
Indoor competitive climbing is 

experiencing dynamic growth with a 

rapid expansion of facilities and 

increasing exposure in popular media 

1. Additionally, climbing is undergoing 

a transition from a peripheral, 

recreation activity with little 

organization to a more formalized 

sport with a national governing body, 

organized competitions, formal 

coaching, purpose built facilities and 

team structuring 2.  In spite of these 

significant changes, a search of major 

leisure and sport journals revealed little 

research related to competitive 

climbing.

In an effort to fill this void, this study 

investigates the transformation of 

climbing from a fringe activity to an 

emerging competitive sport. 

USA Climbing (USAC), founded in 1998, 

serves as the umbrella organization 

and governing body for competitive 

climbing in the United States and is 

recognized by the International 

Olympic Committee (IOC), 

International Federation of Sport 

Climbing (IFSC), and the United States 

Olympic Committee (USOC) as the 

national governing body for all 

competitive climbing in the United 

States.  It serves in this capacity for 

both youth (19 years old and younger) 

and adult (20 years old and over) 

climbers. Indoor Climbing as a 

competitive sport encompasses 

primarily bouldering, sport climbing, 
and speed climbing.  

I N T R O D U C T I O N PROCEDURES D E S C R I P T I V E S D I S C U S S I O N

“What is the sport of climbing 
missing?”  Qualitative coding 

procedures and confirmatory content 

analysis were utilized to develop four 

domains from respondents’ answers 

including

(1) governance: standardization and 

professionalization/certification,

(2) education: acculturation, 

stewardship education, mentorship, 

academic structures

(3) public awareness, and

(4) constraints: location, cost risk 

member homogeneity.

Climbing as sport provides an 

excellent example for the research 

of emerging adventure sport 

organizations and their membership.  

The role of organizational 

governance in shaping this 

transformation cannot be 

understated, as evidenced by the 

opportunity for organizational 

leaders at USA Climbing to guide 

the sport to where its membership 

wants it to be, to include the formal 

recognition in the form of Olympic 

inclusion and more media exposure, 

a more diverse climbing population, 

and a higher focus towards more 

standardization and professionalism 

in competitive aspects and 

standards. 

Based on the results of this study, 

considerations for future research 

should include the potential 

economic and health benefits of 

competitive climbing, constraint 

negotiation within adventure sports, 

the role of the family within 

adventure sports, and the 

governing organizational influences 

on these constructs.  
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In late summer 2014 USAC 

conducted an online survey to better 

understand its growing membership.  

Secondary data analysis was then 

conducted by a Clemson University 

research team in the fall of 2014 

investigating 607 short answer 

responses to the question “What is 

the sport of climbing missing?” 

Using constant comparative analysis 

characteristics of a grounded theory 

approach, the researchers 

independently coded the qualitative 

responses on two occasions, using 

highlights to tag keywords and 

develop separate themes from the 

data

Confirmability was established using 

an audit trail and investigator 

reflexivity. Data credibility was 

established using an informal type of 

member checking, where themes 

and subthemes were presented to 

leaders of USAC to verify that 

language, meanings, and patterns 

were interpreted correctly.

Demographics: 

M = 31.42 years old (SD = 14.68 years, 

range 8 – 66 years)

Gender:  

• 51.5% male 

• 48.5% female  

Annual Household Income: 

• $49,999 or less (22.9%)

• $50,000 - $99,999 (28%) 

• $100,000 – $149,999 (22.7%) 

• Other (26.4%)

Race: 

• White 88%

• Asian Origin 4%

• Other or Mixed Race 8%

Climbing Experience:  
M = 1.82 climbers per household (SD = 

1.01, range = 1 – 5 climbers)

M = 3.47 years climbing (SD = 1.48, 

range 1 - 5+ years) 

M = 2.95 days climbing per week (SD = 

1.23 days)

Primary climbing location: 
• Indoors 74% 

• Outdoors 4.5% 

• Even Split 21.4%  
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