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Abstract 

Lifelong adherence and attachment to physical activity, recreation, and leisure among 

older adults is an evolving topic; however, very little research has been conducted on older 

adults engaged in what is termed ‘serious leisure activity.’  One growing type of serious 

leisure activity is rock climbing. The aim of this Capstone Project is to develop a mock 

SSHRC grant funding proposal (Insight Development), which is established from a 

background review of literature and a small exploratory pilot project. The research grant 

proposes to compare and contrast the experiences and motivations of middle and older 

aged (50+) rock climbers with a matched sample of running group or club participants. 

The data collected as part of the preliminary qualitative-based Pilot Project were analyzed 

using a thematic analysis. Four major themes were identified and incorporated into the 

mock grant proposal: continued and increased participation; unique lifestyle 

characteristics; experiential and intrinsic rewards; and camaraderie and social context. 

The findings point to strong activity attachment, social network effects, and suggests that 

meaningful modes of physical activity encourage lifelong, engaged participation. 

Keywords:  rock climbing; gerontology; serious leisure motivations; lifelong 

participation; physical activity and aging.  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

Canada’s population is aging and it is projected that by 2036 approximately 

twenty-three to twenty-five percent of Canadians will be over the age of sixty-five 

(Statistics Canada, 2016). This is largely due to increasing life expectancy, the aging of 

baby boom cohorts, and immigration patterns (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2017). 

The baby boomers comprise one-third of the Canadian senior population, typically 

defined as persons born between 1946 and 1965 (Wister & Speechley, 2015), and 

therefore worthy of attention. Due to the large size of this cohort and its position in the 

age structure, there are population health concerns about middle and older aged adults’ 

adoption of unhealthy lifestyle behaviours, such as sedentarism and physical inactivity. 

These unhealthy behaviours can contribute to the onset of chronic disease among 

middle-aged and older adults (Berk et al., 2006; Hamer et al., 2014). Indeed, Statistics 

Canada (2016) has reported that only 13% of men and 11% of women aged 60 and 

older meet the recommended guidelines for physical activity levels.  

There is a large body of literature that identifies factors that influence physical 

activity patterns in middle and old age (Kim & Suh, 2017; Carlson et al., 2012; Beck et 

al., 2016; Petrescu-Prahova et al., 2016). One area of interest addressed in this 

proposed project entails decreased opportunities for meaningful leisure-time physical 

activity (PA) from a life course perspective among middle and older aged adults (Gibbs 

et al., 2016; Malavasi et al., 2010; Ku, Fox, & Chen, 2016; Taylor & Pescatello, 2016; 

Kluge, 2007). On the one hand, health-related challenges, lowered energy reserve, and 

fewer leisure-time physical activity opportunities act as barriers for participation in PA. 

On the other hand, life transitions, such as middle age and retirement, can be associated 

with increased financial resources, and available time to pursue new leisure or 

recreation activities. Overall, these periods represent an opportunity for many middle 

and older aged adults to discover new activities, but it is still unclear exactly what type of 

opportunities may best encourage long-term adoption of healthy physical activity 

behaviours which contribute to optimal health.  
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One form of leisure-time PA that is receiving attention in the literature is what is 

termed serious leisure activity. Serious leisure is the systematic pursuit of a core activity 

that is highly substantial, interesting, and fulfilling, where participants find a career in 

acquiring and expressing a combination of its special skills, knowledge, and experience 

(Stebbins, 1992, p.3). Serious leisure also refers to the goal-directed pursuit of a leisure 

activity that requires an investment of time, energy, the establishment of social networks, 

and the establishment of a leisure identity (Stebbins, 2007).  Participants engaging in 

serious leisure activities have the opportunity to develop a sense of competence, 

positive feelings and enjoyment associated with leisure activity PA (Heo et al., 2013), in 

addition to harnessing the opportunity to develop notable personal identity and 

enhanced quality of life through serious leisure (Kleiber, 2012). General definitions of 

serious leisure include a substantive range of activities; from fine arts and crafts to more 

physically active endeavours, such as the topic of interest for this Capstone Project, rock 

climbing. Therefore, reviewed literature and further mention of serious leisure in this 

document will focus primarily on adventure-based activities inclusive and similar to rock 

climbing. Rock climbing has been previously identified as an increasingly popular form of 

serious leisure among younger individuals that has potential to enhance physicality 

(Wood, 2016). There is some evidence that middle and older aged persons are 

engaging in forms of rock climbing at increasing rates, yet few studies exist on this form 

of PA. The rising rate in participation for this demographic may be related to generational 

differences affected by the visibility and exposure to rock climbing as a form of 

sustainable and lifelong leisure-based PA.  

The proposed research project will examine the experiences of older adults who 

participate in unique leisure-based physical activities, with a focus on rock climbing. The 

purpose of this Capstone Project is to provide: a) review of literature on the topic; and b) 

a proposed SSHRC-funded proposal for an exploratory mixed-methods research project 

examining middle and older aged adults’ pathways to exposure into the activity, 

experiences while engaged in rock climbing, and motivations for continued participation 

in rock climbing.  

1.1. Physical Activity Types, Patterns, and Research Gaps 

Physical inactivity remains one of the top three risk factors for disease burden in 

Canada across all age groups (Krueger, Krueger & Koot, 2015). Physical activity 
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participation has been demonstrated to improve outcomes of functional limitations, 

disability, or loss of independence (Iacone et al., 2016). The World Health Organization 

(2018) defines physical activity as “any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles 

that requires energy expenditures.” From a broad perspective, physical activity is an 

umbrella term that can include: structured sports, leisure-based activities, daily living 

activities, active transportation, and exercise. Traditionally, research around physical 

activity and ‘active aging’ has been limited to a rather narrow scope of organized sport, 

exercise, or fitness-based participation (Wolinsky et al., 2013; Howes, 2017). Physical 

activity in gerontology research covers a wide range of behaviours, including active 

forms of recreation and leisure of physical activity (e.g., walking, resistance training, golf, 

curling).  

Today’s aging baby boomer cohort is placing a greater emphasis on leisure than 

previous generations (Nimrod & Shrira, 2016). This shift in middle and older aged adults’ 

attitudes and values towards leisure can potentially encourage seeking out a broader 

array of activity opportunities. There are therefore increased opportunities for 

gerontologists to examine the diversity and unique characteristics of motivations 

underlying older adult participation in alternative and unique types of active leisure, for 

example: downhill skiing, surfing, and mountain biking, and rock climbing (Dogra, 2011). 

As indicated by survey data, older populations are generally less physically 

active than younger adults (Chodzko-Zajko et al., 2009; American College of Sports 

Medicine [ACSM], 2006; Schutzer & Graves, 2004; Moschny et al., 2011). Age and 

gender continue to be the two most consistent demographic correlates of physical 

activity behaviour in middle and older aged adults (Trost et al., 2005). Socio-cultural 

factors may also affect physical activity participation based on: social norms (Swift et al., 

2017; French et al., 2014), availability and visibility of programs (Hughes et al., 2009; 

Chodzko-Zajko, 2005; Ashworth et al., 2005), and geographic location (Van Der Deijl, 

2014; Zhu et al., 2017; Shimura et al., 2009; Wilcox et al., 2006; Duncan et al., 2009). It 

is also recognized that strong social support has a positive correlation to physical activity 

participation rates and patterns for middle and older aged adults (Booth et al., 2000; 

Caserta & Gillet, 1998; Castro et al., 1999).  

With respect to beneficial effects, regular physical activity increases average life 

expectancy through its influence on reducing chronic disease development and may 
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restore some functional capacity in previously sedentary middle and older aged adults 

(Huang, 2015; Hunter et al., 2000). Physical activity participation has also been 

associated with protective effects for individual health, disease, and illness status, for 

instance, by reducing the risk of developing cardiovascular and metabolic diseases 

(Gonzales et al., 2015).     

A relatively substantive amount of research in gerontology has examined popular 

forms of physical activity program approaches targeting middle and older aged adults 

including the baby boomer generation, such as: walking (Dattilo et al., 2014), swimming 

(Cooper, Powel, & Rasch, 2007), yoga and tai chi (Wertman et al., 2016) or resistance 

training (Cavani et al., 2002). However, there is a gap in the literature that examines the 

less conventional forms of physically active leisure for middle and older aged adults, 

especially outdoor recreation as serious leisure activities providing engaging and 

meaningful experiences, and which remains a largely unexplored topic. Although some 

quantitative and qualitative research have previously examined the psychological and 

physical benefits of middle and older aged adults participating in adventure-based 

outdoor recreation programs, such as kayaking and backcountry hiking trips (Boyes, 

2013; Kluge, 2005; Sugerman, 2003), there has been little research focusing on the 

contributing factors originating from individual pathways, motivations, and the 

experiences of persons engaging in these types of active leisure or recreation activities.  

Research into middle and older aged adults who participate and identify as 

‘serious’ rock climbers may uncover alternative pathways and experience of participation 

in this seemingly unconventional mode of physical activity. Since rock climbing has been 

articulated as an ‘alternative’ or ‘fringe’ but growing leisure activity, investigating middle 

and older aged adults who are seriously engaged in rock climbing offers a fresh 

perspective for active leisure pursuits in the field of gerontology. For example, previous 

work examining motivations for regular modes of physical activity participation among 

middle and older aged adults has included: establishing the direction and effective roles 

of social inclusion, capital, and networks (Legh-Jones & Moore, 2012) socio-

environmental factors (Van Cauwenberg et al., 2012); analysis and perceptions of risk 

(Chaudhury & Shelton, 2010); and the intrinsic desire for continued participation (Hamer 

et al., 2014). Therefore, the type of outdoor leisure pursuit that is the focus of this 

Capstone Project entails examining middle and older aged adults who self-identify as 

serious rock climbers. This Capstone Project develops a mock grant proposal aimed at 
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examining their pathways into participation in this activity; shared experiences, given the 

nature of the activity; and other possible unique elements, such as overcoming negative 

views of aging and involvement in extreme forms of physical activity 

1.2. Active Participation and Growth of Rock Climbing 

Rock climbing among middle and older aged adults represents an important area 

of research, given the unique nature of the activity, that requires a combination of 

individualized effort, partnership trust, analysis of movement and biomechanics, 

immersion in the experience, and problem-solving skills. Globally, it is estimated that 

there are 25 million active rock climbers, and this number continues to grow significantly 

(International Federation of Sport Climbing, 2017). The growth of rock climbing as a 

primary activity has flourished in the era of ‘extreme sports’ which began in the 1970’s. 

Global participation rates of rock climbing have increased over 20% since 2009 (Outdoor 

Industry Foundation, 2011), making it relevant for examination as a serious form of PA. 

Additionally, the inclusion of artificial rock climbing in the upcoming 2020 Olympic 

Games in Tokyo has further increased the growing popularity of this activity through 

marketing, social media and increased exposure. World Cup rock climbing competitions 

on artificial walls are popular in most developed countries, and professional rock 

climbers are being sponsored by major companies such as: The North Face and Coca-

Cola. Advertising tactics that are used as primary marketing approaches by outdoor rock 

guiding companies and indoor facilities suggest that rock climbing can improve one’s 

physical strength, flexibility, and endurance (Galletta et al., 2015) in a social 

environment. While many rock climbing facilities and businesses aim to promote rock 

climbing and outdoor recreation by focusing on youth programming, there also exists a 

growing interest in catering to special populations such as: minority groups, adaptive 

climbing organizations for disabled persons (Bolikal et al., 2014), and at-risk youth 

(Siegel & Fryer, 2017), but have yet to target middle and older aged adults.  

The emergence of indoor rock climbing facilities in the 1990’s and subsequent 

growth of instructional programs have enabled a greater diversity of individuals, 

including middle and older aged adults, to learn all of the necessary skills to ensure that 

they are equipped with safe and appropriate methods for risk management in diverse 

environments (Aras & Akalan, 2014). For example, there have been significant 

improvements in the past two decades with respect to the equipment and safety 
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techniques employed when ‘sport’ or ‘traditional’ climbing, where rock climbers utilize 

engineer-designed hardware or devices in conjunction with specific rope systems to 

prevent falling to the ground while scaling a rock cliff. Individuals interested in learning 

the repertoire of skills required to safely ascend a rock feature in an outdoor environment 

can be taught in extremely safe environments through local organizations or indoor rock 

climbing facilities. At an experiential level, rock climbing ultimately encourages: a 

heightened sense of adventure; development of problem solving skills; increases self-

confidence; and a complete immersion with the natural environment (Boyes, 2013). The 

increasing popularity of rock climbing has also resulted in a significant industry boom 

with indoor and outdoor facilities, equipment design, and program development 

(Albayrak & Caber, 2016). This creates an opportunity to integrate specialized programs 

or opportunities for middle and older aged adults among rock climbing facilities, groups, 

and community organizations.  

However, it is currently unknown what type of individual, environmental or social 

factors can facilitate middle and older aged adults’ decision to take up an activity like 

rock climbing. One research question is whether the higher the level of interaction and 

social component of rock climbing necessary for the activity will result in long-term 

committed and regular social engagement (Lee & Payne, 2015; Boyes, 2013). These 

positive social interactions found in rock climbing participation (Hickman et al., 2017) 

may distinguish this mode of physically-active leisure apart from other more structured 

sports and fitness-based exercise commonly targeting middle and older aged adults.  

Based on these developments, it is possible that the steady growth of the 

outdoor recreation industry and organizations may capitalize on offering opportunities for 

middle and older aged adults to develop meaningful experiences through serious leisure 

activities, such as rock climbing. The 2016 outdoor recreation participation report 

estimated that nearly half of all Americans (48.4%) participated in at least one outdoor 

activity in 2015; a figure that continues to grow yearly (Outdoor Foundation, 2016). The 

recent evolution of rock climbing as a more mainstream physical activity also offers 

unique socio-cultural, intergenerational experiences, and engagement with the natural 

environment and a community that differs substantially from organized fitness classes 

and sport participation (Hickman et al., 2017; Ashton, 2014; Fenton and Hamblin, 2016). 

The aesthetic attributes from rock climbing in natural environments also set the stage for 

total immersion within awe-inspiring geographical areas. As witnessed by my personal 
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experiences, many popular outdoor rock climbing areas are situated among some of 

North America’s most dramatic landscapes, such as the fire-red and orange sandstone 

cliffs of Zion National Park, Utah, to the glacier-shaped granite formations found in 

Squamish, British Columbia. In recent decades, thousands of rock climbers have 

migrated to these destinations, creating independent lifestyles based on adventure, 

outdoor recreation and meaningful experiences.  

Lee (2013) addressed some of the motivational characteristics of over four 

hundred young-adult rock climbers considered to be engaging in what has been termed 

a ‘serious’ leisure activity. The findings from this research demonstrated that intrinsic 

rewards from this activity were mostly driven by the internalization of subcultures and 

social interactions found specifically with rock climbing (Lee, 2013). Although this study 

did not narrow their focus on middle and older aged adult populations, it did reveal some 

important elements of serious leisure activities that can inform the present suggested 

research project with a focus on the pathways and motivations of middle and older aged 

adults who are rock climbers. Obtaining a deeper understanding of the pathways and 

motivations underlying participation in types of outdoor recreation, such as rock climbing, 

can highlight important information for organizations that aim to create innovative and 

meaningful leisure or recreational experiences for middle and older aged adults (Ewert, 

2013; Galloway, 2012; Hammond, Backlund, & Bixler, 2004).  

