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Abstract Concessioner provided services are integral to the national park visitor experience, and with visitation across
NPS units growing steadily, services provided by these public-private-partnerships will likely only increase in importance.
Despite this, concerns exist regarding the presence of for-profit entities within national parks. While private businesses
may be more responsive to consumers, their presence raises questions regarding equity, access, and perceptions of
ownership. The purpose of this study was to assess factors that may influence visitor’s perceptions of appropriateness
regarding (a) current and (b) future concessioner activities within Grand Teton National park (GTNP). Regression anal-
yses indicate the importance of personal values, rather than actual experiences (positive or negative) with concessions
in shaping perceived appropriateness of future concessions activity. Satisfaction with concessions services, amount of
concessions activity that respondents perceived in the park in the present, and trust in GTNP were all non-factors in de-
termining anticipated future appropriateness. Instead, a belief that concessions activity would increase, social liberalism,
economic conservatism, and place identity with GTNP were related to perceptions that concessioner activity at GTNP
would be inappropriately high in the future. Although the regression predicting future beliefs was robust (R2 = 0.43), no
variables significantly predicted current beliefs (R2 = 0.05).

Introduction

Concessioners, private companies that work to pro-
vide visitor services, are a critical partner of the Na-
tional Park Service (NPS). Collectively, the NPS ad-
ministers almost 500 concession contracts that gross
more than $1 billion annually (National Park Service,
2018c). Concessioners offer services that are not
provided directly by the parks, but are nonetheless
vital to their continued operation and the fulfilment of
their mission. These public-private partnerships are
an integral part of the history of the NPS, and date
back to the days of Stephen Mather, the first Director
of the NPS. Mather believed that “Scenery is a hollow

1A peer-reviewed version of this report has been published (Pitas,
2020) and is available at https://escholarship.org/uc/item/50h4q0q2

enjoyment to the tourist who sets out in the morn-
ing after an indigestible breakfast and a fitful night’s
sleep on an impossible bed” (National Park Service,
2018a). Since as early as 1872, private partners have
helped the NPS deliver a high quality and rewarding
visitor experience.

Agreements between private partners and the NPS
may include both concessions contracts and com-
mercial use authorizations. Concessions contracts
provide services that are necessary to achieving the
mission of the park, such as lodging, food and bever-
age services, and retail operations. Commercial use
authorizations allow for-profit entities to conduct com-
mercial activities in a park providing services that
are not necessary, but are appropriate for the park
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setting, such as guided tours, trips, and activities
(National Park Service, 2018b). In the present day,
such agreements are administered by the Commer-
cial Services Program. With visitation across NPS
units growing steadily over time, the services pro-
vided by these public-private partnerships will likely
only grow in importance.

Grand Teton National Park (GTNP) is no exception.
A spectacular destination with a range of natural,
historic, and recreation resources available for visi-
tors, visitation to GTNP has increased steadily in re-
cent years, with total visits climbing by more than
25% from 2012 to 2017 (Germann, 2018b). In 2018,
GTNP hosted more than 3.4 million recreational vis-
its, eclipsing the record set in 2017 (National Park
Service, 2019). To meet the demands of an ever in-
creasing number of visitors, the park currently has in
place more than 150 concessions contract and com-
mercial use authorizations (Germann, 2018a). Over
the next several years, many of the current contracts
and agreements in place at GTNP will expire, intro-
ducing uncertainty regarding the services delivered,
and the private businesses delivering them.

Despite the critical role that concessioner provided
services play, concerns exist regarding the presence
of for-profit entities within the national parks. On the
one hand, private businesses may be more respon-
sive to consumer wants and needs, as they are not
saddled with the bureaucratic red-tape that hinders
many large governmental agencies. Conversely, the
presence of private enterprise may create or exac-
erbate issues of equity and access, and potentially
erode public perceptions of ownership and invest-
ment in these protected areas. With this in mind, the
purpose of our study was to assess factors that may
influence perceived acceptability of private service
delivery in national parks, now and in the future.

Background

In the sections that follow, we will provide an overview
of relevant literature and previous research related to
visitor behavior and preferences in national parks and
other parks/protected areas.

Park governance models

In the United States, the governance of national
parks involves government ownership of resources,
with stewardship and strategic vision provided by
a public agency (Eagles, 2009). However, in many
instances, visitor services are provided by pri-
vate companies, known as concessioners. Conces-
sioner agreements may include concessions con-
tracts, which address services that are critical to the
mission of the park, or commercial use authoriza-
tions, which provide services that are not critical, but
are appropriate within a park setting. While a majority
of the NPS’ funding comes from tax-based support,
the Commercial Services Program administers al-
most 500 concession contracts that gross more than
$1 billion annually (National Park Service, 2018c).

