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J. Robert Rossman’s career in recreation and parks began shortly after earning his 
bachelor’s degree at Indiana University.  Upon completion of his degree, he assumed the 
position of assistant director of recreation in Oak Park Illinois.  From that point on, his 
career has been focused on the development, delivery and evaluation of high quality 
programming. 
 
Following his work with Oak Park, he moved to academia taking positions at University 
of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana, North Texas State University, the University of Nevada 
at Las Vegas, and Illinois State University.  Notable among his academic positions was 
his role as the founding dean of the Greenspun College of Urban Affairs at the University 
of Nevada at Las Vegas.  Dr. Rossman concluded his academic career retiring as dean of 
the College of Applied Science and Technology, Illinois State University 
 
Dr. Rossman’s contributions to the field have been recognized by both of his alma maters 
as he is the recipient of both the Eppley and Charles K. Brightbill awards recognizing 
distinguished alumni from both Indiana University and the University of Illinois. 
 
His contributions to the body of knowledge of the field of recreation and parks are 
notworthy as the author of numerous articles, and book chapters.  In addition, he is the 
lead author of Recreation programming: designing leisure experiences, which is 
currently in its 4th edition.  A 5th edition of this work is in development.  This work has 
been used in over 100 colleges and universities throughout North America, Australia and 
New Zealand and was notably translated into Chinese in 2003.  Dr. Rossman has 
disseminated his work in the area of recreation program planning at multiple state, 
national and international venues.  He has provided workshops on program planning and 
program evaluation for national and international recreation and park associations; as 
well as morale, welfare & recreation (MWR) personnel of the US military. 
 
Dr. Rossman’s service to the profession includes work on the NRPA-AALR Council on 
Accreditation (COA), both board member and president of the Society of Parks and 
Recreation Educators, member of the board of directors for the American Academy for 
Park and Recreation Administration, and served as chair of the examination committee 
for the National Certified Leisure Professional credential.  Most recently Dr. Rossman 
has turned his attention to the role of recreation and parks in the experience economy.  
This provides the basis for the 2007 George D. Butler Lecture. 
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George D. Butler Lecture 
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Leisure Research Symposium 
National Recreation and Park Association Annual Congress 

Indianapolis, IN 
 

The Pursuit of Happiness: 
Programming in the Experience Economy of the 21st Century 

 
by 

J. Robert Rossman, Ph.D., C.P.R.P. 
 

 
 “Crown program. Long live the king!,” the words of Albert Tillman in his 1973 
book, The Program Book for Recreation Professionals. I believe this is the first book 
with the word program or programming in its title. In this book, Tillman admonished us 
to stop “…playing everyone else’s game…,” to make programming the focus of our 
profession, and to build a practice capable of providing recreation and leisure 
opportunities for society. But programming has not received the attention it should from 
academics or practitioners. Programming is directed at creating leisure experiences for 
people. Discovery of the power of immediate conscious experiences in marketing, sales, 
and service encounters has heralded identification of an industry of experiences, and the 
advent of the Experience Economy. Successful organizations in this “experience 
industry” understand that they are in the business of producing sensations and memories. 
Further, they fully recognize that the encounters that produce these outcomes must be 
carefully staged, animated, or in the traditional language of our profession, programmed. 
Although our profession should be a leader in this movement, our lack of attention to 
programming may result in others becoming the principal providers of leisure 
experiences in the Twenty-first Century.  
 Three over-arching areas of concern about leisure and programming require our 
attention and form the topics of this paper. One, the profession needs to renew its 
commitment to advocate the worth and role of recreation and leisure in society. Two, we 
need to learn about the legitimacy the Experience Economy gives to what we do and to 
learn the new terminology and concepts it provides that improve the practice of 
programming. And three, practitioners and academics need to jointly commit to 
implementing a knowledge-based practice of programming.  
 

THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS— 
THE ROLE OF LEISURE EXPERIENCE IN SOCIETY 

 
 At the turn of the last century, leaders of our profession were convinced about the 
worth of leisure itself, as well as, the contributions it could make to society. They 
professed this commitment with a fire-and-brimstone rhetoric to all who would listen. 
They firmly believed in the worth of recreation and leisure and worked hard to establish a 
knowledge base and political environment for its provision. Compared to these early 
leaders, today we are relatively timid about asserting the worth of leisure. Rather than 
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embracing its inherent value, we constantly search for something more legitimate that it 
facilitates in order to justify its provision. Health, sense of community, socialization of 
youth, economic prosperity, and various facets of personal and family growth have all 
been targeted as legitimate outcomes of leisure. From this perspective, leisure becomes 
only a means to a much more worthy end. 
 But leisure itself occupies a central location in the ethical foundations of our 
society. Our founding fathers, in declaring independence from England and asserting to 
the rest of the world our right to be a free people, specified in the Declaration of 
Independence a triad of inalienable rights they believed essential to this freedom. We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness. For Thomas Jefferson, the principal architect of these words, 
freedom was the key operant for pursuing happiness. And, freedom has been one of the 
key defining elements of leisure throughout time. As a side note, Jefferson himself 
pursued happiness through a rich and varied inventory of personal leisure pursuits--
cultivating family and friendships, reading, and appreciating music, gardening, walking, 
and sharing good food and wine.  
 Over two hundred years later, because of a sound method of government, a strong 
military, and a robust economy, large segments of our society are able to enjoy the 
unprecedented freedom that liberty enables. We are largely safe and secure, and we have 
economic circumstances that allow us to pursue happiness. Throughout the world, we are 
one of the most sought destinations for emigrants eager to access these inalienable rights 
and pursue life, liberty, and happiness.  
 Delegates at this national Congress are in the Pursuit of Happiness business. The 
programs and opportunities we stage for leisure experiences are indeed done so in the 
pursuit of happiness. And yet we continually fail to assert the primacy of this as a human 
endeavor. Our early leaders were articulate advocates; J. B. Nash, Jane Addams, Teddy 
Roosevelt, Charles Brightbill and yes, George Butler. Butler spoke with pride about the 
importance of wholesome recreation and leisure encounters as being central to human 
existence. He also believed that human growth and development were notable, value-
added consequences of these encounters. Sir Isaac Newton once said we can see farther if 
we “stand on the shoulders of giants”. We can also be heard farther. We need to climb on 
the shoulders of these early leaders and assert our contribution to pursing happiness. It is 
this advocacy part that we are too timid about.  
 The leisure service profession does not promote a happiness of decadence, of over 
consumption. It is not our sector of the economy that encourages over consumption of 
food. It is not our sector of the economy that encourages over consumption of material 
goods. It is not our sector of the economy that encourages participation in the leisure of 
lethargy—watching television. Our programs, events, and venues encourage people to get 
up, get out, and do something to engage in and savor the authentic happiness of 
engagement, reflection, and gratitude for the moment with a view to an interesting future. 
 Ours is not a leisure of exclusion, engagement reserved for a few members of 
society. Jack Kelly’s work established the ubiquity of leisure. Kelly found leisure to be 
accessible on a day-to-day basis by ordinary people and in many of the ordinary events of 
life. When life is not threatened, and individuals have the freedom ensured by liberty, 
happiness in the form of recreation and leisure can emerge. Our business is enabled by an 
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advanced society with a productive economy, laws that preserve the dignity of human 
rights, and political structures that provide national as well as domestic security. We need 
not shirk from asserting the role and importance of leisure in this society, it was one of 
the reasons the country was formed as a sovereign entity.   
 Do we have time for leisure in our busy lives? Western culture is preoccupied by 
the consumption of time. We are one of the most time-urgent societies—never seeming to 
have enough time. The notion that we are run ragged and do not have enough time for 
leisure is perpetuated by the general media. But, over the past thirty years, University of 
Maryland sociologist, John Robinson, has documented that we indeed have acquired 
almost one additional hour of free time; time that can be used for leisure. So the fact is 
that our economy and society have produced additional free time. Unfortunately, this 
does not mean that we have turned it into leisure.   
 Social scientists are developing an interest in the notion of happiness. Martin 
Seligman, in his book Authentic Happiness (2002), documents the interest and growth in 
Positive Psychology. A movement that redirects research from identifying and 
ameliorating what makes us miserable in life to discovering what makes us happy and life 
worth living. This work is revealing interesting findings. Seligman (2002) tries to answer 
the question, why, in the wealthiest countries in the world, there has been an increase in 
depression? He speculates that an over emphasis on unwarranted self-esteem, espoused 
victimology, and rampant individualism are all contributors. However, he devotes his 
book to the over reliance on short-cuts to happiness that provide short term pleasures but 
not gratifications that result from the exercise of personal strengths that can only come 
from doing something of one’s own volition. The kind of program experiences we should 
be providing.  
 Although leisure need not be justified in terms of its benefits, our research has 
clearly shown that a number of very important consequences do result. Leisure does 
indeed yield a variety of key personal, familial, economic, and societal benefits. But we 
tend to misunderstand the mechanism. From Seligman’s work and others it is becoming 
apparent that we have been too microscopic in our attempts to identify the positive 
outcomes of what we offer; too episodic in what we examine. Leisure’s contributions are 
more broad-based. Individuals who are happy participate in a broad range of engaging 
social encounters. They have an active, engaged social life.  
 Leisure’s benefit is not lodged in participating in one program but rather 
participating in one program is an important contributor to a career of social engagements 
that characterize a happy life. Those who are happy have a different attitude about 
participating, a different approach to participating, and different outcomes from their 
engagements. Leisure is a vital element to this happy life and a necessary part of pursuing 
happiness.  
 The benefits of leisure are not contained in any one episode of leisure 
participation, yet too often that is where we have been searching for a good, documented 
outcome. Sylvia Nasser, in her book A Beautiful Mind, chronicles that John Nash often 
succeeded because he climbed a different mountain to gain a different perspective of a 
problem than others. This different view point often enabled him to succeed in solving a 
problem while others failed. We need to climb a different mountain and have a different 
look at leisure’s contributions and worth to society.  
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 We are our own worst enemy in positioning our professional outcomes in the 
public’s mind. Our public statements often denigrate the services we offer implying that 
they lack meaningful substance. How many times have you heard the comment that these 
programs are only diversionary: diversionary from what; the pursuit of a happy life? 
Many think the Pursuit of Happiness is important.  
 A few years ago NRPA adopted a slogan that indicated the services we provide 
are beyond fun and games; implying that fun and games are not of sufficient importance 
to receive public funding. But fun and games are important to the pursuit of happiness, 
one of our national goals as articulated in our Constitution. Furthermore, fun and games 
provide a unique access to good outcomes that may not be accessible through other 
engagements such as religion, love, education, and others. Let us think about and 
promote the notion that important good ends are uniquely available through the fun and 
games of leisure. The evidence is with us, but we need to interpret it to the public and be 
more forceful in advocating our contributions to the Constitutional goal of pursuing 
happiness.   
 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE EXPERIENCE ECONOMY 
 