Fundamental knowledge about the motivations expressed by middle and older 

aged adults who participate in various forms of active leisure can potentially benefit a 

variety of physical activity, recreation and leisure program designers (Ewert et al., 2013; 

Choghara, O’Brien Cousins & Wankel, 1998). The social elements (Courneya & 

McAuley, 1995) and individual benefits (Berk et al., 2006; Hamer et al., 2014; Stressman 

et al., 2009) resulting from valuable, engaging and meaningful physical activity 

opportunities to middle and older aged adults have previously encouraged long-term 

adherence (Berlin, Kruger & Klenosky, 2014). Traditional physical activity program 

models for older adults have normally adopted an exercise or fitness-based, structured 

‘classroom’ approach. For example, the province of British Columbia strongly 

recommends exercise and fitness programs such as walking, hiking, swimming, water 

aerobics or ‘aquatic fitness’ classes (Province of British Columbia, 2017) to senior 

populations. While these approaches may be suitable for a portion of aging Canadians, 

organized fitness programs may not correspond to meaningful individual experiences 
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and changing preferences of aging baby boomer cohorts, and consequently fail to 

address a long-term adherence approach to an activity which encompasses healthy 

lifestyle attributes. A New Zealand study by Breheny and Stephens (2017) examined the 

association between leisure as productive time and leisure as personal time towards the 

maintenance of health and a valued social identity as an actively aging member of 

society (Breheny & Stephens, 2017). Acknowledging and promoting a broader scope of 

activities in active leisure andrecreation may indeed fill this gap.  

The proposed research study aims to obtain a comprehensive understanding of 

the multiple pathways or motivations that impact the decision for middle and older aged 

adults to participate in active forms of leisure, like rock climbing. They will be asked to 

disclose intrinsic motivational narratives, using qualitative interviewing methods, that 

may be essential in understanding their serious leisure experiences and elements of 

culture experienced through rock climbing. The body of knowledge gained from this 

research may also prove to be relevant for a variety of organizations involved in the 

creation, development or promotion of physical activity, recreation, and leisure 

programming for middle and older aged adults nationwide. This Capstone Project 

proposes a SSHRC-funded, mixed-methods research project to compare the 

experiences and motivations of middle and older aged adult rock climbers with 

participants involved in running groups or clubs. This proposed project is expected to 

offer insightful knowledge on comparing activity choices rather than solely focusing on 

the experiences and motivations of one activity.  

1.3. Study Significance 

The examination of intrinsic pathways and mechanisms that affect middle and 

older aged adult decision-making to participate in active forms of serious leisure may be 

a fruitful research endeavour. It may be useful in the identification of aspects of the 

internalized motivational elements and rationalization that contribute to participation and 

continued adherence (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Despite the empirical evidence associating a 

myriad of physical and psychological health benefits to active lifestyles, as well as public 

health efforts to improve physical activity participation rates for middle and older aged 

adults (Berk et al., 2006; Hamer et al., 2014; Sabia et al., 2012; Ku et al., 2016), many 

remain inactive, or fail to meet the recommended intensity and frequency of physical 

activity participation (McPhee et al., 2016). Some studies have suggested that sedentary 
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older adults who become physically active later in life despite previous low participation 

rates can still gain significant improvements in physical and cognitive health (Berk et al., 

2006; Hamer et al., 2014; Lautenschlager et al., 2008), dispelling the ageist myth that 

“you can’t teach an old dog new tricks”.  

1.4. Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this Capstone Project and the embedded mock grant proposal is 

to investigate the underlying psycho-social motivations of middle and older aged adult 

rock climbers through a comprehensive, mixed-methods research project. The proposed 

research is further strengthened through information gathered from a qualitative pilot 

project which was conducted in the summer of 2017. The SSHRC Insight Development 

grant provides funding for short-term research projects and supports research in its initial 

stages on topics relevant to the fields of social sciences and humanities (Social 

Sciences and Humanities Research Council, 2018). While the mock grant funding 

proposal is the primary objective of this Capstone Project and a stand-alone Chapter, 

the development of the proposal evolves from emergent themes from the 

aforementioned qualitative pilot project. Given the identified gap in research and 

literature on the topic of middle and older aged adult rock climbers, the pilot project 

reinforces conceptual elements and characteristics from the selected theoretical 

framework and models (Chapter 2). These characteristics that emerged from the pilot 

project help to shape and reinforce the methodology presented in the mock grant 

funding proposal, in addition to providing a qualitative baseline from a small sample size 

of middle and older aged rock climbers.  

In conjunction with the pilot project results, the review of empirical literature on 

physical activity and serious leisure across the lifespan helps to connect the theoretical 

elements with the suggested mock grant funding proposal by shaping the research 

questions.   

The guiding primary research question is:  

•  (PRQ) What are the internalized pathways, motivations and experiences of 
middle and older aged adult rock climbers? 
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Secondary research questions include: 

•  (RQ1) How were middle and older aged rock climbers initially exposed to this 
activity? Were the motivations self-directed or were they based on social 
modelling? 

• (RQ2) Are there motivational differences between novice and experienced 
rock climbers? 

• (RQ3) What types of barriers or limitations do middle and older aged adult 
rock climbers experience? 

• (RQ4) What are the intrinsic tangible factors that contribute to the experience 
of middle and older aged rock climbers? (Positive or negative) 

• (RQ5) What are the elements that reinforce the social connectedness found in 
rock climbing experiences?  

• (RQ6) Does participation in active serious leisure (rock climbing) result in 
greater adherence, adoption into a regular lifestyle, as well as more 
psychological benefits?  

1.5. Summary  

The investigation of motivations and pathways of middle and older aged adult 

rock climbers offers a contemporary research approach to physical activity and active 

aging. Identifying key motivational elements of middle and older aged adult rock climbers 

contributes to a body of knowledge that will directly and indirectly benefit current and 

future middle and older aged adults in Canada. This will be achieved through physical 

activity programming that encourages lifelong and meaningful participation. The 

following chapter will further elaborate three relevant theoretical perspectives: Serious 

Leisure perspective; Life Course perspective; and the Self-Efficacy Model. Conceptual 

elements found within these three perspectives have been selected as a guiding 

framework for the proposed research grant funding proposal, and the next chapter 

further articulates how they may be useful in conceptualizing this topic.   
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Chapter 2.  
 
Theoretical Perspectives 

This chapter reviews theoretical and conceptual models applied to serious leisure 

and aging in an effort to develop a synthesized framework for the proposed mock grant-

funded research project. The components of a conceptual framework in empirical 

research must represent clearly identified and meaningful inputs, abstractions and 

outcomes that can be used to test and evaluate theories in both quantitative and 

qualitative research (Beaton and Funk, 2008). To date there have been minimal 

developments that attempt to theoretically connect the experiences and motivations of 

middle and older aged adults who choose to participate in ‘alternative’ forms of physical 

activity, recreation, or leisure, such as rock climbing (Kolt, Driver, & Giles, 2004). Given 

this gap in knowledge, it is important to establish a unique theoretical framework related 

to pathways for activity choice, long-term participatory motivation and individual agency. 

These theoretical models and concepts can help further explain why some middle and 

older aged adults begin or continue participating in an activity like rock climbing. 

Therefore, in order to create an ideal framework for the proposed study, it is essential to 

consider some previously established theoretical and conceptual models which are most 

closely related to the topic of research interest.  

For the purpose of the proposed research and grant funding proposal, three 

primary models and theories will guide an overarching conceptual framework: the 

Serious Leisure Perspective [SLP], Life Course Theory [LCT], and the Social Cognitive 

Model [SCM].  

2.1. The Serious Leisure Perspective 

The first theoretic framework helps to identify unique socio-cultural aspects of 

rock climbing as an activity of interest for the proposed research. According to Stebbins 

(1992, p.3), “serious leisure is the systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist, or 

volunteer core activity that is highly substantial, interesting, and fulfilling and where, in 

the typical case, participants find a career in acquiring and expressing a combination of 

its special skills, knowledge, and experience”. Stebbins’ (1992) Serious Leisure 



 

12 

Perspective argues that there are certain characteristics associated with individuals who 

are deeply engaged in a meaningful activity, such as the personal attachment or 

significance associated with the activity. The Serious Leisure Perspective blends 

characteristics of an activity with individual attachment and elements of self-fulfillment 

(Stebbins, 2018). Participation in active serious leisure often involves high levels of 

intrinsic motivation, fulfilment, and continued participation (Heo et al., 2013). The notion 

of internalization can be introduced to articulate motivations of serious leisure through 

Stebbins’ extensive inquiry regarding motivations of serious leisure, which highlights an 

individual’s adaptation in social regulations and subcultures (Stebbins, 2007). His work 

also recognizes the distinct relationship of serious leisure with participants as a form of 

meaningful physical activity, requiring various levels of commitment and effort, and even 

suggests it as a form of sustainable active lifestyle for older adults (Stebbins, 2007). 

Although the career or work-like nature of serious leisure, such as various levels of 

investment in the activity, can be perceived as unenjoyable, it should be noted that many 

participants engaging in forms serious leisure do so willingly. The attachment and ethic 

directed towards the activity is a product of the enjoyment and fulfilment that they 

receive from their participation.   

Figure 1 emphasizes the associations between principal elements found among 

participants involved in Serious Leisure by Stebbins (2011). It illustrates the various 

important characteristics and pathways experienced by participants in serious leisure 

PA, and is related to participating ‘serious’ rock climbers. 

The Serious Leisure Perspective addresses unique aspects of rock climbing, 

specifically: significant personal effort; durable individual benefits; perseverance; strong 

identification with the activity; and unique ethos (Kim et al., 2014; Stebbins, 2011). In 

contrast to other forms of physical activity typically examined in gerontology research, 

rock climbing is a self-directed form of active leisure or recreation that offers individual 

meaningful rewards through personal achievements rather than simply physical health 

benefits (Kim et al., 2014). It can be hypothesized that middle and older aged adults’ 

pathways and exposure to rock climbing are associated with distinct, strong, internalized 

motivations for continued participation. Although the examination of psycho-social 

pathways with activities such as rock climbing has primarily involved young adult age-

groups (Siegel & Fryer, 2017), applying elements such as the unique characteristics of 

career and activity attachment from the Serious Leisure Perspective to middle and older 
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aged adults highlight the importance of meaningful experiences in physical activity, 

leisure and recreation.  

In order to understand associations between circumstantial life events and the 

role of temporality on the decisional process in an activity such as rock climbing, Life 

Course Theory is also relevant. Since the proposed research relates to middle and older 

aged adults, the directional role of both cumulative and transitional life periods or events 

are important to incorporate into a framework, especially given the significant role that 

they can play in the decision to begin or continue participation in physical activity 

2.2. Life course Theory  

The life course theory has contributed valuable approaches to the study of 

human behavior and aging despite debates and critiques (Hirvensalo & Lintunen, 2011). 

This theoretical approach has become the “new wave” program for studying both aging 

and development, as a dynamic and heterogeneous phenomenon (O’Rand & Krecker, 

1990, p. 248).  It has been characterized simultaneously as a “perspective” (Elder, 

1975), as a “paradigm” (Elder, 1995), or as a “theory” (Elder, 1997a, 1997b, 1999; Elder, 

Johnson, & Crosnoe, 2003; Elder & Shanahan, 2006). For relevancy of the topic, we will 

categorize it as the latter: from a theoretical perspective. Heikkinen describes that the 

aim of the life course theory is to explore a myriad of elements that act upon and 

influence health and diseases, functional capability, and disability (Hirvensal & Lintunen, 

2011). For example, participation in certain activities may be a result of the accumulation 

of various biological, psychological, behavioral, and social factors. One common 

approach in studying life course processes can be defined by significant periods, 

biological events, pathways and accumulation (Elder, 1995). For example, major life 

events across the life course, such as retirement, can increase an individual’s ability to 

engage in active leisure, especially given the increased availability of time and resources 

for participation.  The life course model has also suggested that adverse exposure and 

health experiences can lead to additional ones, following a continual, accumulative 

fashion. One such example can be observed with sedentary occupations, where 

individuals may continue sedentary behaviors post-retirement as a pre-established 

lifestyle (McPhee et al., 2016). Conversely, it is theorized that healthy behaviors and 

pathways to those behaviors may accumulate through the life course, and positive 
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changes have been suggested to occur during significant life periods and circumstances, 

such as pregnancy, retirement or grandparenthood (Kenter et al., 2015).  

Aging individuals who have experienced significant life events, for example 

cumulative exposure with certain types of physical activity throughout the life course, 

may possess unique motivational characteristics contributing to the uptake or 

continuation of these endeavors (Allender et al., 2008; Frederick & Ryan, 1993; 

Salguero, Gonzalez-Boto, & Marquez, 2006). The life course theoretical approach can 

allow a researcher to identify potential markers for differential uptake pathways in an 

activity, and associating events or periods of temporal relevance to these pathways 

(Hirvensal & Lintunen, 2011). This approach has been employed in previous empirical 

work involving team sports or exercise participation (Jenkin et al., 2016); Masters or 

Seniors’ Games (Dionigi, 2006); golf (Siegenthaler & O’Dell, 2003); and curling (Leipert 

et al., 2011).  

Serious leisure activities from the life course approach emphasizes the 

directional role of internalized motivations for continuation or uptake in activities such as 

rock climbing. For example, individual self-regulatory skills in conjunction with life events 

for middle and older aged adults such as retirement and widowhood can influence 

activity participation, uptake, and continuation (Schutzer & Graves, 2004). It is therefore 

important to include a broad spectrum of active leisure or recreation within these 

frameworks, especially since there are different internal rationalizations associated with 

choice of participation for this activity (Tinsley & Eldredge, 1995). Some middle and older 

aged adults may experience a re-engagement with rock climbing after a period of time, 

reflecting elements of self-preservation or self-reinvention innovation (Nimrod, 2016). 

Lastly, it has been suggested that individual agency and self-paced individual goals 

inherent in rock climbing participation have the ability to enhance the value of serious 

leisure activities (Stebbins, 2014), contributing to positive individual changes and 

attitudes through the life course; all of which resulting in growth of personal self-efficacy, 

which is discussed next.  

2.3. Social Cognitive Model (Self-Efficacy Theory) 

 The Social Cognitive Theory has been one of the most widely applied 

theoretical models related to previous work focusing on physical activity behaviors and 
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middle and older aged adults (McAuley & Blissmer, 2000). It can be a particularly useful 

framework for understanding the uptake and maintenance of physical activity patterns in 

middle and older aged adults (Bandura, 1997, 2004). The Social Cognitive Theory 

explains the basis of health behaviors through a set of psycho-social determinants, such 

as: self-efficacy, outcome expectations, goals, barriers and facilitators (White, Wójcicki, 

and McAuley, 2011). Particularly relevant to the area of rock climbing is the operation 

and role of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy can be described as “one’s beliefs in one’s 

capabilities to successfully complete a course of action, and has been shown to be an 

active agent in SCT models” (Bandura, 1997, p. 2). In terms of behavioral issues, it is 

suggested that self-efficacy, social support, and socio-cultural values are significant 

predictors for late life participation in activity (Chogahara, O’Brien Cousins, & Wankel, 

1998; O’Brien Cousins, 1997). 

