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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 Four focus groups were conducted for the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation 

in early February 2001 with lapsed anglers and lapsed boaters in order to identify core messages 

that best communicate the benefits of recreational boating and fishing and aquatic stewardship 

and resonate well with the target audience.  Two focus groups were conducted in Tampa, 

Florida, one with lapsed anglers and a separate group with lapsed boaters, while mixed groups of 

lapsed anglers and lapsed boaters were conducted in Denver, Colorado and Cleveland Ohio.  

“Lapsed” anglers and “lapsed” boaters were operationally defined as individuals who had taken 

part in recreational fishing and/or boating in the past 5 years, but not in the past 12 months. 

 Focus groups are an important method to test messages because they allow for extensive 

probing, follow-up questions, group discussion and observation of emotional reaction to various 

messages, aspects that can’t be measured in a traditional telephone or mail survey.  Focus group 

research is considered “qualitative” research.  Qualitative research sacrifices reliability for 

increased validity.  This means that although focus group findings cannot be replicated 

statistically as can sample surveys (high reliability), they often give researchers a more valid 

view in getting to the heart of issues under study (high validity). 

 Twenty short, single sentence messages were tested.  These messages were tested in two 

ways.  First, focus group participants were asked to rate the message on a 1 to 10 Likert scale 

with one signifying that the statement “does not at all represent my positive thoughts about, and 

the importance of, recreational fishing and boating,” and ten signifying that the statement “very 

much represents my positive thoughts about, and the importance of, recreational fishing and 

boating.”  The messages were also tested through a focus group discussion on each message.  All 

of the messages were not tested in all of the groups.  Some messages were so poorly received, 
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they were dropped in later focus groups.  Other messages were reworded slightly to measure 

reaction to specific words. 

 The results of the groups were analyzed in three ways.  One analysis was of the 

quantified results of the survey where participants rated each message on a scale of 1 – 10.  

Another analysis consisted of a qualitative assessment of each individual focus group.  The third 

was a qualitative analysis of all of the groups combined.  Thus, the recommendations presented 

in this report are based on an overall assessment of the survey results, individual focus group 

reactions and overall assessment of the messages that best communicated the benefits of 

recreational boating and fishing and aquatic stewardship with lapsed anglers and boaters.  The 

various messages were evaluated on both a broad conceptual level as well as the effects of 

specific words.  Both are important in developing effective messages. 

 Some messages and wording resonated strongly while other messages and wording did 

not.  In fact, some messages actually elicited negative reactions, pointing out how important 

message testing actually is.  If messages are viewed as unbelievable or erroneous, the 

speaker/communicator risks losing credibility at worst while at best wastes limited 

communications dollars and effort.   

 Reception to the messages fell into a few clear categories.  Messages that resonated 

strongly were: 1) Messages that appealed to the value of recreational fishing and boating to 

fostering relationships among family and friends and 2) The relaxation value of  recreational 

fishing and boating.  The focus groups showed that the appreciation of natural resources was 

viewed as one aspect of relaxation, and therefore this association should be used wherever 

possible. 
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 Messages that link recreational fishing and boating with “deeper” issues such as 

“legacy,” “heritage” or “tradition” do not resonate well among most lapsed anglers or boaters.  

The economic contributions of recreational fishing and boating to local economies also did not 

resonate well with many of the focus group respondents.  Also many lapsed anglers and boaters 

did not see boating and fishing as contributing to the preservation and protection of natural 

resources.  In fact, numerous individuals felt that recreational boating and fishing actually had 

negative impacts on the environment and that some recreational anglers and boaters harmed 

natural resources by “taking” fish and polluting the environment.  Before using messages that 

stress the economic benefits or the contribution of recreational fishing and boating to the 

preservation of natural resources, major communications programs would need to be initiated to 

increase people’s understanding of the economic and natural resource benefits of recreational 

fishing and boating.   