 The Experience Economy, introduced in 1999 with a seminal book on the subject 
by Pine and Gilmore, has created great interest in programming and staging experiences 
throughout many sectors of the economy. It challenges us to take a new look at our own 
professional methods and provides new legitimacy for our professional work and 
outcomes. 
 For years we claimed we were in the service sector of the economy. But the 
Experience Economy introduces a new category of economic value that better describes 
what we do--experience (Schmitt, 1999). Successful organizations in the experience 
industry understand that they “stage experiences” rather than “deliver services,” that their 
economic offerings are “sensations, memories, and transformations” rather than benefits, 
and that their offerings must be customized to the individual patron rather than 
customized to target markets. This development demands that we reexamine what 
business we are in and the techniques we use to program.  
 Today, economists classify economic value into four sectors each produced by a 
specific economic activity that basically follow the historical development of economic 
activity. Although each activity continues today, the portion of overall economic activity 
devoted to each has shifted over time. The progression of economic value outlined moves 
through extracting commodities, manufacturing goods, delivering services, to staging 
experiences in the emerging Experience Economy.  
  It has been argued that staging experiences is not a separate sector of the 
economy but simply a variant of the service economy. I believe it is fundamentally 
different and the difference focuses exactly where our area of expertise makes a 
contribution. Pine and Gilmore (1999) clearly illustrate the difference. They indicate that 
a service is a set of intangible activities carried out on the customer’s behalf. For 
example, when we organize a trip for individuals, they are freed from the burden of doing 
it themselves. Different from this is experience, a set of events staged to engage the 
customer in a memorable way. Experiences are created through interaction and result in 
pleasant memories to be recalled in the future. The process of production is engaged 
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interaction, the outcome is experience and the output is a pleasant memory. The 
economic values that people are willing to purchase are the social interaction 
engagements provide, the experiences that result, and the pleasant memories that endure. 
It is this notion of engagement and participation by the participant in creating the 
experience that separates an experience from a service. This is territory we know well; 
recreation programmers have been focusing on operationalizing engagements to produce 
experiences for the past twenty-five years.   
 Why is considering experience an economic value such a fundamental shift? It is 
because so many products are becoming commoditized. Originally, commodities were 
mostly mining and agricultural products. But today, the term commoditized is applied as 
a pejorative term--a state of affairs to be avoided. Companies try to avoid having their 
products labeled as commodities because commodities compete solely on price, not on 
quality or other product features. According to Shaw and Ivens (2005) “For the first time 
in centuries differentiation on price, quality and delivery is an unsustainable business 
strategy (p xix).” Commodities, for example iron ore, have always had this characteristic. 
Since iron ore is iron ore, there is little product differentiation and iron ore competes 
solely on price.  
 But this problem is even more pervasive. Many manufactured goods are also 
suffering from commoditization because of improved manufacturing capabilities and 
consumer pursuit of low prices. Our high tech manufacturing processes result in 
consistent high quality of most products. Furthermore, in the manufacturing industry, 
specific price points will only support similar levels of manufacturing quality. Thus, there 
are fewer and fewer product differences to be touted. In a similar way, service providers 
have struggled to differentiate their products as well. Until they are used, it is difficult to 
understand differences between services. So, in today’s economy, not only are 
commodities commoditized, so are many products and services. This has led to shifting 
competition for customers to their experience with a product or service. Shaw and Ivens 
(2005) assert, “The customer experience is the next competitive battleground (p xix).” 
 What are the implications of this Experience Economy for programming and 
leisure service provision? I believe there are many but I will discuss six. First, there will 
be many others developing experiences, we will have additional competitors for our 
patrons’ attention. The hospitality and travel industries are very much invested in the 
notion of the experiences they create. Their marketing literature boldly touts the dining 
experience or the travel experience one can have. The quality of what we provide will 