It is suggested through this theory, that individuals with higher levels of self-

efficacy exhibit positive expectations for the activity, set higher goals, and view 

themselves as capable of overcoming barriers (Dishman, Vandenberg, Motl, Wilson, & 

DeJoy, 2009). As a result, there is a greater likelihood of physical activity engagement 

and maintenance (Bandura, 2004). It is hypothesized that the personal agency involved 

with middle and older aged adult rock climbers will be associated with high levels of self-

efficacy, therefore resulting in high levels of adherence. Since participating rock climbers 

must continuously and independently create individual choices involved in personal skill 

development through varied levels of activity participation, self-efficacy plays a 

substantial role in adherence. This adherence also corresponds with characteristics of 

serious leisure, where there are individual efforts allocating free leisure time to the 

specific activity (Stebbins, 2011).         

Bandura’s work on self-efficacy and the role of individual agency on outcome 

expectations shape the determinants that regulate motivation (Bandura, 1998). Middle 

and older aged adults are hypothesized to become more physically active if they: value 

physical activity as a meaningful behavior; recognize and harness sources of support, 

companionship, or encouragement; hold mainly positive expectancies and few negative 

expectancies; and, believe that they are currently capable of physical activity (Bandura, 

1997). Bandura also contends that individual self-efficacy has a direct impact on desired 

behaviors, while socio-structural factors, outcome expectations and goals play key roles 

in the decision process.  
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The concept of self-efficacy also suggests that there are various internal and 

social pathways which can encourage behavior in an activity such as rock climbing. The 

input associated with self-efficacy can help explain the unique individual and social 

outcomes from participation (Mullen et al., 2012; Hughes et al., 2011). By exploring 

mechanisms such as self-efficacy and internalized motivations through the use of social-

cognitive models, we can better understand the motivations to begin and continue rock 

climbing among older people. For example, some middle and older aged rock climbers 

may have been introduced to the activity at an early age, discontinued participation, and 

re-integrated themselves with rock climbing as a way to increase opportunities for 

developing social capital (Hickman et al., 2017). Additionally, it has been suggested that 

physical activity, leisure, and recreation program designers should explore future 

opportunities in which middle and older aged adults can experience moments of 

meaningful play rather than just exercise, and also overcome social barriers to feel 

empowered and confident in their skills (Berlin & Klenoski, 2014; O’Brien Cousins, 

2003). In this sense, middle and older aged adults may use leisure-based physical 

activities as a way to build self-efficacy and individual agency by feeling empowered 

through participating in an activity like rock climbing. This theoretical notion of 

empowerment through the use of adventure and nature-based environments add value 

to rock climbing as a suitable activity for middle and older aged adults (Boyes, 2013; 

Kluge, 2005; Hickman et al., 2017). It is hypothesized that elements of self-efficacy such 

as mastery, flow, and empowerment (Llewellyn et al., 2008; Bandura, 1997; Slanger & 

Rudestam, 1997), are essential components that contribute to the value of middle and 

older aged adults participating in rock climbing.  

Instead of focusing on the creation of monotonous, structured modalities of 

physical activity, program designers have an opportunity to look at the broad spectrum of 

opportunities for middle and older aged adults to seek out enjoyable, meaningful 

experiences through active leisure or recreation, like rock climbing. It is suggested that 

this activity offers many opportunities to develop significant social relationships, 

networks and positive interactions among middle and older aged adults (Hickman et al., 

2017; Kulczycki & Hinch, 2014; Boyes, 2013). As a result, both Bandura’s SCM model 

and Stebbins’ Serious Leisure Perspective help designate the role of social networks 

and individual self-efficacy in the motivations and experiences of older adult rock 

climbers. For this reason, insightful experiences and narratives shared by participating 
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middle and older aged adults who are rock climbers may bring attention to the strength 

and significance associated with the roles of social networks and self-efficacy.   

2.4. Conceptualizing The Unique Elements of Rock 
Climbing  

Rock climbing involves very little systematic organization, regulations and 

limitations for participation, compared to a sport like football, for example. In football, 

logistic requirements include: a field of play, a timeframe or schedule, adequate 

equipment, two teams, an official, specific playing positions, and obeying rules and 

regulations for the game. Apart from safety practices, familiarization and knowledge 

using the required equipment, there exists few rules within rock climbing, and there is a 

variety of spaces and difficulty levels to choose from.  This autonomous structure 

ultimately puts the onus on rock climbers to become personal agents in the decision-

making process. Whether it is basic rock scrambling, steep or vertical rock faces, and 

even artificial walls, rock climbing can be practiced in even the most surprising or remote 

locations in the world. For example, in Canada, there are indoor rock climbing facilities 

located in Yellowknife, NWT, and Regina, SK, which can be surprising considering the 

lack of ‘mountain culture’ and outdoor rock cliffs or terrain. Within rock climbing as an 

activity, there is a range in varied opportunities for participation from rock scrambling, 

bouldering, sport climbing, traditional climbing, and even ice climbing. While some of 

these modalities can be practiced individually, most of them require reciprocal 

partnerships that are significantly based on trust, safety, and risk management. The 

spectrum of available disciplines, levels and locations to practice rock climbing 

engenders unique experiences, in which every individual must rely on their physical 

capacity to perform, harness inter-personal skills and more importantly, exhibit a strong 

belief in personal efficacy. The Life Course Theory suggests that deriving benefits of 

physical activity can influence continuation of participation in conjunction with positive 

experiences and considerations related to desired participation in an activity (Jenkin et 

al., 2017). Theoretically, middle and older aged adults who have been previously active 

in sport or physical activities may demonstrate a higher likelihood to seek out new 

activity opportunities, or increase participation based on determinants which influence 

patterns either positively or negatively over the lifespan (Sallis, Owen & Fisher, 2015). 
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Notions of serious leisure such as commitment to continued engagement in the 

activity and unique notions of culture or sub-culture have been previously observed 

among younger rock climbers (Llewellyn et al., 2008; Rickly, 2016; Wood, 2016; 

Stebbins, 2001). Participation in serious leisure activities in turn, offers exceptional 

opportunities for individuals to experience self-improvement, personal initiative, and 

independence (Franklin-Reible, 2006). Additionally, the opportunity to experience 

instances of ‘flow’ occur more frequently when participants are engaged in an activity 

that is engaging, fulfilling, and offers intrinsic rewards versus performance-based 

rewards (Kerr & Mackenzie, 2012). The implications resulting from either continued 

participation or re-immersion with activities such as rock climbing can have profound 

impacts on the adherence rates of an activity, based on the LCT. Although there are 

multi-factorial elements at play for heterogeneous groups of middle and older aged 

adults, some significant life events that are experienced through the aging process may 

contribute to the level of participation, for example: career, family, retirement, and so 

forth (Jenkin et al., 2017; Allender, Cowburn & Foster, 2006; Kleiber & Linde, 2014). 

Finally, contributing interpersonal aspects of younger rock climbing participants have 

been previously associated with the roles of self-efficacy, individual agency and 

empowerment (Mazzoni et al., 2009; Llewellyn et al., 2008; Zhao, Selbert & Hills, 2005). 

Whether middle and older aged adults exhibit similar levels of self-efficacy and individual 

characteristics similar to younger rock climbers has yet to be investigated.   

2.5. Integration of the Theoretical Perspectives 

The three models and theories presented in this chapter: Serious Leisure 

Perspective; Life Course Theory; and Social Cognitive Model each offer insightful 

elements and rationale to conceptualize the proposed research surrounding middle and 

older aged adults who are rock climbers. The Social Cognitive Model has previously 

explained the essential role of self-efficacy to the pathways and motivations for physical 

activity and exercise participation (Bandura, 2004). Due to the unique nature of 

emerging activities such as rock climbing, it is important to base empirical work from 

theoretical models which have previously examined physical activity that is pursued in a 

meaningful way. Stebbins’ (2015) Serious Leisure perspective has been able to address 

the unique psycho-social aspects of rock climbers, for example career, ‘sustainable 

lifestyle’ elements and the importance or meaning attached to this specific activity. 
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Finally, the Life Course theory provides us with temporal information comparing 

associations between physical activity and circumstantial life events, continued 

participation, or even uptake resulting from an innate desire to create social networks or 

for health benefits and outcomes (Hirvensal & Lintunen, 2011). Empirical notions 

previously expressed within structured physical activity and exercise as singular 

modalities practiced by older adults, fail to recognize the unique aspects found with 

aging rock climbers. Beginner and experienced rock climbers of various age groups find 

meaningful experiences and participate in this activity despite the absence of a formal, 

structured environment (Berlin & Klenoski, 2014).  

Integrating the three discussed theoretical models and theories help to 

conceptualize the specific elements which are hypothesized to contribute to the 

narratives which explain the experiences and motivations of middle and older aged 

adults who are rock climbers. From established theories and models previously 

mentioned, we can also begin to extrapolate particular elements related to rock climbing 

and middle and older aged adults, including: unique ethos (SLP); characteristics of 

career (SLP); cumulative exposure (LCT); belief in capacity (SCM); role of individual 

agency (SCM); influence of social network (SCM); and significance of life periods (LCT), 

such as retirement. These concepts help shape the design of the proposed research 

project, in addition to the pilot project which was conducted during the summer of 2017 

in British Columbia. More information about the study details is found in (Appendix A) of 

this Capstone Project.  
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2.6. Figures 

 
Figure 1. Serious Leisure Perspective. 
Source: Stebbins, 2011. Serious Leisure Perspective. 
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Figure 2. Self-Efficacy Theory.  
Source: Bandura, 1986.  

 

 
Figure 3. Life Course Theory.  
Source: Heikkinen, 2011.  
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Chapter 3.  
 
Literature Review 

The primary focus of this literature review is to examine currently known factors 

that affect older adults’ motivation for engagement in serious leisure activities, including 

the role of individual self-efficacy, social interaction, physical activity agency, and life 

course activity trajectories. Definitions of terminology will be presented within each 

section, and this review will also address common trends and patterns that have 

emerged from recently published empirical research. In order to obtain a comprehensive 

review of relevant literature, numerous databases were utilized and searched, including: 

Ageline, PsycINFO, CINAHL, Medline, and Google Scholar. Due to the exploratory 

nature of the proposed research topic, it was important to include many forms of active 

leisure or recreation.  The limited amount of literature specific to rock climbing precludes 

a full systematic review. Search keywords included: rock climbing, outdoor recreation, 

older adults, serious leisure, personal agency in physical activity, and adventure 

recreation.  Since a broad set of terms were selected for the search, articles with an 

emphasis on rock climbing, and comparable forms of serious leisure were prioritized.  

Following the initial search process and elimination of irrelevant articles, multiple 

essential articles were identified and collected, after which respective abstracts were 

read and reviewed for relevance to the capstone topic and research questions. From this 

search process, 54 key articles were identified. They included both qualitative and 

quantitative published empirical studies mostly originating from Canada, the United 

States, New Zealand, and Europe. Primary topics relevant to this literature review 

focused on: rock climbing and older adults, and active forms of serious leisure. While 

there were significantly more published research articles among the mentioned topics 

focusing on children and youth in contrast to middle and older aged adult cohorts, key 

articles expressed the call for future researchers to further explore the motivations and 

experiences contributing to participation in lifelong physical activity, and active forms of 

leisure or recreation. The following sections will elaborate on the reviewed literature’s 

findings featuring: a) the role of intrinsic motivation for physical activity among middle 

and older aged adults; b) serious leisure and middle and older aged adults; c) 
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connecting serious leisure with rock climbing; and concluding with d) potential research 

directions.  

3.1. Generic Patterns of Motivation and Barriers to Physical 
Activity Among Middle and Older Aged Adults 

This section of the literature review covers generic factors underlying general 

patterns of leisure-time physical activity among middle and older aged adults. The 

review of literature supports the importance of both generic motivating factors (e.g., 

beliefs, efficacy, intention to participate, etc.) and various barriers to participate in 

leisure-time physical activity (e.g., energy, health problems, cost, etc.) among older 

persons. Research suggests that one’s motivation to engage in an activity may be a 

more important predictor of continued engagement than the health benefits of the activity 

itself (Ainsworth et al., 2007; Frederick & Ryan, 1993; Salguero, Gonzalez-Boto, & 

Marquez, 2006). Motivations to participate are typically contextualized based on social 

and environmental contexts.  For instance, O’Brien Cousins (2003)’s research on 

physical activity among middle and older aged adults shows that individual beliefs 

underlying physical activity may vary according to different social contexts and lifestyle 

factors. Environmental or structural factors such as ageism or lack of available programs 

result in negative experiences such as undesirable emotions and decreased adherence 

(Edmunds, Ntoumanis & Duda, 2006; Thøgersen-Ntoumani & Ntoumanis, 2006). 

Barriers to physical activity, such as lack of interest, time, facilities, or knowledge, pain, 

self-consciousness, fear of falling, poor health, and weather-related barriers can also 

contribute to lower activity levels (Cerin, Leslie, Sugiyama & Owen, 2010; Crombie et al., 

2004; Mathews et al., 2010; Moschny, Platen, KlaaBen-Mielke, Trampisch, & Hinrichs, 

2011). Since middle and older aged individuals gain more leisure time through 

retirement or reduced working hours, choosing a leisure activity that is physically-based 

may provide the opportunity to fulfill physical needs as well as fulfilling psychological 

needs of the individual (Siegenthaler & O’Dell, 2003; Kolt, Driver, & Giles, 2004; 

Kilpatrick, Hebert, & Jacobson, 2002). I will now turn to the second featured finding of 

the literature, Serious Leisure and Middle and Older Aged Adults.  
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3.2. Serious Leisure and Middle and Older Aged Adults 

Objectively, leisure is related to subjective perceptions of choice and intrinsic 

motivation, and the subsequent application of available time to an activity that is 

perceived as beneficial or enjoyable (Grainger-Jones, 1999, p.5). Conventional 

definitions of physical activity include the active recruitment of skeletal muscle to 

produce bodily movement (Beaton & Funk, 2008), however this fails to capture the 

intended connotations of physically active leisure, or serious leisure.  These notions of 

serious leisure encapsulate the proposed mock grant-funded research and Capstone 

Project, and are associated with characteristics of middle and older aged adults who 

engage in activities such as rock climbing.  