Lapsed anglers and boaters, in general, preferred specificity over generalities in the 

messages.  For example, “family and friends” was preferred over the term “people.”  Although 

the term “on the water” resonated strongly in one particular message, overall, the more specific 

“fishing and boating” was preferred over the more generic “on the water.” 

Based on the focus groups, three messages are recommended to communicate the benefits of 

recreational fishing and boating and aquatic stewardship to lapsed anglers and boaters.  Three 

messages are recommended to be used in various settings that communicate the three most 

important benefits of recreational fishing and boating: relaxation, the value of recreational 

fishing and boating in fostering relationships among family and friends, and the aquatic resource 

stewardship values these activities can foster.  Specifically the three messages recommended are: 

• On the water, no cars, no rush hour, no deadline, a chance to relax. 
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• Fishing and boating connects family and friends. 

• Fishing and boating enhances appreciation for the natural world.   

 The first message is a variation on the message that tested highest, “On the water, no 

cars, no rush hour, no deadline, no choice but to relax.  The “no choice” verbiage was changed to 

“a chance to relax” because of the possible negative reaction to the statement, “no choice.”  

Americans like choice.  In fact, the statement, “Freedom to choose” is often connected to 

controversial issues to increase the acceptance level of the issue.  For example, a much higher 

percentage of people will agree with the statement, “People should have the freedom to choose to 

wear fur if they want to,” as compared to the number of people who would support wearing fur.  

In the focus groups there was some negative reaction to the “no choice” part of the statement.  

When the message was changed to “On the water, no cars, no rush hour, no deadline, a chance to 

relax” in Cleveland, it rated the highest message overall.  The anomaly was Denver, where this 

message did not test particularly well.  However, based on all of the information, Message 1 is a 

very strong message. 

 The second message is a variation of two other messages that tested very high and will be 

an effective message based on numerous findings from the focus groups.  Messages that 

appealed to fishing and boating with family and friends and the relationships that are fostered 

while participating in these activities resonated very strongly with most of the lapsed anglers and 

boaters.  The message is also very specific, as compared to other similar messages, something 

that was quite important to focus group participants.  Overall, specificity was favored over 

generalities.  For example, instead of “people,” focus group participants preferred “family and 

friends,” and in most cases (with the exception of Message 1) preferred “fishing and boating” 

over “on the water.”  “On the water” made some people think of simply being at the beach, 
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vacation cruises or fishing from a bank, not fishing from a boat or boating in general.  Again, 

rather than communicating that fishing and boating “connects people,” it is preferable to be 

specific about who the message is referring to.  Is it referring to anglers being connected with 

one another?  Boaters?  People in general?  The second message is successfully worded by 

clarifying who is connected, specifically, family and friends. 

The third message resonated particularly well with focus group participants and is 

especially important in that it relays the aquatic resource stewardship aspect of recreational 

boating and fishing, something the focus groups showed was difficult for a message to do.  

Overall, many messages regarding stewardship issues were not well received or considered 

believable by focus group participants.  This particular message, did, however, and can be used 

as an important starting point in conveying that recreational fishing and boating are important 

aspects of aquatic resource stewardship.  This message was very believable to most participants 

from their personal experiences.  Others agreed that if one participates in these recreational 

activities, they are more likely to appreciate the natural world and their surroundings than 

someone who does not participate.  Furthermore, appreciation of natural resources was viewed 

as one aspect of relaxation, a known motivational factor for recreational boating and fishing 

participation.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 Twenty short, single sentence messages about the benefits of recreational boating and/or 

fishing were tested with four focus groups in Tampa, Florida, Denver, Colorado and Cleveland, 

Ohio for the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation.  The purpose of the focus groups was 

to identify a core set of messages that best communicated the benefits of recreational boating,  

fishing and aquatic stewardship.  When creating the twenty test messages, the objectives were 

that the messages be short, concise, memorable and positive.  The messages were developed 

using many supporting quantitative studies that show what is known about motivations and 

restraints to recreational boating and fishing.  Some messages were intended to communicate the 

known primary motivations for participation (relaxation, quality time with family and friends, 

and being outdoors and close to nature) while others were developed to address the primary 

constraint to participation (time).  Other messages were developed to communicate other benefits 

of participation such as the economic benefit to the community and the development of aquatic 

stewardship.   

