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Abstract
Recreationists differ in their engagement, specialization and involvement in their lei-
sure activity. Recreation specialization can be seen as a continuum from the novice 
to the highly advanced (or as a career process), sometimes grouped into three or four 
categories. Within the highest category of advanced recreationists, a specific hard-
core, elite or devotee segment was identified. In this study, the highly specialized 
or elite segment of birdwatchers was addressed. Therefore, members of the Club 
300 (in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland), were studied in comparison to non-
members. Members of the Club 300 are required to have observed about 300 bird 
species in their respective country. Scales on recreation specialization, motivations 
and involvement were applied. A general linear multivariate model revealed a sig-
nificant influence of Club 300 membership on the total set of the different dimen-
sions with an eta-squared of 0.315, representing a high effect size. Subsequent uni-
variate analyses showed that members differed from non-members significantly in 
all dimensions. Thus, Club 300 members fulfil the requirements of an elite segment 
because they differ in knowledge and behavior, as well as in their motivations from 
other birdwatchers.

Keywords Birding · Birdwatching · Elite leisure · Core devotee · Hard core · 
Recreation specialization · German speaking countries

1 Introduction

People differ in their involvement, engagement and motivation for their leisure or 
recreational activities. Some researchers analyzed this engagement and involvement 
and found differences among individuals (heterogeneity), sometimes conceptualized 
as serious leisure, recreation specialization or involvement (Bryan, 1977; Kyle et al., 
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2007; Stebbins, 1992). In short, Bryan (1977) suggested a career of specialization 
in leisure, from the beginner to the specialized, which is in some, but not all aspects 
congruent to Stebbin’s (1992) theory of serious leisure, with project-based, casual 
and serious participants (see below). Kyle et  al. (2007), however, had a stronger 
emphasize on the psychological concept of involvement into a leisure activity.

A special case of recreation specialization and of serious leisure are the elite or 
“hard core” participants (Scott & McMahan, 2017; in the following the term elite is 
used). These participants show a high involvement, combined with a high knowl-
edge and high skills that places them at the extreme end within the cluster or group 
of the highly specialized recreationists. This study seeks to shed light on the elite 
recreationists by comparing them with less specialized birders. Therefore, members 
of a defined elite group (Club 300) were analyzed, based on previous concepts of 
recreational specialization and motivations for birding.

Birdwatchers from Germany, Austria and Switzerland were studied. These birders 
were members of the three respective Clubs 300, a special organization of birders in 
all three countries who have seen and identified more than 300 different bird species 
in their specific country. Thus, there is a Club 300 in Austria, Germany, and Swit-
zerland. Having seen at least 300 species in each of these countries is a high thresh-
old that requires a lot of field activity, usually high knowledge, and some regional or 
countrywide travel. This represents an extreme grade of recreation specialization. 
The data are compared with birdwatchers that are non-members. Questionnaires 
were based on previous work studying recreation specialization, motivations, and 
involvement. Most studies in birding were based on the recreation specialization 
concept (Bryan, 1977; e.g., Lee & Scott, 2004) and on motivational constructs (e.g., 
Randler, 2023). These well-established measures are used to compare both groups, 
and in combination with demographic factors to predict the membership in the Club 
300 and, thus, differentiate between elite and less specialized birders.

2  Literature Review

2.1  Recreation Specialization and the Elite Concept of Leisure

Leisure research about specialized groups is often embedded in the construct of the 
social world (Stebbins, 2017). Every group is based on some kind of ‘ethos’, which 
is the spirit of the respective leisure community forming the social world of the par-
ticipants (Stebbins, 2016). This social world is the organizational milieu or frame-
work where the associated ethos is expressed (for example as an attitude or a value) 
and realized (as a practice; Stebbins, 2016, 2017). These beliefs and values hold the 
group together and are usually coherent. Although the social world is an “amor-
phous entity” (Stebbins, 2016, p. 155) it enables a general framework for studying 
leisure.

