 

Top rope  39 17 44% 0 0% 14 36% 

Climbing tenure 

       

Over 20 years 213 137 64% 47 22% 89 42% 

11-20 years 193 123 64% 48 25% 60 31% 

6-10 years 194 113 58% 48 25% 53 27% 

3-5 years 236 122 52% 30 13% 75 32% 

1-2 years 96 31 32% 10 10% 24 25% 

Under 1 year 21 2 10% 0 0% 3 14% 

Frequency 

       

More than twice a week 455 259 57% 106 23% 171 38% 

Roughly twice a week 257 154 60% 50 19% 76 30% 

Roughly once a week 118 66 56% 16 14% 36 31% 

2-3 times a month 74 31 42% 7 9% 17 23% 

Once a month or less 47 18 38% 4 9% 4 9% 

Age 

       

Over 65 years  13 12 92% 4 31% 9 69% 

56-65 years  67 48 72% 11 16% 26 39% 

46-55 years  96 57 59% 15 16% 44 46% 

36-45 years  211 125 59% 49 23% 67 32% 

26-35 years  395 222 56% 80 20% 118 30% 

16-25 years  163 61 37% 21 13% 38 23% 

Under 16 years  4 0 0% 2 50% 0 0% 

Income 

       

$125,000 or more    217 141 65% 37 17% 89 41% 

$100,000-124,999    121 74 61% 30 25% 37 31% 

$75,000-99,999   129 81 63% 30 23% 48 37% 

$50,000-74,999    163 90 55% 33 20% 54 33% 

$25,000-49,999    181 87 48% 36 20% 44 24% 

Under $25,000    94 32 34% 12 13% 17 18% 

Political affiliation 

       

Democrat 599 382 64% 128 21% 218 36% 

Independent 201 97 48% 39 19% 56 28% 

Republican 127 37 29% 14 11% 24 19% 



C o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  L o c a l  S t e w a r d s h i p  &  A d v o c a c y  | 8 

 

A second question queried non-volunteer 

respondents why they did not volunteer with the 

SLCA in 2018 (Table 5). The most common reason was 

scheduling conflicts with volunteering opportunities 

(69%), followed closely by a lack of time (68%). Almost 

half of respondents (46%) indicated they weren’t sure 

how to volunteer with the SLCA and 37% reported 

that they chose to volunteer with other organizations. 

Regarding the least common reasons, 10% of 

respondents indicated that volunteer opportunities 

did not address causes they cared about and 7% 

reported that they thought their volunteering was not 

needed.  

A third question queried non-donating respondents 

why they did not donate to the SLCA in 2018 (Table 6). 

A little over half of the respondents chose to donate 

to other organizations (53%) and 48% cited a lack of 

adequate resources. Forty-four percent of 

respondents said they weren’t sure of what the 

money would be spent on, making it the third most 

common reason for not donating. Twenty-seven 

percent said it was difficult or they did not know how 

to, 19% expressed concern that the money would not 

go to the causes they care about, and 10% indicated 

that they thought the donation was not needed. 

Table 4. Responses to given reasons for not becoming 2018 SLCA members 

 Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree Total 

Did not get around to it 48 78 187 96 409 

11.7% 19.1% 45.7% 23.5% 100% 

Unfamiliar with the org 72 175 110 46 403 

17.9% 43.4% 27.3% 11.4% 100% 

Did not know how to 103 150 109 41 403 

25.6% 37.2% 27.0% 10.2% 100% 

Membership doesn’t matter 91 177 113 20 401 

22.7% 44.1% 28.2% 5.0% 100% 

Do not support some activities 170 186 36 8 400 

42.5% 46.5% 9.0% 2.0% 100% 

Do not support the mission 217 168 13 2 400 

54.3% 42.0% 3.3% 0.5% 100% 

Note: Survey prompts were prefaced by “I didn’t become an SLCA member in 2018 because…” 

 

Table 5. Responses to given reasons for not volunteering with the SLCA in 2018 

 Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree Total 

Scheduling conflicts 51 180 381 127 739 

6.9% 24.4% 51.6% 17.2% 100% 

Not enough time 57 181 373 142 753 

 7.6% 24.0% 49.5% 18.9% 100% 

Do not know how to 131 272 235 113 751 

 17.4% 36.2% 31.3% 15.0% 100% 

Volunteer with other 

orgs 

121 346 217 59 743 

16.3% 46.6% 29.2% 7.9% 100% 

Do not address priority 

cause(s) 

232 426 55 17 730 

31.8% 58.4% 7.5% 2.3% 100% 

Help is not needed 290 393 46 9 738 

 39.3% 53.3% 6.2% 1.2% 100% 

Note: Survey prompts were prefaced by “I didn’t volunteer with the SLCA in 2018 because…” 
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Discussion 
This paper first sought to document climbers’ 

contributions to local advocacy and stewardship 

through LCO membership, volunteering, and financial 

donations. With Utah climbers and the SLCA as the 

case, study findings indicate membership is the most 

common contributing behavior. Donations and 

volunteering seem responsibilities borne by fewer 

climbers, with a larger proportion donating compared 

to volunteering.  

