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Abstract 
This research note examines differences in the bolting preferences held by climbers residing along Utah’s 
Wasatch Front. Using survey data collected in collaboration with a local climbing advocacy and 
stewardship nonprofit, I model the relationships that over 600 respondents’ bolting preferences exhibit 
with various sport-relevant characteristics, including the type of climbing respondents most often practice, 
how they report being introduced to the sport, and their desire to engage risk in climbing, among other 
variables. The findings indicate that a climber’s prioritization of one climbing discipline over another is more 
consistently related with, and more closely related to, their bolting preferences than other factors. The more 
a respondent is inclined towards traditional over sport climbing, the less permissive their bolting 
preferences tend to be.  
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Management Implications 
Analysis of survey data from over 600 climbers along Utah’s Wasatch Front indicates that climbers’ opinions 
regarding the placement of bolts are more closely tied to climbers’ preferred discipline - traditional or sport 
climbing - than other sport-specific and demographic factors. The more a respondent is inclined towards 
traditional over sport climbing, the less permissive their bolting preferences tend to be. These findings 
suggest that bolting-related disagreements may be most readily found among climbers of different 
disciplines, and, to a lesser degree, between those that vary in sport initiation (in the gym or at the crag) 
and valuation of risk in climbing. Fewer discrepancies may be found based on differences in climbing 
tenure or age, alone. Local climbing organizations and land managers should consider the disciplinary 
composition of the relevant climbing community when developing guidelines and/or policies regarding the 
placement of bolts and other fixed hardware. 

1. Introduction 
Bolting - the act of drilling metal bolts into rock for the purposes of arresting a climber in the event of a fall - 
is one of the most contentious and enduring issues in North American climbing. When the practice gained 
popularity during the 1980s and 90s, it ushered in a “sport climbing revolution,” forever altering the way the 
activity is practiced (Smoot, 2019). It also sparked disputes sufficiently heated to garner the distinctive label 
of “bolt wars.”  Although the “bolt wars” era has long since subsided, disagreements over what constitute 
appropriate bolting practices remain (Bogardus, 2012; Wood, 2016).  

Divergent bolting preferences are more than cultural curiosities; they have material consequences for other 
recreationists and the managers who oversee the public lands where much climbing activity occurs. In 
most serious situations, disgruntled climbers deface or remove offending bolts, visibly damaging rock faces 
in the process. In more benign cases, conflicting preferences complicate managers’ efforts to establish 
sustainable local climbing management policies, which are often modeled after the traditions and norms of 
local climbing communities (Repanshek, 2011). Understanding how bolting preferences vary across a 
climbing community is thus necessary for climbers and land managers, alike, as “[i]dentifying these 
commonalities and differences will promote a cooperative process and assist in the development of 
palatable management policy” (Schuster, Thompson, & Hammitt, 2001, 403). 

This research note examines differences in the bolting preferences of climbers residing along Utah’s 
Wasatch Front. Using survey data collected in collaboration with a local climbing advocacy and 
stewardship nonprofit, I analyze how Wasatch area climbers’ preferences towards bolting practices and 
how bolting decisions are made vary according to the type of climbing respondents most often practice, 
how they report being introduced to the sport, and their desire to engage risk in climbing, among other 
variables.  

2. Study Design 
This study is best characterized as a combination of quantitative survey and non-observational “insider” 
research. I collaborated with the Salt Lake Climbers Alliance (SLCA), a climbing advocacy and stewardship 
nonprofit located on Utah’s Wasatch Front, to conduct an online survey in spring of 2018. The study is 
insider research (de Volo & Schatz, 2004), as I have been a climber for over a decade and am a SLCA 
member.  
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2.1. Study Sample & Data Collection 

An open survey URL was distributed by the SLCA through email, social media posts (including Facebook, 
Twitter, and Instagram), and by encouraging nonprofit and industry partners to do the same. Survey 
respondents were offered the opportunity to enter a drawing for a free item of climbing gear. The sample is 
best thought of as a convenience sample, as it was chosen (in part) due to my affiliation with the SLCA and 
is comprised of climbers attentive to SLCA communications and willing to take the survey (Etikan, Musa, & 
Alkassim, 2016). As such, generalizations from study findings should be made with caution, as the sample’s 
representativeness is unknown - a point I return to towards the end of this paper. 