Such arrangements in these public spaces raises
many questions, and allows for comparison in ser-
vice delivery between the public agency and its for-
profit partners. Generally, large government agen-
cies are perceived of as inflexible and unresponsive,
as a result of significant bureaucratic limitations (Ea-
gles, 2009). The inflexibility that results from the strict
structures of a public agency are one reason for the
presence of concessioners, as direct service provi-
sion by government agencies is inefficient and not
cost effective compared to for-profit service delivery
(Crompton, 1999).

Criticisms of this model often revolve around a lack
of transparency and accountability on the part of pri-
vate companies (Hannah, 2006), and negative im-
plications for equity of access as a result of the
profit making motive (Eagles, 2009). Additionally, it
may be difficult for the public partner to effectively
monitor contract adherence, resulting in high levels
of independent action among private concessioners
(Eagles et al., 2002). In a direct comparison using
British Columbia and Ontario provincial parks, park
visitors and employees rated the public-private man-
agement model used by British Columbia less favor-
ably than the government service provision model uti-
lized by Ontario. (Buteau-Duitschaever et al., 2010).
The public-private model scored lower in in each of
the 11 elements used to assess good governance,
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Figure 1. Model of potential factors affecting park vis-
itors’ perceptions of the appropriateness of current con-
cessions.

which notably included factors such as efficiency, eq-
uity, transparency, and accountability.

Acceptability of private activity in public parks

A growing body of research examines perceptions of
acceptability of private activity in public parks, pre-
dominantly at the local and state level. Existing re-
search indicates that overall, attitudes towards using
privatization as a funding source at the local level are
slightly positive (Pitas et al., 2018). However, signifi-
cant variation exists between specific practices; while
corporate sponsorship and outsourcing are viewed
more positively, the sale of park resources to for-
profit entities is seen in a much more negative light
(Mowen et al., 2006; Pitas et al., 2018). A similar pat-
tern was reported in an outdoor recreation context by
Samnaliev et al. (2006), wherein alternative funding
strategies such as corporate sponsorship and out-
sourcing were viewed more positively than the sale of
public assets to private companies. At the state level,
respondents in a 2010 study preferred that the state
park agency provide services that are consistent with
the mission of resource stewardship and education,
but preferred private provision of services such as
food and beverage and watercraft rentals based on
perceptions of quality and cost effectiveness (Kerstet-
ter et al., 2010). In their analysis Kerstetter et al. illus-
trate that it is important to take into account the na-

Figure 2. Model of potential factors affecting park visi-
tors’ perceptions of the appropriateness of future conces-
sions.

ture of the services in question when examining user
preferences for service delivery.

In both the local and outdoor recreation contexts, it
appears that visitors weigh various alternatives when
making decisions regarding acceptability, and gen-
erally prefer private service delivery over diminished
service delivery, or the outright cancellation of some
services (Pitas et al., 2015). Certain types of com-
mercial activity may also be becoming more accept-
able over time, as members of the public become
desensitized to the presence of private entities op-
erating in public spaces (Mowen et al., 2016). Such
a shift in attitudes over time may have negative impli-
cations for public funding of local park and recreation
services, as more positive attitudes towards privati-
zation have been linked to decreased support for the
use of taxes as a funding source (Pitas et al., 2019a).

Factors influencing perceived acceptability

A number of factors may potentially influence per-
ceived acceptability of private service delivery, some
of which are related to individual experiences with
the agency or service in question. For example, a
greater level of factual knowledge regarding spe-
cific privatization practices has been linked to greater
perceived acceptability, potentially because factual
knowledge defuses misunderstandings and miscon-
ceptions (Pitas et al., 2018). Conversely, Mowen et al.
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(2009) found that visitors who perceived their state
park agency to be financially responsible had more
negative attitudes towards privatization practices, as
did visitors who had previously used services pro-
vided by concessioners.