Within this framework, different conceptual approaches are used to depict 
diversity in the engagement and involvement in a leisure activity. Stebbins (2020) 
defined three types of leisure categories: the project-type of leisure, casual leisure, 
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and serious leisure. Project-based leisure refers to a given project, and when it is 
over, participants leave. Casual leisure is related to a leisure activity that might be 
carried out regularly and over a longer time, but only irregular or seldom. Serious 
leisure involves a strong commitment and engagement in a leisure activity (Stebbins, 
1992, 2017). Thus, the elite participants are included in the serious leisure segment. 
Similarly, most studies based on the recreation specialization concept identify three 
groups: novice, intermediate and advanced birders (Randler, 2021a). In addition 
to grouping, the concept of a continuum from a novice to an advanced/skilled 
participant is found in the serious leisure literature (Stebbins, 1982) as well as in the 
recreational specialization literature (Bryan, 1977). Both approaches also view their 
concept as a development from one career stage to another (Bryan, 1977; Stebbins, 
1982). This means that recreation specialization can be seen as a continuum in 
behavior between the generalists with low involvement and the specialists with 
a high involvement (Bryan, 1977, 2000). The concept is based on four factors: 
first, the investment in leisure activities (time, money, effort), second, knowledge 
about and skill in this activity, third, the activity itself, and fourth, the degree of 
specialization (Bryan, 1977). This conceptualization was refined by Scott and Shafer 
(2001) into a three-dimensional construct including a behavioral, a cognitive and an 
affective component (Lee & Scott, 2004).

In the following, Lee and Scott (2004) developed a measurement model of bird-
ing recreation specialization to portray the different dimensions of the construct. 
The behavioral component is indicated by equipment, previous participation, and 
experience. The cognitive dimension includes the level of knowledge and skill about 
and competence in the activity. The affective component includes attachment and 
engagement which is based on the centrality to lifestyle and continued participation 
(Randler, 2021a). Thus, the birding specialization construct based on the measure-
ment of Lee and Scott (2004) has been chosen as a basis for this current research 
study because the questions and items are very specifically developed for birding 
activities.

Although the measurement of birding specialization is parametric and continu-
ous, researchers sometimes classified birders into categories. For example, McFar-
lane (1994) grouped birdwatchers into four categories: casual, novice, intermediate 
and advanced birders. Hvenegaard (2002) categorized birders into three groups: 
advanced-experienced (10%), advanced-active (50%), and novices (40%). Scott and 
Thigpen (2003), again, identified four groups: casual birders, interested birders, 
active birders, and skilled birders. Subsequently, Scott et al.’s (2005) classification 
was refined into three categories: namely: committed, active and casual birdwatch-
ers. This classification was confirmed in eBird participants by Harshaw et al. (2020) 
and Lessard et al. (2018). Although Lessard et al. (2018) reported only two clusters, 
this was owed to the exclusion of novice birdwatchers (because novice birders usu-
ally do not use eBird), which formed a separate group in all other studies. Thus, for 
North America, a three-group solution of birders can be assumed. This three-group 
classification was further supported by a European study focusing on German bird-
watchers (Randler, 2021a).
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2.2  Elite Leisure Participation

In a further attempt, within the cluster of highly specialized birders a group of elite 
birdwatchers has been defined (Scott & McMahan, 2017). These participants form 
a group that involves extraordinary commitment (Scott & McMahan, 2017). This 
classification is based on the general measurement construct of Lee and Scott (2004) 
and elite birders are from the advanced segment, when following the recreation spe-
cialization concept of Scott and Shafer (2001). Following Stebbin’s theory, elite 
birders are a part of the serious leisure participants. Thus, the high end of the career 
stages is defined by Stebbins (1992) as devotees or as ‘hard core’ participants by 
Scott and McMahan (2017). Therefore, the elite concept receives support from both 
theoretical constructs. Although Stebbin’s theory (2020) is widely used in leisure 
research, the recreation specialization concept is more developed in birding stud-
ies, with items and questions especially adapted to this activity, thus more specific 
questions, e.g., by asking for the number of bird species someone can identify, or 
the number of birding trips. This high recreation specialization further influences 
other aspects of life, such as travel intentions (Callaghan et al., 2018; de Salvo et al., 
2020).

Other studies in the elite segment are rare. For example, Siegenthaler and O’Dell 
(2003), using the serious leisure conceptualization, further developed the aspect 
of ‘core devotees’ to refine the categories. Concerning golfers, participants in this 
leisure activity enjoyed the challenge, but not for competition, rather for personal 
enrichment (Siegenthaler and O’Dell, 2003). In contrast, Brown (2007) emphasized 
the competition aspect as a strong factor in serious shag dancers. Thus, competition 
may also play a role in Club 300 members. Further studies suggested that in elite 
leisure participants and core devotees, identity, social relatedness and centrality to 
lifestyle play a central role in their leisure (Brown, 2007).