need to be competitive. This requires us to invest additional attention to understanding 
how experience is produced and to our methods for programming experiences.   
 Second. These new providers come from various professional backgrounds; 
theatre, entertainment, business, marketing, and others. They have different training and 
concepts about providing experience. Pine and Gilmore (1999) have introduced the 
theatrical metaphor of “staging” experiences. Barb Schlatter and I (Rossman & Schlatter, 
2003) have used a similar term, “animating”. Both of these terms signal a very precise, 
specialized approach to facilitating experiences and managing organizations that provide 
experiences. For example, staging an experience requires the programmer to think of 
their employees as actors whose job it is to help create an experience rather than being 
leaders that direct interactions. The Disney Corporation demonstrates this very well 
referring to their employees as “cast members” and differentiating performance 
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expectations of their duty time as being “on-stage” (in the presence of guests) or “back-
stage” (not in the presence of guests). A valued quality for employment when one must 
stage an experience rather than lead it is the attitude and demeanor the employee uses in 
dealing with people rather than their technical knowledge that can be taught later. We 
need to keep abreast of these new concepts and techniques and utilize those that improve 
our practices. 
 Third. The attributes of leisure experience that we have collectively identified 
over the past thirty years with our research and philosophical analyses reads like the gold 
standard of experience. Experiences that are freely chosen by the participants and allow 
for real-time freedom of choice within the activity, experiences that are autotelic in their 
engagement of the participant, and that facilitate the engrossment enabled by affective 
interaction are the features sought in leisure encounters. When done in an environment 
described as fun, enjoyable or relaxing such encounters yield leisure experiences. Our 
body of scientific and rational knowledge about programming and animating techniques 
empowers us to stage these meaningful and memorable experiences.    
 Fourth, many providers entering the experience economy confuse entertainment 
with engagement. They choose to entertain participants with short-term pleasures rather 
than engaging them to challenge and exercise their personal strengths leading to the 
gratification that nurtures longer term personal growth (Seligman, M.E.P., 2002). I 
believe this is due to their lack of knowledge about the social-psychology of leisure as 
well as the fact that it is easier to entertain than engage. While entertaining, the 
programmer keeps control over most of the encounter. To manage a situated activity 
system that allows for the exercise of freedom, autotelic engagement, and affective 
interaction is much more difficult than directing engagement as implied by the staging 
metaphor. It is always messier when you let the children finger paint! But the benefits to 
them are much greater.  
 Fifth. Emerging evidence about economic behavior is that services and 
experiences are higher valued economic ends. That is, consumers prefer to spend their 
resources on services and experiences rather than on commodities and goods. Mass 
retailers such as Wal-Mart, where goods can be purchased at a low cost, have been very 
successful. People prefer to acquire goods and commodities at the least cost possible to 
free-up discretionary resources to spend on services and experiences. 
 The sixth and most important feature. Experience is now a category of economic 
activity along with commodities, goods, and services. The entire economy is being 
challenged to pursue providing experiences. We need not look beyond fun and games for 
economic benefit, leisure experiences are a category of economic value and one that is 
highly sought by consumers. 
 Although we provide services and in some cases we market goods, our offerings 
are primarily in the experience sector of the economy. What do individuals buy when 
they purchase experience? Authors writing about the Experience Economy assert the 
unique components of experience that individuals are seeking and willing to pay for are 
engaging social interaction and the unique memories that result. Pine and Gilmore (1999) 
point out experiences may also be individually “transformational;” some experience 
offerings facilitate growth, development and well-being. As interest and participation in 
the Experience Economy grows, we are likely to see new competitors for providing 
leisure experiences. But the leisure experience, as we have defined it over the past thirty 
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years, is the gold standard experience that is built through social interaction resulting in 
positive memories. To remain a player in this Experience Economy requires that we 
focus our efforts on further developing and improving our programming practices.  
 