Two of the focus groups were conducted in Tampa, one group with inactive anglers and 

one group with inactive boaters.  The other two groups were with mixed inactive anglers and 

inactive boaters in Denver and Cleveland.  These categories were operationally defined as 

individuals who had taken part in recreational boating and/or fishing in the past 5 years but not 

the past 12 months.  Lapsed anglers were separated from lapsed boaters in Tampa to better 

understand if different messages resonated more or less with these specific groups.  The 

messages were tested to determine their ability to communicate the various benefits of 

participating in recreational boating and fishing and whether they would have a positive impact 

in terms of increasing interest in recreational boating and/or fishing.     
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The messages were tested in two ways.  First, focus group participants were asked to rate 

the messages on a 1 to 10 Likert scale with one signifying that the statement “does not at all 

represent my positive thoughts about, and the importance of, recreational fishing and boating,” 

and ten signifying that the statement, “very much represents my positive thoughts about, and the 

importance of, recreational fishing and boating.”  There was also a category of n/a for “not 

applicable.” The Likert scale responses for the groups were averaged. The higher the rating, the 

more the statement represented the focus group participants’ positive thoughts about and the  

importance of recreational fishing and boating.  Following the Likert scale testing, there was a 

focus group discussion.  

A Likert scale test is a type of composite quantitative measurement that is often used as 

an initial attempt in the separation of variables.  While it can stand alone in some cases, it is most 

often used as the first level of differentiation (Babbie, 1998:166-191).  Focus groups are a type of 

qualitative research that produce results with extremely high content validity on the total range of 

opinions (Babbie, 1998:248-249) but are not random survey samples.  They are extremely useful 

in the development of an understanding of attitudes, issues and concerns.  Focus groups will not 

yield results that can be replicated to any degree of statistical accuracy.  However, focus groups 

are an important method to test messages because they allow for extensive probing, follow-up 

questions, group discussion and observation of emotional reaction to various messages, aspects 

that can’t be measured in a traditional telephone or mail survey.  The use of both qualitative 

methods, such as focus groups, and quantitative methods, such as Likert scales, in a single study 

is a type of research triangulation and will help to increase both validity and reliability. 

The following messages were tested, although not all of the messages were tested in all of 

the groups: 
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• On the water. . .no cars, no rush-hour, no deadline. . .no choice but to relax. 

• Fishing and boating enhances appreciation for the natural world. 

• 
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How well statements reflect positive feelings and 
thoughts about the importance of recreational 

fishing and boating. (Total Respondents)

7.76
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7.90
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8.08

8.30

8.33

9.22

0 2 4 6 8 10

On the water … no cars, no rush-hour, no deadline
…, a chance to relax.

Fishing and boating connects families and friends and
creates lasting memories.

It doesn't matter whether you catch anything, it's the
time spent with family and friends that counts.

It is hard not to relax when you are on the water.

Time spent on the water connects people.

Time spent on the water connects families and
friends.

Time spent on the water is time well spent.

When boating and fishing you get to be part of
another world.

Fishing and boating enhances appreciation for the
natural world.

On the water … no cars, no rush-hour, no deadline
…, no choice but to relax.

Mean Score (n=40) on 1 to 10 Point Scale:  
            1 = does not at all represent my positive thoughts and importance; 
         10 = it very much represents my positive thoughts and importance.
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(Continued) How well statements reflect 
positive feelings and thoughts about the 

importance of recreational fishing and boating. 
(Total Respondents)

5.24

5.46

6.52

6.87

7.00

7.18

7.38

7.40

7.43

7.59

0 2 4 6 8 10

Anglers and boaters help preserve the places
where you discovered the joy of fishing and

boating.

Time spent on the water connects you to your
heritage and builds your legacy.

Fishing and boating help preserve the waters
where you first learned how to cast a rod.

Fishing and boating supports the communities
(places) you (we) cherish.

