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ABSTRACT

Recreational Vehicles (RVs) have enjoyed popularity since their invention in the 1920’s.
Sociological studies of RV users (or RVers) have demonstrated to date how RVing is
associated with retirement, freedom, friendship and reciprocity. However, previous
studies of RVer culture have been conducted almost entirely in Southern U.S. locations,
which may lead to mislabelling all RV users as snowbirds, those who maintain a
traditional home and travel a linear and seasonal North-South pathway. This study
focused on indentifying and describing the unique subculture of RVers who live and
travel in their RVs full-time. This included an examination of the full-time RV
phenomenon using several theoretical frameworks, including social organizational
typologies, rituals, and rites of passage. [ conducted semi-structured interviews with
eleven full-time RV travelers staying at a campsite in the northern Canadian province of
Newfoundland and Labrador during the summer. Thematic analysis of the interviews
suggested the importance of new communications technologies, brand of RV, RVing as
tourism, and circular, full-time travel for defining the parameters of the full-time RVer

subculture.
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INTRODUCTION

Recreational vehicles (RVs) have been used in a wide variety of places and
cultures since they were first manufactured in the early to mid twenticth century. Indeed,
across cultures their presence has taken on a meaning that is dynamic and multifaceted.
Even within the same cultural context, for some an RV is associated with freedom and
retirement, for others with leisure and luxury, and still for others with deviance and exile.
With the variety and sheer size of the RVs available, the amenities required to support
travel, and the multitude of RV campsites, there is little doubt that over the past eighty
years, RVing has become a well-established component of North American economies
and societies. Chapter 1 of this thesis presents the historical, cultural, and academic
history of the RV.

Perhaps because of its multifaceted nature, the depth of academic interest in the
RVing phenomenon is not extensive. Early sociological and economic investigations
were successful in describing the activity of snowbirds — people, often retirees. who
spend the winter living in RVs or other dwellings in the southern United States and
returning to their permanent homes further north in the summer. However, the popularity
of ‘snowbirding’ as a mainstream construct may have lead researchers to overlook the
greater complexity and circularity of people who travel in their RVs full-time,
abandoning their stationary homes in favour of a life spent on the road. Furthermore,
relatively little has been done to nest the cultural dimensions of RVing in a theoretical

context.




In this study, I examined the full-time RVing phenomenon from a different

perspective, Drawing on the information gathered in a series of eight semi-structured
interviews, | sought to better describe the travel patterns of full-time RVers who, oscillate
between locations in the southern United Sates in the winter and spending summer
months in the northern locations such as St. John's, Newfoundland and Labrador.
Through the interviews, [ explored how these dedicated full-timers attached meaning to
their transitory lifestyle, touching on what motivates them to travel, how they interact and
socialize with one-another, and how RVers work together to sustain the sense of
community that they enjoy in the face of vast geographic separation and sporadic
physical contact. I was interested in how RVers make sense of their full-time travel as a
means of maintaining their social and physical health beyond retirement.

In a separate layer of analysis, I attempted to apply a socio-theoretical lens to the
information provided by interviewees; first by approaching the phenomenon from a sub-
cultural perspective; second by overlaying social organizational structures using the
framework developed by Best and Luckenbill (1980), and third by examining RVer’s
activities as rituals and rites of passage that reinforce and replicate their sub-cultural
values and beliefs. Chapter 2 presents a detailed discussion of the theoretical constructs
that I used to guide the interpretation of this study’s findings. This layer of analysis will
provide a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of RVing nested in a sociological
context.

Within the context of these particular objectives, | sought answers to the

following three main research questions:




1. What drives the decision to RV fulltime?

2. What is the organizational structure of the full-time RVer subculture?
2 a) Does a full-time RVer community or subculture exist?
2 b) What constitutes membership in the full-time RVer community?
2 ¢) How does the full-time RVer community sustain itself?
3. What are the particular travel patterns of the full-time RV community?
To gather information about these research questions, | developed a fifteen-
question semi-structured interview guide (see Appendix A) and approached RV users

staying in Pippy Park in St. John's, Newfoundland and Labrador in the summer of 2008.

Participants were identified and approached based on their resemblance to those full-time

RVers described in previous research studies. I conducted eight interviews, but because
three interviews took place with two RVers at the same time, a total of 11 individuals
were included. The research questions, interview methods, participants and sampling
procedures are presented in greater detail in Chapter 3.

In Chapter 4 of this thesis I present the results of the study obtained through a
thematic analysis of eight transcribed interviews with eleven RVers. The results are
structured in a way that corresponds to the questions on the interview and the overall
research questions of the study. In the results chapter [ attempted to formulate and
describe the answers in accordance with each of the study’s research questions, and
present excerpts from the interviews as evidence in support of my interpretations.

Chapter 5 features an in depth discussion of the interviews as they relate back to

the outlined historical and academic contexts previously presented in chapter one and the
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theoretical constructs previously presented in chapter two. In this discussion I attempt to

highlight where my interviewees provided support for previous findings and to integrate
and explain their perspectives where they differed. [ also discuss the limitations of the
methodological approach of the current study, areas for future research into this
phenomenon, and to reconceptualise the full-time RV subculture based on my

observations within the boundaries of the study s limits.



CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW

A thorough understanding of RVing must begin with some background regarding
the RV’s rise in stature in popular culture. In this chapter, [ present an introduction to the
phenomenon of full-time RVing, beginning with a brief history of the RV industry — the
conditions that led to its popularization and how these conditions shape how people view
themselves as RVers.

Following this brief historical summary, | present a review of the relatively few
academic studies that have focused on describing the characteristics and activities of full-
time RVers. This review centres around three general topics. First, many studies of RV
users have highlighted the uncommonly high proportion of retirees amongst the
population of full-timers. As several researchers have noted, the relationship between
retirement and RVing is likely related to the extensive dedication of time resources
required to travel full-time; resources those with permanent, stationary jobs surely lack.
Because of the association with retirement, I also include a discussion of the implications
for full-time RVers® healthy aging.

A larger body of research is available describing how RVers organize their shared
activities, particularly through formal associations that provide services to their members.
The services provided by RV associations — roadside assistance, camping fee discounts,
and health care services, for example — enable full-time RVers to travel continuously with
the security and comforts of a permanent, stationary residence. [ also discuss the findings
of studies of RVers’ informal social structure, insulating themselves from the isolation of

the transient lifestyle.



Finally, in this chapter [ discuss the findings of a variety of studies that examine
the travel patterns of full-time RVers, and how these travel patterns serve as a feature that
distinguishes them from other types of RV users. Previous studies have typically focused
on the linear, north-south route traveled by retirees who stay the winter in RVs in
southern locations, only to return to their permanent northern homes in the summer. |
highlight how this travel pattern, typical of “snowbirds’, does not adequately describe
full-time RVers, who typically travel in a circular, continent-wide pattern without
remaining in one location for any extended period of time.

The History of RVs and RVing

Traveling via camp trailer originated in the 1920s and 1930s with the
popularization of the motorcar and the development of a dependable highway network.
For the first time in the United States people could travel anywhere at any time as they
wished (Cowgill, 1941). According to Thornburg (1991), a portion of these early
automobile owners began travelling to the southern United States during the winter where
they would stay in parks and campgrounds. Commercially manufactured tent trailers
were available as early as 1921 and around that time arose as an alternative to tent
camping (Cowgill, 1941). Trailers were designed to be little towable houses complete
with kitchen, living, eating and sleeping space.

Thornburg (1991) notes that much stigma surrounding trailer dwellers arose in the
1930s. For example, early concerns that trailer inhabitants did not contribute to the tax
base led some municipalities to close campgrounds in an effort to prevent them from

becoming shanty towns. This sprung from perceptions of trailer dwellers as poor,



homeless and potential criminals, possessing no pride in themselves or their surroundings
(Counts & Counts, 1996). In spite of this animosity, the trailer manufacturing industry
experienced dramatic growth in the 1950s (Counts & Counts, 1996). The increase in
trailer owners, park owners, and trailer-focused businesses were also influenced by the
inception of associations dedicated to promoting the positive aspects of the trailer
lifestyle.

Thornburg (1991) argues that this way of life came to an end after the Second
World War with the introduction of the mobile home. In 1963 a split occurred between
the manufacturers of mobile homes and those producing recreational vehicles (RVs) in
the United States (Counts & Counts, 1996, p. 42). As independent industries they
represent two different types of products: mobile homes are pre-fabricated in a factory
and transported to a location where they are incapable of further movement. Where
mobile homes were destined to sit on the ground, RVs were made to travel over it. The
split was formalized when the RV industry in the United States formed their own lobby
group called the Recreational Vehicle Association (RVA); Canadian manufacturers
followed suit in 1975 to form the Canadian Recreational Vehicle Association (CRVA).
Mobile homes and RV grew out of the same industry but they developed along two
different lines. On one side was the growth of the mobile home industry while on the
other was the continuation of travel trailer manufacture. The latter of these would

become the RVs of post-war North America (Counts & Counts, 1996).



The Retired and RVing

This history highlights the ready adoption of trailer life by retirees and several
activities and themes that would become standard for the RVers in the decades to come.
These include north to south seasonal travels, the development of associations, trailer
campgrounds, and owners living exclusively in their trailers. At the heart of Thornburg’s
(1991) historical analysis is the revelation that in the 1920s and 1930s people lived in
trailers, regardless of age, criss-crossing the country in search of work or a warmer
climate.

Even though recreational vehicles have existed in one form or another since the
early twentieth century, there are few academic studies on the subject that predate the
1980s. One such study is a 1941 PhD dissertation by Donald O. Cowgill. For his study,
Mobile Homes: A Study of Trailer Life, Cowgill traveled at leisure across the United
States in a travel trailer for two years, observing trailer life (Cowgill, 1941). Cowgill
reported that for “trailerites’, as he called people who lived in their travel trailers, the
trailer constituted a legitimate residence, a hybrid between a transient existence and
traditional. fixed homes. Because trailerites, constantly move through geographic space,
Cowgill argued that only two groups could feasibly be full-time trailerites: those with
mobile jobs and those who are retired, as such circumstances freed full-time trailerites
from the stationary obligations of a full-time job. This meant that they could use the
trailer for purposes beyond vacation travel and become permanently mobile.
Interestingly, Cowgill concluded by saying that living and travelling in trailers do not

destroy personal and family connections but rather: “we find them a stable, happy,



dependable group living in communities that on the whole are well regulated and
becoming more so” (1941, p. 90).

Hoyt (1954) studied the lives of retired trailer dwellers residing in a park in
Florida from November 1952 to February 1953. Hoyt observed that retirees availed of
trailer campground life as a response to the pressures of living on a fixed income, writing
that “one answer would be the development of communities composed entirely of retired
persons, preferably located in a suitable climate, such as trailer parks™ (1954; 362). Of
the 1093 trailer campground occupants observed by Hoyt, 92.8 percent were either retired
or quasi-retired, at least 30 percent had no other home except the house trailer, 73.7
percent came from the East-North-Central group of states, and of those, 17 percent came
from New England states (1954, p. 363). Hoyt’s findings were significant because they
represent an early example of trailer dwellers from the north travelling south for the
winter. However, Hoyt does not comment on the living situation or activities of trailer
dwellers in the summer when they traveled back up north.

Yet Hoyt’s findings are limited because he confined his analysis to residents of
the park and did not explicitly make connections to a larger nation-wide trailer subculture
as later researchers would attempt to do. However, Hoyt's findings serve as evidence
that trends in the RV subculture such as retirement, living full-time in trailers, north-
south travel, and community organization have been present for decades.

There is a substantial body of gerontological literature on migration but only a
handful of studies on full-time RVers (Counts & Counts, 1996). RVing caught the

attention of researchers in the later decades of the twentieth century, coinciding with



academic interest in the aging of contemporary North American society (see Counts &
Counts 1992, 1996; Hartwigsen & Null, 1990; Jobes 1984). The RV lifestyle was studied
as an alternative strategy to traditional retirement with health, financial, and social
benefits for participants. Counts and Counts (1992, 1996) have written extensively about
the community experience between RVing senijors. As anthropologists, they conducted
anthropological field work in late 1991 while living and travelling throughout Canada
and the United States in an RV. Based on their research, Counts and Counts reported that
RVers experience a greater sense of community than those who have chosen other forms
of retirement and they argue that because of this, RVing is a modern retirement
alternative for North Americans.

Hartwigsen and Null (1990) explored these themes further in their study of 100
full-timers in RV parks in Arizona and California, focusing on the full-timing lifestyle
among RVing seniors. Their conceptualization of RVing was framed around the RV as a
full-time home for retirees and a legitimate alternative to other housing for the elderly.
Hartwigsen and Null interviewed 100 full timers belonging to a US based camping
organization. They received permission from the organization and visited camping
resorts in Arizona and Southern California during the spring of 1987. The age of
respondents ranged from 50-78 for males and 45-81 for females. This observed age
spectrum indicated to Hartwigsen and Null that while full-timing may be more suited to
younger retirees because of the physical challenges that go hand in hand with constant
travel, it continued to be a feasible option into old age. Indeed, 86 percent of respondents

in Hartwigsen and Null's study planned to continue full-timing into old age indicating
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that not even failing health could keep them from RVing (1990, p. 143). Hartwigsen and
Null highlight the unique features of full-timing that makes it so appealing:

It provides affordable homeownership, a stimulating lifestyle, variety,

flexibility and ease of maintenance. Gone is the worry of living in a

deteriorating neighbourhood. If the campground or RV park they have

settled in is not to their liking a full-timer can leave on a whim. (1990,

p. 135)

The combination of travel and accommodation is one of the most attractive
features of RVing, but RVers also leave family and friends behind for extended periods
of time when they travel. On the surface, the nomadic lifestyle of full-time RVers seems
to sever social ties rather than create them. However, this does not result in total social
isolation. Analyses of the communities and associations have formed the backbone of key
studies of RVers.

Conceptualizing RVers™ Social Organization: The Literature

RVers have been formally organizing themselves for nearly as long as RVs have
been manufactured. Perhaps the earliest example of a formal RV association is the Tin
Can Tourists, which was founded to promote fraternity among auto campers (Thornburg
1991). As with carly trailer dwellers organized as the Tin Can Tourists, contemporary
RVers form associations to serve particular needs and interests. RV associations and
clubs can form along lines of RV brand, marital status, hobbies, social groups and former
occupations (Counts and Counts, 1992). For example, Air Stream owners may join the
Wally Byam Caravan Club International (WBCCI) or Newmar owners might join the

Newmar Kountry Klub. Single full-timers can join Loners on Wheels, and full-timers of

the Baby Boom generation can join the Boomers club (Counts & Counts, 1996). The
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Good Sam Club constitutes one of the largest associations, providing many services and

benefits to members such as discounts at campgrounds, RV technical advice and
information, trip planning, a club magazine and club activities (Join The Good Sam Club
Today!, 2010). Of the Good Sam Club, Counts and Counts wrote: “Good Samers
identify themselves with a bright orange decal showing a smiling Good Samaritan. This
association is founded on the principle that RVers can trust each other” (1992, p. 154).

Associations are an important characteristic of RVers and have been noted by
other researchers. Jobes (1984) also studied a particular RV association by interviewing
members of the Wally Byam Caravan Club international (WBCCI), the club of Airstream
RV owners, and observed two WBCCl rallies. Jobes found that possible risks inherent in
full-time travel are mitigated when individual RVers become members of a community
for mutual protection.

As a result of this research, Jobes (1984) developed a typology to describe the
variation between RVers and RVing activities. In his typology, Jobes described three
categories of RVers depending generally on the amount of time spent living in
recreational vehicles. Vacation travellers spend the least amount of time in their RVs
and use their RVs only a few times a year for vacation purposes. Seasonal travelers
spend at least four months of the year in RVs while retaining a permanent home
elsewhere. Finally, Jobes used the term fill-timers to describe persons who identify their
RV as their primary residence and spend most or all of their time travelling and camping
(1984, p.184). Since Jobes® work, the “full-timer" label has been used as the standard

within the socio-anthropological sphere to refer to RVers who abandon their permanent
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homes in favour of an RV (Counts & Counts, 1992, 1996; Hartwigsen & Null, 1990).

The three categories are linked together in a linear, temporal fashion — Jobes observes
that vacation travellers often spend more and more time in their RV as they age, later
becoming seasonal and full-time RVers themselves, suggesting a developmental model of
full-time RVers:

These persons tend to be younger and fully employed in contrast to the

nearly universal retirement of full-time and seasonal travellers.

Vacation travellers in their fifties are often anticipating becoming full-

time or seasonal travellers following retirement and regard their rigs as

an investment in retirement living. (1984; p.185)

Despite the temporary nature of their travel, seasonal travellers easily integrate into the
full-time community because of their similar travel and living patterns.

Jobes’ (1984) typology provides a useful tool for understanding the behavioural
differences that distinguish RVers by status by the amount of time spent in the RV. Yet
Jobes® research does not discuss vacation or seasonal travellers in detail, perhaps because
Jobes™ interest in RVers was from the perspective of RVing as a retirement activity that
completely disengaged RVers from traditional stationary communities. Vacation and
seasonal travelers, in contrast, maintain traditional homes and employment positions.

In his analysis Jobes (1984) contends that RVers form ‘temporary communities’
in the sense that the physical locations RVers occupy are impermanent, but interactions
often continue nevertheless. RVers are drawn together by shared values and behaviours

and the temporary community is formed when they meet in specific locations such as RV

parks and rallies. Rallies and campgrounds are the places where RVers come together to



meet friends both old and new, serving as points of contact to reaffirm the existence of
community in the hearts and minds of RVers.

Jobes (1984) provides a very useful conceptualization of the importance of
lifestyle in the formation of social networks between full-time RVers. However, Jobes’
conceptualized these networks as temporary because RVers can only meet and interact in
physical locations intermittently. Jobes’ use of the term ‘temporary community’ is
misleading because the network ties and sense of belonging to a wider community
between RVers does not disappear upon departure from physical locations. Community
exists as much as in the hearts and minds of RVers as in physical space and home and
friendship are located wherever the RV happens to be. Jobes, states that: “...in no case
does a single location act as the location for the community. While the interaction
networks remain relatively stable, locations may change periodically™ (1984; p.194)

Since the mid-1980s when Jobes conducted his study much has changed
regarding how RVers keep in touch. For example, the development of communication
technologies such as cell phones, email, web groups and social networking websites have
provided RVers the means to interact no matter how far flung their travels. Because
much of the research on RVers was conducted prior to the year 2000, the impact of these
important characteristics of communication has remained understudied.