Many studies have suggested that as people age, leisure becomes a means for 

maintaining health, retaining cognitive abilities, and preserving a sense of self through 

engagement and enjoyable experiences (Dionigi, 2006; Yarnal, 2006; Nimrod & Shrira, 

2014; Berlin & Klenoski, 2014; Kim et al., 2014). This implies that leisure may constitute 

a unique resource for physical and psychological resilience, providing cumulative 

protective factors that help middle and older aged adults cope with some risk factors 

posed by the aging process (Nimrod & Shrira, 2016). Since serious leisure-based 

activities can be further distinguished by intensity (i.e., light, moderate and vigorous), this 

section of the literature review will focus on serious leisure experiences which: 1) 

require, at a minimum, moderately intense physical activity exertion, and 2) are 

perceived by individuals as freely chosen, as well as either beneficial or enjoyable 

(Beaton & Funk, 2008). However, it remains unknown whether primary autonomous 

characteristics in rock climbing participation may or may not be entirely related to 

benefits associated with physical health, but rather, the meaningful experiences 

associated with the activity.      

Research over the past decades has advanced our understanding of the 

psychological and physical benefits of serious leisure. One particular, Stebbins (1992, 

2001, 2007), has contributed the most influential work to this area through extensive 

empirical research examining the role of serious leisure on adults. Stebbins (1992) has 

specifically identified personal and social benefits of serious leisure which include: 

enjoyment, sense of belongingness, feelings of accomplishment, self-enrichment, and 

sustained physical health. Furthermore, Stebbins (2001, 2007) has contributed 
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extensively to the personal identification and weighing of the social, physical and 

personal rewards and benefits obtained from serious leisure experiences, thereby 

establishing a stance that there are significant benefits to serious leisure. He states that 

these include, “fulfilling one's human potential, expressing one's skills and knowledge, 

having cherished experiences, and developing a valued identity” (Stebbins, 2001, p. 

154). The exploration and subsequent identification of the subjective value from these 

experiences suggest that there are nuanced perceived benefits to participation in serious 

leisure for middle and older aged adults.  

The extensive repertoire of serious leisure experiences is typically on a 

continuum ranging from activities such as trekking or backpacking, intensive swimming, 

to more extreme types of outdoor recreation and adventure-based activities such as rock 

climbing. Frank et al., (2009) measured physiological variables related to improvements 

in neuromuscular function among older Australian surfers, including maximal isometric 

voluntary contraction force, rate of force development, and steadiness in force 

production. Older long-term surfers demonstrated better performance in control of 

steady muscle contractions and upright posture compared with age-matched and 

physically active control group (Frank et al., 2009). Furthermore, the authors suggest 

that these findings can ultimately lead to improved quality of life for the older surfer 

populations. Researchers have found that outdoor adventure recreation participants 

often seek specific experiences that appear significant and meaningful, rather than 

merely sensation seeking (Ewert & Hollenhorst, 1999; Stebbins, 2005). This inherent 

desire can often translate into a high level of adherence and continuous inclination to 

participate in an activity as an essential component of self-identification and personal 

fulfillment.  

In recent years, numerous qualitative studies of serious leisure among young 

adults have been conducted on a variety of recreational and related activities such as: 

Whitewater kayaking tours (Kane & Zink, 2004), endurance sports, such as Triathlon 

(Shipway & Jones, 2008), and snowboarding (Stebbins, 2005), among many others. 

These studies capture the serious leisure experiences undertaken within a community, 

and the interactions or challenges involved in adapting values obtained from serious 

leisure to society (Ewert et al., 2013). It should be noted that this type of research is 

most commonly conducted with younger adult populations; ranging from approximately 

twenty to thirty years old. The meaningful experiences and pathways articulated by 
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middle and older aged adults participating in serious leisure are presumed to be affected 

by the frequency and typology of activities undertaken. A gap remains in the literature 

related to the serious leisure participation of middle and older aged adults who engage in 

adventurous forms of leisure. One must ask, what type of motivations, pathways and 

experiences emerge from middle and older aged adults who participate in an activity like 

rock climbing? The next section will discuss the underlying interconnection between 

aspects of rock climbing and serious leisure.      

3.3. Connecting Serious Leisure With Rock Climbing 

When differentiating between physical activity and serious leisure, it is essential 

to distinguish fitness-based exercise and active leisure modalities as separate entities. 

Whereas fitness-based exercise is often undertaken for its physical benefits alone 

(Buford et al., 2014; Chmelo et al., 2015; Giné-Garriga et al., 2014), active forms of 

serious leisure activities are undertaken out of individual choice and offer significant 

levels of personal challenge and meaning (Stebbins, 2007; Lee & Payne, 2015). 

Exercise is defined as a form of activity that is “planned, structured, repetitive, and 

purposeful in the sense that the improvement or maintenance of one or more 

components of physical fitness is the objective” (WHO, 2010, pp. 52). In various ways, 

rock climbing is a form of physical activity that falls under serious leisure, since it 

generates physical strength, cognitive capacity, mobility, and fitness, as well as 

significant challenge and meaning. Additionally, the unique opportunities, settings for 

social interactions, and engagement with natural environments through an activity like 

rock climbing, encourages positive, strong internalized motivations for adaptations and 

continued participation (Boyes, 2013). For instance, in a quantitative study examining 

the experiences and motivations for older adults (n=782) participating in outdoor 

recreation programs in the United States, Sugerman (2001) demonstrated that the value 

of the activity is determined by its meaning to the individual.  

Specifically, the reviewed published work for this literature have primarily focused 

on themes related: to physiology of rock climbers (Giles et al., 2006); psychophysical 

benefits in younger adults (Gallotta & Emerenziani, 2015); the meaning and role of risk 

management (West & Allin, 2010); lifestyle elements in mobile rock climbers (Rickly, 

2016; Hamilton, 1979); and the psychological role of flow (Schattke et al., 2014).  
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Hickman et al., (2017) recently examined the perceptions and experiences of 

young-old adult rock climbing on artificial walls in the UK. Their findings suggest that 

participants use artificial climbing walls as a focus for achievement, endorsing Stebbins’ 

notions that self-paced goals enhance the value of serious leisure (Stebbins, 2014; 

Hickman et al., 2017). The participants also reflected complex dimensions with respect 

to the attraction and motivation to climb (Storry, 2003), and shared growing concerns for 

the health and well-being of the general aging population. Additionally, the cohort of 

young-old rock climbers (N=10) embraced strong concepts of self-awareness that were 

shaped by the adventure environment and experiences of rock climbing (Hickman et al., 

2017).  

The role of social capital and camaraderie in rock climbing can also play an 

important role for continued participation and enjoyable experiences. Using a mixed-

methods approach, Boyes (2013) has established that social capital can be generated 

from outdoor adventure and serious leisure among middle and older aged adults by 

fostering belonging to a community with strong social ties. In particular, interaction, 

social support and shared experiences that form a myriad of social benefits appear to be 

central contextual factors (Brymer, Downey, & Gray, 2009; Wood & Giles-Corty, 2008). 

For example, the mandatory safety requirement for climbers to work with partners 

reinforces this facet (Hansen & Parker, 2009), as well as the highly interactive and social 

potential of indoor rock climbing facilities (Atchinson-Jones, 2004; Pomfret, 2011). 

Evidence suggests that the higher the social component of serious leisure the more 

likely that committed and regular engagement will occur (Lee & Payne, 2015).  

3.4. Potential Research Directions 

Considering the continued growth and popularity of alternative serious leisure 

activities such as rock climbing, further researchers should examine subjective insights 

that make these activities meaningful. Middle and older aged adults from the baby 

boomer generation will require varied innovative approaches to active aging, physical 

activity, and leisure initiatives which focus on healthy aging. Indeed, most of the 

literature reviewed encourages future researchers to examine such alternative forms of 

serious leisure, emphasizing a myriad of benefits that encompass more than just 

physical health, notably personal intrinsic advantages (Hickman et al., 2017).  



 

28 

Specific to this Capstone Project, the literature indicates that individuals engaged 

in rock climbing have experienced increased social capital opportunities (Brymer, 

Downey, & Gray, 2009; Wood & Giles-Corti, 2008); an enhanced sense of self-efficacy 

and confidence through mastery (Bandura, 1992, 1997) and opportunity for personal 

growth (Jankowski, Diedrichs, Williamson, Christopher, & Harcourt, 2016; Oliver, 

Hudson, & Thomas, 2016; Strachan, Brawley, Spink, & Glazebrook, 2010). Indeed, there 

is an increasing focus on physical activity among middle and older aged adults being 

meaningful enough to maximize quality of life (McBarnett, 2016, p. 23), and activities 

that contribute to functional health and well-being (Chodzko-Zajko, Schwingel, & Park, 

2009). Given the elements of adventure that are inherent in rock climbing experiences, 

this activity has the potential to contribute to individual health in a different approach 

than traditional forms of physical activity previously available to middle and older aged 

adults. Howes (2016) suggests that new forms of serious PA have significant, and 

largely uncharted, potential for developing individual benefits such as self-control, 

mastery, flow and autonomous achievement. Future research into these areas can 

potentially expand our understanding of the motivations, pathways and experiences of 

serious leisure activity among aging middle and older aged adults.  
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Chapter 4.  
 
Results from the Pilot Study 

4.1. Methods 

In June 2017, a qualitative pilot project was conducted as a component of the 

mock grant proposal comprising the focus of this Capstone Project. The purpose was to 

pretest an initial interview schedule and to provide important contextual information for 

the mock SSHRC Insight Development Grant proposal. A research ethics application 

was approved by SFU’s Research Ethics Board (# 2017s0271). A semi-structured 

interview guide was created based on previous work on serious leisure, motivation, and 

experiences with the specific activity of rock climbing (Appendix B). A small purposive 

sample (n=8) was obtained, using a snowball methodology where participants were 

recruited through advertisements and word of mouth at an indoor rock climbing facility in 

Squamish, British Columbia.  

Rich narratives pertaining to various pathways and experiences related to rock 

climbing were shared with the researcher/interviewer (Michelle LeBlanc). Due to the 

familiarity with language and culture involved with rock climbing participants, the 

interviewer was able to prompt and encourage participants to share in detail as many 

stories and experiences as possible. Although the life stage at which participants began 

their rock climbing careers varies between participants, it was interesting to note that 

they all shared similar experiences and attitudes towards the activity. For example, some 

participants were introduced to rock climbing from a very young age while some only 

discovered it later in life. In addition, some of the participants had mentioned 

experiencing minor and major health implications (e.g., injuries, menopause, cancer) 

during their careers with rock climbing. It was noteworthy that, despite their changes in 

individual health status, their attachment toward the activity remained constant.  

Upon receiving verbal and written consent, the researcher proceeded with 

scheduling interviews with the participants individually, and were conducted at a location 

convenient for the participant and the interviewer. The semi-structured interviews were 

recorded using a smart phone device, and were saved on an external hard drive, without 

personal identifying characteristics and maintaining participant anonymity. Once the 
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interviews with the eight participants were completed, the interviewer transcribed the 

interviews verbatim. These texts were imported onto NVivo software, where they were 

analyzed and coded into various themes.  

The goals associated with this Capstone Project primarily include: a) suggest a 

mock research project through the SSHRC Insight Development’s grant funding 

program, b) review of relevant empirical literature on lifelong serious leisure and physical 

activity participation, and, c) providing preliminary qualitative findings to strengthen the 

conceptual framework. The Insight Development grant funding program is designed to 

foster creative research approaches and explore new research topics for emerging 

scholars in fields related to social sciences and humanities.  

This Chapter will therefore attempt to highlight the Pilot Project’s findings, 

including their relevancy and importance to the mock grant-funding proposal; compare 

and contrast similarities to previous studies in the literature; discuss study limitations; 

and, lastly, make suggestions for future research.   

4.2. Major Findings of Pilot Project 

Four major themes emerged from the Pilot Project and include: A) Continued and 

Increased Participation, B) Unique Lifestyle Characteristics, C) Experiential & Intrinsic 

Rewards to Participation, and, D) Camaraderie and Social Context. The categorization 

of these themes help identify specific elements that contribute to their desire for 

continued, increased, and lifelong participation.    

A] Continued and increased participation was identified in the analysis of the 

transcribed interviews through thematic coding as the most significant theme expressed 

by participants. As one participant [age 63] enthusiastically discussed their increased 

skill and progression as a rock climber:  

My footwork has really improved so...it's so amazing that even though 
I'm getting older...that I climbed a route a few weeks ago…but I was on 
that route a couple of years ago, and I was terrified, and I led you know 
two pitches, but not these two hardest pitches. And…it was just totally 
fine, and I wasn't scared and my movement was good, and I'm going 
'wow, this is really fantastic' that even though in theory because I'm 
getting older, strength, no matter what you...decreases, cardio 
decreases all that stuff, but the mental aspect of...is…super important... 
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This participant and many of the other interviewed participants utilized various 

strategies of adaptation to enable continued participation, for example: cross-training or 

strength training programs, specialized rock climbing training programs, and individual 

physical or lifestyle adaptations. As one participant [age 68] indicated: 

You know, age, age is a thing. Because, you know, I mean, if I go on a 
trip with somebody who wants to climb every day, you know well, I'm 
not gonna do that. Because you know that's counterproductive for my 
body, right. 

Long-term adherence to physical activities has been previously examined in the 

forms of sport and fitness-based activities (Buford et al., 2010; Manini et al., 2014; 

Chmelo et al., 2015; Giné-Garriga et al., 2014). These results indicate that aging rock 

climbers require continued training in order to engage in this challenging activity. 

Participants did not express negative opinions with respect to additional efforts and time 

spent going above and beyond normal fitness training programs in order to continue rock 

climbing. In fact, most of the interviewed appeared to enjoy and embrace changes to 

their rock climbing careers. Some participants even utilize rock climbing as a form of 

chronic back pain relief: 

…actually limited to what I can do in hiking, so you know…I can still ride 
my mountain bike on the road. But you know…so that keeps me 
aerobically fit, but umm, rock climbing is my outlet right now, and it's a 
great relief from pain, you know I did some workouts on the treadwall 
at (Ground Up) today and I just got such relief from my back pain, which 
is really great so. [Age 67] 

B] Unique Lifestyle Characteristics was the second major emergent theme from 

the Pilot Project. In response to questions about the evolving nature of rock climbing 

participation and associated motivations, one participant [age 57] clearly articulated the 

attractive, alternative nature of rock climbing as part of ‘extreme’ or ‘lifestyle’ activities: 

…my guess is that it's become cool, it's become trendy…I do think we 
live in a society now where they look up to, you know, extreme skiers, 
and you know, BMXers, and, it's like climbing is part of that thing, right? 
And so I think it's drawing this crowd that's looking for alternative ways 
to live their life for example, that kind of stuff. 

The interviewed rock climbers possess unique lifestyle characteristics and ethos 

similarly found among previous research examining serious leisure participants 

(Stebbins, 2001, 2007; Kane & Zink, 2004; Ewert et al., 2013). These characteristics 

appear to reinforce the experiences, careers and strong identification with the sub-
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culture of rock climbing (Stebbins, 2014). Further investigation of the socio-cultural 

aspects expressed by middle and older aged adult rock climbers suggest a strong 

association with the distinct attachment through the natural unique aspects of the 

activity, much like other serious leisure participants (Stebbins, 2007, 2014). 

Some of the respondents also expressed playing roles of mentorship associated 

with their rock climbing identity, and contributions that benefited from these mentoring 

opportunities, especially for individuals who may not participate in traditional team 

sports.   