2.3  Birding as Leisure Activity

Birding is the most important activity of wildlife watchers, with an average rate 
of 16 days per year watching birds away from home (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice, 2018). In comparison to game or duck hunting and fishing/angling, birding 
is a nature-related outdoor activity, but with a non-consumptive component, which 
separates it clearly from the consumptive dimensions, especially when considering 
animal welfare attitudes (Randler et  al., 2021). Birding has been an emerging lei-
sure activity also outside the USA (e.g., China: Ma et al., 2013; Brazil: de Cama-
rgo Barbosa et al., 2021). In common with fishing and hunting, birding also has a 
“care”-component when birdwatchers invest money and effort for bird feeding or for 
erecting nest boxes (Dayer et al., 2019). A special aspect of birding is the participa-
tion in many different citizen science projects, such as feeder watching, breeding 
bird censuses, or submitting data to web-based platforms (Randler, 2021b; Sullivan 
et al., 2014).

Different subpopulations of birders have already been studies (Eubanks et  al., 
2004), but the elite devotees have been rarely addressed. Scott et al. (1999) studied 
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the First Annual Great Texas Birding Classic, an event which involved three full 
days of birdwatching along the Texas coast. This event, by its program, attracts elite 
birders. This has been corroborated by the number of bird species on their life list: 
72% of the participants maintained a life-list and reported an average of 1,139 spe-
cies (Scott et al., 1999). This is in line with a study on twitching, which concerns 
people that travel long distances to see specialties and rare bird species within a 
given geographic area (Booth et al., 2011). However, such specialized birders have 
not been studied with respect of their membership in an organization (in the case of 
this current study, the Club 300). Nevertheless, it is obvious, that elite birdwatchers 
also have their special formal organization to pursue their hobby. Other birdwatch-
ing or nature conservation organization, however, have already been in focus of 
research. For example, Cole and Scott (1999) compared members of the American 
Birding Association (ABA) with holders of a conservation passport (which allows 
free entrance in conservation areas). The ABA members scored higher in all dimen-
sions of recreation specialization: higher skill/knowledge level, higher financial 
expenditures, more days outdoors, and more field trip outings.

Another field of research is addressed by travelling and travel intentions (But-
ler, 2019; Goodfellow, 2013, 2015). Usually, travel to foreign countries or remote 
areas is often a characteristic of highly specialized birders (Callaghan et al., 2018; 
de Salvo et al., 2021) However, concerning travel, the limiting factor may be time 
and money, so there can be highly specialized birders that do not travel because they 
are on a budget, and thus, roam only their own country or federal state.

2.4  The Current Study

Previous studies showed a considerable effort in segmenting and describing bird-
watchers. However, previous approaches did not assess the membership in different 
organizations related to recreation specialization, and especially not the membership 
in an elite segment. To address the aspect of elite recreation specialization, members 
of the Club 300 were compared with non-members. The constructs of recreation 
specialization and motivations have been chosen because previous work exists on 
the refinement of the scales for measurement. In this study, the recreational speciali-
zation concept containing the three dimensions skill/knowledge, behaviour and com-
mitment have been applied (e.g., Scott & Shafer, 2001), as well as the involvement 
construct (Kyle et  al., 2007) and birding motivations (McFarlane, 1994; Randler, 
2022).

3  Materials and Methods

3.1  Sample

Data for this study were collected via the Online Research Tool SoSciSurvey dur-
ing 2020. After explaining the study, respondents who agreed to participate clicked 
on a button (“yes”) as a formal consent. Participants were able to stop and leave at 
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any time without any consequences. Recruitment was done by a broad distribution 
of the survey link to gather data from a variety of birdwatchers, from garden bird 
feeder watchers to the highly skilled specialized members of the Club 300. On the 
forum website of all three clubs (Austria, Germany, Switzerland), an advertisement 
was placed, and people were encouraged to participate. Further, all large bird and 
nature-related organizations were contacted to distribute the link. From the federal 
states or regional chapters of scientific ornithological unions, societies and clubs, 
all member organizations gathered within the DDA (Dachverband Deutscher Avi-
faunisten; an umbrella organization) were asked for participation by using postings 
on their websites or by distribution of the link on their mailing lists. To address fur-
ther participants, an advertisement was published in a printed birdwatching journal 
(“Vögel”; which is “birds” in German). The number of participants per federal state 
in Germany was highly positively correlated with the number of inhabitants of the 
federal state (r ≈ 0.9). The study was granted permission by the ethics committee 
of the Faculty of Economics and Social Sciences of the Eberhard Karls University 
Tübingen.