Considering Migration

There are many studies on the migration and mobility of retirees. It is important

to recognize the full extent of migration and seasonal populations, since both can have

great economic and demographic impact on different areas. For example, during the



winter months the city of Phoenix, Arizona, experiences a great influx of people that

affects population and the local economy. However, studying migration in this context is
difficult because of the challenge of tying migratory populations to a fixed place of
residence (particularly full-time RVers), thereby creating problems when collecting
information on the population. As McHugh and Mings write:

The prevailing view has been that upon retirement elders either age in

place or migrate to another community. This simple dichotomy fails to

capture the diverse mobility histories and place-based experiences of

elders. We introduce a variant of aging in place-the notion that elders

may reside in multiple locales, forging place attachments and

experiences via seasonal migration and recurrent mobility. (1996; p.

530)
The prevailing view that McHugh and Mings (1996) speak of is that Sunbelt locales are
fun places where retirees can escape the cold of the winter back north, only giving up in
advanced age to live their final years among family. These are the *snowbirds’ - retirees
from the northern states and Canada who winter in southern locations like Arizona,
Texas, and Florida. It is estimated that Arizona is the temporary home of approximately
273.000 long term seasonal residents who come to escape cold winters in the northern
United States and Canada (Happel & Hogan, 2002). However, the snowbird label has
been so widely adopted that it is often used to describe all types of post-retirement
recreational travel. McHugh and Mings (1996) have observed that this conceptualization
ignores the variation of motivations behind the actions of elderly migrants and fails to
explain the significance multiple places hold in their lives. Furthermore, the seasonal

shift in residence typified by snowbirding does not adequately describe the mobile

residence and travel lifestyle of full-time RVers. Instead, full-timers use their RVs as



their principal residence and display travel patterns that are more complex than the
simple point A to point B travel pattern, typically seen with snowbirds.

An accurate account of these travel patterns including an accurate estimate of the
numbers of full-time RVers remains elusive. Happel and Hogan (2002) attempted to
obtain a more accurate estimate of the size of the seasonal migrant population by asking
Arizona snowbirds if they had multiple residences. In their survey, Happel and Hogan
asked participants about the details of other residences, locations of alternative
residences, kind of residences, and whether they spend 30 days or longer in the second
residence. Happel and Hogan concluded that there is no standard by which to estimate
seasonal population either on a local or national level, although they estimate that as the
overall elderly population increases, then so will the seasonal migratory population. The
increase of the elderly population during the winter could have significant impacts on
both the receiving communities in the Sunbelt and the northern community left behind.
This is especially important to consider for communities wishing to invest resources and
infrastructure in catering to seasonal populations. Happel and Hogan do not mention
RVs specifically as a place of residence. However, RVers, as winter migrants, would
ideally be included in such an analysis to obtain complete profile picture of seasonal
migrants to Arizona.

Like Happel and Hogan (2002), McHugh and Mings (1991) investigated
seasonally migrant RVers who travel from the northern US and Canada to spend the
winter in Arizona RV parks primarily to investigate the migration patterns of park

visitors. Interestingly, they discovered that snowbirds may choose campgrounds based
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on shared background, suggesting that wintering locations are not chosen at random but
are influenced by prior relationships and experiences. For example, Canadian snowbirds
tended to reside close to other Canadians (McHugh and Mings, 1991). However, the
authors only comment briefly on full-time RVers and do not specifically explore the
possibilities that full-timers are a distinct group from snowbirds. Instead, the authors
described full-timers as nomads who travel through the southwest in the winter, staying
primarily on undeveloped public land, rather than establishing a permanent home base in
a park'.

McHugh, Hogan and Happel (1995) continued this line of seasonal migration
research through an examination of the US census. In US census data people are
ascribed one main place of residence and migration is defined as a relatively permanent
change of usual residence to differentiate migration from other types of travel such as
vacations or business trips. However, McHugh et al.’s findings highlight how this
definition is problematic when applied to seasonal migrants in Phoenix, Arizona. The
southward migration of snowbirds is not adequately described by the US Census
definition as a "permanent change of usual residence’ because seasonal migrants usually
do not intend to stay any longer than the winter. McHugh et al. (1995) use Arizona
retirement communities as a case study to illustrate their proposal of a life course
framework to understand migration; that is, the behaviours of elderly people are

grounded in earlier experiences. For example, full-time RVers may have moved around

! The RVers to whom McHugh and Mings (1991) refer may be those who stay at Slab City — an abandoned
US air force base in California named for the concrete slabs that served as floors for buildings. Many
RVers camp at Slab City during the winter, rather than in RV parks. McHugh and Mings do not go into
detail about camping on public land and perhaps overlooked this subgroup in their study.
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a lot as children thus lessening their tendencies to be attached to specific places.
According to a life course framework, residential decisions are linked with specific
moments in the life course such as education, career, or marriage.

From their review, McHugh et al. (1995) described four types of ‘migratory’
residents. The purpose of this typology was to compare resident types in terms of socio-
demographic characteristics that tap into life course positions and related circumstances.
The most transitory were described by McHugh et al as ‘temporary in-movers’, people
who are not Arizona residents who are visiting for less than one month. Second,
‘temporary out-movers” were Arizona residents who left the state for 30 consecutive days
each year. Third, ‘dual residents’ in Arizona, referred to respondents with a second legal
residence in another state in addition to that in Arizona. Single “year-round residents’
typified respondents who had legal residence in Arizona, did not leave the state for 30
consecutive days, and had no additional residences besides the one in Arizona.

The work of McHugh et al. (1995) was an attempt to shed some light on the
migratory movements of snowbirds in the Phoenix area, yet McHugh and his colleagues
concluded that the influx of seniors was only one aspect of a larger pattern of behaviour.
They stated that a conventional definition of migration did not account for cyclic
migration and multiple residences. This is especially salient if the full-time RVer
lifestyle is to be understood beyond the case study of Arizona. However, as a migratory
population, it is difficult to develop a sampling frame for full-time RVers because they
cannot be contacted in conventional ways through a permanent address of telephone.

This creates problems in identifying, sampling, and studying migratory populations. This



particular study also illustrates the difficulties of employing traditional sampling methods
to migratory populations.

McHugh et al. (1995) utilized telephone surveys of Arizona households over the
course of 13 months, an approach that presents a problem for migratory residents who
could potentially have limited access to telephones. Full-timers would be especially
vulnerable because given the nature of the RV they generally do not have access to land
line telephones or listed phone numbers. McHugh (2000) argues for the relevance of
using qualitative methods such as ethnography when studying these populations. The
exclusive use of quantitative methods limits understanding of the social connections of
migration that people forge as part of the experience of transitory movement. McHugh
argues that understanding the individual and social motivations that underlie the decision
to migrate using ethnographic methods can deepen researchers’ understanding of
migration beyond making inferences from demographic statistics. Since 1993 McHugh
has honed this approach by establishing a panel of 12 elderly RVers in Arizona RV parks
(McHugh, 2000). Through contact with this group, McHugh gained a view of the social
and personal dynamics of the migratory population that a strictly quantitative-survey
based analysis may have missed.

McHugh’s (2000) focus group study identified characteristics of the migratory
population including a strong sense of community and an acceptance of the simultaneity
of home and journey. McHugh integrated the results of this study with his earlier work to
describe three key themes. First, the lives of seasonal migratory RVers are defined by the

Jjuxtaposition of home and journey; second, RVers migrant culture fosters a strong sense




of community and collective identity in aging; and third, three archetypal life course

trajectories in migration and place attachment are evident in elderly migratory
populations. These life course trajectories identified by McHugh are still rooted,
suspended, and foot loose, with each coresponding to migrants’ level of attachment to a
permanent community. Still rooted migrants maintain deep attachments with their home
communities, suspended divide their time between summer and winter locations in the
northern and southern locations and foot loose represent those whose past life experiences
of constant moving have encouraged a nomadic retirement (McHugh, 2000).

Disscussions with the panel of RVers expanded McHugh’s understanding on how
RVers simultantiusly experienced home while engaging in seasonal travel. This new
understanding uncovered the social motivations behind the winter arrival of RVers in
Pheonix, AZ. In addition, McHugh also speculated on the connections between season
and RVer travels, stating:

Over a period of years, cycling between summer and winter places take

on a matter-of-fact quality, it becomes part of an annual space-time

routine. Departure from northern homes is as sure as the descent of

arctic air in autumn, and return as certain as the coming of spring.

Sense of place among snowbirds not only includes summer and winter

homes but also encompasses their comings and goings along well worn
paths. (2000, p. 78)

Here, McHugh advocates for a more holistic approach in the study of snowbirds, and by

extension RVers, that considers a year-round cycle of travels that connects both summer

and winter travels as one continuous journey, emphasizing the importance both place and
journey to gain a full understanding of the RV subculture. The connection between the

summer and winter travels of RVers has been mentioned by few others — for example,
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Counts and Counts (1996) wrote about encountering RVers summering in Victoria,
British Columbia in June. Jobes (1984) also commented on the cyclical nature of
seasonal travels in his discussion on the fluid nature of location in the RV community.
Accordingly, RVers can stay in Arizona in winter, take side trips in Mexico, and liaise
with other RVers. Later that same year they travel throughout South Dakota or Ontario
in summer (Jobes, 1984).

The RV as home is central to facilitating the success of the north-south summer-
winter travel pattern. It simultaneously provides shelter with the means to travel freely
and RVers have been known to sum up this relationship with the phrase: *Home is Where
I Park It” (Counts & Counts, 1996). Hoyt (1954), Counts and Counts (1992, 1996),
Hartwigsen and Null (1990) and Jobes (1984) all state the time of year and places where
they carried out their studies but these times and locations are limited to winter travel in
the southern United States and Mexico. Furthermore, these researchers do not explicitly
connect these travels to summer travels in the northern United States and Canada. While
winter travels do form an important component of full-timer lifestyle and practice, it does
not represent the complete range of RVer’s nomadic circulation throughout North
America. Researchers have mentioned that RVers travel northern locations during the
summer but the details of northern summer experiences have yet to be explored in a
manner similar to that of winter travel.

RVing seniors are visible throughout North America but a holistic analysis that
encompasses the scope of RVer’s activities has yet to be produced. Instead, research

tended to compartmentalize RVers” activities and travels in terms of “snowbirds” or ‘full-
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timers’ but without making meaningful connections between activities. The literature

leaves one with many questions such as: what exactly do RVers do in the summer? What
about RVers as tourists? If there truly is an RV subculture, how is it organized and does
it influence the motivations of its members? Questions arise about where they come
from, the patterns of movement RVers typically engage in and what happens when RVers
when extreme age and health problems prevent them from travelling. Overcoming
research limitations and completing a holistic view of RVers and RVing will reveal a
dynamic and engaging alternative to retirement that will push boundaries and perceptions
of travel, mobility, and community.

SUMMARY

The purpose of this chapter was to describe the historical and academic context
for the current study. As discussed by Thornburg (1991), the RV was conceived in a
culture that valued independence, mobility and luxury; its popularity grew in the post-
world war Il era. Yet despite the promise of freedom and community, trailerites and full-
timers came to be viewed by some as rootless freeloaders.

As discussed in this chapter, a number of socio-anthropological studies set out to
describe the sort of activities and characteristics that full-time RVers typically display.
Through a review of the available literature I focused on three basic descriptions of the
full-time RVer demographic. First, there appears to be a strong link between RVing and
retirement, most likely because the large investment of time necessary to support
continuous travel is prohibitive for those with stationary jobs and homes. Multiple

researchers have also commented that RVing acts as a channel for healthy aging because
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of the social supports inherent in the RV community. Second, I outlined a selection of
studies that cast light on the way that RVers organize their social world, both formally
through the creation and active participation in RVer associations and informally through
the spontaneous creation of temporary communities. For RVers, the social organization
serves many purposes, acting as a buffer against ostracism and the isolation of continuous
travel. Finally, in this chapter | described a series of studies that described the travel
patterns and camping behaviours of “snowbirds’. I argued that these studies may not
provide an accurate overlay for the travel and camping patterns of those RVers who
choose the RV as their principal dwelling and travel ali year round.

Having provided some background on the types of academic studies of full-time
RVers, in the next chapter [ present a series of theoretical perspectives that can provide

an insight into how the activities of RVers can create personal and sociological meaning.



CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

In this chapter, I will discuss several of the most prominent sociological theories
that will help to explain and describe the full-time RV phenomenon. First, I discuss some
of the issues surrounding lack of consensus on definitions of subculture and I assess the
utility of subculture theory for describing full-time RVers. Additionally, | examine the
social organization of full-time RVers on a higher level using Best and Luckenbill’s
(1980) organizational typology. Finally, I discuss the importance of rites and rituals as
theoretical tools for understanding full-time RVing, framed by the work of van Gennep
and Turner.

Subcultures

One of the key considerations of this research is whether or not full-time RVing
seniors in North America today constitute a subculture. Although sociologists have been
successful in describing subcultures, they have been less successful in arriving at a
consensus on their definition. Indeed, sociology’s conception of ‘subculture’ has suffered
from ambiguous language and disparity among theorists resulting in inconsistent
application throughout the sociological literature. This is apparent as terms like
community. sub-group, counter-culture and secret societies are often applied when
addressing subculture topics without consistency. As McCarthy-Smith points out: “A
profusion of mediocre definitions of subculture are directed toward lay readers, students
and social scientists alike™ (1991; p. 5). Inconsistency in the labelling of subculture can
be problematic because it makes it more difficult to identify and describe sub-cultural

groups and then communicate results. As Fine and Kleinman explain, “Even though the
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concept of subculture has been used in sociological theories, particularly those of
deviance and delinquency, the tem remains imprecise and unclear.” (1979, p. 2)

An example of this inconsistency and ambiguity of terms can be found in the
literature on RVers. Both Counts and Counts (1992; 1996) and Jobes (1984) refer
extensively to an “RV community™ as a concept to describe and explain the social
connections between RVers. Counts and Counts also refer to RVers synonymously as a
community and a subculture in the same work (1996). McHugh (2000) discussed how
snowbird migrants constituted a ‘subculture in aging’. But what is meant by these
designations and why they are used was not explained, hindering efforts to clearly define
the organization of RVers social ties. McCarthy-Smith (1991) points out that terms
referring to “subculture” are often applied in the literature as if their meanings are self-
evident and require no further explanation.

Jenks (2005), like McCarthy-Smith (1991), says those definitions of community
suffer from similarly ambiguous conceptualizations as the term subculture itself.
Interestingly, according to Jenks, out of all the sociological terms referring to subculture,
‘community” is perhaps the one most conceptually close to subculture. However, he
emphasized that there are several important differences between the concepts of
community and subculture that impact when and how the terms could or should be
applied. He insisted that communities tend to be geographically associated with a
particular location, permanence and family and kinship groups. In addition, ‘community’
has positive connotations and applications in wider society. For RVers, the centrality of

transiency, the impermanence of living arrangements and historically negative
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stereotypes point to a clear break from traditional views on community and would

suggest that subculture be a more flexible and appropriate term for their group.

Equally as elusive is agreement on the degree to which subculture differentiates
from wider society (Jenks, 2005). Early case studies frequently used groups of criminals
and/or immigrants as a basis for clearly defining the activities that identified the
subculture. Sociologists in the Chicago School first examined the coalescence of
delinquent behaviours from a purely geographical standpoint, setting out to study
inhabitants in zones of increased instances of disease, insanity, disorder, crime and
suicide. As understanding of the phenomena deepened, Chicago theorists began to shift
their focus to cultural similarities amongst inhabitants rather than assuming that it was the
‘natural areas’ themselves that produced deviance (McCarthy-Smith, 1991, p.6-10).

The focus on criminality in examinations of sub-cultural deviance remained
prominent, with a multitude of studies on organized crime outfits, motorcycle gangs,
insane asylums, drug users (Willis, 2006) and particularly juvenile delinquency, amongst
many others. Presumably, this focus made sense because of the practicality of using the
legal code of a jurisdiction as a convenient, explicit proxy for the norms and values of
society at large. However, as social scientists came to understand, deviance does not
necessarily mean violating the law. For example, Aversa Jr. (1990) conducted an in-
depth examination of the social organization of the Neptune Yacht Club, comparing and
contrasting the lifestyles of blue- vs. white-collar members. In that club, the white collar
members opened up club membership to blue collar or more working class members as a

trade-off to obtain their skills to repair the crumbling club house. Aversa Jr. then
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describes the differences in how each group approaches boating, socializes and judges
each other, none of which involved illegal activities. Likewise, extensive sociological
research has been conducted on a wide variety of subcultures, such as runners and body
builders that do not violate criminal laws (see Ewald & Jiobu, 1985).

The reality for full-time RVers may be somewhere between legality and illegality.
As previously discussed, RVers were ostracized in the 1930s and 1940s because it was
perceived that they were trespassers and transients, consuming municipal services
without paying taxes or contributing to settled communities in any meaningful way
(Thornburg, 1991; Counts & Counts, 1996). Negative stereotypes, by extension,
developed in response to the animosity between local and legitimate landowners and
traveling RVers. Additionally, a lack of a permanent address presents challenges for full-
time RVers’ participation in the democratic and census processes, which further embeds
the group in a legal gray area. Beyond these complications, the activities of full-time
RVers may not resemble deviance in the classical sense, and with greater organization
and infrastructure development the issue of illegal land occupation has receded.
Campgrounds are established areas that RVers may stay overnight, and indeed, RVers
recognize Wal-Mart parking lots as havens for sanctioned overnight parking and a
location like Slab City in California (by virtue of their communication with one another —
see RV Basics, 2011).

Despite the difficulties posed by ambiguity of terms, the absence of a physically
grounded location, and uneven concepts of deviance, there appears to be some consensus

among theorists as to the broad-term criteria for describing a subculture. For the
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purposes of this study, I have identified three general elements to guide an examination

of the full-time RVer subculture.
Common Problems

Sub-cultural groups appear to form around what its members perceive to be a
common and unique problem and work together to formulate a solution. Parker, Mars,
Ransom and Stanworth (2003) contend that overcoming the challenges faced by group
members is central to the existence of the group, stating that,

One way of characterizing culture is to say that it consists of processes

and mechanisms which enable the past to be carried into the present and

the future. These processes enable people to live in a world with some

degree of continuity. They always have some way to begin dealing

with whatever they find themselves having to do. (2003; p. 78)

For example, Clarke notes that skinheads living in the United Kingdom band together
because of their desire to overcome the oppression of authority, writing that,

...the sense of being ‘in the middle” of this variety of oppressive and

exploitative forces produces a need for group solidarity, which though

essentially defensive, in the skinheads was coupled with an aggressive

content, the expression of frustration and discontent through the

attacking of scapegoated outsiders. (2006; p. 100)

Similarly, full-time RVers have banded together to address common problems
since the popularization of the recreational vehicles. The types of problems that RVers
face have been clearly documented. On a demographic level, the fact that the decision to
RV full-time coincides so closely with retirement has two important impacts for RVers.
First, in the absence of a steady income, increasing costs of full-time travel pose

difficulties for full-timers, especially concerning fuel prices and accommodation costs.