At the climbing gym, he's one of the belay slaves, and he's really good 
with the kids right so…like, this is amazing! So yeah, that's just one 
example, and you know, it’s all, a lot of the kids at the Edge who weren’t 
like…typically they were seen as phys. ed. students and they became 
world class athletes. They got focused on something they were good at, 
cause team sports aren’t for everyone. [age 67] 

C] Meaningful experiences from participants were positively expressed through 

experiential and intrinsic rewards related to participation in rock climbing. The third 

emergent theme from the Pilot Project is related to: Experiential & Intrinsic Rewards to 

Participation. Indeed, expressions of meaningful, positive and fun experiences contribute 

to the participants’ attitude towards rock climbing:   

I've climbed a lot over the years…I had a rebirth in climbing when I went 
to Europe… and it's like, I'm sort of pissed off that some of my buddies 
that dropped climbing when they were 30 and took up mountain biking. 
It's like I go, man this is like fun! We’re allowed to do this sport and 
have fun! [age 59] 

…guess part of the reward is like I love the feeling of moving on rock, if 
I look at what it is about climbing that really draws me, I really love the 
feeling of doing that, and the analytical piece of figuring out like how 
the hell to make this work for me, right, you know? Like here's this 
particular problem. Here's the body that I have, and the what I bring 
and what I don't bring, you know, how can I get myself through this? 
Then that feeling of when I get outta my head and just let my body 
climb, and go, and see what happens, and then go, wow that was 
awesome. [age 64] 

Yeah, it was a sense of flow. Like, if you’re familiar with the whole flow 
thing which I'm sure you are, it's exactly that. It was just like, ahhh that 
feels so cool, I shifted my weight and I moved and, it's..I call it an 
umbearable lightness of being, it's when you move and it feels so...easy 
and natural. [age 57] 
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The interconnection of intrinsic motivation is associated with the role of self-

efficacy in individual patterns of physical activity participation (O’Brien Cousins, S., 2003; 

Bandura, 1997). Consistent with previous researchers examining activities such as 

surfing (Frank et al., 2009), backcountry hiking experiences (Boyes, 2013), and kayaking 

(Sugerman, 2001), these internalized rewards are essential to reinforce the desire for 

continued, lifelong participation. These results also suggest that comparing and 

contrasting middle and older aged adults who are rock climbers with a group of other 

fitness-based exercise participants (see mock grant funding proposal, Chapter 5), may 

highlight the unique elements that may reinforce or discourage participation in this 

activity.  

D] Finally, contributing to the experiences and motivations of middle and older 

aged adult rock climbers are the camaraderie and social contexts found within the 

activity. Camaraderie and Social Context is the final emergent theme from the Pilot 

Project: 

…I found that when I was hardly climbing due to illness that I really 
missed hanging out with my friends at the gym or at the crag or talking 
about routes…” “…the connection with friends that love the same thing 
and being able to share that, and...also another thing that I find 
incredibly rewarding is helping newer climbers. [age 63] 

…cause it's, I think it's very social. I think people like this, you know you 
go to let's say yoga and you have an instructor, but it's not very social. 
But the climbing is, you can come by yourself and you can sit on the 
bench and you can actually start to chat with someone. Or join them 
even. Or just go on your pace and be yourself, like even to the Hive and 
you just by yourself and you meet some friends and you chat little bit. 
It's almost like a hub, right. [age 53] 

…and those people they’re all in their early 20’s and, I just love that 
energy and new perspective of life so…I prefer like, sounds kinda weird 
maybe but it's like, I'd rather hang out with them because I know what 
the 50 year olds are thinking, cause I grew up with them and it's like, I 
wanna know what these 20 year olds are thinking about the world and 
life and...it's cool. [age 57] 

The strong role of social capital and positive social reinforcement are consistent 

with previous research identifying the social environment as a contributing factor for 

participation in an activity (Mullen et al., 2012; White, Wójcick, & McAuley, 2011; Nimrod, 

2016). It is suggested by the participants in the Pilot Project that there are unique 

sources of interactions with other participants who share similar cultural values and 
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interests, which result in strong social relationships formed through adventurous 

situations. This unique social context and camaraderie amongst rock climbers is 

essential and has been previously observed by researchers with younger cohorts 

(Lewicka, 2005; Kruger, 2006). 

Since there is an association between declining later life physical activity patterns 

of Canadian middle and older aged adults (Gibbs et al., 2016; Malavasi et al., 2010; 

Statistics Canada, 2016), there are many reasons to examine the distinctive role of 

experiences and motivations with alternative modes of serious leisure, such as rock 

climbing. Tangible reasons include, for example: increasing physical activity participation 

adherence into older age; broadening the scope of current types of physical activity, 

recreation and leisure; and, creating opportunities for increased meaningful, fulfilling 

activities for middle and older aged adults. Participation in active serious leisure has 

been previously demonstrated to yield positive benefits for middle and older aged adults, 

including social elements (Courneya & McAuley, 1995; Boyes, 2013); improving 

cognitive health (Berk et al., 2006; Hamer et al., 2014); and individuals’ inherent desires 

for commitment and effort (Stebbins, 2007). 

As participants in an alternative form of active serious leisure, the narratives 

shared among the interviewed group of middle and older aged adult rock climbers 

suggest that there are unique motivational elements which require further exploration. 

These experiences and motivations are articulated through the identification and 

subsequent categorization of the four major themes, which emerged from interviews 

conducted in the summer of 2017. In summary, these findings suggest strong feelings of 

activity attachment, significant opportunities for social connections, and expressions of 

sub-culture for middle and older aged adults who are rock climbers.  

4.3. Pilot Project Limitations 

There are several limitations to the undertaken Pilot Project. First, the 

participants who were recruited for this project currently live in or near Canada’s most 

prominent rock climbing destination, Squamish and North Vancouver, British Columbia. 

The popularity of indoor and outdoor rock climbing provides the visibility and accessibility 

necessary to encourage introduction and familiarization with the activity. It is important to 
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consider that there may be a geographic advantage for the ‘outdoor recreation’ lifestyle 

which dominates the mountainous, western provinces of Canada.  

Second, the interviews were conducted, coded, and analyzed by one researcher. 

A more extensive research project, as the one suggested in the SSHRC grant funding 

proposal, should include cross-analysis by another researcher to increase validity 

(Bryman, 2006). However, given the distinct nature of the focused research topic, rock 

climbing contains unique terminology, locations of interest, and socio-cultural 

experiences with the interviewer, it is possible that the participants were eager and 

willing to share rich, detailed experiences. In this sense, it is important to consider the 

ethnographic nature of the topic to address the interviews and analysis as such. Having 

a researcher who is very familiar with rock climbing terminology and experiences can 

therefore be seen as an asset to data collection.   

Third, the size of the sample population does not allow the researcher to 

generalize findings for a broader audience. A larger, diverse sample size would increase 

data validity and reliability while offering a wider range of experiences. Furthermore, 

there has been minimal investigation in the Pilot Project and previous research work 

related to rock climbing and gender differences. It should be noted that the primary goal 

of the pilot project is to supplement the grant funding proposal and to provide a baseline 

for future research projects related to older adult rock climbers. The participants in this 

pilot project ranged in age from 53 to 69. Given more time and resources, there exists  

research opportunities to obtain an  older sample of rock climbers than the current pilot 

study. This is evidenced by the fact that the author has personally interacted with  many 

rock climbers of advanced age during trips to climbing destinations in the United States, 

for example, in their seventies and eighties.  

It is a worthwhile research endeavor to examine whether there are underlying, or 

comparative differences between the social context of middle and older aged adult rock 

climbers, versus regular physical activity participants, such as sport or fitness-based 

exercisers. Additionally, there is increasing interest in identifying the role of aging-related 

chronic illness acting as a barrier to participation (Hackstaff, 2009). If such differences 

do in fact exist, facilitators or barriers to participation can be identified to benefit the 

development and promotion of successful programs or initiatives.  
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4.4. Development of the Mock Grant Funding Proposal 

The mock grant funding proposal is an integral part of this Capstone Project 

given the scarce literature on middle and older aged adults who engage in alternative 

forms of physical activity and serious leisure. Examining the experiences and 

motivations of middle and older aged adult rock climbers in contrast to a more traditional 

form of activity such as running groups or clubs, has the potential to provide informative 

and comparative data on activity engagement and adherence. The Insight Development 

grant was selected as the most appropriate grant funding stream since the proposed 

research project is well-suited to the grant objectives: to build knowledge through 

support for researchers; support new approaches to research on complex or important 

issues; provide a high-quality research training experience; fund research expertise that 

relates to societal challenges and opportunities; and, finally, mobilize research 

knowledge, to and from academic and non-academic audiences (SSHRC, 2018). 

The funding proposed through the mock grant proposal would address the 

required needs of a prospective PhD candidate and researcher, and includes a uniquely 

developed knowledge mobilization plan that aims to engage stakeholders involved in 

both academic, and non-academic fields. Given the scarcity of empirical evidence in the 

literature on the proposed research topic, research efforts to understand middle and 

older aged adult rock climbers contributes new and relevant knowledge.  

My personal involvement with rock climbing began in 2007, after a career of 

competitive, varsity-level hockey at the University of New Brunswick. As my passion 

grew for rock climbing over the years, I became an active member of various rock 

climbing organizations, competed at a regional level in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, 

became a sponsored athlete at the grassroots level, and developed women-specific 

programs. In addition to the many health benefits I have experienced, rock climbing has 

also further developed my personal sense of adventure, and has encouraged 

international traveling to: South Korea, Chile, Nepal, and many areas in the United 

States. Being a part of the rock climbing community is a privilege that has brought along 

many positive aspects to my personal life.  
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4.5. Suggestions for Future Research  

The world of sport, physical activity, recreation and fitness have undergone 

generational changes in recent decades as a result of the introduction of ‘alternative’ 

activities like rock climbing, surfing, skiing, and mountain biking (Klein & Weaving, 2015; 

Kluge, 2005; Ellmer & Rynne, 2016). The middle and older aged adults interviewed in 

this pilot project have expressed elements of exceptional intrinsic meaning with their 

participation in rock climbing. In contrast to traditional forms of sport, exercise or fitness 

that are bound by regulatory frameworks, for example time, space and mode, this 

activity encourages independent progression through endless opportunities for challenge 

(Hamer et al., 2014; Lee & Payne, 2015; Hickman et al., 2017). Rock climbing is 

portrayed by these individuals as a lifestyle which simultaneously provides them with a 

strong sense of community, enriches their lives, and has provided opportunity for 

personal growth. Therefore, exploring lifelong participation inclusive of a broad range of 

activities has relevancy for physical activity, recreation and leisure program design, 

especially considering the heterogeneity of Canadian middle and older aged adults.  

As suggested in the mock SSHRC grant-supported research project (Chapter 5), 

instrumentation collecting both quantitative and qualitative data, with the goal of 

comparing two population sample groups: rock climbers versus running groups or clubs, 

will generate comprehensive data with higher validity and reliability. Due to the emerging 

interest in examining middle and older aged adults’ motivations for lifelong physical 

activity participation (Nimrod & Shrira, 2016; Hamer et al., 2014), this type of research 

requires innovative methodological approaches, in addition to collaborative efforts 

between scholars and experts who have previously examined similar topics. 

Participants in the pilot project have willingly opted to re-locate, travel, physically 

train, alter their professional careers, and have also created their own adaptations for 

continued, lifelong participation in rock climbing. When asked about the future perception 

of their rock climbing careers, many of the participants have indicated that they plan to 

significantly increase their involvement in various ways, including travels, mentorship, 

and community memberships. These adaptations reflect a heightened sense of mastery 

through personal confidence that appears to facilitate and support highly meaningful 

pursuits (Bandura, 1998).  
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Rock climbing and other ‘lifestyle’ pursuits of serious leisure enable participants 

to create sustainable active aging opportunities by virtue of the attachment towards this 

activity (Lee, 2013; Berlin & Klenosky, 2014), as opposed to reliance on physical health 

benefits, or ‘having to stay fit’. In fact, the many physical health benefits of rock climbing 

appeared to hold secondary or irrelevant importance for the interviewed participants, 

warranting further investigation into this as an attractive and suitable activity for middle 

and older aged adults. 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Grant Funding Proposal 

5.1. Summary of Proposal  

Canada’s population is aging and it is projected that by 2036 approximately 

twenty-three to twenty-five percent of Canadians will be over the age of sixty-five 

(Statistics Canada, 2016). This is largely due to increasing life expectancy, the aging of 

baby boom cohorts, and immigration patterns (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2017). 

The baby boomers comprise one-third of the Canadian senior population, typically 

defined as persons born between 1946 and 1965 (Wister & Speechley, 2015), and 

therefore worthy of attention. Due to the large size of this cohort and its position in the 

age structure, there are population health concerns about middle and older aged adults’ 

adoption of unhealthy lifestyle behaviours, such as sedentarism and physical inactivity. 

These unhealthy behaviours can contribute to the onset of chronic disease among 

middle-aged and older adults (Berk et al., 2006; Hamer et al., 2014). Indeed, Statistics 

Canada (2016) has reported that only 13% of men and 11% of women aged 60 and 

older meet the recommended guidelines for physical activity levels. 

One area of interest addressed in this project entails decreased opportunities for 

meaningful leisure-time physical activity (PA) from a life course perspective among 

middle and older aged adults (Gibbs et al., 2016; Malavasi et al., 2010; Ku, Fox, & Chen, 

2016; Taylor & Pescatello, 2016; Kluge, 2007). On the one hand, health-related 

challenges, lowered energy reserve, and fewer leisure-time physical activity 

opportunities act as barriers. Meisner et al., (2017) examined the role of chronic disease, 

pain-related impairment and physical activity among middle and older aged adults in 

Canada using data from the Canadian Community Health Survey. Their findings 

indicated that despite chronic illness and pain status experienced by older adults, 

physical activity played a key role in “healthy aging” (Meisner et al., 2017). On the other 

hand, life transitions, such as middle age and retirement, can be associated with 

increased financial resources, and available time, to pursue new leisure or recreation 

activities. Overall, these periods represent an opportunity for many middle and older 

aged adults to discover new activities, but it is still unclear exactly what type of 
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opportunities may best encourage long-term adoption of healthy physical activity 

behaviours which contribute to optimal health.  

One form of leisure-time physical activity (PA) that is receiving attention in the 

literature is what is termed serious leisure activity. Serious leisure is the systematic 

pursuit of a core activity that is highly substantial, interesting, and fulfilling, where 

participants find a career in acquiring and expressing a combination of its special skills, 

knowledge, and experience (Stebbins, 1992, p.3). Serious leisure also refers to the goal-

directed pursuit of a leisure activity that requires an investment of time, energy, the 

establishment of social networks, and the establishment of a leisure identity (Stebbins, 

2007).  Participants engaging in serious leisure activities have the opportunity to develop 

a sense of competence, positive feelings and enjoyment associated with leisure activity 

PA (Heo et al., 2013), in addition to harnessing the opportunity to develop personal 

identity and enhanced quality of life through serious leisure (Kleiber, 2012). General 

definitions of serious leisure include a substantive range of activities; from fine arts and 

crafts to more physically active endeavours, such as the topic of interest for this 

Capstone Project, rock climbing. Therefore, reviewed literature and further mention of 

serious leisure in this document will focus primarily on adventure-based activities 

inclusive and similar to rock climbing. 