COMMITTING TO KNOWLEDGE BASED PROGRAMMING PRACTICES 
 

 Programming is an ongoing major responsibility for the recreation and leisure 
service profession. If we have a unique professional contribution, one that sets us apart 
from what others do, it is programming leisure experiences. We should be better than 
anyone else at designing and staging activities, events, services and venues to facilitate 
leisure experiences. 
 Programming derived from leadership responsibilities as a higher order level of 
professional activity, and over the years we have developed a variety of approaches to 
programming. Edginton, Hudson, Dieser, and Edginton (2004) identified thirty-three 
models of programming that have appeared in our literature. These grounded, action-
oriented models have different assumptions about the needs of the participant and each 
outlines a different professional role for the programmer. Most are based on accumulated 
professional wisdom.  
 In a recent chapter contribution (Rossman, J. R., 2008) I reviewed the current 
state of programming. From this analysis, it is apparent to me that the models we have 
developed assume that programming occurs at two levels of operation. One is at the 
organizational level wherein the programmer must deal with the administration and 
management of program services within the organization offering the products. And 
second, the programmer must be concerned with the content of the program itself—
product design and staging. Our programming models often co-mingle these activities or 
cannot decide which is most critical for our students to learn. 
 Our early models were focused on administration and, as students; we were taught 
long check-lists of items to be dealt with in organizing the delivery of service. These 
check-lists came mostly from the cumulated codification of current practices. 
Interestingly, this type of training is where much of event management and hospitality 
education currently exists. 
 To have a respected professional practice, our methods need to be based on social 
science knowledge. If we are to provide opportunities for leisure experiences, our 
practice of programming must intervene where the experience itself occurs; at the 
behavioral level. More and Averill observed that “Recreation activities are behavioral 
constructions that people build” (2003, p. 372). John Neulinger (1981) argued many 
years ago that leisure is a verb rather than a noun. It is something to be done rather than 
acquired and possessed.  
 Our planned interventions need to focus on instances of social interaction, the 
locus of the leisure experience. Let me elaborate on the implications of this. Leisure is a 
unique meaning derived from engagements in occasions of social interaction that are 
created by the individuals in them through interaction with objects in the occasion. 
Interaction itself is the result of individuals taking account of each others actions, 
interpreting the meaning of these actions and all other objects in the occasion through an 
internalized conversation with oneself, and forming a line of behavior based on this 
interpretation. It is the choice one has about what line of behavior to exhibit and the act of 
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determining this choice that are important freedoms of interaction. The volitional 
manipulations used to make these choices makes up the immediate conscious experience 
we sense and enjoy. Iterations of this basic interaction throughout the occasion of 
interaction result in what has been called the interaction ritual. Pleasant episodes of these 
experiences are worth lodging in our memory for later recall and enjoyment.  
 Occasions of interaction are situated in the sense that there is a definable structure 
to them and this structure has been called a situated activity system (Rossman & 
Schlatter, 2003). It is made-up of six elements; the [real and symbolic] people in the 
occasion of interaction, the place where it occurs, the objects that fill the occasion, the 
social structure and conventions that guide interaction, the relationship of the people in 
the occasion, and how the occasion is animated or moved through time. These six 
elements constitute the programmer’s agenda for manipulating an intervention. 
 A programmer’s dilemma is the degree of intervention that should be exercised. 
For individuals to construe that they have had a leisure experience, they must have real-
time opportunities to play a role in determining the outcome of the interaction. So 
building-in opportunities for participants to interact and determine outcome is a 
challenging but necessary part of designing and staging programs that will result in 
leisure experiences. This requirement is further exacerbating because one cannot predict 
with assurance the outcomes participants will pursue when given the freedom to interact 
that is necessary to construe they had a leisure experience.  
 A second dilemma. The dynamic nature of interaction makes it difficult to 
conduct protocol research. The requirement for a participant to have autonomy in the 
interactions of a program is a real obstacle in conducting protocol research wherein one 
must have known interventions that reliably lead to predictable results. To the degree that 
interaction is serendipitous, emergent, free-flowing, and malleable to subjective 
manipulation by the participant; it is more likely to produce a valued leisure experience. 
In contrast, our research methods demand control over rival causal factors, reliability of 
treatment, i.e. repeating the program, to achieve similar results, and allow little leeway 
for the subjects to vary their participation; all detriments to the emergent free-flowing 
nature of interaction experiences. And so the programmer’s task is a difficult one. 
Remember, entertaining is much easier 
 The difficulty of programming interaction episodes where leisure experiences 
occur has led to the development of programming models that emphasize other issues—
education or involvement in community process. And, in some cases, to simply ignore 
the whole issue—the prescriptive approach wherein a list of known activities that people 
enjoy are offered or the cafeteria approach wherein one offers a range of choices 
assuming individuals will sort out and seek those that are leisure experiences for them. 
 But to have a knowledge-based professional practice we must work where leisure 