Although RVers, alone or together, may hold little sway over fuel costs, RVers have
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organized to explore options to reduce the costs associated with camping and storing their

RVs. This can take the form of discounts for RVers belonging to specific RV
associations, RV parks owned by RV associations and targeted for full-time travelers, or
boondocking — parking the RV for free in areas such as parking lots, gravel pits, rest
areas or shopping centers (Counts & Counts, 1996).

The second way retirement poses a problem for full-time RVers is health concerns
associated with aging. Obtaining health care can be difficult for RVing seniors as they
travel across jurisdictions and through long stretches of uninhabited land. For RVers, the
desire for freedom and experience overcomes the limitations posed by aging, to the point
where they sometimes continue to travel despite failing eyesight, mobility and/or other
faculties that may prove dangerous to themselves or others on the road (Counts &
Counts, 1996; Hartwigsen & Null, 1990). The fact that such a variety of stable, complex
associations provide specialized health care services to RVers is an excellent example of
the group’s approach to address their common problems.

Isolation is a further concern for full-time RVers as they struggle to maintain
relationships. The prolonged physical separation from family members and friends in
familiar settings (such as home towns or neighbourhoods) can certainly be challenging.
Not all RVers are highly social. some are even fiercely independent (Hardy & Gretzel,
2011). Additionally, full-time RVers are rarely stationary long enough to develop new
relationships in a meaningful way, and neither are the campers in adjacent sites. Even
where occasionally full-time RVers may remain in one campsite for an extended period,

their neighbours may change on a daily or weekly basis, departing in any and all
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directions. Such isolating factors may only be partly offset by the use of new
communication technologies (Hardy, Hanson & Gretzel, 2012).

Because of their transiency, full-time RVers are also faced with challenges in
participating in regular civic and democratic processes. In the United States, RVers with
no permanent address may find it difficult to vote in municipal, gubernatorial, primary
and presidential elections. In select Canadian provinces, a prolonged absence can result
in revocation of health care coverage (Counts & Counts, 1996). National censes do not
do an adequate job of locating, assessing, or describing the full-time RVer demographic
(McHugh & Mings, 1991, 1996). With jurisdictional disputes, taxation processes can
often be hindered. The Escapees Club website lists several major issues which the
association seeks to remediate, including United States postal service/CMRA regulations,
voting disenfranchisement challenges, unfair RV-specific taxes, and unreasonable RV-
related restrictions (Escapees RV Club, 2011).

Ultimately, many of the efforts to legitimize and enable full-time RVing may
serve to abate the negative stereotyping that has plagued the group since the
popularization of recreational vehicles. Counts and Counts list several labels that others
have used to describe RVers, including ““...homeless, untrustworthy, tax-avoiding ‘trailer
trash’.” (1996, p. 51).

Symbols, Values and Norms

Second, a subculture can be defined by its shared symbols, values and norms.

The importance of signs and symbols is particularly well articulated by Parker, Mars,

Ransome and Stamworth, who write:



At the heart of cultural methods lies the use of signs to represent

experience and the world and the development of rules, general

principles, formulae and recipes... Culture would not work if it were

some enormous shed, electronic or not, filled with the lessons of the

past. We need some way of deciphering the relevance of these lessons

for the present. (2003, p. 78)
Although members of subcultures may not consciously regard their actions as a means of
reinforcing their shared values, they regularly employ symbols and values to
communicate their membership to others. For example, Aversa Jr. (1990), used these
shared values to differentiate between white- and blue-collar members of the Neptune
Yacht Club, commenting that the two factions used different symbols and values to
identify themselves with one group or the other. White-collar members adhered closely
to the norms traditionally associated with yachting, placing a focus on gentrification and
identifying themselves through formal dining etiquette, structured dancing and formal
and strict observance of club dress codes. Blue-collar club members identified
themselves as distinct from their white-collar club members through an emphasis on
informal fraternity rather than gentrification, which manifested itself in symbols such as
relaxed table manners, free-style dancing, and casual clothing. The importance of shared
recognizable symbols is also evident through Austin’s (2009) qualitative study of brand
specific motorcycle rallies. The brand of motorcycle formed both the impetus for
gathering and a means of communicating common values and riding experiences. Austin
also describes a norm of trust that exists for attendees of motorcycle rallies with the same
brand.

The symbols, values and norms that identify a subculture can take less tangible

forms as well. Rose (1994) argued that for Black culture in contemporary America, the



elements of flow, layering and rupture in line were infused into all culture expressions,

from graffiti to breakdancing to hip hop music. These elements serve as symbols that
identify these expressions unmistakably with Black culture. Individuals use music
particularly often as an intangible means to identify themselves with and communicate
within a sub-group. In their study of determinants and lifestyle correlates of musical
preferences, Tanner, Asbridge, and Wortley (2008) concluded that musical tastes and
peer group cultural practices were closely linked.

RVers frequently employ such symbols, values and norms. Fine and Kleinman
(1979) contend that culture is meaningful in the context of social interaction and this is
especially in the case for RVers, who through communication, technology, and shared
meanings, constantly recreate the hallmarks of their subculture wherever they go. For
RVers, one predominant value inherent in social interactions is reciprocity. Putnam
(2000) conveyed the importance of reciprocity in the building and maintenance of social
networks, which function on mutual obligation, not necessarily that of specific
obligations or tasks, but the general expectation that good deeds are rewarded in kind. As
Putnam remarked, “A society characterized by general reciprocity is more efficient than a
distrustful society... Trustworthiness lubricates social life. Frequent interaction between a
diverse set of people tends to produce a norm of generalized reciprocity™ (2000, p. 21).

Counts and Counts (1992; 1996) affirm that for RVers, reciprocity is essential for
coping with the common problems that full-time RVers face on the road. Acts of
reciprocity, such as the exchange of knowledge and experience, goods and services, or

uncommon courtesy, serve to immediately strengthen the social bonds between RVers,



overcoming the barriers of unfamiliarity and building trust. In essence, RVers value
reciprocity because it provides a shortcut to forming meaningful relationships given
limited time constraints and unfamiliar territory.

RV association logos act as a strong symbol of this reciprocity. Placards were
used as early as the 1920°s by the Tin Can Tourists as a way to identify other members of
their club and as a means of communicating a need for assistance. As Counts and Counts
write: “In 1966, the Good Sam Club revived the idea of a logo used to signal membership
and to encourage mutual help with its Good Samaritan sticker. The Escapees Club
emblem... is another such insignia” (1996; p. 36). For RVers, these stickers
communicate a willingness to establish friendships, provide assistance and exchange
advice and knowledge - they are a social ‘green light.”

Another important symbol for full-time RVers is brand and type of RV. Several
RVer associations are brand exclusive, which attests to their importance. For example,
there are brand-exclusive associations for Airstream (Wally Byam Caravan Club
International), Newmar (Newmar Kountry Klub), and Holiday (Holiday Rambler
Recreational Vehicle Club), among others — the RV Clubs website lists over 70 brand
name specific clubs (RV Clubs, 2011). Presumably, the idea behind the significance of
RV make and model is that brand communicates something about the characteristics of
their owners. RVers who choose a particular brand of RV therefore assume that they will
have much in common with other RVers who drive the same brand. Like stickers, brand
can open a door for RVers to create friendships quickly. Brand has also shown its

importance through examinations of motorcycling cultures. The importance of
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motorcycle brand was explored by Austin (2009), who concluded that the brand of

motorcycle one rides functioned as an avenue for group identity and the criteria by which
the degree of membership may be assessed by other motorcyclists.

Finally, it must be stated that full-timers place tremendous value on freedom and
independence. As Cowgill (1941) describes, the popularization of automobiles in the
early twentieth century brought a new level of freedom of movement to the masses. This
freedom ushered in a new enthusiasm for camping and tenting that would later synthesize
with a preference for comfort and convenience to create a demand for recreational
vehicles. The romantic view of independence was never abandoned by RVers, who
regard themselves as self-reliant neo-pioneers, forging a new internal frontier of
discovery (Counts & Counts, 1996). Full-time RVers may hold this view of themselves
as pioneers as a means of combating the negative stereotypes others hold; what better
way to assert their Americanism? Furthermore, this particular style of freedom serves to
differentiate RVers from other motorists who travel frequently such as motorcyclists,
who see themselves as renegades rather than frontiers-men and -women (Austin, 2009).

Through their interviews with full-time RVers, Counts and Counts (1996)
highlighted that, although a common value, the meaning of freedom tended to differ
between RVers. For some full-timers, freedom meant the ability to travel wherever they
wished, whenever they wished — essentially freedom from physical constraint and the
limitations of traditional housing (Hartwigsen & Null, 1990). For some others, freedom

manifested itself in more socio-economic forms, as in freedom from financial bonds



associated with home ownership. There was also freedom from things, a residual of the
restricted storage space inherent in full-timers’ transient lifestyle.
Shared Activities

Third, subcultures have been described on the basis of the unique shared activities
of their members. These activities not only serve to strengthen and reaffirm group
identity, but also differentiate members from the dominant culture at large. Rose (1994)
suggested that for contemporary Black culture, shared activities included break dancing,
rapping and graffiti art — all of which transmit the values of the culture to its members
and help to draw a distinction from the dominant (read: white) culture. Aversa Jr. (1990)
uses shared activities to differentiate between two sub-groups within the same yacht club.
In his ethnography, Aversa Jr. compares the activities of blue-collar members (drinking,
boat-ownership, and fishing) with those of white-collar members (cruising, yacht-
ownership, & racing). Aversa Jr.’s distinction illustrates how subgroups can exist even
within a seemingly homogeneous culture, and may overlap structurally with the
distinction between snowbirds and full-timers.

For youth growing up in urban Great Britain, even ‘doing nothing” constituted a
shared activity. In Corrigan’s ethnography of street-corner boys living in Sunderland, the
author noted that “‘the major activity in this venue, the main action of British subculture
is, in fact, ‘doing nothing™ (2006; p.101). Corrigan describes that the major element of
doing nothing is talking, not to communicate ideas but rather to communicate the
experience of talking itself. This talking normally leads one of the boys to have a ‘weird

idea’ - an inspiration to perform an act normally mischievous in nature, such as smashing




milk bottles in the street. The street-corner boys then group-identify with the act of
mischief; however it is the ‘doing nothing’ from which the act originates.

RVers’ shared activities function in a similar way to reproduce group identity and
transmit group values. Counts and Counts (1996) argue that RVers in contemporary
North America comprises a subculture based on their shared activities, rather than shared
territory. This illustrates the importance of RVer's social interactions for the persistence
of the subculture. Some of the shared activities of full-timers are obvious — owning and
living in an RV instead of a conventional house is a prime example. Previous researchers
have identified several other, less conspicuous activities, the most prominent being travel.
As Jobes describes, *...permanent travel ...generally involves becoming part of a
loosely-linked community of interests, which acts to reinforce and protect its members.
Full-timers are recognized and generally respected by other travelers for their
commitment to a lifestyle centered around travel” (1984, p. 186).

For full-time RVers, travel remains an essential ingredient for group identity.
Sociological research has not revealed any benchmarks regarding the frequency, direction
or duration of travel that delineate the criteria for group membership. However, regular
travel appears to the main factor in separating full-time RVers from other mobile home
users, such as snowbirds, vacationers, or others who inhabit RVs as a substitute for a
traditional home. This distinction is important for full time RVers because travel is
closely tied to their values of freedom and their pioneering self-image. Indeed, freedom
and travel are intertwined, leading RVers to report a sense of dread when faced with the

prospect of retirement from full time travel (Counts & Counts, 1996).



Camping is another shared activity by which full-time RVers create meaning and
transmit their culture. Indeed, because of the lack of consistency in travel patterns,
RVers may spend just as much time camping as they do traveling. Where convenient,
RVers will stay in campgrounds (especially those owned and operated by RV
associations) that provide forums to both seek and provide assistance, strengthening the
importance of reciprocity. The other option for RVers is boondocking (parking for free
in gravel pits, parking lots, or rest areas), which as a practice can be thought to represent
the freedom associated with RV ownership. In boondocking, RVers have the opportunity
to exercise the self-reliance and independence that they value, and simultaneously
generate the experience that seasons a full-timer’s credentials.

The exchange of food and experiences is a shared activity that reflects the
importance of reciprocity for full-time RVers. There exists a normative expectation
amongst full-timers that when encountering each other in a crisis, any support, advice or
assistance required is freely exchanged (Counts & Counts, 1992, 1996). For example, the
name of the “Good Sam” RV Club is based on the biblical story of the Good Samaritan
who helped a man robbed and left injured on the road. Like the Good Samaritan, RVers
are expected to help each other when in trouble on the road. The sharing of food is
particularly important in displaying reciprocity, as highlighted by Counts and Counts’
(1992) description of the potluck dinner. For full-timers, the potluck dinner is a powerful
symbol of togetherness; it is seldom that newcomers to a campground or common
boondocking site go very long without being offered food of some kind. In turn, those

newcomers are expected to bring food along with them, and their participation is



generally met with approval from other RVers. Potluck dinners are often weekly events

in campgrounds, and are featured at other special occasions such as holidays and
weddings.

Finally, attending rallies is an important shared activity that attracts some of the
most enthusiastic and dedicated full-timers. Indeed, rallies have been the setting for
several sociological investigations into the phenomenon of RVing. Jobes’ (1984) study
took place at two rallies of Airstream-owners; he notes the importance of the events for
bringing together a group of otherwise dispersed individuals to reinforce group identity.
Rallies serve a similar function for motorcyclists as well — Austin (2009) explained that
for BMW motorcycle owners, the rally represented an opportunity to solidify the
identities and lifestyles of attendees. Counts and Counts contend that, **...the purpose of
arally is to revitalize the spirit of the group that comes together” (1996, p. 181).
Interestingly, Counts and Counts describe a convention for all RV rally attendees to
arrive at the same time, so that all attendees are equally newcomers. This convention
forces attendees to form social relationships quickly and efficiently, following the custom
of RVers.

Social Organization

In order to understand more about RVer subcultures it is helpful to explore the
relative sophistication of relationships between them. Best and Luckenbill (1980)
developed a theoretical framework, originally designed to understand the social
organization of deviants, yet that may be used to more broadly conceptualize the pattern

of relationships between actors within a group. In their framework groups are organized




according to relationships between group members in the context of the occupational

pursuits of members of the organization. Best and Luckenbill explain that **...forms of
organization which display high levels of complexity. coordination, and purposiveness
are more sophisticated than those forms with lower levels” (1980, p. 15). Following
these observations, Best and Luckenbill categorized organizations in five groups in terms
of four dimensions: 1) members’ mutual association with one another; 2) mutual
participation in the group-specific activities together; 3) a division of labour; and 4)
organization’s activities extend over time and space (see Table 1).

Table 1. Best and Luckenbill’s five deviant organization groups

Dimension
Mutual Mutual Division of Extended
Association  Participation Labour Organization
Loners - - - -
Colleagues ° - - -
Peers o ® - -
Mobs ° ° ° -
Formal ° o o o

Organizations

According to Best and Luckenbill’s typology, formal organizations are the most
sophisticated of the five groups because their members™ mutual association, mutual
participation and division of labour persist over space and time. Best and Luckenbill
contend that their five types of groups represent ideal types and there is much variation
within and between each group as well as overlap among each level: “Organizational
sophistication can be viewed as a continuum, with deviants located between, as well as

on the five points™ (1980, p. 15). Here, | argue that the social organization of full-time



RVers resembles that of formal organizations in Best and Luckenbill’s typology,

primarily though the services and supports provided by RV associations.

The first dimension along which RVers qualify as a formal organization is
association. Best and Luckenbill (1980) contend that members of formal organizations do
not engage in their culturally distinctive activities in isolation from one another. In
contrast, full-time RVers actively seek out opportunities to communicate and share
information with other RVers. An emphasis on the sharing of experiences and advice is a
central value within the full-time RVer subculture (Counts & Counts, 1992, 1996;
Thornburg, 1991; Jobes, 1984; Cowgill, 1941). Indeed, the fact that RV associations
continue to maintain a wide variety of newsletters, email groups, and web forums can be
interpreted as further evidence. These associations provide the means to socialize new
members, define the RVer's identity, and promote new techniques and approaches to
RVing.

The second dimension characterizing formal organizations is participation (Best
& Luckenbill, 1980). Counts and Counts (1992; 1996) contend that, when travelling,
RVers seldom operate alone; it is much more common for them to travel as couples, or
occasionally in multi-RV ‘caravans’. According to Counts and Counts, even when RVers
do travel alone, supports are available through specific RV associations such as the
‘Loners on Wheels Club’. Participation with other RVers truly blossoms in RV parks
and at rallies, where RVers engage with one another and enact greeting rituals, help set

up or tear down campsites, and attend potluck dinners and happy hours.
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Full-time RVers appear to represent a formal organization because of where they
fall along the third of Best and Luckenbill’s (1980) dimensions — division of labour. Best
and Luckenbill contended that more sophisticated subcultures require more specialized
and skilled social roles to carry out their activities successfully. In their discussion Best
and Luckenbill focus squarely on criminal behaviour, citing examples such as pick-
pockets and con artists to illustrate how two or more people work together in
complementary roles to achieve a goal unique to their sub-group. RVers divide their
labour mostly through their various associations, all of which operate to provide a wide
array of services to sustain their full-time travel activities. For example, many
associations own and operate RV parks, with RVers encouraged to volunteer to host
events, help clean the facilities or to help beautify the park (Counts & Counts, 1996).

The CARE program operated by the Escapees Club is an excellent example of a highly
specialized service coordinated by RVers, for RVers. The Good Sam Club makes several
highly complex services available to their members, including extended RV warrantees,
roadside assistance, insurance, event organization, and emergency services (Good Sam
Club, 2011).