Traditionally, research around physical activity and ‘active aging’ has been 

limited to a rather narrow scope of organized sport, exercise, or fitness-based 

participation (Wolinsky et al., 2013; Howes, 2017). Rock climbing has been previously 

identified as an increasingly popular form of serious leisure among younger individuals 

that has potential to enhance physicality (Wood, 2016). There is some evidence that 

middle and older aged persons are engaging in forms of rock climbing at increasing 

rates, yet few studies exist on this form of PA. The rising rate in participation for this 

demographic may be related to generational differences affected by the visibility and 

exposure to rock climbing as a form of sustainable and lifelong leisure-based PA. 

Age and gender continue to be the two most consistent demographic correlates 

of physical activity behaviour in middle and older aged adults (Trost et al., 2005). Socio-

cultural factors may also affect physical activity participation based on: social norms 

(Swift et al., 2017; French et al., 2014), availability and visibility of programs (Hughes et 

al., 2009; Chodzko-Zajko, 2005; Ashworth et al., 2005), and geographic location (Van 
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Der Deijl, 2014; Zhu et al., 2017; Shimura et al., 2009; Wilcox et al., 2006; Duncan et al., 

2009). It is currently unknown whether there exist gender differences in rock climbing 

participation with middle and older aged adult rock climbers. However, it is recognized 

that strong social support has a positive correlation to physical activity participation rates 

and patterns for middle and older aged adults (Booth et al., 2000; Caserta & Gillet, 1998; 

Castro et al., 1999). 

Research into middle and older aged adults who participate and identify as 

‘serious’ rock climbers may uncover alternative pathways and experience of participation 

in this seemingly unconventional mode of physical activity. Since rock climbing has been 

articulated as an ‘alternative’ or ‘fringe’ but growing leisure activity, investigating middle 

and older aged adults who are seriously engaged in rock climbing offers a fresh 

perspective for active leisure pursuits in the field of gerontology.  The proposed research 

project will examine middle and older aged adults’ pathways into participation in this 

activity; shared experiences, given the nature of the activity; and other possible unique 

elements, such as overcoming negative views of aging and involvement in extreme 

forms of physical activity. 

5.2. Roles and Responsibilities 

The team for this proposed research project is comprised of emerging scholars 

and established experts in the fields of: leisure & recreation, physical activity, active 

aging, and gerontology. Previous individual research work and experiences found within 

the team members contribute to cover many aspects related to the research questions.   

Michelle LeBlanc, MA, is a PhD candidate with the Faculty of Gerontology at 

Simon Fraser University. Ms. LeBlanc has previously worked as a health and wellness 

professional for the public and private sector in Eastern Canada, in addition to three 

years of Research Associate work with the Canadian Longitudinal Study on Aging. She 

has been actively involved with rock climbing clubs and associations since 2007. Her 

primary roles as Research Coordinator will include: leading the participant recruitment 

process, training the student interviewer, data analysis, and leading the knowledge 

mobilization plan. 
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Dr. Robert Stebbins, PhD, is a sociologist and researcher in Serious Leisure, and 

is affiliated with the University of Calgary, Alberta. His 2007 publication titled ‘Serious 

Leisure: A Perspective for Our Time’ has been instrumental in the conceptualization and 

articulation about serious leisure studies. He has published several peer-reviewed books 

and monographs on the topic of serious leisure, and has previously received SSHRC 

grants. Given his expertise on the topic, his role and responsibilities primarily include 

consulting and advising the research team in order to address any methodological or 

theoretical concerns. Additionally, he will be an asset in procedures related to knowledge 

mobilization.   

Dr. Mary Ann Kluge, PhD, is an Associate Professor with the Department of 

Health Sciences at the University of Colorado, Colorado Springs. Her research and 

publications have focused on sports and outdoor recreation as a health promotion tool 

for aging/older adults. Her innovative approaches to Health Sciences in combination with 

her previously published research have offered a strong foundation for the proposed 

research project. Similar to Dr. Stebbins, Dr. Kluge’s role will include consultation and 

suggestions towards overall methodological considerations and data analysis.  

Dr. Andrew Wister, PhD, is the Director of the Gerontology Research Centre at 

Simon Fraser University. Specifically related to the proposed research project, he has 

completed numerous research projects related to Baby Boomer health dynamics and 

health promotion for aging populations. He is the Research Coordinator’s Senior 

Supervisor. Within the research team, Dr. Wister’s role will include: assistance and 

supervision of the overall project, in addition to communication and facilitating 

networking opportunities for knowledge mobilization.  

The research team will work closely through in-person and tele-conference 

communications to ensure methodological concerns, timelines, and the knowledge 

mobilization plan are addressed as required. Apart from the Research Coordinator, 

members of the research team are primarily expected to have a consulting role 

throughout the research process. As members of the team have been identified as 

appropriate researchers and experts within the topic of research interest, their insights 

and contributions will be highly valuable.    
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5.3. Roles and Training of Students 

 One Student Researcher will be hired to assist the Research Coordinator. The 

Student Researcher will be contracted from September 2018 until April 2019. The Student 

Researcher will be recruited and hired with help from Simon Fraser University’s 

Department of Gerontology. Required qualifications for the position will be as follows: 

  I - post-bachelor student status (PBD or MA student) 

 II - adequate experience with interview skills (either qualitative or quantitative) 

 III- interest in working with older adults/gerontology 

 IV- interest in physical activity and health promotion 

 V – Experience with transcription of audio files 

Their primary roles will include: 

a) Assisting the Research Coordinator if necessary for participant 
interviews (fitness-based) 

b) Assisting with the analysis of quantitative and qualitative data 

 The Research Coordinator will be primarily responsible for training the Student 

Researcher. It will be essential to immerse and familiarize the Student Researcher with 

the language and dialogue found amongst rock climbers. The Research Coordinator will 

prepare and brief the Student researcher through three half days of training; equivalent to 

10 hours. In this preparation and training, interview techniques and familiarization (if 

applicable) of data analysis software, such as SPSS and NVivo will be conducted. Due to 

the nature of the topic, it is expected that the Student Researcher will primarily assist the 

Research Coordinator with the fitness-based activity sample group. Additionally, it is 

expected that the Student Researcher will assist the Research Coordinator as required 

for the CAG Conference and BCRPA Symposium preparations and presentations.   

5.4. Knowledge Mobilization Plan 

The primary goal associated with the proposed research project would include 

the exploration of contributing motivational elements that reinforce older adults’ lifelong 
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physical activity participation in activities such as rock climbing. Primary stakeholders 

and partnerships involved in the communication of results through networking and 

promotion strategies include: outdoor recreation outfitters [Mountain Equipment Co-op], 

government-funded recreation agencies [BCRPA], and academic partners whose 

research interests align with the topic [Dr. Stebbins, Dr. Kluge].  

The Research Coordinator has experience with communications and marketing 

through a previous position as employee Wellness Coordinator with the government of 

New Brunswick. A large part of her responsibilities included the promotion of wellness-

related activities, and interacting with employees through workshops. Additionally, she 

has presented pre-conference workshops related to rock climbing programs for middle 

and older aged adults in 2016 and 2017 at the Climbing Wall Association summit in 

Loveland, Colorado. Given the Research Coordinator’s experience with the 

communication of gerontology-based knowledge at this conference to an audience who 

are primarily invested in the private, for-profit sector, she is acutely aware that there are 

creative ways to bridge the gap between the scientific community and the general public. 

These presentations received positive feedback regarding  

Due to the innovative nature of the proposed research project, the strategy 

involved in the dissemination of research results will include a creative approach 

intended to reach three primary audiences: 1) middle and older aged adults in British 

Columbia through presentations at provincial MEC locations, and a published short 

newsletter; 2) academic and industry peers attending the CAG Conference and, 3) the 

BCRPA Annual Symposium. The efficacy of this mobilization strategy will be formally 

evaluated by the Research Coordinator through measuring audience reach and other 

relevant criteria. 

MEC is a co-operative run by 5 million members strong, specializing in the sale 

of outdoor recreation equipment. They fund and support community-based initiatives to 

increase participation in adventure-based activities, such as rock climbing. Their 

Community Grants supports initiatives that reduce barriers to outdoor activity and 

increases the community of active outdoor enthusiasts. In this sense, a partnership with 

MEC is an innovative way to connect research knowledge through practical translation 

approaches, including community outreach through: social media, newsletters, and 

presentations at provincial locations. In addition to these presentations and outreach 
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approaches, financial capital from MEC will partially fund this research project. Given the 

inclusion of a diverse demographic of middle and older aged adults who are not often 

represented with many outdoor recreation companies, MEC stands to gain positive 

exposure from the proposed research project. This partnership is significant to the 

research team and the company itself, since the founders of MEC, were west coast 

mountaineers and rock climbers.      

The BCRPA is a non-profit organization dedicated to enhancing quality of life for 

British Columbians supporting physically active lifestyles and connected communities. 

The Annual Symposium and CAG Conference will be unique opportunities to share 

research results and offer insightful recommendations for agencies and organizations 

directly responsible for the delivery of physical activity, recreation and leisure programs 

throughout BC. Research exposure and networking opportunities available at this type of 

conference will further facilitate conversations between members of the academic and 

non-academic world.   

Upon completion of the proposed research project, the research team will 

perform end-of-grant projects. For example, publication in relevant Canadian and 

American academic journals. Additional presentations and communication to the general 

public will be dependant on the evaluation results and outreach criteria, which will be 

identified by the Research Coordinator. There are also increasing opportunities to 

document the experiences of middle and older aged adult rock climbers. The Banff 

Mountain Film Festival, for example, highlights adventure-based documentaries and 

storytelling through their annual film competition. Exposure through this capacity would 

provide viewers and participants with positive aging narratives, especially since aging 

mountain athletes are becoming a niche but growing topic amongst documentarians.   

5.5. Expected Outcomes 

5.5.1. Summary of Expected Societal Outcomes 

Through a collaborative, innovative approach to knowledge mobilization with 

partners and stakeholders, the proposed research project will aim to expand our 

understanding of how leisure-time physical activity can be maintained and enhanced 

across the life course. This will be achieved through sharing knowledge among various 
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stakeholders, and suggesting new ideologies for the types of physical activity 

opportunities that are created for older adults. In doing so, members of the academic 

community, physical activity and recreation program designers, and older adults alike 

will gain a sense of social encouragement for participation and active engagement in 

activities such as rock climbing. Additionally, the proposed research may create new 

positive attitudes and dialogue toward aging through intergenerational participation and 

engagement in an activity that is normally reserved for children and youth.       

5.5.2. Summary of Benefits to Potential Target Audiences 

 The potential target audiences [middle and older aged adults] will benefit directly 

and indirectly through the knowledge gained from the proposed research project. First, the 

proposed research will further investigate the various ways in which middle and older aged 

adults decide to participate in non-traditional activities such as rock climbing. Second, it 

will offer an opportunity to examine the differences that exist between older adult rock 

climbers and running group or club participants. Third, the proposed research project aims 

to acknowledge the similarities and differences which exist between middle and older aged 

adults’ desire to try new types of physical activity at any age, to examine gender 

differences, and also encourages sustainable forms of activity that contribute to long-term 

physical, social and emotional benefits. Lastly, exploring the experiences and motivations 

of middle and older aged adult rock climbers can be treated as a potential source of 

inspiration for older adults who may be reluctant to try this activity.   
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5.6. Funds Requested from SSHRC (Year 1) 

Personnel Costs SSHRC Other Sources Total 
Research Coordinator $30,326  $30,326 
Justification: One PhD candidate will be hired to coordinate the proposed research project. Assigned 
tasks will include: data collection, collaboration and regular communication with the research team, 
actively engaging members of the BCRPA/other stakeholders, and, coordination of the knowledge 
mobilization plan. The research coordinator will be contracted from May 2018 to April 2019. 
 
20 hours/week x $27/hour x 52 weeks = $28,080 + 8% non-discretionary benefits 
Student Researcher $5,184  $5,184 
Justification: One post-graduate level student researcher from the Department of Gerontology will be 
hired to assist the research coordinator in their duties, including: help with interviewing participants, 
transcription of audio files, data analysis, and other duties as required. The student researcher will be 
hired from September 2018 to April 2019.  
 
10 hours/week x $20/hour x 24 weeks = $4,800 + 8% non-discretionary benefits. 
 
Total Personnel Costs $35,510  $35,510 
Travel SSHRC Other Sources Total 
Knowledge Mobilization  Up to $5,000 $5,000 
Justification: The RC will coordinate with Mountain Equipment Co-op to organize presentations with inter-
provincial locations in British Columbia. As a primary stakeholder and funding partner, MEC will cover 
travel expenses as part of their ‘Community Contributions’ grants. 
Total Contributions  Up to $5,000 $5,000 
Conference Travel $705  $705 
Justification: Registration fees and conference travel for one team member to attend two conferences: 1) 
BCRPA Symposium in Vancouver for knowledge mobilization, and 2) Canadian Association on 
Gerontology Conference in Vancouver, BC. Both of the conferences will be attended by the Research 
Coordinator for poster presentations, networking, and as part of the knowledge mobilization plan.  
 
Transportation per diem = $20 x 4 (Return mileage for 2 x conferences) = $80 
BCRPA: Educational Exhibitor = $475 
CAG Vancouver (Student member) = $150 
Total Travel Costs $705 $5,000 $5,705 
Other Expenses SSHRC Other Sources Total 
Miscellaneous $500  $500 
Justification: Purchase of required office supplies and/or software for analysis; print copies of a 2-page 
newsletter format with research results and information for audiences at the: BCRPA; CAG; and for the 
MEC location presentations.    
Total Other Expenses 
Costs 

$500  $500 

Total Budget $36,715 $5,000 $41,715 
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5.6.1. Summary of Expected Scholarly Outcomes 

Some of the primary expected scholarly outcomes for the proposed research 

project include: a) exploratory research into an emerging form of serious leisure among 

middle and older aged adults; b) expanding existing research knowledge for outdoor 

recreation, serious leisure, and physical activity, and, c) collaboration between emerging 

and established scholars. In addition, it is anticipated that the knowledge gained from the 

research topic will contribute new ideas to multiple fields of study, such as: gerontology, 

health promotion, physical activity, recreation, and leisure studies.  

5.7. Detailed Description 

5.7.1. Objectives 

This research proposal addresses the SSHRC’s Insight Development program 

goal to: build knowledge about individuals and societies, specifically groups of 

individuals belonging to a sub-culture, or middle and older aged adults engaging in 

serious leisure activities like rock climbing. Since the topic of research interest has been 

rarely examined by researchers, this proposal is an opportunity to comprehensively 

explore middle and older aged adult rock climbers through a mixed-methods approach. 