Beyond the services or agencies in question, past
research has also examined the influence of individ-
ual characteristics and person-place relationships in
determining perceived acceptability. Interestingly, in
the context of local park and recreation services it
would appear that the issue of private service de-
livery is viewed by visitors predominantly through a
social lens, rather than an economic one. Although
a common argument for private service delivery is
greater efficiency and reduced burden on tax-payers,
economic ideology appears to have no effect on
perceived acceptability of private service delivery; a
more conservative social ideology is linked to greater
perceived acceptability (Pitas et al., 2019b). An indi-
vidual’s deeply rooted value system has also been
linked to perceived acceptability of private service
provision, again at the local level. Using the value ori-
entations described by Schwartz (2012), those indi-
viduals with a greater focus on the wellbeing of others
(self-transcendent value orientation) were less sup-
portive of private service delivery, while those who
were more focused on their personal wellbeing (self-
enhancement value orientation) were more support-
ive of private service delivery (Pitas et al., 2019b).

Study purpose

Although a substantial body of research addresses
the perceived acceptability of private service deliv-
ery in park settings at the local and state level, lit-
tle is known about concessioner services in national
parks. In this study, we seek to address this gap, and
extend the findings of previous research to a national
park setting. Although national parks share much in
common with parks and protected areas at the local
and state level, given their size, scope, and signifi-
cance, they represent a unique content within which
to study the issue of private activity in public spaces.
Specifically, we sought to address the following re-
search questions:

1. What factors affect visitor’s perceived appro-
priateness of current concessioner activities in
GTNP?

2. What factors affect visitor’s anticipated appro-
priateness of future concessioner activities in
GTNP?

Methods

Sample and data collection

Data for this analysis were collected at three pre-
determined locations in GTNP that offer conces-
sioner provided services. We collected a total of
210 completed surveys (81.7% response rate), us-
ing a systematic random intercept method: when ap-
proaching groups of potential respondents, we asked
if the adult with the next birthday was willing to par-
ticipate. If the first adult refused, we then asked the
adult with the next closest birthday; this pattern was
repeated until we obtained consent, or all members
of the party had been asked. The sampling schedule
took place over the course of approximately 20 days,
and was stratified by time of day (e.g. AM or PM) and
day of the week (e.g. weekday or weekend).

Survey design

We designed the survey to reflect past research ex-
amining the perceived acceptability of private service
delivery in parks conducted at the local and state
level. In addition to demographic information (see Ta-
ble 1), visitors were asked to rate their experiences
with current concessioner services, as well as their
beliefs regarding future concessioner services. Visi-
tor trust in GTNP, as well as their place attachment to
GTNP, and their social and economic ideology were
also assessed.

Satisfaction with concessioner services

Respondents were asked to rate their level of satis-
faction with concessioner provided services at GTNP
which they had personally utilized. Satisfaction with
six total services was assessed, on a seven-point
scale from 1 = “extremely dissatisfied” to 7 = “ex-
tremely satisfied.” See Table 2.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of survey respondents.

Amount of concessioner services

Respondents were asked to describe how much con-
cessioner activity they had noticed in the park dur-
ing their current visit, and how much they anticipated
would be present in the future. Current perceptions
were measured on a five-point scale from 1 = “none
at all” to 5 = “a great deal.” Beliefs regarding future
levels of concessioner service were measured on a
five-point scale from 1 = “much less” to 5 = “much
more.” See Table 2.

Trust in GTNP

Respondents were asked to rate their trust in GTNP
on a four-point scale from 1 = “not at all” to 4 = “a lot.”
See Table 2.

Place attachment

Place dependence and place identity were measured
by asking respondents to rate their level of agreement
with six statements, based on the work of Williams
and Vaske (2003). Statements were designed to as-
sess respondents’ emotional (identity) and functional
(dependence) attachment to GTNP, and were mea-
sured on a seven-point scale from 1 = “strongly dis-
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Table 2. Summarized responses to questions from 210 completed surveys.

agree” to 7 = “strongly agree.” See Table 2.

Ideology

Social and economic ideology were measured by
asking respondents to rate their views with respect to
both social and economic issues. For both items, re-
sponses were measured on a seven-point scale from
1 = “very liberal” to 7 = “very conservative.” See Ta-
ble 2.

Perceived acceptability of concessions services

The dependent variables, perceived acceptability of
present concessioner services and anticipated ap-
propriateness of future concessioner services at

GTNP, were measured through two separate items.
Respondents were asked to rate how they felt about
the amount of private concessioner activity they no-
ticed in the park at present, and how they felt about
the amount they felt would be present in the future.
Responses were measured on a five-point scale from
1 = “far too little” to 5 = “far too much.” See Table 3.

Data analysis

We performed all data analysis in IBM SPSS ver-
sion 25. Descriptive analysis was performed on re-
spondent demographic information, as well as predic-
tor and dependent variables. For place dependence,
place identity, and satisfaction with concessions at
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Table 3. Survey respondents’ perceptions of current and future concessioner activity in GTNP.