The characteristic that separates formal organizations from the other four types of
groups in Best and Luckenbill's (1980) framework is persistence over space and time.
The difference between formal organizations and other groups is a measure of scope —
formal organizations’ activities have generally been operating for a long period of time
and are likely to continue in a routine manner into the future, regardless of changes in

structure or leadership. Similarly, the geographical area in which their activities take
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place is more expansive than those of other types of groups, which tend to be localized to

one community or region. Furthermore, Best and Luckenbill content that within formal
organizations there is extensive, hierarchical division of labour, with departments

responsible for specialized services. The examples in support of full-time RVers” status
as a formal organization along these lines are abundant. In North America, people have

been living and traveling in their mobile homes since the 1920s (Thornburg 1991). The

value placed on independence within the RV subculture ensures that travel and camping
activities would perpetuate themselves regardless of changes in leadership or structure.
RVing takes place across North America, spanning a tremendously large geographical
area. Finally, RV associations display the complexity and departmentalization described
by Best and Luckenbill.

A final note on the conceptualization of deviance may be useful to provide
clarification for its use in this study. With the case of full-time RVers, their unique
subcultural activities are neither profitable (taking a strictly financial meaning) nor
illegal. Given the non-criminal nature of full-time RVing as a leisurely and recreational
activity, RVers could hardly be categorized as deviants in the example of Best and
Luckenbill’s (1980) original studies, which, in the tradition of early Chicago school
subculture studies, focused on criminal populations. Yet full-time RVers do display
living and travel behaviours that are certainly distinct from those of society at large,
which could suggest that Best and Luckenbill’s typology could be used to describe their
social organization. Indeed, Best and Luckenbill argued that their framework of

dimensions of organizational sophistication can be applied to non-traditional groupings.
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Rituals and Rites of Passage

Shared activities, and the values and beliefs they represent, are used to create
meaning for members of subcultures through rituals (for overviews, see van Gennep,
1960; Coleman & Eade, 2004). Rituals are sequences of actions performed or
experienced by individuals or groups that hold special cultural significance, be they
sacred (tied to religious practices) or profane (part of everyday social interactions), and
communicate social meaning (Jary & Jary, 1991). At the subcultural level, rituals can
play an important role in a wide variety of contexts — for example, demonstrating
membership; strengthening group identity; creating, maintaining or destroying social
relationships; or marking special occasions over the course of individual or communal
life (Aversa Jr., 1990; Corrigan, 2006; Austin, 2009). In her summary of the history of
ritual theories, Bell (1997) contended that many cultural theories of ritual serve as a
channel by which cultural and social systems can coexist.

Rituals that mark a special event are often referred to as ‘rites’. Yet as Bell
(1997) describes, to think of rites as simply a subset of specialized rituals is to overlook a
fundamental difference in the scope of the cultural activity. Rites differ from rituals
because they evade more formal cultural definitions, and may constitute activities that are
“ritual-like, but not quite ritual” (p. 94). Rites that mark a transition from one social
status or situation to another are frequently referred to as ‘rites of passage’. As Bell
states,

Rites of passage are ceremonies that accompany and dramatize such

major events as birth, coming-of-age initiations for boys and girls,
marriage, and death. Sometimes called a ‘life-crisis’ or ‘life-cycle’



rites, they culturally mark a person’s transition from one stage of social
life to another. (1997; 94)

Rites of passage have been an important area of focus and a useful framework to describe
and understand a wide variety of cultural activities.
Liminality

Arnold van Gennep (1960) built on his analysis of multiple studies of *primitive’
cultures to identify commonalities among the rituals that marked significant changes in
the lives of members. According to van Gennep, all rites of passage could be further
described using a threefold structure. The three types of passage rites exist along a
continuum of what van Gennep termed liminality, based on /imen - the Latin word for
thresholds. Pre-liminal rites are those that mark a separation; for example, those
associated with death or departure. Liminal rites are performed to mark the moment or
period of crossing the threshold from one state to another, and are often referred to as
transition rites. Finally, post-liminal rites (or incorporation rites) take place as the
individual or group, changed by the crossing, returns to society with a new social
identity.

Because of their focus on transition and their coincidence with life course events,
van Gennep’s concept of liminality may serve as a useful tool for contextualizing the
activities of full-timer RVers. According to Best and Luckenbill, formal organizations
often have rituals to denote rites of passage and a code of conduct to guide members
(1980). From a broader viewpoint, the entire lifecycle of RVing full-time can be
described using van Gennep's tripartite classification of rites. Events designed to mark

retirement can operate as rites of separation, whereby the full-timer withdraws from the
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world of employment and physical and financial restraint and detaches from the home.
Indeed, Crawford (1973) noted the importance of such pre-liminal retirement rites for
facilitating the breakage of emotional and social ties to the workplace.

It is unclear what, if any, formal rituals RVers perform to mark the transition from
full-time work to full-time RVing — to date, few sociological researchers have explored
this topic. Because most RVers have a history of part-time RVing and/or recreational
camping prior to retirement the transition may be more gradual. This is evident in Jobes®
(1984) developmental RVing typology., where RVers begin as vacationers, then
experiment with the notion of full timing through seasonal travel, and eventually leave
their conventional, stationary homes behind altogether. Most full timers already owned
their RV, joined an RV association and had developed a wish list of places they would
like to travel before transitioning to full-time travel. However, it would be imprudent to
take some of the other steps towards full timing before first retiring. Maybe the best
example would be selling the house and storing those possessions determined to be worth
the hassle to keep (Hartwigsen & Null, 1990; Counts & Counts, 1996). This process
requires a substantial investment of time and emotional effort, and although the divorce
from possessions may not be a communal experience, for those participating it may
represent a separation rite.

Following retirement is a prolonged period of liminality. Unlike other
conceptualizations of the threshold, there is no simple doorway or border for RVers to
cross. Their threshold is an open space between destinations; this space extends in all

directions indefinitely. Yet it is through travelling the space that RVers eventually
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emerge into a new social status, with the new norms, values and shared activities that
strengthen the full timer subculture. The transition rites of RVers may include
boondocking, sight seeing and indeed, traveling itself (Counts & Counts, 1996).

Incorporation rites are tremendously important for full time RVers because they
facilitate the formation of the relationships and communities that allow RVers to establish
their campsite as a temporary home. The arrival at a campground or park is marked with
two types of incorporation rites — first RVers set up their RV for the stay, not only by
connecting to the utilities such as water and electricity, but also by decorating their site
with lights, lawn furniture, ornaments and awnings. This establishes the sanctity of the
campsite and provides campers with the familiarity and comfort of a traditional home.
Second, RVers will greet the other campers, exchanging food or other gifts as tokens of
reciprocity. The latter category of incorporation rites may become elaborate ceremonies
that recur throughout the duration of an RVer’s stay; for example, the frequent potluck
dinners and “happy hours’ organized by campgrounds (Counts & Counts, 1992).
Recurring incorporation rites send a message to their participants: as long as you’re here,
you're part of this community. Counts and Counts describe the greeting ritual that
accompanies entry into the Escapees home park in Livingstone, Texas called Rainbow’s
End:

Your first act at Rainbow’s End is to pull the rope on the big ol” bell.

As the tones ring out over the grounds, people with smiles as big as

Texas appear and they're there for one reason: Hugs all around.

Handshakes and introductions. Invites to happy hour, dinner, a trip into

town, Offers to help find a spot, hook-up, settle in. Oh, boy, your tired

body says gratefully, this feels like home! And that’s the intent. (1996,
p. 170)
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The rites of separation associated with departures from the campsite don not seem to have

received as much academic attention as have rites associated with RVer’s arrival to the
campsite. These separation rites may best be described in terms of the reversal of
incorporation — water and sewer hook-ups must be detached, decorations must be
removed, awnings taken down, and goodbyes said. However, there is no evidence
currently that suggests a formal or communal ceremony that marks departure. The lack
of a formal separation rite may be reflective of the value that RVers place on freedom of
movement. As Hartwigsen and Null describe, “...if the campground or RV park they
have settled in is not to their liking, a full timer can leave on a whim...Just batten down
the hatches, buckle up and move on’ (1990; p. 135). A ceremonial departure creates a
social obligation to remain at the campsite, which hinders the ability to pack up and go at
a moment’s notice.

The cycle of separation, transition and incorporation continues for full timers for
as long as they wish to travel between campgrounds. Additionally, this cycle persists in
the context of a transitional state on a broader level, which began with retirement
(separation) and ends when RVers must cease full time travel due to overwhelming
health, social or financial concerns. RVers regard the end of full-time travel (and by
extension, incorporation back into sedentary life) with dread (Counts & Counts, 1996).

Communitas

Through a series of ethnographic studies, Victor Turner (1967; 2002) explored the

concept of transition rites in greater depth, observing that the liminal period in rites of

passage are frequently longer and more involved than simply crossing a threshold.
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Prolonged periods of liminality create ambiguity within societies because their agents (or
‘neophytes’ as Turner often calls them) belong neither to the state from which they are
separating, nor to the state into which they are incorporating. In many cases, this
ambiguity serves to ‘pollute’ society, since the neophyte is “‘neither one thing nor
another; or may be both; or neither here nor there; or may even be nowhere (in terms of
any recognized cultural topography), and are at the very least “betwixt and between’...”
(Turner, 1967; p. 97). During a liminal phase, participants are culturally *invisible’.

In addition to the absence of cultural visibility, Turner (1967) notes that
participants in prolonged liminal states can be characterized the absence of possession —
the neophyte owns no property and has no personal effects. Furthermore, the neophyte is
also without immaterial possessions, such as social status, secular clothing, rank or
kinship position. This lack of possessions was referred to as poverty by Turner.

Because of the “betwixt and between” nature, the liminal phase is marked also by
duality, commonly featuring symbols that can be used to simultaneously evoke aspects of
both pre- and post-liminal stages. Turner’s ethnographic work provides several useful
examples, as he writes that,

...logically antithetical processes... may be represented by the same

tokens, for example, by huts and tunnels that are at once tombs and

wombs, by lunar symbolism (for the same moon waxes and wanes), by

snake symbolism (for the snake appears to die, but only to shed its old

skin and appear in a new one), by bear symbolism (for the bear “dies in

autumn and is “reborn™ in spring), by nakedness (which is at once the

mark of a newborn infant and a corpse prepared for burial). (1967; p.

99)

As such, the liminal phase is a place where seemingly opposite states can exist in a united

form, which is neither separated not incorporated, yet at the same time, is both.
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The ambiguity, invisibility, poverty and duality that characterize the liminal phase

serve to create a specific set of social structures for its participants. Turner contends that
because they abandon all previous status and possession, all neophytes are absolutely
equal; even birth order hierarchies amongst siblings frequently break down in the liminal
phase. This equality leads those in prolonged rites of transition to experience a profound
emotional and social connection to one another, akin to brotherhood or sisterhood. This
transcendence beyond even the most basic social structures was labelled communitas, and
the liminal period is particularly conducive to its development. For example, in Clarke’s
(2006) examination of skinheads in the U.K., it was the liminality of their situation that
led to the need for solidarity amongst one another; even in the face of aggression towards
every other group. Turner (2002) cites Buber’s (1961) example as an adequate
description of his concept, writing that communitas

...1s the being no longer side by side (and one might add, above and

below) but with one another of a multitude of persons. And this

multitude, though it moves towards one goal, yet experiences

everywhere a turning to. a dynamic facing of, the others, a flowing

from I to Thou. (Buber, 1961; p. 51)

Turner’s (1967; 2002) work with liminality and communitas can be appropriately
applied to full time RVing. To begin, their constant traveling may represent a prolonged
period spent in the transition phase. Full-timers’ transiency leads non-RVers to view
them with ambiguity, since they fit neither into the category of permanent resident nor
that of alien, visitor or passerby. White and White (2004) commented on the relevance of

liminality for describing the experiences of long-term travellers in the Australian

Outback. In their qualitative tourism study, White and White highlighted how their
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interviewees described their travel in the Outback as a neutral zone and a rite of passage
bookmarked by the end of one phase of life (in many cases, the end of work) and a new
beginning at the conclusion of the journey. Furthermore, in keeping with the assertion
that liminality somehow is associated with pollution and corruption of the purer society at
large, the transitory nature of trailer-dwellers has historically been associated with
negative stereotyping and ostracism (Thornburg, 1991; Counts & Counts, 1996).
Whether the traveling preceded their marginalization or visa versa, according to Turner,
both liminality and marginality are essential components for the development of
communitas amongst subgroup members.

RVers are hardly physically or socially invisible — of the four characteristics that
Turner indentifies, this may be the least relevant for full-timer RVers. The
conspicuousness of the mobile home, the sustainability and size of the industry, and the
ready association with retirement are testaments to that effect (Thornburg, 1991; Counts
& Counts 1996). However, because RVers travel so frequently, and park their RVs in
campgrounds that are often outside city limits or located in the wilderness, one could
argue they at least far-removed from everyday life. Furthermore, little has been written
about RVers™ appearance — unlike other travel-based subcultures (e.g. motorcyclists; see
Austin, 2009) there are few, if any, distinguishing features that would give away a full-
timer walking down the street.

The best example of RVers’ liminality may be their willingness to abandon
personal possessions (Hartwigsen & Null, 1990). Here, a distinction may be necessary:

as was discussed earlier, for RVers the process of ridding oneself of all burdensome
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possessions may be part of a separation rite. However it is a state of possessionless-ness

that characterizes RVers in full-time travel. The lack of possessions is not entirely
physical either — the full-timer may also sacrifice any achieved social status within their
former community for the sake of the freedom they experience while RVing. A balance
of poverty and equality is even maintained and reinforced through potluck dinners; what
you have you offer to the group; all attendees leave with empty dishes (Counts & Counts,
1992)

Finally, RVers exist in a world of duality regarding their dwellings. The RV
simultaneously represents both a permanent home and a vehicle for escape. Even RV
associations use symbols that represent this juxtaposition; Escapees Club stickers portray
a house situated on wheels to denote their membership. RVers endeavour to set up each
campsite in the fashion of a permanent home, however their RVs are parked in the
context of a temporary arrangement on land that they do not own.

With all four of Turner’s conditions met, the experience of communitas can be
observed amongst RVers. Their experience is further evidenced by the value they place
on reciprocity and the ease with which they form friendships. For full time RVers,
constant travel and time spent ‘betwixt and between" links them together and creates
immediate and enduring social bonds. As Counts and Counts (1996) describe:

Because nomadic RVers share neither common territory nor common

history, they have developed ways to create instant community. These

include the use of space and symbols to identify and define themselves

and create a sense of “we-ness’ that quickly brings newcomers into the
circle. (1996, p. 168)
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As such, communitas becomes a driving force for RVers, who seek to strengthen their
own identities by sharing their experiences and camaraderie with one another.
SUMMARY

In this chapter, I outlined the theoretical concepts within fields of sociology and
anthropology and attempted to apply these concepts to the behaviour of full-time RVers
as they have been described in previous research. The purpose of this exercise is to
deepen the understanding of full-time RVing as a social phenomenon, not a recreational
activity that some individuals do occasionally and in isolation from one another.

An overview of subculture theories has led me to identify three important aspects
of a group that could be used to frame that group as a subculture: common problems that
serve to bond group members to a cause, shared values and beliefs that facilitate
communication and relationships between group members, and shared activities that
reinforce the group’s values and beliefs through action. From this prespective, full-time
RVers appear to represent a subculture because they face common problems, have shared
values and beliefs and engage in shared activities that are unique to their group.

Best and Luckenbill’s (1980) typology of social organizations also proved a
useful tool for placing the structure of full-time RVer subculture in a social context. As 1
outlined in this chapter, full-time RVers appear to organize their subculture in a structure
that resembles what Best and Luckenbill termed a formal organization. Like their
archetypal formal organization, full-time RVers a) associate with one another, b)
participate in activities with one another, c) divide their labour, and d) extend their

activities across a wide expanse of space and time.
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Finally, I attempted to contextualize the activities of full-time RVers by

describing their activities as a rite of passage, using the work of van Gennep and of
Turner as a foundation. According to van Gennep's tripartite theory of ritual, T outlined
how RVers reinforce their beliefs and values through separation rites, transition rites, and
incorporation rites. Because RVers travel so frequently and so extensively, I expanded
on RVers’ transition rites using Turner’s concept of communitas to describe how their
prolonged travel could lead to strong sub-cultural ties despite limited physical contact
with other RVers.

For the purposes of the present study, these theories will serve as tools to examine
data collected from my interviews with full-time RVers. It is perhaps best to think of
these theoretical frameworks as lenses through which this new information on RVers can
be viewed and interpreted, showing where to look, not necessarily what to see. Because
one of the purposes of this research is to examine the phenomenon of full-time RVing in
a new context — as it occurs in a less accessible northern location during the summer
months — these theoretical tools will be useful to determine how my research findings
support, challenge, and relate to the ways previous theorists viewed RVing as a social

phenomenon.



CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

In this chapter I outline the methods used for the current study to gather new data
on the phenomenon of RVing in the context of travelling to a remote northern location
such as Newfoundland and Labrador. In comparison to other locations in North America,
Newfoundland and Labrador is fairly remote and as an island, Newfoundland is costly to
access in an RV. I begin with a review of the methodologies used in a number of
comparable studies previously described in detail in Chapter 1. Following the findings
from this literature review, coupled with those of my own pilot study undertaken at Pippy
Park in 2008 and the boundaries of the scope of the current study, I will outline how the
most appropriate methodological approach for the current study involved using purposive
sampling and a semi-structured interview.

As will be explained in this chapter, interview data were collected in order to
formulate answers to three primary research questions (and three sub-questions). First, |
sought to explore what drives RVers to abandon their traditional homes and travel full
time. The second primary research question examined the organizational structure of the
full-time RVer subculture, featuring three sub-questions; namely, whether RVers
consider such a subculture to exist, what is required for membership in the subculture,
and how the subculture sustains itself in the face of geographical and social barriers. The
third primary research question focuses on the travel patterns of full-time RVers that
differentiate them from other groups of RVers.

The participants for this study were approached on the basis of their resemblance

to the characteristics displayed by full-time RVers as described in previous research,
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particularly that of Counts and Counts (1992; 1996). I conducted total interviews with 11
RVers using a semi-structured interview schedule that [ developed for the purposes of
this study. Finally, I describe in detail how each question on the interview schedule
relates back to a specific primary research question, thereby helping to structure the
analysis of the recorded interviews.
Sampling and Selection Considerations

Collecting data from RVers presents several unique challenges. Sampling has
always been a problem for researchers as most RVers do not have a fixed home address
or telephone number by which researchers can readily locate or contact them.
Furthermore, there is no comprehensive database in the United States or Canada that
identifies the current number of RVing seniors, nor variations in RV lifestyles and
travels, making it difficult to identify, describe and track their movements and obtain a
random sample from the population (McHugh & Mings, 1991). Cowgill identified this
problem as far back as 1941, writing that figures from manufacturers, organization
membership, magazines subscriptions, or numbers of individuals in a given area or
campground would not provide a reliable sample that presents an accurate picture of the
entire population. Despite these challenges, researchers have reported that RVers
themselves are very friendly to well-meaning strangers, and have proven willing to
engage with researchers (Counts & Counts, 1996).