Additionally, this research proposal will highlight the tangible motivational elements 

found within participants of alternate forms of physical activity such as rock climbing. 

Specific to the objectives highlighted in the Insight Development program, the proposed 

research would allow the research team to build knowledge that relates directly to the 

health and well-being of the aging population, and also encourages innovative initiatives.  

A mixed-methods approach (see Methodology) will be employed to differentiate 

elements of intrinsic motivations that contribute to the attitudes and experiences of 

middle and older aged adults’ participation by contrasting and comparing: rock climbing 

and running group or club participants. In line with the SSHRC Challenge and Feasibility 

Criteria, the proposed research project will address the topic of research to contribute to 

the field of gerontology in a unique manner. The research project also includes a 

significant collaboration and knowledge mobilization plan that is innovative, and is 

expected to reach a large audience in North America.  
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The primary objectives for the proposed research project include the following: 

a] Examine the experiences and motivations of middle and older aged 
adult rock climbers (qualitatively and quantitatively). 

b] Compare and contrast the differences between middle and older aged 
adult rock climbers with running group or club participants from 
Community Centres in the Lower Mainland area (Vancouver area).   

c] Contribute new ideas, theories, and applied knowledge to the 
scientific community. 

d] Innovative dissemination of research results with the general 
population.  

e] Creatively engage stakeholders and partners in order to maximize 
audience reach through the knowledge mobilization plan.  

f] Suggest and advocate for broader available physical activity, 
recreation and leisure programming for middle and older aged adults.  

In order to address and evaluate the proposed research project’s objectives, a 

formative evaluation will be conducted by the Research Coordinator to ensure the 

objectives are met as an end-of-grant project. Each individual objective will be given a 

monthly score during the research process, and at the end of the project. The scoring 

range will include: 1 = Inadequate; 2 = Adequate; 3 = Achieved Objective.  

5.7.2. Context 

Research suggests that one’s motivation to engage in an activity may be a more 

important predictor of continued engagement than the health benefits of the activity itself 

(Ainsworth et al., 2007; Frederick & Ryan, 1993; Salguero, Gonzalez-Boto, & Marquez, 

2006). Motivations to participate are typically contextualized based on social and 

environmental contexts.  For instance, O’Brien Cousins (2003)’s research on physical 

activity among middle and older aged adults shows that individual beliefs underlying 

physical activity may vary according to different social contexts and lifestyle factors. 

Environmental or structural factors such as ageism or lack of available programs result 

in negative experiences such as undesirable emotions and decreased adherence 

(Edmunds, Ntoumanis & Duda, 2006; Thøgersen-Ntoumani & Ntoumanis, 2006). 

Barriers to physical activity, such as lack of interest, time, facilities, or knowledge, pain, 

self-consciousness, fear of falling, poor health, and weather-related barriers can also 
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contribute to lower activity levels (Cerin, Leslie, Sugiyama & Owen, 2010; Crombie et al., 

2004; Mathews et al., 2010; Moschny, Platen, KlaaBen-Mielke, Trampisch, & Hinrichs, 

2011). 

Since middle and older aged individuals gain more leisure time through 

retirement or reduced working hours, choosing a leisure activity that is physically-based 

may provide the opportunity to fulfill physical needs as well as fulfilling psychological 

needs of the individual (Siegenthaler & O’Dell, 2003; Kolt, Driver, & Giles, 2004; 

Kilpatrick, Hebert, & Jacobson, 2002). The role of social capital and camaraderie in 

leisure-based PA such as rock climbing can play an important role for continued 

participation and enjoyable experiences.  

Given the elements of adventure that are inherent in rock climbing experiences, 

this activity has the potential to contribute to individual health in a different approach 

than traditional forms of physical activity previously available to older adults. Howes 

(2016) suggests that new forms of serious PA have significant, and largely uncharted, 

potential for developing individual benefits such as self-control, mastery, flow and 

autonomous achievement. Future research into these areas can potentially expand our 

understanding of the motivations, pathways and experiences of serious leisure activity 

among aging middle and older aged adults. Using a mixed-methods approach, Boyes 

(2013) has established that social capital can be generated from outdoor adventure and 

serious leisure among middle and older aged adults by fostering belonging to a 

community with strong social ties. In particular, interaction, social support and shared 

experiences that form a myriad of social benefits appear to be central contextual factors 

(Brymer, Downey, & Gray, 2009; Wood & Giles-Corty, 2008). 

Three established models and theories will form the foundation of the proposed 

research project: Serious Leisure Perspective; Life Course Theory; and Social Cognitive 

Model. Each offer insightful elements and rationale to conceptualize the proposed 

research surrounding older adults who are rock climbers. The Social Cognitive Model 

has previously explained the essential role of self-efficacy to the pathways and 

motivations for physical activity and exercise participation (Bandura, 2004). Due to the 

unique nature of emerging activities such as rock climbing, it is important to base 

empirical work from theoretical models which have previously examined physical activity 

that is pursued in a meaningful way. Dr. Stebbins’ Serious Leisure Perspective has been 
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able to address the unique psycho-social aspects of rock climbers, for example career, 

‘sustainable lifestyle’ elements and the importance or meaning attached to this specific 

activity. Finally, the Life Course theory provides us with temporal information comparing 

associations between physical activity and circumstantial life events, continued 

participation, or even uptake resulting from an innate desire to create social networks or 

for health benefitsand outcomes (Hirvensal & Lintunen, 2011).  

Integrating the three discussed theoretical models and theories help to 

conceptualize the specific elements which are hypothesized to contribute to the 

narratives which explain the experiences and motivations of middle and older aged 

adults who are rock climbers. From established theories and models previously 

mentioned, we can also begin to extrapolate particular elements related to rock climbing 

and middle and older aged adults, including: unique ethos (SLP); characteristics of 

career (SLP); cumulative exposure (LCT); belief in capacity (SCM); role of individual 

agency (SCM); influence of social network (SCM); and significance of life periods (LCT), 

such as retirement.  

Fundamental knowledge about the motivations expressed by middle and older 

aged adults who participate in various forms of active leisure can benefit a variety of 

physical activity, recreation and leisure program designers (Ewert et al., 2013; 

Choghara, O’Brien Cousins & Wankel, 1998). It is hypothesized that middle and older 

aged adults engaged in serious leisure activities such as rock climbing will have greater 

adherence levels, adoption into a regular lifestyle, as well as more psychological 

benefits. The proposed research project and knowledge mobilization plan will facilitate 

current and future researchers in creating unique multi-disciplinary connections between: 

i) academic researchers in gerontology; health promotion; physical activity, recreation 

and leisure studies; ii) engage members of the general public and middle and older aged 

adults; iii) and lastly, inform organizations and individuals responsible for the creation of 

physical activity programming.  
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5.8. Methodology  

5.8.1. Approach and justification 

The proposed research project will employ a mixed-methods methodology. A 

mixed-methods approach to a research project such as this one enables triangulation of 

the evidence (Huberman & Miles, 2002). This research design will elicit shared and 

individual narratives to offer insightful perspectives, as well as quantifying correlations 

between the used constructs and variables. A sequential exploration strategy will be 

used as data is gathered first by using a survey to support quantitative analysis and to 

make adjustments to the interview guide. Second, semi-structured interviews will be 

collected for the qualitative portion of the proposed research project. This approach is 

used primarily to: test the elements of a theory, development of instrumentation, and 

generalizing qualitative findings to different samples (Terrell, 2012).  

There have been growing developments in current research methodology in the 

field of aging and gerontology, particularly with qualitative research available to scholars 

(Sparkes & Smith, 2014), and which enhances the older adult voice within empirical 

research. Descriptive, rich data is achieved through a mixed-methods approach. This will 

enable the researcher to simultaneously capture information such as characteristics 

related to health status, motivations, experiences, and activity attachment for middle and 

older aged adult rock climbers compared with aquatic fitness populations.  

5.8.2. Data collection instruments 

Appendix A is the developed interview guide that was used for the pilot project 

with serious rock climbers aged 50+ in British Columbia. The elements of this semi-

structured interview guide include participants’ experiences and background with the 

activity (rock climbing). For example, questions aim to gather information about: the 

career of the activity; lifestyle characteristics; family and social ties; influences of 

occupation; orientations and motivations for adherence; and lastly, experiences with flow 

during participation.  

Data collection instrumentation for the quantitative portion of the proposed 

research study are found in Appendix C. They include evidence-based developed 
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questionnaires that have previously demonstrated high levels of reliability and validity. It 

is anticipated that the interviews will take approximately thirty to sixty minutes to 

complete.  

5.8.3. Sample definition 

The sample population will consist of: two groups of seventy (n = 70) participants 

each will be selected for the quantitative population sample, and a sub-set of twenty (n = 

20) participants will participate in the qualitative portion of the suggested research 

project. Review of available literature indicates that there will be a medium effect size on 

key outcome variables when comparisons of the two groups of participants are made. 

This requires a minimum of 70 participants in each group to reach a .80 level of 

statistical power.  

Selection criteria for the Group A will be: currently active rock climbers; fifty-five 

years or older; and have the ability to respond to the questionnaire. Group B will be fifty-

five years or older; current participants in a running group or club; and have the ability to 

respond to the questionnaire. The rationale behind the two chosen sample groups is that 

both activities have different characteristics related to: activity structure; promotion, 

availability and visibility to older adults. During data analysis, both of these groups will be 

matched by age and gender to increase validity and reliability.  

5.8.4. Recruitment 

Recruitment for the sample population will occur primarily in the Lower 

Mainland/Vancouver Island region of British Columbia. Research Ethics Board-approved 

posters and material will be placed at indoor rock climbing facilities and through running 

groups or clubs (see Appendix D). It is expected that a snowball sampling approach may 

naturally occur, where recruited participants refer additional prospective participants to 

the research team. In such instances, voluntary eligible participants will have the 

opportunity to contact the research team for recruitment.     
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5.8.5. Research procedures  

In the initial stages of the research project, recruited participants will respond to a 

short (quantitative-based) questionnaire, which will take approximately thirty to sixty 

minutes to complete. This questionnaire will be completed verbally, employing printed 

copies of the valid and reliable data collection instruments (Appendix C). The general 

format of the questionnaire will include the following: 

a) Demographic information (Age, Gender, Education, Nationality, 
Marital Status, etc). 

b) Quality/Satisfaction with Life Questionnaire 

c) Health Status (Self-perceived) 

d) Personality  

e) Self-efficacy (General Self-Efficacy Scale) 

The second stage of the research project will be qualitative-based. The primary 

qualitative research questions will elicit narratives that will help conceptualize the 

experiences and motivations for participation in either rock climbing or fitness-based 

activities. The qualitative interviews will be scheduled to take approximately sixty 

minutes to complete. The interview guide will include questions that address theoretical 

elements from previous similar research projects, including the pilot project which was 

conducted in July/August 2017 with eight rock climbers between the ages of 53 to 69 in 

British Columbia. Emergent themes and theoretical elements to consider for the 

interview guide will include: 

a) Unique cultural aspects of the activity 

b) Camaraderie and Social Context 

c) Historical experiences in physical activity participation (pathways & 
entry) 

d) Personal attachment with the activity 

5.8.6. Analysis 

The sample population involved in the suggested research project will be 

encouraged to be active participants through qualitative inquiry, rather than passive 
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recipients of the research project (Hubble & Tew, 2013). Attempts will be made to 

acquire an equal split in the sample group between females and males. The quantitative 

data (questionnaires) will be analyzed using SPSS software, and the qualitative data 

(audio files) will be analyzed using NVivo, available at Simon Fraser University 

computers and the Department of Gerontology’s research centre. The Research 

Coordinator is familiar with both types of research analysis, and will systematically 

consult with the research team for critical insights during the data collection and analysis 

process. 

In order to satisfy an adequate statistical analysis methodology, the following 

strategies and requirements will be employed. The application of ANOVA will be used to 

determine statistical significance (p-value), and Chi-squared test for variance in a normal 

population.  This tests whether the variance of the population has a pre-determined 

value.  

The transcribed qualitative data from the interviews will be thematically coded 

until saturation is reached. Thematic coding of the data will be reviewed by multiple 

members of the research team. Ongoing discussion between members of the research 

team about the deductive themes will encourage the development of major themes 

introduced through the data.  

Monthly phone-in conference calls will be scheduled amongst the research team 

in order to address pressing issues, and to offer further recommendations or 

suggestions to the research design. These monthly meetings will keep the entire 

research team updated on progress, in addition to the monthly evaluation of the 

research objectives. The Student Researcher will assist the Research Coordinator with 

methodological tasks, including: recruitment; help with analysis; transcription of audio 

files; etc. 

5.8.7. Ethics 

Ethical considerations for the proposed research project will be achieved through 

an application with the SFU’s Research Ethics Board, similar to the completed 

application for the pilot project (refer to Appendix A). Given the similarity in research 
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topic and design methodology, there are minimal risks involved in the participating 

sample population. 

5.9. Timelines 

This one-year proposed project will begin in May 2018, and will end in April 2019. 

Active recruitment of participants will begin in the first two months of the project, and 

should be complete by the end of month two. In months three to five, the Research 

Coordinator will schedule and complete interviews with eligible participants. Quantitative 

data will be collected during the first wave of interviews, and qualitative data recorded on 

an audio device will be completed between months four and seven. During month five 

(September), the Research Coordinator and the Student Researcher will perform 

analysis of the quantitative interviews using SPSS, and transcribe the audio recordings 

using NVivo. As previously stated, monthly phone-conference meetings will take place 

amongst the research team for data collection and analysis updates. In months eight to 

ten, a written report, short presentation, and informational newsletter will be prepared by 

the Research Coordinator. The final two months of the research project will include 

revisions to the written reports, newsletter, and completing any extraneous data 

analysis. A chart highlighting the timeline in further detail highlights the activities for each 

month:  
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Appendix A.   

Research Ethics & Study Details and Approval 

Application 

Application Number: 2017s0271 

STUDY DETAILS 

“Examining the unique experiences and motivations of aging rock climbers: Pilot 
Project for a mock grant funding proposal” 

1. Introduction

Project title: Examining the unique experiences and motivations of aging rock 
climbers: pilot  project for a mock grant funding proposal. 

Principal researcher: Michelle LeBlanc (MA Student, Gerontology); Senior 
Supervisor: Dr.  Andrew Wister (Faculty of Gerontology). 

Conflict of interests: None anticipated. 

Location where research will be conducted: Squamish, British Columbia. 

Relationship with other previously approved studies: In the 2015 fall 
semester, a similar topic was investigated as part of Gero804 Qualitative Research 
Methods term project. This mini-study was approved by the Faculty Chair and instructor, 
Dr. Habib Chaudhury. Since the project only involved two participants and was meant to 
be used as a practical example for the purpose of the course, we were not required to 
individually apply for ethics approval though ORE.    

2. Summary of Proposed Research

Study purpose: The purpose of this study is to gather qualitative data through 
interviews, on the experiences and motivations of eight (8) rock climbers who are over 
50 years old. This pilot project will provide the graduate student (Michelle LeBlanc) with 
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emerging themes and theoretical information to be included within the final Capstone 
Project: a mock grant funding proposal.   