3.2  Measurements

3.2.1  Demographics

Demographic data were age (in years), gender (male, female, diverse) and highest 
formal qualification.

3.2.2  Birding Specialization, Involvement, and Motivations

Birding specialization, involvement, and motivations were measured with an array 
of previously published instruments (see below). Birding specialization includes 
the dimensions skill/knowledge, behaviour and psychological commitment, which 
is separated into behavioral commitment and personal commitment (Lee & Scott, 
2004).

3.2.3  Skill and Knowledge

Skill and knowledge included open-ended questions about the number of species 
to be able to identify without a field guide by appearance (e.g., from Cheung et al., 
2017; Lee & Scott, 2004; Lessard et al., 2018), and by song (Lee & Scott, 2004; 
Lessard et al., 2018), an self-assessment of knowledge ranging from 1 (novice) to 
5 (expert; Lee & Scott, 2004), originally on a seven-point Likert scale but trans-
formed to a five-point Likert scale. The open-ended questions were z-transformed 
prior to analysis. This was done because the range was from 0 up to 1,000 differ-
ent species. However, the open-ended questions allowed a comparison of Club 300 
members and non-members in more detail. Cronbach’s α of the skill/knowledge 
scale was 0.85.
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3.2.4  Behavior

This behavior scale refers to self-reported real behavior. This scale contained the 
number of birding trips taken last year (at least 2 km away from home; McFarlane 
and Boxall, 1996), number of days spent in birding during the last year (Cheung 
et al., 2017; Costa et al., 2018; Hvenegaard, 2002), the total number of bird species 
on the lifelist (Tsaur & Liang, 2008), the number of bird books owned (McFarlane, 
1994), replacement value of the total equipment in € (Cheung et al., 2017; Hven-
egaard, 2002; Tsaur & Liang, 2008) and the number of species on a national list, 
concerning Germany, Austria and Switzerland (developed for this study). All these 
questions were open ended to allow a comparison but were z-transformed prior to 
analysis. Cronbach’s α of the behavior scale was 0.80.

3.2.5  Personal Commitment

Personal commitment was measured with three questions: “Other leisure activities 
don’t interest me as much as birding.” (Lee & Scott, 2004); “I would rather go bird-
ing than do most anything else.” (Lee & Scott, 2013); and “Others would probably 
say that I spend too much time birding.” (Lee & Scott, 2013). All items were meas-
ured on a five-point Likert scale. Cronbach’s α of the personal commitment scale 
was 0.76.

3.2.6  Behavioral Commitment

This scale refers to behavioral commitment. Three items were used on a five-point 
Likert scale. “If I couldn’t go birding, I am not sure what I would do.” (Lee & Scott, 
2004); “If I stopped birding, I would probably lose touch with a lot of my friends.” 
(Lee & Scott, 2013); “Because of birding, I don’t have time to spend participating in 
other leisure activities.” (Lee & Scott, 2013). Cronbach’s α of the behavioral com-
mitment scale was 0.73.

3.2.7  Involvement

Involvement was assessed with the modified involvement scale (Kyle et al., 2007). 
Three items each measured “attraction” (Cronbach’s α = 0.86), “centrality to life-
style” (Cronbach’s α = 0.86), and “social bonding” (Cronbach’s α = 0.79). Identity 
was measured with one item (see Lessard et al., 2018).

3.2.8  Motivations

The assessment of motivations was based on the three-factor model of outdoor rec-
reation motivations (Decker et  al., 1987; confirmed by Randler, 2022). The first 
dimension considers social motivation, based on items such as “gain respect from 
other birders” or “meet people who share my interests” (Cronbach’s α = 0.84). 
The second dimension is achievement, measured with items like “seeing as many 
birds as possible” or “seeing birds not seen before” (Cronbach’s α = 0.83). Third, 
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“enjoying being alone” and “experiencing nature” were examples of the enjoyment 
dimensions (Cronbach’s α = 0.71).