Several studies have sampled from RV parks or association rallies. Adopting this
approach has several advantages, the most attractive of which is convenience because a

large number of RVers are assembled in one place. RV parks, campgrounds and rallies
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are important parts of the RV lifestyle and they are the places and events where RVers

congregate together frequently. Hoyt (1953) researched retirees in a trailer campground
in Florida. Similarly, McHugh has collected a significant amount of data through survey
based and focus group methods from RVers in parks and campgrounds in and around
Phoenix, Arizona (see McHugh et al 1995; McHugh & Mings; 1996; McHugh 2000). In
the 1991 study, On the Road Again: Seasonal Migration to a Sunbelt Metropolis,
McHugh and Mings went to Phoenix area RV parks and spoke to managers, activity
directors, and residents over two winter camping season in 1988 and 1989 (McHugh &
Mings, 1991). McHugh and Mings administered questionnaires in January and February
1988 to nine randomly selected RV parks in the East Mesa-Apache Junction section of
the Phoenix Metropolitan area.

The work of McHugh and Mings (1991) was primarily concerned with two issues:
migratory patterns of elderly snowbirds into the Arizona Sunbelt and snowbird
demographic information including housing, economic impact, age, income, community
of origin, and level of commitment to staying in Arizona year-round. These became
central to McHugh’s approach to the study of snowbird migrants. Hartwigsen and Null
(1990) also conducted research at RV resorts in Arizona and southern California to learn
more about full timers’ current lifestyle, activities, and anticipated future housing. They
collected 100 questionnaires, administered to full timers on Saturday morning meetings
from February through April 1987, at RV parks belonging to an unidentified camping
organization. It is interesting to note that Hartwigsen and Null limited the length of the

questionnaire to two pages to make participation in the study more attractive to full
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timers whose busy schedules necessitated something that would not disrupt their day and

could be answered in a few minutes.

Jobes (1984) administered questionnaires at the 1977 rally for the Wally Byam
Caravan Club International (WBCCI) for owners of Airstream trailers, collecting a total
of 517 completed questionnaires. Although a sample size of 517 may be adequate for
statistical power, the author does not report a response rate, thus limiting the extent to
which the results can be generalized to the overall RVer population. Conducting research
at a rally for Airstream trailer owners could also be problematic as the WBCCl rally
would have been for Airstream owners only. The sampling bias inherent in this approach
is important because of the significance that RVers attach to RV brand. As such, Jobes’
sample at the WBCCl rally is not entirely representative of RVers living and travelling in
other brands of motorhomes or travel trailers. Yet despite this sampling bias, Jobes®
approach is an example of a successful method to isolate and gather information from a
subset of the RVer population.

Jobes (1984) also conducted unstructured interviews with RVers as a seasonal
traveller over several camping seasons from the late 1960°s to the early 1980°s. These
participants were chosen based on the convenience of sharing the same campground.
Jobes® study is untque in that its setting was in the Rocky Mountains and Pacific Coast
areas as opposed to other studies on RVers completed primarily in Sunbelt locations.
However, Jobes does not go into detail about the activities or travels of RVers in northern
locations and does not focus on location in his examination of his results. Nevertheless,

as Jobes places RVers in a northern location, his research provides a more complete
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geographic picture of RVing that demonstrates that RVing encompasses both north and
south travel activities.

Administering questionnaires to full-timers in RV parks is a useful method to
meet RVers and learn about their lifestyle. However, as RVer populations are more
difficult to access than stationary populations because they generally do not have
permanent addresses or telephones, it is problematic to isolate a representative sample
large enough to collect valid empirical data. To overcome these limitations researchers
employed ethnographic methods to capture the scope of the mobile lifestyle. Counts and
Counts (1992; 1996) conducted an extensive ethnography of RVing seniors in North
America during the 1990s. Using an approach similar to that of Jobes (1984), Counts and
Counts collected data using participant observation in combination with questionnaires.
Counts and Counts (1996) sent questionnaires to individuals who responded to open
letters the researchers wrote in Trailer Life and Motor Home magazines. They also
conducted extensive interviews with 105 full-timer RVers, collected 369 questionnaires,
and archival reviews of letters and articles appearing in the Escapees Newsletter
published between 1984 and 1996. Because Counts and Counts approached full-timer
RVers throughout their field studies, this sample was not random but based on a
convenience sample of available RVers encountered by them over the course of their
ethnographic study.

The Current Study
The goal of this research is to understand the organization of the RV subculture in

the context of understudied northern travels. I proposed to do this by answering three
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primary research questions, which themselves complement the earlier works that have

been completed on RVers by closing the geographic and seasonal gaps currently present

in the research. This study can provide insight into the lives and experiences of RVers

and provide a spring board for other researchers interested in pursuing further research.
1. What drives the decision to RV fulltime?

The current study set out to explore the circumstances that lead RVers to decide to
travel full-time in their RVs. Collecting information about this, what lies behind this
decision, is helpful for two reasons. First, this information will facilitate a comparison of
the circumstances of my participants to the circumstances of participants in previous
studies of RVers. For example, Counts and Counts (1996) worked to determine who
exactly RVers are and Jobes (1984) developed a typology to determine the differences
between RVers who travel full-time and those who are just vacation travelling. Second,
it will highlight the issues pertinent to the decision to travel to Newfoundland. Any
comparisons or descriptions will be constructed with acknowledgement to the limited
generalizability to full-time RVers as a whole.

2. What is the organizational structure of the full-time RVer subculture?

Because of the ambiguity associated with theories of subculture discussed, my
approach to formulating a response to my second research question involves three sub-
questions that allow a more targeted and specific methodology.

2 a) Does a full-time RVer community or subculture exist?
Although the terminology and definitions of subculture previously used in other

subculture studies have varied greatly, the importance of determining whether or not full-
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time RVers self-identify as members of a full-time RVers subculture or community is

central for my analysis.
2 b) What constitutes membership in the full-time RVer community?

Should participants confirm that a unique full-time RVer community exists the
next step will involve an exploration of the parameters of membership in that community.
If full-time RVers constitute a subculture it is likely that inclusion in the subculture
involves much more than simply purchasing a recreational vehicle, which anyone with
means may do. Given this, one of my research sub-questions became examining how
RVers identify other recreational vehicle users as ‘true’ RVers and not just vacation
travelers or snowbirds, or people engaging in other similar non-full-timing activities. In
the current study, I was looking to confirm and strengthen the observations of other
researchers who suggested that living arrangements, organizational membership, and
brand of recreational vehicle were significant (Jobes, 1984; Counts & Counts, 1992,
1996; Hartwigsen & Null, 1990).

2 ¢) How does the full-time RVer community sustain itself?

The RVer community at large faces many unique challenges because of transitory
activities of its members. In a context that involves little or no face-to-face contact and
sporadic geographic proximity a stable and resilient subculture of full-time RVers would
require a high degree of organization and complexity.

3. What are the particular travel patterns of the full-time RV community?

Another goal of my research was to explore the unique travel practices to RVers

and how those travels differentiate them from other groups like snowbirds. 1 also wanted
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to explore the possiblity that, for full-time RVers, the act of continual travel may serve to
bring them together through a shared identity. Furthermore this study will cast light on
the summer travel activities of full-time RVers, a topic on which researchers to this point
have remained strangley silent. McHugh et. al. (1995) reported that winter migrants in
arrive as early as November and begin their exodus from the Sunbelt as early as March
but travels during the rest of the year remains largely unaccounted for. This begs the
question: if RVers are concentrated in the south during the winter, where do they go
during the summer?

Newfoundland and Labrador is an ideal setting to examine the motivations behind
this phenomenon because travelling to the island presents unique challenges for RVers.
The summer season is fairly short, the infrastructure for RVers is not as extensive as it is
in the United States or other parts of Canada and visiting the island requires a 6 to 14
hour ferry trip, incurring extra costs. Yet these difficulties do not deter full-time RVers
from travelling to Newfoundland and Labrador in summer; indeed the remoteness of the
province, from the perspective of RVers from other more central locations of the United
States and Canada. may attract a subset of full-time RVers that are still more dedicated to
their lifestyle and culture. Thus, by conducting this study among RVers who have
travelled to Newfoundland and Labrador during the summer, I hoped to demonstrate that
for full-time RVers the travel pattern is not a mere linear north-south migration but is
actually cyclical in nature encompassing all directions and seasons, influenced by

relationships among RVers and the appeal of the journey itself.
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The Interview Approach

Although previous RVing researchers have used a combination of quantitative
and qualitative data collection techniques, for several reasons | determined that a
qualitative approach would be most appropriate for the context of the current study. For
example, the most detailed and rich discussions of the RVing phenomenon thus far have
been based on interviews conducted in a nested and immersed context. Counts and
Counts (1996) conducted their interviews at numerous campgrounds while traveling in an
RV, and Jobes (1984) interviewed RVers at campgrounds and at an RV rally. As other
researchers have noted, the transient nature of individuals who RV full-time makes
structured sampling techniques and representative samples prohibitive; this is especially
true in the setting of the current study. Full time RVers change location frequently, and
do not normally maintain a published telephone number or civic address. Obtaining a
valid and reliable set of quantitative data would necessarily involve distributing
questionnaires to a large number of RVers across multiple sites in order to overcome the
sampling issues discussed in my review of previous research (Jobes, 1984; MgHugh &
Mings, 1991), a task that was beyond the scope and purpose of this study. The fact that
there were a low number of full-time RVers available to take part in this study with a
limited amount of time to collect information about their experiences suggested that a
qualitative approach would optimize the amount and quality of data that I could collect.

There are a number of drawbacks to the current study’s qualitative approach.
First, because of the low sample size and the single location used for sampling, the

overall generalizability of the study may be somewhat limited. Additionally, the use of a
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single method does not provide the holistic view of any research topic that would be
provided by a comprehensive, mixed method approach. Qualitative data can also be
difficult to analyze and interpret, and a different researcher with a different perspective
may interpret qualitative data differently. Yet despite these shortcomings, [ believe that
the context of the current study outlined above would accentuate the strengths of a
qualitative approach, while the use of a quantitative approach would only serve to
accentuate its own weaknesses.

Given what King (2004) writes about the types of qualitative interviews, it would
appear that the interview approach used in the current study may best fit the description
of social constructivism. As King describes, the semi-structured nature of these
interviews, allowing for probes and for active discourse, is a common feature of the
constructivist approach. Take for example the question on whether or not a full-time RV
subculture exists; in conducting these interviews, [ took interviewees responses not
simply as a reflection of the natural existence (or non-existence) of such a subculture, but
rather | assumed that in formatting their responses, interviewees are in fact creating the
subculture as they described it. But perhaps the most compelling feature of my interview
approach that would identify it as constructivist is its contrast to that of a more
phenomenological interview method; I made no conscious attempt to lay aside any
presuppositions [ held about full-time RVers, as would be done in a phenomenological

interview.



Participants

RV parks are one of the few places where RVers can be found stationary for at
least a few days. Through a field investigation informed by research by Counts and
Counts (1992, 1996), I determined that Pippy Park Campground in St. John's,
Newfoundland was a suitable place to locate participant for this thesis®.

The current investigation uses purposive sampling to access participants.
According to Berg (2001), when developing a purposive sample, researchers use their
special knowledge or expertise about some group to select subjects who represent this
population. In some instances, purposive samples are selected after field investigations on
some group, in order to ensure that certain types of individuals or persons displaying certain
attributes are included in the study.

Purposive sampling has been demonstrated to be an appropriate, effective and
efficient method for recruiting RVers for research similar to the current study. Previous
studies examining the RV phenomenon suggest that purposive sampling represents a best
practice in this branch of research. For example, Counts and Counts (1996) employed a
similar method as one component of their research. Whenever they arrived in an RVer
park or campground they would just start started knocking on RV doors and asking the
occupants if they would like to participate in their study. Additionally, Jobes (1984)

utilized this kind of approach in his research. Jobes stated that the sample he obtained

g Pippy Park Campground is situated inside the Newfoundland and Labrador provincial capital, St. John’s.
It is operated by the C.A. Pippy Park Commission which is a provincial Crown Corporation. Pippy Park is
primarily an RV campground with over 200 serviced sites for RVs. The campground’s urban location
makes it very popular with both locals and tourists.
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though participant observation was not random but chosen based on proximity to a
particular campground and his perceived suitability of the people he found there.

One alternative to purposive sampling would be to contact a specific RV
organization for a list of members. However, using this channel would introduce a
different form of sampling bias whereby only full-timers who actively seek out
membership in that particular organization would be included in the sample and other
RVers would be missed. The purposive sampling in this study captures RVers who both
belong and do not belong to such organizations without sacrificing the attributes which
define the target population.

Finally, the use of other, more expansive sampling methods was beyond the scope
of my resources for this project and inappropriate given the chosen methodology. Had
this study utilized a wide-spread telephone or survey methodology, a different sampling
approach would have been appropriate. However, because a semi-structured interview
was used to ask RVers about their experiences a higher sample size or random sample
was not necessary. The purposive sampling used in this study was successful in
obtaining a demographically and geographically diverse sample of interviewees, with
respondents hailing from a variety of origins and backgrounds.

Permission to interview RVers staying in the campground was obtained from
Pippy Park’s management. This approach is in line with that of prior researchers (Counts
& Counts, 1992; 1996; Hartwigsen & Null, 1990; McHugh & Mings 1995; Hoyt, 1954).
I developed a semi-structured interview schedule because it would allow me to gather in-

depth information from participants in a short period of time (Appendix A). Additionally,
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using this qualitative approach to gather such rich data would accommodate the short

season (from May to August) during which full-time RVers were available at this
location to participate in the study. These contextual factors often play a role in setting
limits on the sample size of interview studies such as these (Thomson, 2011). Thomson
also noted that where less sensitive data is being collected from a target population that is
highly knowledgeable and imbedded in the phenomenon of study fewer interviews may
be necessary to obtain enough reliable and valid data to achieve research goals.
Therefore, 1 determined that a total of between 10 and 15 participants would be a realistic
goal given the pool of full-time RVers available from which to sample and the nature of
the data I sought to collect.

As an employee of Pippy Park Campground for five consecutive summers, [ was
in a unique position to develop the relationships and expertise necessary appropriate
implementation of purposive sampling. Additionally, in the summer of 2007, 1
conducted a pilot field investigation to verify that RVers as described by Counts and
Counts (1996) did stay in Pippy Park. This included searching for RV association
stickers. brands and licence plates on RVs in the campground. Using those symbols as
selection criteria, for the current study I approached potential interviewees camping in
Pippy Park based on the presence of association stickers, out-of-province license plates,
and common RV brands. To protect people’s privacy no identifying information was
recorded.

It can difficult to locate RVers who because over their transient lifestyle, rarely

occupy the same physical space for an extended period of time. These same factors also
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limit the amount of time available to interview them. Furthermore, it is difficult to contact

RVers through traditional channels. Not all full-time RVers maintain a permanent

mailing address, and those who do check their mail infrequently and inconsistently.

\
Accessibility is further hindered by full-time RVers” patterns of telephone use because
landline telephones are not an option for them. Instead, RVers prefer cell phones, with
unlisted numbers and an unreliable coverage network. As such, I determined that
purposive sampling was the most appropriate approach for this study because it presents
an effective way to quickly find and recruit participants.
All participants interviewed in this study were sampled from RVers camping in
Pippy Park between June and September of 2008. I completed eight interviews with a
total of 11 RVers. Three of the RVers chose to be interviewed individually while their
spouses declined to be interviewed. One married couple chose to be interviewed
individually, resulting in two separate interviews. The remaining three interviews were
done with both partners at the same time.
With interview data, theoretical saturation is met when conducting further
interviews would not provide researchers with any new information that was not already |
available with enough frequency and clarity to draw reliable conclusions about emergent |
categories and themes (Thomson, 2011). Thomson suggests that theoretical saturation
can be achieved with reasonable confidence using a sample of 30 interviewees.
However, given the availability of full-time RVers in this study’s setting, at the time of
the current study it was not as important to prioritize theoretical saturation when

approaching potential interviewees. In addition, Thomson's recommendation is made in
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the context of a grounded theory approach, and the current interview technique could best

be described as constructivist, using the theoretical and behavioural findings of previous
researchers to structure the interview approach. Although this sample size may be
insufficient to achieve theoretical saturation for emergent themes, it was more important
that [ select participants carefully from an already small target population than try and
conduct the number of interviews necessary for saturation.

Of the 11 interviewees, two were from Ontario and the remaining nine were from
the United States. Interviewees included five men and six women, all of whom were
between 50 and 80 years of age. All interviews were conducted in Pippy Park, with one
exception: one couple was later interviewed at their summer home in Twillingate,
Newfoundland and Labrador. Participants were very receptive and willingly shared their
experiences. The semi-structured interview schedule allowed for many spontaneous
questions that revealed much interesting and relevant information that enhanced the
interview process. The interviews, which ranged from approximately thirty minutes to an
hour in duration, were recorded using a digital recorder then transferred to a computer for
transcription and analysis.

Materials

All study materials used in approaching and interviewing participants were
reviewed and approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human Research
(ICEHR) at Memorial University. To engage with participants for this study, [
approached people staying in Pippy Park, explained the purposes of my study and asked

if they would be interested in participating. I looked for specific characteristics in
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individuals before I approached them, particularly age, out of province licence plates,

type and brand of RV, and RV association membership stickers. These identifying
characteristics formed the criteria by which I chose potential participants, and were
consistent with those characteristics described by previous researchers (Counts & Counts,
1992, 1996; McHugh, 2000; McHugh & Mings, 1991, 1996; Jobes, 1984; Hartwigsen &
Null, 1990; Thornburg, 1991). My participants were very friendly and interested in
participating in my research.

Participation in this study was confidential and voluntary. Prior to obtaining
consent, each participant was presented with an information letter explaining who I was,
the purpose of my research, and the details of the interview. Because of the size of the
interview space (inside the RV), time constraints, and the relationships between married
participants, in some cases these participants were interviewed at the same time. The
information letter I provided also explained that participants” identities would be kept
confidential and that for analysis and reporting processes, their names would be changed
to ensure anonymity. Accordingly, the names appearing in the results and discussion
sections are not the participants” actual names. Before the interview began, I obtained
consent from each participant by way of their signature on a consent form. Every person |
approached agreed to participate, except for one; there was one married couple in which
one partner declined to participate.