Hypotheses and research questions: What are the pathways (motivations) 
which affect participation rates of older adult rock climbers?  

Research procedures and methods: Eight participants will be recruited through 
word of mouth and poster advertisements at an indoor rock climbing facility located in 
Squamish, BC. Convenience and snowball sampling methods will be used. Only those 
participants who primarily contact the PI (Michelle LeBlanc) through the 
advertisement/poster, or those who have verbally agreed to contact will be contacted for 
participation. The participants will: a) complete consent forms; b) complete a 60-90 
minute semi-structured interview; c) interview data and notes will be analyzed using 
nVivo by Michelle LeBlanc (Researcher); d) emergent themes will be included in the 
theoretical framework design of the final Capstone Project.  

Instrumentation: Audio voice recorder (such as an iPhone); computer with 
nVivo Software; and additional interview observation notes. Since this study will involve 
the analysis of audio files (interviews), participants will consent to being recorded and 
allow the PI to take field notes during the interview. The audio files will be destroyed 
after a period of twenty-four (24) months from analysis. The Principal Investigator 
(Michelle LeBlanc), and Senior Supervisor (Dr. Andrew Wister) will be the only      

Data analysis plan: Analysis will be completed using nVivo computer software; 
emergent Thematic Nodes will be assigned to narratives and ideas that emerge from the 
interview text, as well as any additional interview observation notes.  

Material Incidental Findings plan: There are no perceived risks of incidental 
findings, considering the qualitative nature of this pilot project.  

3. Prospective participant information

Description of the study population: Participants in the pilot project will be 
active rock climbers, over 50 years old, residents of Squamish, BC. Given the nature of 
the study topic (rock climbing), participants are expected to be in relatively good health. 
Participants may be recruited in other geographic locations if the Squamish recruitment 
is insufficient, for example, the Metro Vancouver area.  

Inclusion criteria: Participants must be engaged in rock climbing activities at 
least 1x/week in the past 12 months; and have the ability to answer the questions 
included in the semi-structured interview.   
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Exclusion criteria: Anyone with the inability to respond to semi-structured 
interview questionnaire.  

Number of participants: Eight (8) 

Time dedicated to participants: Sixty to ninety (60-90) minute interviews. 

Require organizational permissions and approvals: (Researcher) Michelle 
LeBlanc already has an agreement with the indoor climbing facility in Squamish, Ground 
Up Climbing Centre, to actively recruit participants from there. A letter from Ground Up 
Climbing Centre confirming permission to recruit from the facility will be sent to: 
dore@sfu.ca. 

4. Recruitment methods

Justify methods employed: ‘Ground Up Climbing Centre’ is the primary hub for 
both the indoor and outdoor rock climbing community in Squamish, BC. Although 
Squamish is considered a rural community, there exists a very active outdoor recreation 
community, primarily including rock climbers, mountain bikers, skiers, hikers, kite 
surfers, etc.    

Incentives: None 

5. Obtaining consent

How will you obtain consent: Every participant will be required to read and sign 
the consent form in front of the Researcher. 

Who will obtain consent: The Principal Investigator (Michelle LeBlanc). 

How will consent be documented: Electronically scanned copies of the signed 
consent forms will be distributed by e-mail to each participant. The original copies of the 
consent forms will be destroyed within 12 months of project completion.  

Participant withdrawal: Options regarding withdrawal from participation in the 
pilot project will be communicated verbally by the Researcher prior to the interview, and 
described on the signed consent forms. The researcher will read the consent form and 
study information with each individual participant, therefore audio and written consent 
will be obtained.  
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6. Potential benefits (direct benefit to participants, benefit to others, etc)

While there are no direct benefits to participants in the proposed pilot project, the 
data collected will be used to strengthen the rationale for the Researcher’s mock grant 
funding proposal, as part of requirements for the Master’s Degree program. Since the 
topic area of aging rock climbers is relatively new, this pilot project will provide additional 
direction for a theoretical framework.  

7. Potential risks (physical or psychological risks to participants, risk of
stigmatizing others, etc).

There exists minimal to very low foreseeable physical or psychological risks to 
participants in this pilot project.  

8. Risks to researchers

There exists minimal to very low foreseeable physical or psychological risks to 
researchers in this pilot project. 

9. Participant confidentiality measures

Data type and method of ensuring confidentiality and privacy: Research 
data will be transferred from the audio device onto a removable hard drive. The audio 
files will remain on the removable hard drive until transcription has been completed. 
Once the files have been transcribed, they will be destroyed. The written transcribed files 
will be destroyed twelve months after the completion of the pilot project. For 
confidentiality and privacy purposes, the transcribed text will identify each participant 
through assigned pseudonyms, never the participant’s actual names.   

10. Data stewardship plan

Special responsibilities of data steward for this study (evaluating requests for 
data, authorizing access for future use of data, etc).  

Access to the data – Investigators and staff: Faculty of Gerontology staff 
members, Researcher, and grant funders may request access to the transcribed data for 
evaluation purposes. The transcribed texts will never include the participants’ names.  

Retention and destruction of data: All audio files (interviews) will be 
destroyed/erased from the external hard drive or personal computer upon completion of 
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transcription. All transcribed interviews and text will be destroyed within twelve months 
upon completion of the pilot project.   

11. Future use of data

Projected future use of the data will primarily include the final Capstone Project 
mock Grant Funding Proposal. There are no additional intended uses for the data, 
unless there has been a request made by external researchers. Participants will have 
the option on the consent form to agree with future contact once the research has been 
completed. This contact could be related to future publications or presentation of the 
data, while always maintaining participant confidentiality and privacy.  
12. Dissemination of results

Participants may also consent to receive feedback or communications related to 
the pilot project findings upon completion of the project. Although the transcribed 
interviews will not be a part of the documents included in the final Capstone Project, the 
emergent themes and resulting framework will be essential components of the mock 
Grant Funding proposal. The Capstone Project will be published through specific 
departmental or University-related publications as required by Simon Fraser University. 

Research Ethics Consent Form 

“Examining the unique experiences and motivations of aging rock climbers: pilot 
project for a mock grant funding proposal” 

Application Number: 2017s0271 

STUDY TEAM 
Who is conducting the study? 

Principal Researcher: Michelle LeBlanc, MA Student, Department of Gerontology 
Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Andrew Wister, Faculty of Gerontology  

INVITATION AND STUDY PURPOSE 
Why should you take part in this study? Why are we doing this study? 

You are being invited to take part in this research study because we are interested in 
learning more about the experiences and motivations for older adults (50+) who are rock 
climbers. This study is part of a pilot project which will be used for a grant funding 
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proposal (graduate Capstone Project). Ground Up Climbing Centre has provided written 
permission for the active recruitment of participants through the facility.   

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Your participation is voluntary 

Your participation is voluntary. You have the right to refuse to participate in this study. If 
you decide to participate, you may still choose to withdraw from the study at any time 
without any negative consequences. 

STUDY PROCEDURES 
How is the study done? 

If you say 'Yes,’ here is how we will do the study: 

We will ask you about your past and current experiences and motivations related to rock 
climbing. The interview will be conducted by the ‘Researcher’ (Michelle LeBlanc), and it 
should take approximately 60 to 90 minutes in total. This interview will be scheduled at a 
convenient time for you, at your preferred location. The interview will be recorded using 
an audio recording device, such as a smartphone. The full audio interview will be 
transcribed and analyzed by the Researcher using a research software. A final written 
document highlighting resulting themes will be included in the Researcher’s final 
Capstone Project.     

POTENTIAL RISKS OF THE STUDY 
Is there any way this study could be bad for you? 

There are no foreseeable risks to you in participating in this study. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF THE STUDY 
Will being in this study help you in any way? What are the benefits of 
participating? 

We do not think taking part in this study will help you in any way. However, in the future, 
others may benefit from what we learn in this study, for example, suggesting motivating 
pathways to physical activity and recreation programmers. There are no material 
incentives or payment associated with participating in this study.  
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CONFIDENTIALITY 
How will your identity be protected? How will your privacy be maintained? 

Your confidentiality will be respected. Information that discloses your identity will not be 
released without your consent. A pseudonym will be used instead of your name in the 
final written document. This document will be shared with the Researcher’s Senior 
Supervisor (Dr. Andrew Wister). It will be safely stored on the Researcher’s secured 
removable computer Hard Drive. The audio files will be destroyed after a period of 
twenty-four (24) months from analysis. The Principal Researcher (Michelle LeBlanc) and 
Senior Supervisor (Dr. Andrew Wister) are the only persons who will have access to the 
audio files. If there are any additional publications of the final written document, you will 
be notified by the Researcher.  

WITHDRAWAL 
What If I decide to withdraw my consent to participate? 

If you choose to enter the study and then decide to withdraw at a later time, all data 
collected about you during your enrolment in the study will be permanently destroyed 
using the assigned pseudonym given by the Principal Investigator.  

STUDY RESULTS 
What will happen to the study results? 

The major themes and results of this study will be reported in a graduate capstone 
project and may possibly be published in journal articles and books. 

CONTACT FOR INFORMATION ABOUT THE STUDY 
Who can you contact if you have questions about the study? 

If you have any questions about the study, you may contact the Researcher by e-mail. 

CONTACT FOR COMPLAINTS 
Who can you contact if you have complaints or concerns about the study? 

If you have any concerns about your rights as a research participant and/or your 
experiences while participating in this study, you may contact Dr. Jeffrey Toward, 
Director, Office of Research Ethics. 



80 

FUTURE USE OF PARTICIPANT DATA 

The primary use of this research data will strengthen and guide the rationale for a mock 
Grant Funding proposal which will be part of the Researcher’s graduate Capstone 
Project.  

FUTURE CONTACT 

Please check the ‘yes’ box if you would like to be contacted for possible future research 
related to older adults and rock climbing, or for updates regarding publication/future use 
of data. Your preferred method of contact can be included on the blank space provided. 

Yes    Contact information: _______________________________________________ 

No 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT AND SIGNATURE PAGE 

Taking part in this study is entirely up to you. You have the right to refuse to 
participate in this study. If you decide to take part, you may choose to pull out of the 
study at any time without giving a reason and without any negative impact on your role in 
the climbing community.  

• Your signature below indicates that you have received a copy of this consent form for
your own records.
• Your signature indicates that you consent to participate in this study.
• You do not waive any of your legal rights by participating in this study.

Print Name: __________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 
Participant Signature   

____________________________________________________ 
Date (YYYY/MM/DD)  
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Office of Research Ethics Approval 
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Appendix B.   

Pilot Project Interview Guide 

INTERVIEW GUIDE: UNIQUE EXPERIENCES OF AGING ROCK CLIMBERS 

[Pre-amble text]: Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in my Pilot Project about 

the experiences and motivations of aging rock climbers over 50+. Your responses will be 

kept confidential, and if any question(s) make you feel uncomfortable, please let me 

know and we can skip to the next question. 

If you need clarifications, please tell me. 

I. CAREER

1. Can you recall when you first became interested in rock climbing? [describe how this

happened].

2. How did this initial interest continue? [get history of involvement, including

membership in clubs, etc].

a) Were any of your friends [or relatives] instrumental in your initial involvement

in rock  climbing? 

b) Did you have any hiking or camping experience [outdoor recreation] before

you entered the world of rock climbing? 

3. Have you participated in any type of competitions in rock climbing?

4. What are your plans for the future so far as rock climbing is concerned?

a) Do you think your rock climbing career will continue to grow, or decline in the

future? 
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II. LIFESTYLE

1. How many hours would you estimate that you spend in a typical week during the peak

outdoor season in rock climbing, including community or group involvement (for

example, trail maintenance, route cleaning, etc)?

2. Are you a member of a rock climbing club or association?

3. On the average past year, how many sessions of outdoor rock climbing have you

participated in each month?

4. What percentage of your close and moderately close friends and relatives are rock

climbers?

a) Are your friends and relatives in rock climbing mostly the same age as you?

b) What do your non-rock climbing friends and relatives think about your

participation? 

III. FAMILY AND SPOUSE OR OTHER COMPANION

1. Does your spouse or partner accept, tolerate, or reject your involvement in rock

climbing?

a) (if tolerate or reject) What is there about the rock climbing lifestyle that he or

she  dislikes? 

b) (if tolerate or reject) Has this created any conflict in the relationship?

2. Does [or has] your spouse or partner become involved in rock climbing in any way?

3. Does [or has] the rest of your family become involved in rock climbing in any way?

IV. WORK/OCCUPATION

1. What is your present job?

2. What is your present and highest level of education?

3. Does your work conflict with rock climbing?
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a) (if yes) How does work conflict?

4. Is rock climbing often on your mind at work?

V. ORIENTATIONS AND MOTIVATIONS

1. What are the personal rewards of rock climbing?

2. Are there any dislikes or disadvantages to rock climbing?

3. Do you get nervous before challenging rock climbing situations?

a) (if yes) How do you deal with it?

4. Are there situations you wish to avoid while rock climbing?

5. What role [if any] has your (personal) aging played in your experiences of rock

climbing?

a) Has your participation: increased/decreased/remained the same?

6. Why do you think other people get involved in rock climbing?

VI. EXPERIENCES OF ‘FLOW’

1. How do you push your personal limits in rock climbing?

a) Is this important to you?

2. What type of climbing experiences do you enjoy the most?

a) What elements create or reinforce these experiences?

3. What has [have] been the most rewarding aspect(s) of your rock climbing career?

a) Has there been a change in this [these] reward(s) over the years?

4. Do you have any unique experiences [or adventures] that have contributed to your

continued participation in rock climbing?
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5. How do you feel when you are rock climbing [outdoors]? (ask to elaborate as

specifically as possible)

a) How do you feel after a rock climbing experience [physically and

psychologically]? 

VII. MISCELLANEOUS

1. What are your other hobbies?

- (if any listed) How do you compare your other hobbies to rock climbing?

2. [Additional comments, notes, and observations].
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Appendix C.   
 
Instrumentation for Quantitative Data Collection 

1] Quality of Life: WHOQOL‐OLD 

2] Self-rated physical and mental health functioning: Medical Outcomes Study 

36-Item Short-Form Health Survey [SF-36] 

3] Personality functioning: Severity Indices of Personality Functioning – Short 

Form (SIPP- SF) 

4] Self-efficacy: Exercise Self-Efficacy Scale 
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Appendix D.   
 
Recruitment Poster 

 

Application # 2017s0271 

Hello climbers: 
 
I am looking to find 8 volunteer participants who are 50+ years old for a Pilot Project as 
part of my Master’s Degree in Gerontology:  
 

“Examining the unique experiences and motivations of aging rock climbers: pilot  project 
for a mock grant funding proposal” 

 
The volunteer climbers will participate in a 60 to 90-minute interview, where I will ask you 
questions about your climbing experiences, your motivations for climbing, etc.  
In the past year, if you have a) climbed an average of once/week; b) aged over 50; and 
c) you are interested in participating, or if you have any questions, please contact me 
(Michelle LeBlanc).     
 
 
       Thank you for your help! 
 
       Michelle LeBlanc 
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