occurs. Our programming efforts must focus on how a program is designed and staged.  
Specifically, the interactions of a program need to be optimally structured to facilitate 
interactions for participants that result in them construing they have had a leisure 
experience. What knowledge do we have about this? We know the conclusions people 
must reach to construe they have had a leisure experience. We know the outcome we are 
trying to produce. We know the locus of experience and the process for constructing 
leisure—social interaction. We know the structure of occasions of interaction—the 
situated activity system; our agenda for intervention. A knowledge based professional 
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practice must focus on the experiences we are creating in our events, activities, venues, 
and services and the long-term benefits that result from such participation.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 What to do? For years we have discussed the researcher-practitioner gap; as 
though we were not in the same field. Advocating and demonstrating the contributions of 
leisure to the pursuit of happiness is common ground for all of us wherein we can 
mutually support development of a theory based practice of leisure provision, 
demonstrate its efficacy and contributions to society, and advocate political policies and 
positions for its provision. 
 Practitioners are on the firing line and are expected to provide leisure services and 
solve problems in their communities. In my view, they have three important roles. First, 
those of you who are CEOs and supervisors need to create an ethos in your organizations 
that focuses on examining all you do for its contributions to creating leisure experiences 
for your participants. Designing, staging, and evaluating your services should be done 
from a leisure experience view point. Second, your role in advocacy is primary at both 
the local and national levels. The current evidence is that you need to position this 
advocacy about the role and contributions of leisure to longer-range benefits. What you 
provide does not likely have the immediacy of outcome like fire and police services. And 
finally, the profession needs more support for research. Not research on the immediate 
outcomes of program participation, but research about the long-term benefits of a career 
of participating in leisure and the role leisure plays in the pursuit of happiness.  
 The Academy has two important functions as developers and transmitters of 
knowledge critical to the credibility of a knowledge based professional practice. Our 
curricula need to give more attention to programming. Often there is only one course on 
programming. Frequently it is not a capstone course that demonstrates how all other 
elements of the curriculum--budgeting, marketing, evaluation, leadership, and so on--
cumulate in a professional ability that prepares graduates to design and stage programs 
and to operate programs in a variety of agency settings.  
 Programming is frequently taught by junior faculty, graduate students, or 
practitioners hired as adjunct faculty. It is not in the purview of senior faculty. It should 
be. Programming is our unique professional ability located at the vortex of theory and 
practice. As such, it is dynamic and challenging and deserves the attention of our most 
senior, accomplished academics.  
 Although leisure researchers have produced a wealth of useful information about 
leisure and the leisure experience, we need to know more. Obviously a theory based 
practice must be built on the knowledge accumulated from research studies. There is 
frustration with an inability to conduct episodic protocol research demonstrating the 
efficacy of specific programs or staged recreation encounters. But, as discussed 
elsewhere in this paper, part of this has to do with the autonomy required for 
experiencing leisure in staged programs. Nevertheless, research can contribute to a 
knowledge base for programming by focusing on two general areas; the process of 
conscious engagement and a leisure career’s contribution to the pursuit of happiness. 
 We need research programs that examine the staging and animation of leisure 
encounters to discover optimal arrangements that facilitate leisure experience as an 
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outcome of these engagements. How does the process of situational, conscious 
engagement unfold? In real-time processing, how do motivation, engagement, cognitive 
interpretation, and conscious processing lead to the emotional states resulting in a leisure 
experience? What interventions and manipulations of leisure encounters optimize the 
probability that participants will construe they have had a leisure experience? 
 We also need research to ground our advocacy efforts. Let us entertain the 
possibility that the social benefit of leisure is not contained in the specific episodes we 
program. Researchers in other fields are finding that happy individuals participate in a 
variety of social engagements including leisure. Perhaps our researchers need to join John 
Nash and climb that different mountain to view leisure from a different, broader 
perspective. Some of the most significant social science studies have conducted 
longitudinal investigations of specific phenomena over the life-span of individuals. How 
does a leisure career contribute to a happy life over an individual’s life-span? 
  Our early leaders effectively and courageously promoted the contributions of 
leisure to the pursuit of happiness without benefit of social science research. They were 
forceful and launched an area of professional service that is provided by all three 
branches of government. In this Twenty-first Century, the pursuit of experience has 
become so pervasive that it is now identified as a fourth sector of the economy—the 
Experience Economy. Programming experiences was our exclusive purview for many 
years but we did not develop an acknowledged expertise about it. Now we must compete 
with others. If we are to be a major provider of leisure experiences in the Twenty-first 
Century, we must give more attention to the leisure experience itself, its contributions to 
the pursuit of happiness, and developing our methods for designing and staging leisure 
experiences—the programs we offer.   
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The origins of the George Butler Lecture 
Provided by professor Gary Ellis, University of Utah 