The Interview Schedule
The interview schedule, which was developed specifically for use with this study

(see Appendix A), facilitated conversations directed toward the aspects of the RV
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lifestyle relevant for this project. On the interview schedule, questions and topics were
arranged and expressed in words and terms familiar to the interviewees, based on a
review of the relevant literature. This allowed the interviewer to approach the world
from participant’s point of view, as per the recommendation of Berg (2007). A further
advantage to this approach became evident when confronted with the limited amount of
time participants spent at Pippy Park. I was able to present my participants with a set of
interview questions along with assurances that the interviews would not take up too much
of their time.

The questions were intended to guide the conversation and provide information
pertentiant to this thesis. In addition to pre-texted scheduled items, interviewers engaged
participants in unscheduled probes to elaborate on points that arose during the interview.
The flexibility afforded by utilitizing a semi-structured interview schedule fostered a
conversational situation that often segued into participants discussing aspects of the RV
lifestyle not specified in the interview schedule. The comfortable atmosphere and rapport
that | developed with my participants provided me greater access to the necessary
information and allowed me to deviate from the scheduled questions, thus offering
additional or previously unknown information on topics that were of particular personal
interest.

The questions contained in the interview schedule were designed to correspond
directly to the broader research questions prevesouly discussed.

1. What drives the decision to RV fulltime? A total of three question on the

interview schedule directly relate back to my first research question and help to define the
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motivation behind becoming RVers. These questions were designed to establish
information regarding participants’ backgrounds, how they became RVers and how long
they plan to RV full-time. Additionally, because of the nature of the subject matter,
these questions allow me to learn more about my participants in order to build rapport.
For example, question one asked, “Please tell me a about your background. Where would
you consider yourself from?”

2. What is the organizational structure of the full-time RVer subculture? Jobes
(1984) and Counts and Counts (1992, 1996) reported extensively on the social
connections and creation of community between RVers and this line of questioning was
designed to reveal if RVers visiting Newfoundland and Labrador are members of, or feel
connected to, the wider North Americain RV community. In addition to learning more
about the existence of the RV community in North America, | was interested in learning
more about the boundaries of the RV comunity and what criteria, if any, denoted a full-
time RVer as opposed to other types of RVers. A total of eight questions appear to the
interview schedule that directly address the parameters of full-time RVers subculture.
Accordingly, these questions can be categorized coressponding to my three research
subquestions dealing with subculture.

2 a) Does a full-time RVer community or subculture exist? Two interview
questions directly asked participants to confirm the existence of a full-time RVers
subculture. For example, “Would you consider there to be an "RV community™ in North

America today? Do you consider yourself a part of it?”
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2 b) What constitutes membership in the full-time RVer community? Four
interview questions opened discussion about the characteristics of belonging in the full-
time RVer subculture. RV associations have been previously shown to feature
prominently in the RVer lifestyle (Counts & Counts, 1996; Jobes, 1984; Hartwigsen &
Null, 1990). Accordingly, I asked my participants to comment on membership in RV
associations. Keeping in mind the goal of using language commonly understood amongst
my participants, | refer to RV associations as organizations throughout the interviews.
For example 1 asked my participants: “Are you a member of any RV organizations?
Could you please elaborate?” The interview schedule also included questions on the
importance of membership stickers and brands of RV.

2 ¢) How does the full-time RVer community sustain itself? One question was
designed to explore how the RVer community sustains itselt despite members being
spread across North America. Particularly, | wanted to determine the special importance
of telecommunications in maintaining these roles. For example | asked: “How is the RV
community connected? How do members stay in touch?”

3. What are the particular travel patterns of the full-time RV community? A total
of four questions that deal directly with full-time RVers travel patterns appear on the
interview schedule. These four questions approach the issue from different perspectives.
The first of these four questions asks participants to outline the difference between full-
time RVers and snowbirds directly. A second question asked participants to comment if
they considered themselves tourists and it being a tourist was compatable with being an

RVer. Exploring the issue of tourism will illuminate more about what RVers do during
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the summer and will offer a perspective preveious studies may have overlooked. The
third and fourth questions deal specificlly with how RVer communities influence travel
decisions. For example, | asked participants “Have you met other RVers who visited
Newfoundland? Did their visit influence your decision to travel here as well?”” This
question in particular addresses the phenomenon of full-time RVing in the context of
Newfoundland and Labrador, which is a focal point of the current study.
Analyses

Completed interviews were recorded using a digital recorder and were
subsequently transferred onto a computer for transcription using Express Scribe software.
Once the interviews were transcribed, I applied the research questions described earlier as
a constructivist framework for interpreting participants’ responses. In reading and re-
reading the transcribed interviews, | attempted to formulate answers to each of the
research questions that were supported by direct evidence from the interviewees’
responses. Although the interview schedule was designed so that specific interview
questions would correspond to the research questions, I considered any information from
the entire interview that was related to the research question in compiling these answers.
The themes that emerged from this small number of interviews revealed a high level of
consistency in my participants’ responses. Analysis began after all interviews were
completed.

SUMMARY
In this chapter I outlined the methods that I used to collect data by conducting

semi-structured interviews with RVers staying in Pippy Park Campground in St. John’s,



Newfoundland. Using a framework of purposive sampling, I selected participants based
on their resemblance to characteristics described in previous research. Specifically, |
searched for RVers in Pippy Park with out-of-province or country licence plates, type of
RV, and membership organization stickers or plates. I was successful in recruiting a total
of 11 interviewees for this study.

I developed a semi-structured interview schedule specifically for the purposes of
this study. The schedule included twelve interview questions centered around three main
research questions. Three questions were designed to capture experiences about what
drives the decision to leave the traditional home and travel full-time. Seven interview
questions were designed to gather perspectives about the social organization of the full-
time RVer subculture, including how my participants self-identified with the subculture,
what they felt constituted membership parameters for the subculture and how the
subculture sustained itself. Finally, four questions were designed to explore in detail the
travel patterns of full-time RVers and how they may differ from those of other RV users.
The interviews, once completed, were transcribed and all responses were analyzed using
these research questions as a constructivist framework.

In the following chapter, I present the general themes that arose during the
interviews in response to each of the interview questions, providing quotes from the
responses to illustrate how my participants described their experiences as full-time

RVers.

74



CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

This chapter describes the key themes that emerged through the interview process
using the research questions identified in the previous chapter as a framework for
contextualizing the results. As was presented in Chapter 3, this study sought answers to
three main research questions, with three sub-questions:

1. What drives the decision to RV fulltime?

2. What is the organizational structure of the full-time RVer subculture?

2 a) Does a full-time RVer community or subculture exist?
2 b) What constitutes membership in the full-time RVer community?
2 ¢) How does the full-time RVer community sustain itself?

3. What are the particular travel patterns of the full-time RV community?

In general, after approaching respondents as discussed earlier, | engaged in
discussion about the RV lifestyle with my participants. The setting of most of my
interviews was at each participant’s RV campsite. If the weather was nice we would
conduct interviews outside, sitting the picnic table at their campsite; if it was raining my
participants would invite me inside their RV. They were always hospitable, quick to
offer coffee or soft drinks whether we conducted interviews inside or outside. Two
interviews were conducted in the community of Twillingate, NL. The interview schedule
provided a guide and all of my questions were addressed in some way during the
interviews. Furthermore, the semi-structured schedule facilitated discussion on the RV
lifestyle beyond the initial questions and yielded information I would not have obtained

otherwise.
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Drivers of the decision to become full-time RVers

Each interview started with a discussion of participants’ backgrounds, not only to

learn where they came from but to also obtain more information about how and when
they started RVing. I wanted to learn more about the processes behind the decision to
begin RVing, especially the point in their lives when my participants began to consider
themselves ‘RVers.” Overall, three general themes emerged in participants responses.

First, many indicated that their families moved around when they were children or they

themselves moved around considerably as adults. Indeed, several participants disclosed

that camping or RVing was an activity that they engaged in throughout their childhoods
and as adults before becoming serious or full-time RVers. This is evident in my
participant’s responses to questions one and two of the interview schedule:

Ellen: And when did you starting RVing and how old were you?
Geolff: We've had this (RV) four years this summer and we were 61
and we went from camping over a period of 20 years to this, so for
four years.

Gilbert: Well, I was born outside Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in 1953
and I lived in that area until my family moved to Los Angles in 1969,
at that point we lived in Los Angles for quite a number of years and
I've done many things in my life, all different types of owning of
businesses, entrepreneurial, and I bought my first RV in 1969, when |
was 10 years old

Ellen: When you were that young?

Gilbert: Yeah, it was a called a Coleman pop-up trailer and I paid
8250 for it, it was a 1962 model and I've always had some type of RV
ever since then.

Ellen: What is it about RVing that draws you to it?

Gilbert: How I got involved? Well, I was in cub and boy scouts so, |
enjoyed camping and everything else, the whole outdoor lifestyle and
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that's what started me into it and then when I got old enough and
could afford to have something better than a tent that's what I stepped
into.

Sofia: Well, I'm an American and I was born in Nebraska but I grew
up and was raised and did all my work career in California and then
we travel to Arizona a lot and we have a little place in Idaho, so I'm
kind of from all over, we have a residence, our domicile is in South
Dakota ‘cause that's where we get our mail, and that's where we
register our vehicle. So, I'm from the USA.

Ellen: When did you become an RVer?

Sofia: Hmm..., I started out as a kid with my parents doing lots and
lots of camping, and then they, my dad sold trucks and then we had
motorhomes. Then early in my marriage, I had a back pack tent and
we back-packed, then we bought a Volkswagen camper and when I
could make my own coffee, that was better than a tent! Then we had a
van and I got a port-a-potty, we decided to rent a motorhome over one
weekend a Thanksgiving weekend, and once I had my own bathroom I
was never going back. So we have had class ‘A’ motorhomes ever
since then. I became an RVer probably at age ten and I'm 60 so... 50
years.

The second theme that emerged was the role that retirement played in the
transition to full-time RVing. Although my participants indicated that they engaged in
RVing and camping activities throughout their lives, generally none of my participants
began living or travelling in RVs full-time until after retirement.

Ellen: When or how did you start full-timing?

Sofia: At the end of my career, knowing that I didn't want to work
Sforever, and my husband retired five years before I did, we bought a
motorhome and we just went out on weekends and we knew we had
this big house and we didn't use the living room except for the
Christmas tree for one week at Christmas and we didn't need that, so
we sold the big house and moved into a little rental that we owned and
Sfixed up and we lived there for the five years until I could retire and
then we started full-timing.

Ellen: Ok, and when did you become and RVer and how old were
you when you started RVing?

Herb: Um, actually I had my first RV when I was 26 and had a
camper and pickup for about 8 years and the price of gas got so high




that we sold it and no longer had one and didn't get another RV until 1
remarried and retired in '03.

Ellen: Are you both retired now?
Geoff: Yes.
Ruby: I never worked.

Ellen: And when or how did you decide to start full-timing?
Gilbert: Well, it’s and interesting story. In all my middle years, I had
always seen lots of people coming into campgrounds that are a little
older, retired and so on, they saved up all their lives to buy this
beautiful RV and then unfortunately one of them gets sick or the rig is
foo big for them to handle and its already too late in their lives to try
and go back and do something to fulfil their dreams and I always said,
if I ever got the opportunity and things worked out properly then I
would love to go live in my RV and go and do that for as long as I can.
Then Terri and I got married almost 14 years ago now, she'd never
RVed at all. We got a small RV and she enjoyed it and as things
progressed, we owned our own business at the time, one thing lead to
another, and it was the right time, we sold off the close parts of our
businesses and so on and so forth, and in 2000 it was the right time
Jfor us to say "ok, we 're going full-timing!" and that's what we did.

Gilbert offers an interesting explanation behind his and his wife’s decision to
retire relatively early to RV. This is evident when he describes how when he encountered
older RVers in campground, many appeared too sick to fully enjoy an RV retirement.
This lead to Gilbert’s vow to seize the opportunity to fulfil his and his wife’s dreams
before they became too old and sick to enjoy it. Gilbert was not the only participant to
discuss RVing as a means to live life to the fullest; Herb also had something to say on the
subject.

Ellen: When or how did you decide to start full-timing?

Herb: It happened actually because of the movie "The Hours" with

Nicole Kidman. We went to see the movie 3 times in a week and we

both got the message from it: to live your life now and not to put

things off. I had been eligible for early retirement and we thought we

better just go play while we still have our health, and our energy. And
I had never seen much of the country outside of the Northwest, and
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Northern California, so for me it was fun getting to see the rest of the
country.

One participant offered a unique perspective on the role of retirement in the
transition to full-time RVing because she was approaching the age of retirement but had
not yet actually retired. At the time of the interview, she indicated that she and her
husband RV for several months during the year and that they intended to full-time after
retirement:

Eleanor: Our dream is, when I retire, Tim is old enough to retire,

when I retire in another four years, and then I'll still continue to work

part time, but because I'm a nurse I can work anywhere. Now we did

take one year actually two years off full-time work, and I worked as a

travel nurse and lived in our RV, and that gave us the opportunity to

g0 to Arizona, Texas, and I worked out there and we saw the country

out there as we worked. So we were kind of full timers at that time.

My dream is to retire, go up the West coast, in through British

Columbia up to Alaska.

A third theme that emerged is health and aging. Many of my participants
indicated that they began RVing because they wanted to have the experiences afforded by
RVing during retirement and they wanted to retire early when still relatively young and
healthy. Health and aging are serious considerations for RVers as RVing involves
varying amounts of physical work, such as parking, setting up camp, hooking up the RV
to campground services and long hours of driving. As well, RVers run the risk of facing
health emergencies in unfamiliar places where health services are potentially unknown.
Several participants identified poor health as a major factor that would prevent them from
continuing their current lifestyle.

Ellen: And how long do you plan to keep RVing?

Ruby: as long as we can do it, as long as we're healthy enough to do
it. We like to see what’s around the corner.
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Sofia: We plan to travel in our RV as long as our health holds out, we
have found that that stops more people than any other thing. If you
have significant health problems and you're tied to medical facilities
or chemo or surgery or something like that, then those folks lay down
more roots, right now we're good so we don't have any worries, it’s
indefinite.

Gilbert: the first thing is our health. If something happens to us and
we can't do it any longer and we have to settle down that would be
number one. Number two is our family's health.

One participant noted that it was not just her own healthy aging she

was concerned with. For this participant RVing enabled her to look after her

mother and grandchildren.

Eleanor: For us, because we're still working, we travel Florida and
come up the eastern sea board or in land a little bit and into... some
summers we'll go to Ontario. But our main destination is
Newfoundland. We still have family here, my mom is still here, she's
getting elderly. So Newfoundland is our destination.

Ellen: Okay.

Eleanor: But now, I would like to go travel out west, because I have
grandchildren out there. But right now my mom takes priority. And
after that it will be my grandchildren.

Organizational structure of the RV subculture

The current study set out to examine how the RV subculture was organized by

first confirming the existence of the subculture and then outlining its membership criteria

and exploring how the members sustain subculture. RVs enable occupants to live and

travel simultaneously in the same vehicle and thereby remove the pressure to secure

accommodations when traveling and provide occupants with the unique opportunity to

travel for as long as they wish, wherever they desire. Counts and Counts (1996) have

written that RVers have formed social networks and communities, constituting a
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subculture throughout North America in order to overcome the physical barriers their
transiency creates. Results pertaining to this research question are presented here in three
sub-sections.
Existence of a full-time RVer subculture or community
I asked my participants to describe their perspectives on the RV community.
When I asked, many of my participants agreed that yes, there is a North America wide
community of RVers:

Ellen: Would you consider there to be an RY community in North
America today?

Eleanor: Oh, absolutely. Very large RV community. And it has
become more diversified because what you're seeing now is younger
people.

Ellen: Oh, really?

Eleanor: With children. And what they're doing is self-educating.
They're doing self-schooling or home schooling as they call it. And
within the home schooling program that they're doing, they're also
doing the travelling in the RV.

Ellen: Do you consider yourself a part of the RV community?
Eleanor: Oh, absolutely.

Herb: Yes, there is a large RV community with lots of subsets. What
we found with retiring younger was that we were younger than most
of the RVers out there by about 10 or 12 years, but we did find a lot of
younger RVers, the Escapees Club especially as 15 or 20 subsets of
what they call special interest groups and so the one we joined up
with was the Boomers which is younger people who like to travel and
not have such a structured organization.

Sofia: Yes! The RV community is anytime that we pull in next to
another RVer and we wave. Definitely we have that in common right
away and we have more friends now in the RV community then we
ever had living in our stick house, 'cause in our house we would go
out and get the newspaper and wave at the neighbour and now we
generate much more conversation with people.
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However, not all my participants agreed that the term ‘community’ was the best
way to describe the social connections between RVers:

Ellen: Ok, let’s move on. Would you consider there to be an RV
community in North America today and do you consider yourself
a part of it?

Gilbert: Well, I don't know if we're a community because I think of a
community as a city, or a state or a province, or something like that, 1
would think it more as like a culture or a... it’s terrible to say a group
because we're more than that. There's approximately ten million on
the road in the United States that goes for everything from a five foot
trailer that pops-up into a tent through a 45-foot Prevo (a brand of
RV) which runs in excess of two-million dollars, so there's somewhere
in between there all these people exist.

It is interesting that Gilbert would reject the term ‘community’ to describe the
RVers of North America and instead prefer the word ‘culture’ to explain the relationships
RVers have with each other. Conversely, Sofia accepted ‘community” as an adequate
term to describe RVing; Eleanor also identified with the term ‘community” and even
identified younger families travelling with children as legitimate RVers. Gilbert and
Sofia are both full-timers. Ruby and Geoff do not see themselves as full-timers in the
sense that they do not live in their motorhome exclusively all year round. Yet, they
identify with being RVers:

Ellen: Can you be and RVer without being a full-timer?

Ruby: Oh yeah!

Geolff: Some people don't consider RVing as true camping but I think,

whatever you call it, once you've gone somewhere, in a recreational

vehicle then you can consider yourself and RVer, I feel like we are one

when we're out and about.

From personal experiences and encounters, both Ruby and Geoff do consider

there to be an RV community in North America. However, even though they identify
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themselves as RVers, they do not consider themselves as a part of the RVer community

in North America:

Ellen: Just from your experiences, would you consider there to be
an RV community in North America today?