When analyzed according to climbers’ characteristics, 

the findings both align with and diverge from 

expectations from voluntary sport club literature. As 

anticipated by a serious leisure perspective (e.g. 

Cuskelly & O’Brien, 2013; Orr, 2006), more invested or 

committed climbers (as indicated by climbing tenure 

or frequency), exhibit a greater propensity towards 

contributing. The fact that self-identified outdoor 

climbers (traditional and sport) are more likely to 

contribute is predicted by a social exchange theory of 

participant engagement (Bang, Won, & Kim, 2010), as 

they are more likely to see tangible rewards from an 

LCO’s stewardship and advocacy work. In contrast, 

the non-trivial engagement of gym climbers through 

membership and donations is not consistent with the 

theory. Perhaps the most likely explanation for the 

finding can be found in social identity theory, where 

participants contribute to a sport organization as an 

expression of their affinity for the sport (Bang, 

Alexandris, & Ross, 2009).     

This paper further sought to identify barriers to 

climbers’ contributions to LCO initiatives. Practical 

considerations reign among the more common 

reasons cited for not contributing: the most common 

reason for not becoming an SLCA member was that 

the climber just “didn’t get around to it” and the top 

reason for not volunteering was scheduling conflicts, 

followed by a lack of time. Similarly, a lack of 

resources was a top reason for not donating. 

Consistent with the sport club (Breuer & Wicker, 2011) 

and nonprofit literature (Bussell & Forbes, 2002), 

however, the SLCA also appears to compete with 

other organizations for financial donations and (to a 

lesser degree) volunteers, as over half of respondents 

indicated they donated to another organization over 

the SLCA and more than a third reported that they 

chose to volunteer with a different entity.  

Study findings also highlight barriers to contributing 

that LCOs arguably have greater control over. Chief 

among these are those related to information, or 

more pointedly, a lack thereof. For example, 

information deficiencies seem to manifest in climber 

ignorance regarding how to become SLCA members, 

how to volunteer, and how to donate. More 

importantly, climber ignorance towards the SLCA’s 

mission and initiatives appear to impede 

Table 6. Responses to given reasons for not donating to the SLCA in 2018 

 Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree Total 

Donate to different orgs 71 215 261 63 610 

11.6% 35.2% 42.8% 10.3% 100% 

Lacking the resources 65 252 211 87 615 

10.6% 41.0% 34.3% 14.1% 100% 

Unsure what the money is 

spent on 

96 243 225 46 610 

15.7% 39.8% 36.9% 7.5% 100% 

It's difficult or do not know 

how 

122 323 138 29 612 

19.9% 52.8% 22.5% 4.7% 100% 

Won't go to priority 

cause(s) 

145 343 85 29 602 

24.1% 57.0% 14.1% 4.8% 100% 

Donation is not needed 164 383 53 7 607 

27.0% 63.1% 8.7% 1.2% 100% 

Note: Survey prompts were prefaced by “I didn’t donate money to the SLCA in 2018 because…” 
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contributions that the organization could otherwise 

leverage towards its stewardship and advocacy 

efforts, and respondents indicated that they did not 

donate to the SLCA because they were unsure of what 

the funds would be spent on.  

This last finding is worth emphasizing, for both 

scholarly and practical reasons. As noted earlier, 

nonprofit scholarship shows that concern over 

excessive overhead or other wasteful spending may 

impede potential donors from contributing to causes 

they would otherwise support (Tonkiss & Passey, 

1999) and the relative skepticism or trust with which 

such individuals regard a nonprofit is influenced (in 

part) by the extent to which they feel informed of its 

operations (Sargeant et al., 2006). Furthermore, 

although much of the research on sport club 

volunteering does not explicitly examine the 

organizational factors that impel (or impede) 

participants to contribute (Wicker & Hallmann, 2012, 

127), cultural resource theory suggests that a sport 

club’s ability to effectively message to, and build a 

relationship with, its constituents likely influences 

their likelihood of engaging with the organization 

(Wicker & Breuer, 2012). 

