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Introduction

Due to the heavy use of mountain trails, national 
park policy makers are concerned about how to es-
tablish social carrying capacity indicators. Devel-
oping evaluative standards for judging the accept-
ability of impacts caused by hikers is important. 
The normative approach was developed in North 
America as a useful method of conceptualizing, 
collecting, and organizing empirical value judg-
ments regarding resource management issues. The 
study examined the personal and social encounter 
norms of hikers, as well as their behavioral norms 
on the Taroko Gorge national park trails, Taiwan - 
a non-North American setting.

Methods

The survey instrument’s content and format was 
based on the questionnaires developed by Vaske 
and Donnelly (2002), Heywood (2002) and Hey-
wood and Murdock (2002). The survey gathered 
the following data: (a) hiking experience and level 
of specialization; (b) the number of hikers encoun-
tered and their level of perceived crowding; (c) so-
cial obligations and self-reports of sanctions for 
jamming trail traffic. In total, 475 questionnaires 
were obtained using an on-site survey in 2005.

Results

The survey results were as follows: (1) Most hik-
ers (57.5%) had a personal encounter norm; (2) The 
consensus of the social encounter norm was high; 

(3) The perceived encounters and perceived 
crowding for those with a norm were signifi-
cantly higher than those without a norm; (4) 
When perceived number of encounters exceed-
ed a hiker’s personal encounter norm, their per-
ceived crowding level increased; (5) Over 90% 
of the hikers said they should always give way 
to other hikers; (6) The intensity of the behav-
ioural norm was low, which was determined by 
summing subject responses to shame and guilt 
(internal sanctions) and embarrassment (infor-
mal sanction); (7) The power and prevalence of 
the behavioral norm were low. 

Conclusions

Three conclusions were drawn: (1) Encounter 
norms exist for most backcountry hikers, con-
sistent with North American literature; (2) The 
encounter-norm-crowding relationship can be 
generalized as Vaske and Donnelly (2002) sug-
gested; (3) The results of the behavioral norm 
suggested cross-cultural variations for sustain-
ability and carrying capacity evaluations should 
be considered for future research. Suggestions 
were made for national park management. For 
instance, encounter norms, perceived encoun-
ters, and perceived crowding should all be in-
cluded as carrying capacity indicators for the 
Taroko Gorge national park trails. Since in-
ternal and informal sanctions were low, either 
compulsory trail regulations or educational pro-
grams should also be considered.
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