GTNP, we created multi-item indices, using Chron-
bach’s alpha to assess scale reliability. To answer our
specific research questions, we tested the following
models (see Figures 1 and 2) using ordinary least
squares linear regression.

Preliminary results

Demographic data

Respondents were predominantly white (91%), resi-
dents of the United States (90.6%), and were more
likely to be male (54.4%) than female or another gen-
der. Respondents averaged 46.6 years of age, and
were generally highly educated (73.1% reported a
bachelor’s degree or greater). See Table 1.

Respondents reported a higher degree of place iden-
tity (M = 5.41, SD = 1.18) than place dependence
with GTNP (M = 4.58, SD = 1.32). Respondents were
moderate (M = 3.95, SD = 1.75) regarding economic
issues, and slightly liberal (M = 3.46, SD = 1.78) re-
garding social issues. Respondents were generally
satisfied with the concessions services they had used
in GTNP (M = 5.82, SD = 1.06); campgrounds re-
ceived the most positive rating (M = 6.13, SD = 1.16),
while watercraft rentals received the least positive rat-
ing (M = 5.22, SD = 1.65). Respondents perceived a
moderate amount of private concessioner activity in
the park during the present (M = 2.54, SD = 1.13),
and anticipated that there would be more private con-
cessioner activity in the park in the future (M = 3.95,
SD = .763). Respondent trust in GTNP was high (M =
3.94, SD = .440). Respondents perceived that private
concessioner activity would be more inappropriate in
the future (M = 3.66, SD = .865) than in the present
(M = 3.17, SD = .505). Chronbach’s alpha was ac-

ceptable for all indices, ranging from 0.848 to 0.902.
See Tables 2 and 3.

Research question one

An ordinary least squares linear regression predicting
perceived appropriateness of current concessions at
GTNP was non-significant (p = 0.350, f = 1.13, R2 =
0.05). No individual predictors were significant in the
regression model. See Table 4.

Research question two

An ordinary least squares linear regression predicting
anticipated appropriateness of future concessions at
GTNP was significant, with approximately 43% of
variance explained (p < .001, f = 15.83, R2 = 0.43).
Anticipation that there would be more concessions
activity at GTNP in the future was significantly related
to anticipation that there would be too much conces-
sioner activity in the future (β = 0.577, p ¡ .001), as
was greater social liberalism (β = -0.298, p = 0.011),
economic conservatism (β = 0.270, p = 0.021), and
place identity (β = 0.144, p = 0.050). Place depen-
dence (β = -0.016, p = 0.833), satisfaction with con-
cessions (β = -0.042, p = 0.515), and trust in GTNP
(β = -0.053, p = 0.402) were not significant in the re-
gression model. See Table 5.

Conclusions

Services provided by private concessioners are vital
to the continued capacity of the NPS to deliver on its
dual mandate of resource protection and recreation
management. Though concessions have long been a
part of NPS operations, their importance has grown
over time, a trend that is likely to continue with in-
creased visitation at NPS sites expected into the fu-
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Table 4. Results of a model (see Figure 1) predicting appropriateness of current concessions based on key factors
assessed in respondents.

ture. Grand Teton National Park is no exception, as
park managers currently oversee more than 150 con-
cessions contracts providing services to more than 3
million recreational visits annually. Over the next sev-
eral years, many of the current contracts and agree-
ments in place at GTNP will expire, introducing un-
certainty regarding the services delivered, and the
private businesses delivering them. With the grow-
ing centrality of concessioner services across the
NPS, and the potential changes coming to GTNP,
we sought to explore potential factors influencing per-
ceived appropriateness of current and future conces-
sioner services at GTNP.

The results we present indicate the importance of
personal values, rather than actual experiences (pos-
itive or negative) with concessions or the NPS, in
shaping perceived appropriateness of future con-
cessions activity. Satisfaction with concessions ser-
vices, the amount of concessions activity that re-
spondents perceived in the park in the present, and
trust in GTNP were all non-factors in determining
anticipated appropriateness. Instead, respondent’s
personal characteristics, as well their emotional at-
tachment to GTNP, were significantly related to per-
ceptions appropriateness. As such, it would appear
that visitor conflict with concessions activity is social-
values conflict, rather than interpersonal/goal interfer-
ence conflict (Vaske et al., 1995). That is to say, if
concessions are viewed in a negative light by visitors,
it is not because of actual service quality on the part
of the concessioner. The role of place identity rather

than dependence bolsters this conclusion, as emo-
tional connections to place, but not functional ones,
were significant in the future model.