January 3, 2007 
 
 The program was initiated by the Academy of Leisure Sciences (ALS) during 
professor Gary Ellis’ term as president (2004). The lecturer has always been selected 
through collaboration between the ALS President and the SPRE/LRS Co-Chair.  For the 
first lecture, professor Ellis considered it vitally important to secure an engaging speaker 
to "kick off the program."  Dan Dustin accepted the invitation to be that speaker.  He 
studied George Butler's history and provided a memorable interpretive lecture on Butler's 
professional passions, contributions, and commitments.1  For the second year, ALS 
president Roger Mannell’s expertise and connections in public health were drawn upon.  
Professors Roger Mannell and Bill Hendricks (SPRE/LRS co-chair) attracted David 
Buchner from the National Institutes of Health to speak on recreation and public health 
issues.2  For the third year of the program, professor John Crompton suggested that the 
lecture might honor the contributions of David Gray to the profession, as David had 
passed away that year.  That suggestion evolved to the Butler lecture, and professor Jim 
Murphy agreed to present the lecture.3  John Crompton and others contributed to that 
session as discussants.   
 
 
 

                                                
1 Dustin, D. (October 2004). Making pictures out of clouds: Lesson from the life and 
times of George D. Butler.  
2 Buchner, D. (October 2005). Taking steps toward transdisciplinary research: How 
public health priorities could influence leisure research on community-level approaches 
to promoting healthy, active lifestyles.  
3 Murphy, J. (October 2006). With flourish, humility and grace: An acknowledgement of 
the contributions of David E. Gray to the park and recreation movement. 
 


