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Wilderness can be understood via individual perceptions that may contrast with legal 
definitions. This contrast was explored within the Adirondack Park (NY), a unique 
combination of land uses and stakeholders with a history of conflict over policies that 
restricted development to conserve natural resources. This research used wilderness 
perception mapping (WPM) to identify differences between perceived and legal 
wilderness in the Adirondacks, based on the desirability of landscape characteristics (e.g., 
maintained campsites) reported by questionnaires. I used this approach to gain insights on 
differences among stakeholders and communities, and to construct maps of wilderness 
perceptions to compare with existing land use classifications. Survey and map analyses 
indicated clear differences among stakeholders, particularly between residents and non-
residents, and between legally designated and perceived wilderness areas. These insights 
contribute to a greater understanding of diverse stakeholder groups and improved 
management of the Adirondack Park landscape and natural resources. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  
 
OVERVIEW 
 
Wilderness designation and preservation is based on current legal policy that defines the wilderness 
concept. An alternative understanding of wilderness can be gained via individual or cultural 
perceptions. The Adirondack State Park of New York provides an ideal environment for the study 
of wilderness perceptions, with a six million acre mixed landscape of public and private lands and a 
history of conflict between residents and nonresidents over the use of Adirondack lands and 
resources. Wilderness perception research in the Adirondack Park could improve the understanding 
of differences among stakeholders and assist managers and policymakers seeking to balance 
conservation and development in this unique wilderness landscape. 