 Although the findings reported here suggest that 

climbers are not generally deterred from contributing 

by opposition to the organization’s mission and 

initiatives, they might very well be deterred by the 

indicated uncertainty or ignorance of them. Research 

suggests that targeted information campaigns and 

strategic marketing can increase nonprofit familiarity, 

which in turn may boost the nonprofit’s legitimacy 

and trustworthiness in its constituents’ eyes (Bennett 

& Sargeant, 2005; Bryce, 2007; Wicker & Breuer, 

2012). This study’s findings suggest that such 

initiatives at least deserve LCO consideration, as they 

may prove worthwhile investments towards 

dismantling some of the barriers which impede 

climbers from contributing to local stewardship and 

advocacy. 

 

Limitations and Caveats 

These conclusions should be considered with an 

appreciation for study design limitations. Chief 

among these are the survey distribution method and 

resulting sample. As noted earlier, it should be 

recognized that the survey reached only climbers that 

received SLCA communications - either directly, via 

email or social media, or indirectly, through a partner 

entity. For this reason, the population in question 

may be best thought of as “LCO-attentive” climbers. 

What prevents less-attentive climbers from 

contributing to local stewardship and advocacy is 

arguably an even more important question, as is what 

leads a climber to be more or less attentive to an 

LCO. Such questions are beyond the scope of this 

paper and deserve investigation. 

 Another important limitation is the focus on a single 

LCO. Climbing management challenges vary by 

region, as do climbers responses to them, and LCOs 

vary considerably in their structures, resources, and 

initiatives. When compared against the findings of the 

aforementioned Access Fund study (Maples et al., 

2018), the SLCA is among the larger, better resourced, 

and more “professional” LCOs in the U.S. Thus, this 

study’s findings are best thought of as case-specific 

benchmark data, which may be used to inform most-

similar LCOs, such as those in Western states, serving 

relatively populated areas characterized by an 

abundance of climbing resources and climbers, and 

with a track record of effective local stewardship and 

advocacy initiatives.   

Finally, the study’s measurement method warrants 

discussion. The findings reflect climbers’ self-reported 

contributing behaviors and reasons for not 

contributing. Thus, the results are subject to 

(unknown) error introduced by climbers’ difficulty in 

accurately remembering and reporting their 

contribution, not to mention inflation of reported 

contributions out of social desirability tendencies. 

Similarly, climbers may have been quick to chalk non-

contributing behaviors up to practical barriers (e.g. 

not enough time or resources) and reluctant to report 

reasons less flattering to the SLCA. While such 

limitations are important to note, this paper 
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nonetheless represents a rare systematic 

examination of climbers’ contributions to local 

stewardship and advocacy. Thus, the study offers 

valuable insights for climbers and scholars, alike, as 

discussed in the following conclusion.  

Conclusion 
This study offers insights into - and for the benefit of - 

the grassroots, volunteer-driven LCOs emerging 

across climbing communities in the U.S., and beyond. 

Importantly, LCOs are just one example of everyday 

participants organizing for the purposes of 

stewardship and advocacy; similar efforts can be 

found across lifestyle sport contexts, from trail 

running to mountain biking (Schild, 2019). As such 

efforts proliferate in response to the continued 

popularity of alternative recreational pursuits 

(Gilchrist & Wheaton, 2017; King & Church, 2017), 

understanding who drives such efforts, what impedes 

participants from contributing to them, and how to 

break down barriers to contributing will become ever 

more important.  

Although the findings suggest that practical barriers, 

such as resource, time, and scheduling constraints, 

may be among the top impediments to voluntary 

engagement, the study also identified barriers that 

organization, such as LCOs, have some influence over. 

Central to such barriers are information regarding 

what an organization does, how it does it, and how it 

leverages participants’ contributions towards those 

aims. A substantive lesson can be drawn from the 

findings: sport organizations may benefit from 

dedicated attention to ways in which they can ensure 

the participants they serve are informed of their 

missions and initiatives, such as information 

campaigns and strategic marketing (Bennett & 

Sargeant, 2005; Bryce, 2007). Although some may be 

wary of the commitment in scarce time and resources 

that such initiatives undoubtedly take, they may 

provide worthwhile investments that lead to greater 

stewardship and advocacy successes. 

Finally, this study warrants the attention of scholars 

interested in the growing management challenges 

stemming from rising participation in climbing and 

similar “alternative” sports. The proliferation of LCOs 

demonstrates that participants of such sports are 

aware of these challenges and desire to tackle them. 

In an era where public lands management needs 

exceed the capacity of the administrators charged 

with overseeing them (Robinson, 2013), self-

governance efforts like LCOs (e.g. King & Church, 

2017; Lower & Czekanski, 2019; Pomeranz, Needham, 

& Kruger, 2015) may prove necessary to support 

sustainable use of finite natural resources. 

Researchers can contribute to such efforts by 

examining what contributes to - and impedes - this 

important work.   
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