Ruby: I think I've seen that, I think it’s more with full-timers though,
Ellen: Do you guys consider yourselves a part of it?

Ruby: No.

Geoff: No.

Ruby and Geoff equate the RV community with full-timers, and when questioned,
they said they spent no more time socializing with full-timers than they did with people
who RV for part of the year.

Ellen: So, do you meet a lot of full-timers when you're out travelling?

Geoff: We have but we don't necessarily spend a lot of time with them,

almost any kind of campground that we've been in we meet them and

we have a discussion and we discover that they're full-timers or

maybe we won't, but it’s fairly common and I think just about

everywhere we've been that we've encountered full-timers vs. other

people like ourselves who may go out for five or six months at a time.

We met somebody a few days ago who said that they went out for 9

months; 1 guess they weren't full-timers 'cause they went home for

three, 9 months, that's pretty full-time.

So while Gilbert expressed that there is an RV culture encompassing a variety of
RV styles, Ruby and Geoff did not consider themselves as a part of the RV community
because it is reserved for a specific type of RVer, namely. full-timers. This illustrates the

variation present among RVers and the difficulty in establishing the parameters of the RV

subculture.



Membership in the RV subculture

One theme that emerged in the course of discussing manners is that my

other users of recreational vehicles, like vacation campers.

Gilbert: We'll sit and talk, when we pull into a campground and when
we're walking through. RVers are very friendly, they're always talking
and willing to share stories and as we pull into a campground
somebody has a campfire and we'll be invited to sit down or I'll have a
fire and invite people to sit down and we sit and trade stories.

Ellen: If you've ever met somebody who wasn't friendly like that,
Gilbert: It happens.

Ellen: Do you still consider them true RVers?

Gilbert: Of course, I mean personalities don't make you an RVer
because you might have friends who don't get along with your other
friends they're still your friend. So, RVers is the name of someone who
owns an RV, their personality makes them either a social person or
not a social person. And I've always though that the nice thing about
being a full-timer and not owning a home, when you own a home and
your neighbour is a real nasty person, you have him forever. In an RV
either he's gone in three days or you are, I don't have to stay have to
stay parked next to them. You never have to worry about nasty
neighbours.

Ellen: Ok, um, so, what do you consider are good or bad manners
for an RVer and do RVers manners determining whether or not
you consider them true RVers?

Sofia: Hmm... interesting, well, bad mannered RVer would be
somebody that pulls up to Wal-Mart and pulls out his BBQ and lawn
chairs and stays for a week! That's a bad mannered RVer, good
mannered RVers, they wave they pick up after themselves, they adhere
to the quiet hours and follow the rules of the campground. I suppose
to a small degree, whether or not they're good or bad mannered
RVers is whether or not I consider them true RVers. An RVer is an
RVer, most of them are good and you're going to have a few rotten
eggs, your always going to have a few but not too much.

Herb: Yeah, because people that full time, and it took us about six
months to think about, people that full-time you never meet, you rarely
meet two people who do not get along and are not happy because they
never make it out on the road if they aren't happy in that small space

participants identified respect for the campsite as a characteristic of RVers as opposed to
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together and so, typically people with good manners meet people who
aren't nice or taking care of the campsite, then they're probably not
full-timers they've probably people who are out on a vacation. One
thing: beware of the rental RVs because those are typically people
who have no idea what they're doing and some are very nice people
but others have no idea or especially in the States up around
California you get some that are very rude and could care less about
how they treat others or the campsite.

The value that full-time RVers place on respect for the campsite may be a

reflection of their tendency treat the RV as a traditional home, wherever it is parked.

RVers understand that the site is an extension of the RV home and must be respected as

private space because that is all they have. This became apparent during a discussion

with one participant.

Ellen: So something I was curious about, your actual lot, the
space that you're on, is that part of your home while you're here?
Eleanor: Yes, it is! And that's why when we're here for a month, we
like to kind of set it up a little bit because we make it homey. And that
is our lot. Iwould not want to see people walking though our lot.
And you don't see that here in Pippy Park. There are some areas that
people will do that.

Ellen: Oh, really? Because I know that if ever I have to walk on
to somebody's lot, I always feel like I'm invading them somehow.
Eleanor: Yes, because they pay for that lot, that's your private spot!

RV associations (or organizations, as they are referred to in the interviews) are an

important aspect of RVing. Associations can encompass several different styles of

RVing such as full-timing, part-timing or occasional vacation travel. Many of my

participants said that they are members of RV associations, mainly because of the

benefits associations provide such as rallies, discount camp sites, mail services, websites,

health services, and newsletters.

Ellen: ok, so are you a member of any RV organizations?
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Sofia: Yes, we are a member of FMCA Family Motorcoach
Association and it has infinite numbers of benefits for us. Number one
Medex, should I become ill or my husband become ill, someone would
drive our rig back home, or to the destination spot for hospitalization,
they have rallies at various points through North America where you
can go get information on RVing and RVs and campgrounds, and they
hold international rallies a couple times a year, a national rally, east
coast, west coast and so FMCA is a big general origination that we
belong to. We also are Good Sam members, Escapees members,
Ellen: You and your husband are Escapees?

Sofia: And that's primarily because they have such good camping
facilities, you can boondock there inexpensively, so lots of
organizations we belong to we'll find out that there'll be a cost benefit
for us because if we can stay there at a reduced rate it pays for itself.

Ellen: Which clubs are you a member of?

Gilbert: FFCM, Good Sam, the manufacturer of my motorhome,
Newmar,

Ellen: I've heard of Newmar, they have a club.

Gilbert: Yes, and we've been very active in their club, we've lead lots
of their tours and rallies with as many as 350 rigs at it, ok so that’s
fine! Hmmm... what other clubs are we members of? That's all, so
that's good.

Ellen: are you a member of any RV organizations?
Herb: We're members of Escapees, Good Sam Club and the FMCA.

All of my participants were either current or past members of RV associations.

However, it must be noted that although organizational membership is a common

practice for full-time RVers, in line with research by Hardy and Gretzel (2011) the

attitudes of my participants were not unilaterally positive. Three participants pointed out

that the services provided by the associations were not very helpful for their RV

experiences and in one case, one participant explained how associations sent out too

much paper mail and engaged in too much cross-marketing for her to continue her

membership. Another participant indicated that the poor services provided one

association lead to her leaving that particular association. Based on this it became
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evident that although membership in RV associations is an important aspect of RVing, it

is not a prerequisite for being an RVer. In fact, some of my participants indicated
dissatisfaction with aspects of belonging to RV associations.

Ellen: Are you a member of any RV organizations?

Eleanor: No. We were in the Family Motorcoach, and we dropped
that because really, there are not that many benefits to it as far as
we're concerned. So we just have our regular insurance that you have
to carry. And that gives you kind of a membership, but it's not
membership that you're thinking of. We belonged to Passport
America, which is for camping. That gives us - if we stay in a
campsite that it's a member of Passport America we can stay there
from anywhere from 5 to 10 dollars a night. You don't find that in
Newfoundland.

Deborah: We belonged to Good Sam's.

Bill: That's the one that they said we should belong to at the first
place after we bought this (meaning their travel trailer).

Deborah: And we did.

Bill: And we did, we joined Good Sam and that's probably the most
common group in the States, but they cross market to death! We get
more mail, phone calls...

Deborah: We get letters like literately every week from them. It's such
a waste of paper, I mean they must take trees and just take forests and
Just knock them all down, so we literally just said "forget it, take this
away!”

Membership in RV associations provides many useful services to RVers as they

travel, as well as the opportunity to meet other members of the association. Associations

such as Good Sam, Escapees and FFCM have membership stickers and decals that RVers

can display on the RV. These stickers clearly advertise membership in specific

organizations and function as a symbol to identify belonging to the RVer subculture. 1

asked my participants if they looked for membership stickers while travelling in order to

determine if stickers played a significant role in facilitating interaction. About half of my

participants had stickers on their RVs (see Figure 1). However, some participants
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indicated that in their responses that, although they looked for stickers they did not play a
central role.

www.escapees.com

2 CLUS

Figure 1: RV association membership stickers on the back of one interviewee's vehicle.

Ellen: And do you look for RV organization membership stickers
on other people's RVs?

Sofia: I notice them, I don't look for them some people do, I more look
at the licence plate to see where there from.
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Herb: We do watch for them, we don't always seek people out because
we're not as group oriented as some RVers are, we're a little more
independent but we do watch for other Escapees, that's the one
organization that that we're fairly active in. the others have mainly
been to be a part of a group for camping benefits because you get
discounts for the various clubs that you're a part of.

Ellen: I know there's one called Good Sam

Herb: yeah, Escapees is another one and they have some of their own
parks you can stay at for very cheap where people buy in. The
Escapees are probably the one sticker we watch out for.

Ellen: Do you look for RV organization membership stickers on
other peoples' RVs?

Eleanor: Yes, but it's not really that important.

Ellen: Oh, okay.

Eleanor: What we'll look for is to see if they're part of a caravan.
And it's just because we 've met some of the caravan leaders and we'll
see them. But other than that, the stickers don't really mean a lot.

Interaction among RVers is not initiated only through RV associations. Many of
my participants seem to be just as interested in specific brand of RV as in membership in
specific associations. Indeed, the importance of brand is reflected by the fact that many
associations are exclusive to brand. RVs such as Airstream, Monaco and Newmar have
clubs specifically for RVers who drive their brand with their own rallies and services.
My participants indicated that when they encounter other RVers their particular brand of
RV becomes a focal point of interaction, facilitating conversations and troubleshooting
on the specifics of their particular model.

Ellen: What about brand of RV? Does that hold any significance

for you?

Sofia: We have a Country Coach and because we do we look for other

Country Coaches primarily because they have rallies and we may

have seen or met these people before it’s a small organization, it only

builds about 400 a year, so there aren't hundreds of them like

Winnebagos or Fleetwood'’s, brands like that and we travel with our

friend Russ so they troubleshoot while driving down the road:
"What’s you RPM, and what's that stuff?".
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Ellen: Are the country Coaches made to order?
Sofia: You can, at this level; we got to pick a lot of options.

Herb: It 's true because people with the same brands tend to meet up
and you have something in common to discuss. Ours is by Fleetwood
and some people with similar Fleetwood but not the same exact model
you tend to discuss your engine if you're having problems, what
dealers will handle your problems etc.

Ellen: Does brand hold any significant when you encounter new
RVers for the first time?

Bill: It does for them... It does for us too!

Deborah: Yeah,

Bill: It does for us! It's funny 'cause when you're out on the road, you
can be in the middle of no place and you'll be like pulling out of some
place, and you'll look across the highway and you'll see some arm
going crazy like this (Bill waves his hands) and they've got a Casita,
and they only sell these in Texas, one little factory, there's no dealers,
you have to go down and get it, they don't deliver, so it's, when we see
other Casita people from way off, you recognize them immediately.

As Sofia explained, she is a member of an association for owners of Country
Coach RVs, and Sofia and her husband look for other Country Coaches while travelling,
attend Country Coach Rallies and socialize with friends who also own country coaches.
Bill and Deborah did not indicate if there was an association for Casita owners but, like
Sofia’s RV, Casita RVs are not mass produced and encountering one on the road
facilitates interaction. However, my participants did point out that sometimes brand or
particular style of RV is exclusionary.

Herb: and then you also watch which people are in the higher end

RVers and that they kind of tend to go together too yeah, it's

interesting to watch.

Bill: and they only sell these (Casita trailers) in Texas, one little

Jactory, there'’s no dealers, you have to go down and get it, they don't

deliver, so it's, when we see other Casita people from way off, you

recognize them immediately. My son's got an Airstreams and they are
the biggest snobs in the world.
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Ellen: Oh really!

Deborah: Not our son! (Laughing)

Bill: Airstream people are just really snotty, because they think they're
the best, you know, it's like that forever. They take a lot of trips
fogether.

Ellen: Well, I suppose it's very distinctive.

Deborah: It’s very distinctive, they're very expensive units, and
between his (Deborah' and Bill's son) and in ours the only thing I'd
change is to have a little bit longer feet room, cause' he's got more
length, his bed is skinnier, but longer, and ours is wider and shorter,
but he's tall and we'd take a few inches from his trailer. Other than
that, I think our trailer is good or better.

Ellen: What about brand of RV? Does that hold any significance
when you encounter new RVers for the first time?

Ruby: Oh, yes!

Geoff: Ha! I don't know if a lot of people do this, it’s kind of like,
people tend to live in neighbourhoods that are reflective of their
social-economic situation. Now, there are some campgrounds that
and exclusive and you don't get in there unless you're driving a
certain kind of rig, a big motorhome, that cost many thousands of
dollars, 1 think when someone comes in you immediately do some kind
of assessment as to where they fit in this strata cause and it's been
incredible, because you get so many different kinds of people from one
end of the strata to another, and I know, I feel strongly about this,
there were some people 1'd call exhibitionist they were so extroverted
in their style and they put their expensive motor home in a place
where everyone had to come back and forth and around it was huge
with stainless steel sides, and all that, they kind of looked down on
people,

Ruby: No one liked him.

Eleanor: No. Of course you've got your high end RVs, you've got
your mid line, you've got your low line. The only difference is you
know the person in that Monaco or one of the higher end RVs or the
Prevo, which is like, a half a million dollars or more, you know, these
people are - have money. They have large amount of money.
Probably most likely. But it doesn't impact on the type of person they
are. So even though they have all this money and they have this big
RV, they're just as friendly with myselfif I'm in a 26 footer Island RV
renter as if | was one of them. So it impacts because you like to see
that side, and look at some of these nice RVs. It's like going around
any city and looking at the big homes.
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The animosity described by Ruby and Geoff is an indication that using brand as a

status symbol contravenes the shared value of inclusiveness and friendship expressed by
interviewees like Eleanor who said *...even though they have all this money and they
have this big RV, they're just as friendly with myself if I'm in a 26 footer Island RV
renter...”. For Bill and Deborah the importance of the type of RV influenced the way
they viewed themselves as related to full time RVers. Even though they participated in
the same activities as other full-time RVers they did not self identify as RVers. In the
context of the RV subculture brand can represent both a source of contention and a
cohesive force, depending on how RVers use it to communicate to other RVers.
Sustaining the RV community

Full-time RVers face a variety of unique challenges in creating and maintaining
their subculture in the face of transiency and geographical separation. This research set
out to explore the ways that RVers who travel throughout North America overcome these
challenges. In their responses to earlier questions, my participants have already indicated
their reliance on the services of RV associations as one method which agrees with
previous research in the area. However, in the times since that research was conducted,
communications technologies have become more advanced and accessible.
Communications technologies including e-mail, message boards, chat groups, blogs,
personal web pages, social media, and cell phones are now essential equipment for
RVers. Communications technologies are used to connect RVers with each other and
with family and friends. It allows for RVers to simultaneously share their travel

experiences and remain connected to others. This ensures that the amount of contact
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RVers have with one another is not limited to being in the immediate area of other

RVers. My participants have demonstrated how readily they have adopted the use of
communications technologies in their lives and how these technologies have become
fundamental to being an RVer.

Ellen: How is the RV community connected? And how do
members stay in touch?

Sofia: Through the internet, through e-mail, and through, a smaller
degree through cell phones, hardly anyone has a landline, and in the
US my friends all have Verizon, so Verizon to Verizon phone service
they can call one another and there's no cost. and I do my nights and
minutes after 9:00 and there's no cost, so its a good way to stay in
touch.

Sofia: It 's important to me because I wouldn't be doing this if 1
couldn't communicate through e-mail. 1 still phone but e-mail gives
me back and forth updates on where people are and I can do a group
and I can communicate with seven or eight people using the same
method: "Here I am! I'm fine! Here's what's going on! How are you?"

Eleanor: One big asset now is email. So we email people. Very little
telephone, because telephone is not always that easy to access. But
through e-mail we can. We have e-mail addresses for people in South
Dakota and North Dakota, in the Carolinas, and we keep in touch
with them. E-mail also over Christmas.

Gilbert: We have all the modern technology and conveniences and all
the same ways of being connected that you would have in a home, we
have internet available. I'm sure that one of the first questions that
people ask when they pull into the park is there Wi-Fi available? OK,
part A. I'm on a cell plan from the States from Verizon Wireless, when
1 go into Canada I put on the Canadian plan, my cell then partners
up with TELUS up here, Verizon still bills me, anywhere there's
TELUS I have Verizon service and I everyone or the companies,
Sprint is a big company in the United States, Verizon, AT&T, T-
mobile, they all have systems like that. And most RVers carry those
things so they can also stay in contact. When there is no Wi-Fi in
parks, we carry an USB air card. That gives me a little lower speed
then high speed DSL line but that's on the Sprint network, so as we
drive down the road we can be on the internet, and as long as we have
cell towers and Sprint available to us, our air card works. There's a



third method people use to stay in contact which is these really big
satellite dishes that come up on the back of some of the rigs and it’s
called Direct Way. That's like your Bell Express View, they have the
Direct Way and that's two way communication satellite system for
internet communication purposes.

Ellen: So technology is important?

Gilbert: Absolutely and they've made huge, huge advances in the last
five years.

The importance of communication technologies for RVers has even influenced
the design of RV parks and the services offered by RV parks and campgrounds. This is
the same for Pippy Park campground in St. John’s, where in 2007 and 2008 park
management constructed a new section of the campground to accommodate the demand
for WiFi service.

Full-time RVer Travel Patterns

One of my objectives was to learn if the RVers frequenting Newfoundland and
Labrador during the summer are the same as those who travel to the American Southwest
during the winter. This is to connect the RVers documented by Counts and Counts
(1992; 1996) and McHugh (2000; McHugh & Mings, 1991; 1996) to RVers in northern
climates during the summer, thus establishing the travel patterns or RVers as North
American-wide and influenced by the changing seasons. My participants generally
confirmed that RVers alternate locations seasonally in order to find favourable
temperatures.

Ellen: Generally, where do you travel?

Herb: In the winter we are generally in southern California, Arizona,

New Mexico, and sometimes Texas, summertime, now we 're going to

be spending in Newfoundland, but prior to that we spent summers in

Montana, Colorado, we spent our first month there, then we went to

South Dakota to the Black Hills, it’s one of our favourite places in the
country, a beautiful park, a great group of people and volunteers that
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run the park, just an amazing area, a little like your Pippy Park, good
people attract more good people and some parks everybody is stern
and I'm here cause I have to work but that particular park is well
maintained and because it’s a state park they can manage things like
the buffalo herds. It's really a well kept park.