3.2.9  Membership in Club 300

Participants were asked to indicate their membership in the Club 300 with either 
yes or no. The Club 300 which exists in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland is a 
special group of elite birdwatchers because of their high achievement and knowl-
edge of birds. This organization was initially established by individuals who have 
had observed at least 300 different bird species in their respective country. Usually, 
it takes some years to achieve this goal, although it is possible to see 300 bird spe-
cies within Germany within one year, but this requests a lot of travelling and spend-
ing many hours of birdwatching (comparable to a Big Year). The members receive 
alerts about when and where a rare species has been detected. Nowadays, the group 
is open for everybody, so people with a country list less than 300 species can join 
this group, but it still contains a majority of birdwatchers with a high number of spe-
cies on their list.

3.3  Statistical Analysis

Only participants with less than 15% of missing data were used. Different analyti-
cal strategies were employed. First, a multivariate general linear model was used to 
check the significant effects using partial eta-squares as a measure of effect sizes. 
The different dimensions and scales (birding specialization, involvement, and moti-
vations) were used as dependent variables and membership as independent variable 
to predict differences between both groups. Partial eta-squared values are interpreted 
following Richardson (2011) with 0.01, 0.06, and 0.14, being a small, medium and 
large effect. Afterwards, univariate linear models were used to analyze the effects 
of Club 300 membership on the different scales of birding specialization. ANOVAs 
were used to assess post-hoc tests of organization (with Bonferroni correction). To 
shed more light on the open ended-questions of the specialization dimensions skill/
knowledge and behaviour, the raw data were examined. Further, to determine the 
factors that predict a Club 300 membership, a binary logistic regression model was 
used, with the predictors age, gender, graduation, and the dimensions as independ-
ent predictors. Both, the full regression model was applied as well as a forward step-
wise model based on Wald statistics.

4  Results

A total of 2963 people responded with yes (N = 326, 11%) or no (N = 2637, 89%) to the 
question of a membership in the Club 300. There were 1550 men, 1398 women, and 
15 diverse participants. Club 300 participants were from Germany (N = 255), N = 25 
from Austria, and N = 46 from Switzerland. More men (N = 275) than women were 
Club 300 members participating in this study (N = 49; χ2 = 150.85, p < 0.001). From 
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the total sample, a total of N = 284 (9.6%) reported to have a PhD as their highest 
degree, n = 1399 (47.2%) had bachelor or master’s degree from a university, n = 559 
(18.9%) had Matura (university entrance exam; 12/13  years of schooling), n = 492 
(16.6%) were from middle stratification level (10  years of schooling) and n = 143 
(4.8%) reported 9 years of schooling. Finally, n = 86 (2.9%) reported a different degree. 
Differences in specialization, involvement, and motivation are depicted in Table 1.

A general linear multivariate model revealed a significant influence of Club 300 
membership on the total set of the different dependent dimensions (Wilk’s λ = 0.685, 
F = 111.209, p < 0.001), with a partial eta-squared of 0.315, representing a high 
effect size. Subsequent univariate models revealed significant differences in all 
dimensions, but weak to negligible effects in competition and enjoyment motivation 
(Table 2). Thus, Club 300 members show the same motivation to enjoy nature as 
non-members (Table 2).

Effect sizes were highest concerning birding specialization and lowest with 
regard to motivations. Thus, the participants differed strongly in their specialization 
level. Therefore, the single items with the open-ended questions of the specializa-
tion scales behavior and skill/knowledge were analyzed separately. The statistics 
were carried out on the z-transformed data, but for convenience and comparison the 
untransformed values were used in Fig. 1.

There were striking and significantly high differences in all comparisons 
(p < 0.001). Differences in replacement value of the equipment were high with Club 
300 members reporting on average 5795 € versus 1961 € for non-members. Club 
300 members on average can identify a four-fold number of bird species without a 
field guide compared with non-members. Also, their life-list is four times, and their 
country list three times longer compared with non-members. In addition, the Club 
300 members spend a considerably higher amount of time in the field.

Table 1  Comparison of 
Club 300 members with 
non-members concerning 
involvement, recreation 
specialization and motivation

Non-members Club 300 
members

Mean SD Mean SD

Involvement
Attraction 3.82 0.82 4.56 0.54
Centrality to lifestyle 2.75 1.05 3.99 0.79
Social bonding 2.26 0.81 3.15 0.86
Identity 2.89 1.18 4.07 0.88
Recreation specialization
Skill -0.15 0.68 1.28 1.15
Behavior -0.12 0.58 1.00 0.85
Personal commitment 2.53 0.90 3.54 0.86
Behavioral commitment 1.63 0.64 2.48 0.81
Motivations
Motivation: social 2.05 0.73 2.86 0.73
Motivation: achieve-

ment/competition
3.13 1.02 3.71 0.96

Motivation: enjoyment 4.04 0.58 4.26 0.52
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The binary logistic regression to predict the Club 300 membership revealed the 
same results either when applying the full model or the stepwise forward procedure 
(χ2 = 748.528, p < 0.001, df = 18; Nagelkerke’s R-squared: 0.496). Hence, the full 
model is presented in Table 3.