Fishing and boating enhances respect for the
natural world.

Buy a rod, bait and some extra time with your
family.

Fishing and boating are valued family activities.

I may not catch a fish but I will catch up with my
son/daughter.

Fishing and boating are valued family traditions.

The ideal Sunday is a day on the water creating
(lasting) memories.

Mean Score (n=40) on 1 to 10 Point Scale: 
           1 = does not at all represent my positive thoughts and importance; 
        10 = it very much represents my positive thoughts and importance.
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How well statements reflect positive feelings and 
thoughts about the importance of recreational fishing and 

boating. (By Groups of Respondents)

8.27

8.73

8.82

9.18

8.33
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9.08

9.25

7.89
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8.11

7.63

6.88

6.75

0 2 4 6 8 10

Time spent on the
water is time well

spent.

When boating and
fishing you get to be
part of another world.

Fishing and boating
enhances appreciation
for the natural world.

On the water …, no
cars, no rush-hour, no
deadline …, no choice

but to relax.

Mean Score on 1 to 10 Point Scale: 
1 = does not at all represent my positive thoughts and importance; 
10 = it very much represents my positive thoughts and importance.

Cleveland (n=8)

Denver (n=9)

Tampa boaters (n=12)

Tampa anglers (n=11)
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(Continued) How well statements reflect 
positive feelings and thoughts about the 

importance of recreational fishing and boating. 
(By Groups of Respondents)

7.09

7.82

8.55

8.27

8.64

9.25

9.00

8.42

8.11

7.89

7.33

7.00

7.67

7.50

7.75

6.50

6.50

7.00

0 2 4 6 8 10

Fishing and boating connects
families and friends and creates

lasting memories.

It doesn't matter whether you catch
anything, it's the time spent with
family and friends that counts.

It is hard not to relax when you are
on the water.

Time spent on the water connects
people.

Time spent on the water connects
families and friends.

Mean Score on 1 to 10 Point Scale: 
1 = does not at all represent my positive thoughts and importance; 
10 = it very much represents my positive thoughts and importance.

Cleveland (n=8)

Denver (n=9)

Tampa boaters (n=12)

Tampa anglers (n=11)
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(Continued) How  well statements reflect 
positive feelings and thoughts about the 

importance of recreational fishing and boating. 
(By Groups of Respondents)

7.27

7.55

7.09

7.55

7.09

7.20

7.75

7.64

7.89

9.00

6.89

6.71

5.86

8.75

0 2 4 6 8 10

Buy a rod, bait
and some extra
time with your

family.

Fishing and
boating are valued

family activities.

I may not catch a
fish but I will catch

up with my
son/daughter.

Fishing and
boating are valued
family traditions.

The ideal Sunday
is a day on the
water creating

(lasting)
memories.

On the water …,
no cars, no rush-
hour, no deadline
…, a chance to

relax.

Mean Score on 1 to 10 Point Scale: 
1 = does not at all represent my positive thoughts and importance; 
10 = it very much represents my positive thoughts and importance.

Cleveland (n=8)

Denver (n=9)

Tampa boaters (n=12)

Tampa anglers (n=11)
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(Continued) How well statements reflect 
positive feelings and thoughts about the 
importance of recreational fishing and 
boating. (By Groups of Respondents)

6.50
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5.88
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5.50
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6.00

6.27

6.73

0 2 4 6 8 10

Anglers and boaters help preserve
the places where you discovered

the joy of fishing and boating.

Time spent on the water connects
you to your heritage and builds your

legacy.

Fishing and boating help preserve
the waters where you first learned

how to cast a rod.

Fishing and boating supports the
communities (places) you (we)

cherish.

Fishing and boating enhances
respect for the natural world.

Mean Score on 1 to 10 Point Scale: 
1 = does not at all represent my positive thoughts and importance; 
10 = it very much represents my positive thoughts and importance.

Cleveland (n=8)

Denver (n=9)

Tampa boaters (n=12)

Tampa anglers (n=11)
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