2.2. Variables & Measurement 

I measured climbers’ bolting preferences through two questions, with one focused on bolting practices and 
a second related to how bolting decisions are made. Survey respondents were asked to indicate their level 
of agreement with six prompts, measured on a 5-point point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree.” Prompt development was informed by my experience as a climber and exposure to Wasatch area 
bolting norms. Once drafted, the prompts were vetted with SLCA representatives (Board of Directors and 
Committee members; all experienced climbers) and revised in response to feedback. The resulting 
measures are identified in Table 1. Five of the six prompts lean towards a more permissive stance towards 
bolting. The exception - a measure labeled “first ascensionist priority” - reflects the convention that the 
individual (or individuals) that establish a route dictate whether and where bolts (and other forms of fixed 
protection) are used on the route.   

Table 1. Bolting preferences operationalizations 
Label Survey prompt 
Bolting practices  

Replace piton with bolt “If no other protection opportunities can be found nearby, an old fixed piton 
should be replaced with a bolt.” 

More bolts for safety “It is acceptable to increase the number of bolts when replacing aging 
hardware if it makes a climb safer.” 

Move bolts for enjoyment “When old bolts are replaced, the location of the bolts should be changed if it 
makes the route more enjoyable to climb, but not necessarily safer.” 

Bolting decisions  

First ascensionist priority “The first ascensionist of a route should always have the first and last word on 
a route’s protection.” 

Majority opinion “The norm that bolts should not be added to established climbs is outdated - 
route protection should be changed if a majority of local climbers think it 
should.” 

Overrule experienced 
minority 

“The majority opinion of a climbing community should be more influential 
than the minority opinion in route protection decisions, even if the minority 
group has more climbing experience.” 

 

Data regarding several characteristics likely associated with climbers’ bolting preferences were also 
collected. The first is respondents’ preferred climbing discipline, as traditional or sport. In traditional 
climbing, a climber is protected from falling to the ground by equipment temporarily placed in cracks in 
the rock, later to be removed. Sport climbing, in contrast, relies on permanently installed bolts to catch a 
climber in the event of a fall. Respondents were asked the subjective frequency with which they 
participated in each discipline, measured on an ordinal scale of “never,” “occasionally,” and “often.” From 
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these data, I constructed a measure by subtracting respondents’ reported frequency of sport climbing from 
that of traditional. The resulting variable is best thought of as preference for traditional climbing, as is 
ranges from -2 (frequent sport/no traditional) to 2 (frequent traditional/no sport).  

Second, respondents were asked to indicate whether where they learned to climb is “best characterized as” 
outside (at a natural rock wall or boulder) or in a gym (a human-made climbing wall). Third, respondents 
were asked to indicate how important “engaging the risks inherent in climbing” is in motivating their 
decision to climb. Responses were recorded on a 5-point scale, from “not at all important” to “extremely 
important.” Finally, respondents were asked to indicate their climbing frequency, tenure (years climbing), 
age, and gender (operationalizations provided in Table 2).1  

2.3. Regression Procedures 

I use ordinary least squares regression to examine how bolting preferences are associated with each of the 
independent variables, while holding the others constant. The following alternative model specifications 
warrant mention. First, the models were run as ordered logistic regressions due to the ordinal nature of the 
dependent variables. Furthermore, because both climbing literature and logic suggest interactions 
between some of the variables, models were run with the associated interaction terms (notably, a 
traditional climbing preference and where one learned to climb, traditional climbing preference and desire 
to engage risk, and age and climbing tenure). Finally, because time-related variables (climbing tenure and 
age) may have non-linear relationships with the dependent variables, quadratic terms were included in 
alternative specifications. In all alternative models, the findings did not differ substantively from the 
reported findings and I therefore prefer the reported specifications in the interest of more accessible 
analyses. 

3. Findings 
Study findings are presented here in three parts. The survey response is discussed first, followed by an 
overview of the associated sample characteristics and descriptive results. The third section reports on the 
regression analyses examining factors associated with the surveyed Wasatch area climbers’ bolting 
preferences.  