Strong predictors of Club 300 membership were behavior, skill/knowledge, and 
behavioral commitment, concerning the specialization dimensions. People scoring 

Table 2  Results of the univariate models with involvement, specialization, and motivations as dependent 
factors and Club 300 membership as predictor

Abhängige Variable Mean of Squares F Sig Partial eta-squared

Involvement
Attraction 144.671 234.724  < 0.001 0.081
Centrality to lifestyle 400.928 385.287  < 0.001 0.126
Social bonding 209.800 312.118  < 0.001 0.105
Identity 340.611 257.503  < 0.001 0.088
Recreation Specialization
Skill/knowledge 545.402 992.894  < 0.001 0.271
Behavior 326.585 864.880  < 0.001 0.244
Personal commitment 266.859 335.720  < 0.001 0.112
Behavioral commitment 189.263 443.042  < 0.001 0.142
Motivations
Social Motivation 181.740 345.207  < 0.001 0.114
Competition Motivation 87.751 85.280  < 0.001 0.031
Enjoyment Motivation 10.523 31.391  < 0.001 0.012

Fig. 1  Mean differences between Club 300 members and non-members
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high on these scales more probably were members of the Club 300. Concerning 
involvement, only the attraction dimension had a significant influence, but not cen-
trality to lifestyle or identity. Thus, people can experience the same type of identity 
as a birder or the same importance that birds have for their lives irrespective of a 
membership. All three motivation scales contributed significantly to the model, but 
with enjoyment of nature in a negative direction. In contrast, competition motiva-
tion showed the strongest influence concerning the motivational scales. Club 300 
members also differed in social motivations, meaning that the social dimension of 
birding is more important for them than for non-members. Concerning demograph-
ics, gender and age were not significant, and graduation showed that more Club 300 
members hold a PhD degree than non-members (χ2 = 10.50; p = 0.001, with conti-
nuity correction).

Table 3  Binary logistic regression with Club 300 membership as dependent variable. Predictor variables 
were involvement, recreation specialization, and motivations. Demographic predictors were age, gender 
and educational level. Positive coefficients represent higher expression of this trait in Club 300 members

In bold significant values with p < .01

Coefficient B SE Wald Sig Exp(B)

Involvement
Attraction 0.386 0.194 3.944 0.047 1.471
Centrality to lifestyle 0.143 0.165 0.757 0.384 1.154
Social bonding 0.096 0.126 0.582 0.445 1.101
Identity -0.210 0.122 2.968 0.085 0.810
Recreation Specialization
Skill/knowledge 0.744 0.128 33.630  < 0.001 2.105
Behavior 0.779 0.157 24.795  < 0.001 2.180
Personal commitment 0.171 0.142 1.438 0.230 1.186
Behavioral commitment 0.419 0.165 6.456 0.011 1.521
Motivations
Social Motivation 0.448 0.143 9.771 0.002 1.565
Competition Motivation 0.373 0.090 17.341  < 0.001 1.452
Enjoyment Motivation -0.511 0.181 7.952 0.005 0.600
Demographics
Age -0.006 0.006 1.226 0.268 0.994
Gender 0.399 0.215 3.449 0.063 1.491
Graduation 13.539 0.019
Graduation (1)
Others -0.019 0.469 0.002 0.968 0.981
Graduation (2) -1.250 0.463 7.296 0.007 0.287
Graduation (3) -0.926 0.328 7.965 0.005 0.396
Graduation (4) -0.320 0.300 1.132 0.287 0.726
Graduation (5) -0.489 0.250 3.835 0.050 0.613
Constant -5.541 0.909 37.143  < 0.001 0.004
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5  Discussion