Based off of our results, it also appears that there is
concern among visitors at GTNP about an increase
in commercial activity within the park, and a percep-
tion that such an increase would have negative reper-
cussions for the visitor experience. While our regres-
sion model predicting anticipated appropriateness of
future concessions was significant and showed a
robust predictive power, our model predicting per-
ceived appropriateness of current concessions was
non-significant, and had no significant individual pre-
dictors; specifically, ideology and place identity were
significant in the future model, but had no effect in
the present model. This suggests that there is noth-
ing inherently negative about concessions services
for individuals based on their ideology or their place
identity, but rather that individuals with certain per-
sonal characteristics, or certain types of connection
to GTNP, fear an increase in noticeable commercial
activity. Although not reported in this analysis, open-
ended comments recorded during the survey process
support the notion that over-commercialism in the fu-
ture is perceived as a threat to the integrity of the
visitor experience.

The significance of social ideology in determining
anticipated acceptability in our present analysis is
consistent with past research examining private ac-
tivity in public parks at the local level (Pitas et al.,
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Table 5. Results of a model (see Figure 2) predicting appropriateness of future concessions based on key factors
assessed in respondents.

2018, 2019b). Similar to responses at the local
level, greater social liberalism among respondents at
GTNP was related to more negative evaluations of
increased private activity in the future. This is con-
sistent with the idea that socially liberal individuals
value equity in access to benefits across groups (Ger-
ber et al., 2010; Graziano et al., 2007). Counterintu-
itively, and contrary to previous research, economic
ideology was significant in the future model; greater
economic conservatism was related to more negative
evaluations of increased private activity in the future.
This relationship may indicate that there is something
unique about the national park context, the sample
we used, or that an interaction existed with an exoge-
nous variable not accounted for in the current model.

Several limitations must be acknowledged. Unfortu-
nately, the sample collected was highly homogenous,
and largely consisted of White American residents.
Also related to sample, we originally intended to sur-
vey a larger group of respondents, but time con-
straints resulted in a smaller than optimal sample.
Regarding the survey instrument, several concepts
were measured using single-item measures; multiple
item indices for all concepts would be preferable to
increase predictive power and reliability.

Management implications and conclusion

Despite these limitations, we still believe the results
we present in this analysis have potential implications
for the management of both current and future con-
cessioner provided services. For park managers and

other decision makers, our most substantial findings
may be the level of visitor concern regarding any po-
tential increase in perceptible commercial activity at
GTNP in the future. In the present, we would advise
that concessioner employees maintain a low-profile
when providing services in the context of a national
park. This may mean avoiding ostentatious corpo-
rate logos, maintaining a color or design scheme that
is consistent with NPS facilities, or other strategies
to avoid drawing unnecessary attention. We make
a similar recommendation when considering future
concessioner provided services. An increase in per-
ceptible commercial activity in GTNP was the single
strongest predictor in our future model, and steps
should be taken to minimize the visible presence of
any new commercial services.

At a more fundamental level, managers should care-
fully consider the necessity of any concessioner ac-
tivity, new or existing. National parks represent a
unique setting for recreation and conservation, and
a context that allows visitors to escape from the pace
and flow of their “everyday” lives. Concessioner ser-
vices that impinge on the visitor experience, even
those that may be appropriate in non-park contexts,
should only be considered for implementation after
significant scrutiny. Such decisions may be difficult,
and necessarily rely upon the discretion of park man-
agers, who must exercise their best judgement, and
all available evidence. We believe that the results we
present in this manuscript provide a valuable addition
to that evidence, and may progress the conversation
regarding private activity in public spaces.
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Future work

Future work may wish to expand on the current re-
search in a variety of specific ways. Potential avenues
for future work may include:

Including measures of individual values and value ori-
entations that may influence visitor acceptability of
future concessioner provided services (e.g. anthro-
pocentric or biocentric, self-focused or other-focused,
etc.). Given the role of social and economic ideology,
expanded measures of ideology (beyond the single-
item measures used in this study) may also be war-
ranted.

Further investigation into factors influencing per-
ceived acceptability of current concessions activities.

Continued efforts to diversify the sample of respon-
dents, from a demographic standpoint, but also from
a domestic vs. international visitor standpoint. Non-
white and international visitors were not adequately
sampled, and given the importance of these groups
to the NPS, future work may wish to consider them
specifically.
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