3.1. Survey Response 

Seven hundred and three completed surveys were collected. Because climbers’ bolting preferences are 
thought to vary across geographic regions (Mellor, 2001), I restrict the analysis to data from 639 climbers 
residing in and around Utah’s Wasatch Mountain Range. This includes climbers from five major cities (Salt 
Lake City, West Valley City, Provo, West Jordan, Layton, and Ogden) which account for roughly 80% of 
Utah’s overall population, as well as the nearby Cache, Morgan, Rich, Summit, and Wasatch Counties. 
Although the survey methods leave the number of people that saw the survey invitation but did not 
respond unknown, some context can be provided specific to email distribution. The SLCA sent a survey 
email invitation through the popular distribution platform Mailchimp to just over 20,000 individuals. A 
distribution report shows that 3,227 individuals opened the email, 456 of whom clicked the survey link. The 
resulting response rates (16% of emails opened, 14% of which were led to survey access) are low, but 
comparable to similar research involving organizational partners (e.g. Mueller & Graefe, 2018).     

 

1 Survey responses for gender were unfortunately limited to binary male/female gender identities; a more valid and inclusive approach 
would be to include “non-binary” and/or “prefer to self-describe” options. 
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The response can also be imperfectly considered in relation to SLCA membership. A survey question asked 
respondents whether they held membership at some point in the preceding three years, resulting in 415 
self-identified past or present members. The response rate among members could therefore be as high as 
35% of the 1,193 members the SLCA reported at the time of the survey, however, due to the fact that the 
question included prior years’ memberships, the rate is likely lower.  

3.2. Sample Characteristics & Descriptive Findings 

Generally speaking, the sample skewed male, younger in age, relatively affluent, and predominantly white. 
Specifically, 68% of the sample identified as male, with the remaining 32% identifying as female. Eighteen 
percent of respondents were under 25 years old, 45% were 26 and 35, 22% were 36 and 45, and the 
remaining 15% were over 46. The median household income was between $50,000 and $75,999, although it 
is worth noting that 21% of respondents indicated a household income of $125,000 or more. Ninety-one 
percent of respondents identified as white, 3% as Asian, 3% as Hispanic or Latino, 1% as American Indian or 
Alaska Native, and less than 1% as Black or African American. Further sample characteristics are presented 
in Table 2, alongside descriptive statistics for all variables included in the analysis. 

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics 
 Mean S.D. Min Max Operationalization 

Dependent variables 

Replace piton with bolt 3.89 0.87 1 5 1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree 
More bolts for safety 3.44 1.15 1 5 1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree 
Move bolts for enjoyment 2.75 0.96 1 5 1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree 
First ascensionist priority 2.93 1.08 1 5 1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree 
Majority opinion 3.36 1.04 1 5 1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree 
Overrule experienced 

minority 
2.84 0.97 1 5 1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree 

Independent variables 
     

Trad preference -0.38 0.79 -2 2 -2 = frequent sport and no traditional 
climbing, 2 = frequent traditional and no 
sport climbing  

Learned in a gym 0.38 0.49 0 1 0 = learned to climb outside, 1 = learned in 
a gym  

Desire for risk in climbing 2.88 1.23 1 5 1 = not at all important, 5 = extremely 
important 

Climbing frequency 3.07 0.95 1 4 1 = once a month or less, 2 = a few times a 
month, 3 = once or twice a week, 4 = 
more than twice a week 

Climbing tenure 3.74 1.17 1 5 1 = under a year, 2 = 1-2 years, 3 = 3-5 years, 
4 = 6-10 years, 5 = over 10 years 

Age 3.39 1.12 1 7 1 = under 16 years old, 2 = 16-25, 3 = 26-35, 4 
= 36-45, 5 = 46-55, 6 = 56-65, 7 = over 65 

Male 0.68 0.47 0 1 0 = female, 1 = male 
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3.3. Analysis Results 

Analyses examining the relationship between respondents’ bolting preferences and the independent 
variables are presented below. Table 3 houses results related to bolting practices preferences and Table 4 
houses those related bolting decision preferences. I report both standardized and unstandardized 
regression coefficients to allow for a comparison of the relative strength of each relationship, when the 
others are held constant.  