This is one of the first studies concerning the highly specialized segment of elite 
birdwatchers (see, Scott et  al., 1999). Elite birders differed significantly in their 
recreation specialization, thus elite birders have a higher knowledge, differ in their 
behaviour because they spent more time in the field, and finally, show a higher 
behavioral commitment. Thus, Club 300 members meet earlier studies’ criteria for 
high recreation specialization (e.g., Scott et  al., 1999). The differences in motiva-
tions were weaker but still substantial. Going to the details, similar to Scott et  al. 
(1999), skill/knowledge and personal and behavioural commitment were among the 
most important factors separating elite (Club 300) members from non-members, 
and participants from the Texas Birding Classic from average ABA members (Scott 
et al., 1999). Both studies focus on the extreme end of birding. Scott et al. (1999) 
studied the participants directly at the Texas Birding Classic event, while this study 
focused on Club 300 membership. However, both, the Texas Birding Classic and the 
Club 300 membership include many years of keen birdwatching and focus on the 
elite recreation specialization. Differences between both studies exist in life-lists, the 
total number of birds observed in ones’ lifetime, with 1,139 species in the US Amer-
ican sample (Scott et al., 1999) compared to 851 in this central European sample.

The present study showed that Club 300 members fulfil the requirements of devo-
tees to serious leisure or elite birders (Scott & McMahan, 2017) because they have 
a high specialization in knowledge and behavior, and in behavioural commitment. 
Thus, this group differs in leisure behaviour in its widest sense from other bird-
watchers. Nevertheless, differences in the psychological aspects and in involvement 
are smaller, e.g., in the centrality to lifestyle or in identity. This means that non-
members and members feel the same importance of birds for their life, and birds 
play a central role in both groups. Thus, birds can be important for ones’ life and 
for ones’ leisure activities, but this does not necessarily result in becoming an elite 
birder.

Concerning motivations, in contrast to Scott et  al. (1999) who reported that 
competitive motives were not the highest motivational factor, in this study, compe-
tition formed a high motivational factor. This is also in contrast to previous work 
on non-birders. Participants identified as elite devotees in another leisure activity 
(golf) enjoyed the challenge, but not for competition, rather for personal enrich-
ment (Siegenthaler and O’Dell, 2003; Tinsley & Eldredge, 1995). The difference 
can be explained in that the Club 300 has some competitive elements on its website 
that allow, e.g., comparing of participants’ national lists, lists of other geographic 
regions (western palearctic) and in year listings of country records, as well as a spe-
cial “self-found” competition where only self-found birds are counted. Also, Club 
300 members can bird on their own as singletons or in groups, while Texas Birding 
Classic participants form teams that compete with other teams.

In line with previous work, the social motives are high for Club 300 members, 
and even higher in comparison to non-members. It can only be speculated about 
this, but working together to find difficult birds, or enjoying the delighting moments 
when after a long time of searching a rare species is (re-)located may form spe-
cial bonds between people (Snetsinger, 2003). It would be a worthwhile task, doing 
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some exploratory qualitative work on the social dimension of birding, e.g., by inter-
views to address this question. Although enjoyment motivation was ranked higher 
than achievement/competition and social motivations in both groups, enjoyment of 
nature was negatively related to membership in the binary logistic regression. This 
can be interpreted in a way that non-members may primarily go out to watch birds, 
while experienced and highly skilled birders may go birding to discover “something 
special”, which can be experienced as some kind of pressure. To further investigate 
this question, perhaps other models of human motivations in addition to the Decker 
et al. (1987) model may be applied.

As a conclusion, this study shows empirical support for the recreation speciali-
zation concept. Further, it suggests that the dimensions of behaviour and of skill/
knowledge are the main dimensions that delineate the elite birder recreationists from 
the non-members. Further studies in elite recreationists in other fields or disciplines 
may specifically focus on the aspects of behavior and knowledge. Therefore, the rec-
reation specialization concept seems a good concept to address elite leisure. This 
concept should be applied and studied in further work on other leisure activities 
with a high diversity of recreation specialization. In addition, this study, together 
with previous work, shows that recreation specialization and serious leisure include 
a specific segment of elite devotees, and this segment may be important to develop 
the theoretical framework of both concepts further (serious leisure; recreation spe-
cialization). From a measurement viewpoint, developing empirical, psychometric 
measures to address this elite segment would be very useful, especially when they 
are short and easy to apply. In combination with this study, it may be most useful 
focusing on the behavioural dimension and on skill/knowledge. Further, as some dif-
ferences (especially in motivations) showed weaker differences, new questions (e.g., 
about commitment) might be developed to better discriminate between the elite seg-
ment and others.
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