Respondents’ climbing discipline preference is the most consistent predictor of their bolting preferences, 
as no other variable in the analysis has a statistically significant relationship with all six prompts. 
Furthermore, standardized coefficients indicate the relationship is stronger than that of any of the other 
variables. Interpreting Table 3 findings, the stronger a respondent’s preference for traditional climbing over 
sport, the less likely they are to agree that old pitons should be replaced with bolts, that bolts can be added 
to a climb to increase its safety, or that bolts can be relocated to make a climb more enjoyable. Looking to 
Table 4, the stronger a respondent’s preference for traditional climbing over sport, the more likely they are 
to ascribe authority to first ascensionists, and the less likely they are to favor majority decision in bolting 
decisions or agree that a majority opinion should overrule that of an experienced minority. 

Where a respondent learned to climb and their desire for risk in climbing exhibited statistically significant 
relationships with the same three prompts (at p<0.05). Respondents that learned to climb in a gym are 
more likely to favor replacing a piton with a bolt and adding bolts to make a climb safer, and less likely to 
agree that a first ascensionist should determine route protection. The more a respondent valued engaging 
in risk in climbing, in contrast, the less likely they are to favor replacing a piton with a bolt and adding bolts 
to make a climb safer, and more likely they are to favor a first ascensionist’s authority in route protection 
decisions. Respondents’ reported climbing frequency was also related to three of the prompts (p<0.05). The 
more frequently a respondent reported climbing, the less likely they were to favor adding bolts to make a 
climb safer, deferring to majority opinion in bolting decisions, or overruling an experienced minority with a 
majority opinion. Finally, respondents’ age exhibited a statistically significant relationship with a single 
prompt (p<0.05): older respondents are less likely to favor a majority opinion in bolting decisions. 

Table 3. Analyses explaining differences in surveyed Wasatch Front climbers’ bolting preferences 
 Replace piton with bolt More bolts for safety Move bolts for enjoyment 

 β b (S.E.)  β b (S.E.)  β b (S.E.)  

Trad preference -0.16 -0.18(0.05) *** -0.20 -0.29(0.06) *** -0.14 -0.17(0.05) *** 

Learned in a gym 0.12 0.22(0.07) *** 0.10 0.23(0.09) ** -0.01 -0.02(0.08)  

Desire for risk -0.08 -0.06(0.03) ** -0.12 -0.11(0.04) *** -0.02 -0.01(0.03)  

Climbing 
frequency 

-0.04 -0.04(0.04)  -0.14 -0.18(0.05) *** -0.01 -0.01(0.04)  

Climbing tenure 0.06 0.05(0.04)  -0.03 -0.02(0.05)  0.04 0.03(0.04)  

Age 0.02 0.01(0.04)  -0.05 -0.05(0.05)  0.08 0.07(0.04) * 

Male 0.05 0.09(0.08)  -0.04 -0.11(0.10)  0.08 0.16(0.08) * 

Constant -- 3.73(0.22) *** -- 4.46(0.27) *** -- 2.32(0.24) *** 

R2  0.06  0.13  0.03 

F  5.31***  12.85***  2.85** 

n  637  639  639 

NOTE: β = standardized regression coefficients with statistically significant relationships (p < 0.05) in italics; b = 
unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses (S.E.); * p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 
0.01 
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Table 4. Analyses explaining differences in surveyed Wasatch Front climbers’ bolting decision preferences 

 First ascensionist priority Majority opinion Overrule experienced 
minority 

 β b (S.E.)  β b (S.E.)  β b (S.E.)  

Trad preference 0.15 0.20(0.06) *** -0.24 -0.31(0.05) *** -0.20 -0.24(0.05) *** 

Learned in a gym -0.09 -0.20(0.09) ** 0.05 0.11(0.08)  0.02 0.04(0.08)  

Desire for risk 0.11 0.09(0.03) ** -0.06 -0.05(0.03)  0.03 0.02(0.03)  

Climbing 
frequency 

0.07 0.09(0.04) * -0.11 -0.13(0.04) *** -0.10 -0.11(0.04) ** 

Climbing tenure -0.05 -0.04(0.04)  -0.03 -0.03(0.04)  -0.11 -0.09(0.04)  

Age 0.07 0.07(0.04)  -0.10 -0.09(0.04) ** -0.03 -0.02(0.04)  

Male 0.05 0.11(0.09)  -0.03 -0.06(0.09)  0.05 0.11(0.08)  

Constant -- 2.40 *** -- 4.22(0.24) *** -- 3.37(0.24) *** 

R2  0.06  0.12  0.07 

F  6.85***  12.10***  7.15*** 

n  638  637  636 

NOTE: β = standardized regression coefficients with statistically significant relationships (p < 0.05) in 
italics; b = unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses (S.E.); * p < 0.01, ** p 
< 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

4. Discussion & Conclusion 
I set out in this study to better understand differences in climbers’ preferences towards bolting activity. The 
preceding analysis suggests that, among surveyed climbers residing along Utah’s Wasatch Front, the more 
a climber is inclined towards traditional over sport climbing, the less permissive their bolting preferences 
tend to be. Furthermore, a climber’s prioritization of one discipline over another is more consistently related 
with, and more closely related to, their bolting preferences than other sport-specific factors. Nonetheless, 
other factors seem to have (more limited) relationships with bolting preferences, as learning to climb in a 
gym is associated with more permissive preferences, and valuing risk in climbing and more frequent 
climbing are associated with less permissive bolting preferences.  

These findings both reaffirm and extend beyond the lessons of prior research. The findings support those of 
existing studies which report that climbers’ attitudes vary systematically across the types of climbing that 
they engage in (Bunn, 2007), and more specifically, that traditional climbers trend towards greater 
discretion in the use of bolts (Bogardus, 2012; Schuster, Thompson, & Hammitt, 2001). To my knowledge, 
however, this is the first analysis to simultaneously model the relationship of multiple factors on climbers’ 
bolting attitudes. The study thus contributes to a better understanding of climbers’ bolting preferences by 
showing that - at least in the case of SLCA-attentive Wasatch area climbers - the discipline that climbers 
prioritize may override other influences on how they perceive bolting practices and decisions, including 
where they learned to climb, their desire for risk in climbing, their climbing frequency and tenure, and their 
age and gender. 

As stated in this paper’s introduction, bolting preferences are more than cultural curiosities. They can create 
management challenges for both self-governing climbing communities and the managers that oversee 
the resources where much climbing activity takes place (Carter, 2019; Smoot, 2019). In order to represent the 
interests of the climbers that they serve, local climbing organizations (such as the SLCA) need to 
understand what their constituents’ attitudes are - particularly when it comes to controversial topics, such 
as bolts. Similarly, in order to develop land management policy that climbers will not only adhere to, but 
actively support, it is important for land managers to understand where climbers’ preferences align and 
diverge, and which characteristics are most associated with attitudinal cleavages (Schuster, Thompson, & 
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Hammitt, 2001). This study suggests that disagreements in bolting practices and decisions may be most 
readily found among climbers of different disciplines, and, to a lesser degree, between those that vary in 
sport initiation (in the gym or at the crag) and valuation of risk in climbing. Fewer discrepancies may be 
found based on differences in climbing tenure or age.   

These findings should be considered with an appreciation of the study’s limitations. The first is the sample 
upon which the analysis relies. For example, the online survey administration likely skews the sample 
towards younger and higher-income climbers (e.g. Riva et al., 2003) and SLCA-affiliation likely skews the 
sample towards outdoor climbers, who are more directly served by the SLCA’s work, leaving the views of 
primarily-indoor climbers underrepresented in the data. I see these as limitations, however, and not fatal 
study flaws. Although they caution that the findings can only be generalized to a narrowly-specified 
population, by leveraging the collaboration of a local stewardship and advocacy nonprofit, I was able to 
collect bolting norm preferences data from over 600 climbers - representing the largest of such datasets 
that I am aware of, to date.  

The regional nature of the data is both a study strength and limitation. Climbing preferences historically, 
and perhaps still today, vary systematically across climbing communities and regions (Mellor, 2001). Thus, it 
is appropriate, and even preferable, to limit the analysis to one region (in this case, the Wasatch Front) 
instead of pooling climber preference data from across multiple disparate communities (e.g. Schuster et al., 
2001). That said, the findings of this study likely do not reflect the attitudes of climbers in other regions. A 
promising extension of this research is to collect similar data across North American climbing communities 
such that the characteristics, compositions, and preferences of different climbing areas might be better 
understood and compared. Such an endeavor offers not only a more nuanced understanding of bolting 
preferences among climbers - it can provide a more complete understanding of preferential diversity in the 
wider climbing culture, for the benefit cross-regional advocacy and management efforts.  
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