Ellen: And in the summer where did you go?

Herb: We would go farther north because we liked cooler weather,
we 've got firiends in Grand Rapids, Michigan we like to visit then
we've been up to New England and just stay up where the
temperatures are around 70 degrees, any in the northern tier states.

Geolff: Because I'was still working and that was stretching it then, but
we took off and we took the tent and that’s how we travelled in BC
and Alberta and the north western part of the United States, seeking
cooler climates from our summers.

Sofia: If we don't like it cold, we'll move out of the cold and if we don't
like it warm we'll move out of the heat, so it is similar. 1t is interesting,
in Arizona. In the community there they no longer refer to the folks as
'snowbirds' it's 'winter visitors', because winter visitors is more
politically correct.

Herb described how he and his wife Mary meet annually with RVer friends in
Quartzite, Arizona. Herb detailed how this group exchanged travel stories and advice
that influenced many RVing decisions made by he and Mary such as the decision to join
Escapees and to travel to Newfoundland for the first time in 2007.

Herb: Actually when we first hit the road we ended up in Quartzite in
our camper and pickup and there was another couple towing a large
fifth-wheel and they were trying to sell a medium duty collar, and she
was blind with a dog and we got to know them. So they started talking
to us about the benefits of the Escapees club and you could join
because they have an RV show and you could join the Escapees there
Jor like 20 dollars off a year. And I think it costs us 60 dollars a year
to join, I think. And at that time we didn't know what we were going to
need. They provided things like a mail forwarding service e-mail and
on and on, there are a lot of different benefits you can use and we
weren't certain of how many of those we would need. And so it seemed
like a great way to stay in touch and meet people.
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Through this interview, I also sought to further distinguish the travel patterns of
full-time RVers from those of snowbirds. Despite sharing the same climate-related
motivations to engage in seasonal travel, my participants’ responses generally indicated
that full-time RVers travel cyclically and travel continuously, as opposed to snowbirds,
who travel in a linear, North-South pattern with extended stationary periods between
trips.

Gilbert: Now also, what ends up happening is something as people
call themselves snowbirds, and what they are is that they own an RV
of some sorts and let’s say they have a place in Arizona and they, you
can buy RV lots, just like you have a camping space here, you can buy
camping spaces throughout the United States so what they'll do is buy
a camping space in AZ, they will be there on that camping spot from
let's say winter time because it’s nice and warm in AZ or southern
California or Florida or in Texas then what they'll do is in, when it’s
too hot to be in those locations they'll have another lot in Minnesota
they'll drive from point A to point B in Minnesota, stay there until the
weather gets bad and drive back to point A. So, even though they live
in their motorhome full- time there're really not full-timers in the
sense that they're out travelling all the time; the true full timer, like
my wife and myself, spends literally no more than a few weeks at a
time in one area.

Herb: Snowbirding is more like people who go south for the winter,
they a lot of times are not full timers - they'll have a place in the
central parts of the States or Canada and they'll go south to avoid the
cold weather. A lot of time they'll go to one place and stay for four
months without really a lot of travel. We didn't consider that real
RVing, we considered that like having a mobile apartment and
wonder why they didn’t buy a condo somewhere. It just seemed to be
an oxymoron, to have an RV to just go sit somewhere and have Spm
show up and have happy hour and go sit inside with air conditioning
and watch TV for the rest of the evening and really never get out and
interact with the community other than their little RV Park. That to us
wasn't RVing.

Ellen: So, have you ever considered yourselves snowbirds? Or
your activities ever were like those of snowbirds?

Herb: In the winter time we go to Texas and they have signs that say
welcome snowbirds, and yeah, we've gone to Texas for the winter and

96




spent a couple of months, in a sense that's snowbirding, but in the RV

community typically, its more thought of as those people are part-

timers, who are just, down for the winter for a few months and most of

those people tow fifth-wheels or they drive gas engage motorhomes

because they're cheaper and they don't have to put as many miles on

them and people that are full-timing typically use diesel units because

they're built heavier and they accommodate more miles which you

need when you're living in it full time. and part of the full-time

definition for us and most of the others we've met, is that meaning that

they move around all year long, that they don't just sit in one in one

campground in the north all summer or in the south all winter.

Evidence from my interviews suggests that, for this group of RVers, prolonged
travel activities through areas and seasons differentiates them from snowbirds. When in
the southern United States, full-time RVers may travel to California, Arizona, on into
Mexico and back again; Gilbert talks about this when he says that he and his wife spend
no more than a few weeks at a time in a given location. Conversely, snowbirds are more
likely to spend time primarily in one place, even if they own and travel in an RV. Herb
said that he didn’t consider this real RVing. He elaborates by discussing the difference
between the types of RVs preferred by RVers and snowbirds. The more sedentary
practices of snowbirds are reflected in their choice of vehicle - according to Herb, when
snowbirds travel in RVs, it’s generally in vehicles with gas engines, whereas full-time
RVers prefer diesel engines that can better handle the rigours of constant travel.

These data were helpful as one of my objectives was to learn if the RVers
frequenting Newfoundland and Labrador during the summer are the same as those who
travel to the American Southwest during the winter. This was to connect the RVers

documented by Counts and Counts (1992; 1996) and McHugh (2000; McHugh % Mings,

1991: 1996) to RVers in northern climates during the summer, thus providing evidence
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that the travel patterns of RVers are North America wide and influenced by the changing
seasons.
RVing as Tourism

Living and travelling in an RV allows RVers to see and experience places without
having to worry about time or accommodations. I wanted to know the extent to which
the desire to experience places was a motivator for RVers by asking my participants
about tourism and if they consider themselves to actually be tourist. Initially, I assumed
that my participants would reject the moniker of ‘tourist’ because of their perspective of
the RV as a home on wheels. However, my participants readily accepted being called
tourists.

Ellen: and as an RV do you consider yourself a tourist? Is being a
tourist compatible with being an RVers?

Herb: It’s a part of what we do but we consider ourselves different
Jfrom typical tourists because for us we are home and what's outside
our living room changes every day. We try to be gracious to the
communities we visit because we realize we're outsiders and in that
sense we're lourists but it’s not like we're on holiday with lots of extra
money fo spend that's on a week or two vacation, who's saved up and
know they're to be curious and things to take home with them because
this is where we live and this is how we live.

Ellen: As an RVer do you consider yourself a tourist?

Gilbert: Absolutely, no question about it because, I think a tourist is
anyone who is coming into an area that is new and doing social
Sfunctions within that area, visiting landmarks, monuments, state
parks, sure, we're all tourists, and if we go to the same place over and
over I'm still a tourist.

Ellen: Do you have a map of North America, the kind where you
fill in the states and provinces?

Gilbert: Yes.

Ellen: Is something you like to collect and show people?

Gilbert: We have it up there it’s a talking point when people ask
"where have you been?" And we'll look at the map.
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Ellen: So, being a tourist is compatible with being an RVer?
Gilbert: I think they're synonymous...

Ellen: Ok, as an RVer, do you consider yourself a tourist? And is
being a tourist compatible with being a full-timer?

Sofia: I am a full time tourist, I am a full time tourist and that is
because we choose to go and learn about thing. We show up at the
visitors centre and I just acknowledge that I am a tourist I want to
know where to go, I want to know, I have this many days, it’s all I can
spend, what are the highlights? And they Il ofien say to me do you like
to hike, do you like museums, what do you like? And I'll tell them what
we like. So, yes I am a tourist but the difference between being a
tourist in my life is that as a tourist I usually had fourteen or twenty-
one days vacation and you had to do something all the time and now if
I'm a little tired or I need to do laundry then I take a day off and I do
laundry, go to the grocery store and clean my floors and so that's not
so much like a tourist, that's like just having a house, being home.

Eleanor: Sure, wherever we go, we're tourists! Any city now, I don't

consider myself a tourist here in Newfoundland because I'm from

there. But anywhere else I would be considered part of the tourist

trade, part of the tourist industry. And that's one big thing, RVers are

a very big part of tourist trade here in Newfoundland, and

unfortunately, with the price of gas this year, and the cost of the ferry,

I'm sure it will have an impact on the economy here in Newfoundland.

So it's a very big part of tourism.

Ellen: Okay, so is being a tourist compatible with being an RVer?

Eleanor: Of course! It kind of goes hand in hand.

The evidence provided in these interviews suggested that some full-time RVers at
least view themselves as full-time tourists as well.
The Influence of Other RVers

The final two questions on the interview schedule were designed to explore the
influence that other full-time RVers have on decisions about travel. Encountering other
members of the RV subculture while on the road is assumed to affect travel decisions

through the exchange of stories and experience encouraged at the cultural level.

According to my participants, RVers frequently interact with each other during travel,
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these encounters and conversations not only build and strengthen personal relationships,
but also play an influential role in where an RVer will choose to travel to next.

Ellen: Do you ask other RVers for travel advice?

Gilbert: We'll sit and talk, when we pull into a campground and when
we're walking through. RVers are very friendly, they're always talking
and willing to share stories and as we pull into a camp ground
somebody has a campfive and we'll be invited to sit down or I'll have a
fire and invite people to sit down and we sit and trade stories.

Sofia: We kind of think of places that we've had on our 'what's that
about list?' and yes, where other people have gong has influenced us,
it does, um, because they show us their pictures and so that sounds
exciting, so we'll go.

Ellen: This is kind of a general question: generally, where do you
travel? Do conversations or encounters with other RVers
influence your decisions about where you travel?

Deborah. Oh yeah, yeah oh yeah

Bill: (In kind of busy-body old lady voice) "Well, listen sweetie you
ought to turn left."

Deborah: and then we do, we completely do. Today some lady told us
to go up to, when we were traveling to Trinity (Newfoundland), she
told us to go there, she thought that we would like that, so we're
mulling that over.

Ellen: and when you arrive in a place you've never visited before, do you ever
ask other RVers for travel advice? Eleanor: Absolutely. Other RVers that
have probably been there before.

Additionally I was interested in understanding the decision to travel to
Newfoundland in spite of the unique challenges that accompany travel to the island.
Indeed, the fact that RVers would travel to Newfoundland on the advice of other RVers is
a testament to the trust that exists between members of the subculture.

Ellen: Have you met other RVers who visited Newfoundland?

And did their visit influence your decision to travel here?

Herb: Yes, we met people, our group that meets in Arizona every

January, a group of us met there in January of '06, and that’s the first
time we talked about it ‘cause we had wanted to come to the
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Maritimes but we weren't ready yet. So in January of '07 we had a
group, some had been here, and one person brought a CD of photos
and passed it around, of all the different provinces and shared their
information of where they've been and what not to miss. So out of that
about 8 couples said that they intended to get to the Maritimes and we
wanted to try and stay in touch with each other over the summer
months as we travelled and indeed we did. We met up with four
different couples out of that group while we were in Newfoundland.
And then once we were here we met with one couple in particular;
we'd spend a day or two together and go our separate ways and then
meet up again. It was a lot of fun, we had a good time.

Ellen: Have you met other RVers who visited Newfoundland?
And did their visit influence your decision to travel here?

Sofia: Yes, two of the couples on our RV forum have very extensive
blogs on their month-long trip here, one in 2000 and one in 2006, and
1 think Jerry and Audrey have seventy pages of detailed writings on
the area, five days in St. John's, and she saw more than, she wrote
more than I'll ever know, but yeah that very much influenced us.

Ellen: Have you met other RVers who have visited
Newfoundland?

Gilbert: Yes I have,

Ellen: And did their visit influence your decision to come here?
Gilbert: a small bit, its some place 1 wanted to see anyway this is our
first is visit here. There's so much cool stuff up here.

Ellen: Do conversations or encounters with other RVers influence
where you travel?

Ruby: Oh yeah, when we came here we knew very little about
Newfoundland but I chatted up some people and found out a whole
lot, wrote it all down and as you go...

Ellen: Okay. And have you met other people who have visited
Newfoundland?

Eleanor: Oh, yes! And they just love it!

Ellen: Oh yeah?

Eleanor: Especially Americans. Americans have said to us “what
are you doing living in a place like Florida when you come from
Newfoundland?" And of course our answer is, "You haven't been here
in the winter." And that’s why, and of course the economy. [ mean [
could work here in Newfoundland. Both of us worked here full time,
and as a nurse 1'd have no trouble anywhere.
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Ellen: Before you came to Newfoundland did you meet other

RVers who had gone to Newfoundland? And did their visit

influence your decision to travel here?

Deborah: Oooooh,

Bill: Oh yeah, that's why we're here, in a lot of ways, cause our son

was here about three or four years ago,

Deborah: He and my daughter-in-law absolutely loved it here, said it

was the most beautiful place on earth, that everyone's so lovely,

wonderful and firiendly, and they said we really, really had to come

here, so that greatly influenced our coming,

Ellen: That's good, for me that question is really important

because of Newfoundland's accessibility, it's an island.

Bill: Yeah, if it wasn't for them I wouldn't have paid what it cost lo get

us over here. I was shocked. And when we got here in the morning, i

was $380 or $340 more than what they had quoted us originally.

SUMMARY

This chapter presented the themes that emerged in my participants’ responses to
the interview questions, along with select excerpts from the interviews to support each
theme. The first topic [ examined was the drivers of the decision to RV full time. My
participants had several drivers in common. Several respondents mentioned that they had
a history that involved moving frequently and camping throughout their childhood and
adulthood, which supported a developmental model of RVing posited by Jobes (1984).
Retirement played a significant role in the transition from casual to full-time RVing. My
participants also commented on how RVing was important for healthy aging by enabling
social connections and supporting mobility.

My participants had much to offer on the social organization of the full-time
RVing subculture. Most (but not all) of my participants agreed that there was indeed an

unique community of full-time RVers in North America to which they belonged.

Membership in the subculture involved showing a profound respect for the campsite and



for the campsites of others, and extending friendship to other RVers. Belonging to an RV

association appeared to be an important component of membership especially for
bringing likeminded RVers together; yet several respondents indicated that they did not
view associations’ services to be as useful in the context of their travels. Association
stickers did not play a large role in helping full-timer RVers identify one another;
however the brand of RV was identified as an important symbol for forging relationships
with and for inferring characteristics of other RVers. The main way that my participants
indicated they sustained their lifestyle and connections with one another was through the
use of advanced communications technology such as email, blogs. social media and cell
phones.

Additionally, I asked my participants about their travel patterns. The responses to
this question indicated that this group of RVers have had a very wide array of
experiences, ranging from as far south as Belize and as far north as the Northwest
Territories. There was generally a consensus that the travels did tend to follow warmer
weather, spending the winter months in southern locations and the summer months in the
north. However, with this group of interviewees, the pattern was described as circular
rather than linear, driving down one coast, crossing the continent, and returning north up
the other coast, timing their arrival at each location with the onset of temperate weather.
My participants looked on travel as a further indicator of belonging in the full-time RVer
subculture.

Contrary to my expectations, most of my interviewees indicated that they

regarded themselves as tourists. They are very active in sharing their experiences,



consulting with one another and recommending destinations, campsites, and attractions.
The advice of other full-time RVers often influenced my participants’ decision to make
the trip to Newfoundland and Labrador.

In the next chapter, I will discuss the implications of these findings for

interpretation of previous research and their relative fit with theoretical predictions.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

In the previous chapter, I presented the data I collected and transcribed from my
participant interviews. With my participants [ explored themes surrounding the decisions
to RV, the organizational structure of the RV subculture, and the significance of travel
patterns of RVers. This chapter will be structured in a way that corresponds to this
study’s three main research questions:

1. What drives the decision to RV fulltime?

2. What is the organizational structure of the full-time RVer subculture?

3. What are the particular travel patterns of the full-time RV community?

My major findings provided general support for the existence of an RV subculture
through evidence that respondents shared beliefs, values, norms, and symbols by which
they can identify each other, determine who is and is not an RVer, and that they find
meaning in their social interactions. | argue that because these descriptions of travel
patterns and motivations differed from those of snowbirds as described in previous
research, the interview data provides some evidence that full-time RVers are indeed
distinct from snowbirds. I also highlight how RVers utilized many communications
technologies to overcome the issues that are presented by geographic separation, and the
emergent importance of the brand of RV for my participants’ identification as full-time
RVers.

The Decision to RV Full-Time
One of the focuses of my research involves the motivations behind the decision to

live and travel in an RV. Retirement allows people who choose to live in an RV the
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opportunity to travel for the entire year and the RV itself facilitates travel by combining
the means to travel with accommodations. However, there are other considerations for
those who choose to RV, such as separation from family and friends, the loss of their
previous permanent home, and the logistical issues of RVing, including arranging health
care, travel costs, and isolation on the road. Given the many potential negatives
presented by RVing, why choose it as a lifestyle? RVing provides people with
experiences and a sense of freedom living in a permanently fixed home cannot provide.
For those who choose this kind of life this is more than an adequate trade-off, it is the
primary motivation to become and stay RVers.

Counts and Counts (1992; 1996) and Jobes (1984) both discussed the
circumstances surrounding the decision to live and travel in an RV on a full time basis.
As Hartwigsen and Null (1990) reiterated, full-timers are not on vacation but actively
participate in a lifestyle that they choose. They observed that vacation traveling is too
expensive for many RVers and also too fast paced for people who value sightseeing and
relaxing.

Jobes (1984) observed that full-time RVers often began RVing years earlier as
weekend vacation travellers, gradually shifting into a seasonal and finally a full-time
lifestyle after retirement. This position was also supported by the work of McHugh and
his colleagues (McHugh et al., 1995), who suggested that RVers were more likely to have
moved frequently in their youth. My participants described similar circumstances that
led them into adopting the full-timer lifestyle. Although the small number of interviews

limits the extent to which these findings can be generalized to all full-time RVers, several
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participants disclosed that camping or RVing was an activity that was very important for

them throughout their childhoods and as adults. They did not just one day ‘become’
RVers, rather they feel they’ve been RVers their entire lives and that retirement provided
the ideal circumstances to become full timers. For example, Sofia explained how when
she worked as a nurse she and her husband would camp on the weekends. They did this
for five years waiting for Sofia to retire:

At the end of my career, knowing that I didn't want to work forever,

and my husband retired five years before I did, we bought a

motorhome and we just went out on weekends...we sold the big house

and moved into a little rental that we owned and fixed up and we lived

there for the five years until I could retive and then we started full-

timing.
This finding is strongly supported by previous findings in RV research. Once Sofia
retired, both she and her husband made the decision to RV full-time.

The Social Organization of the Full-Time RVer Subculture

This study was also concerned with how full-time RVers organized their
subculture. My review of relevant sociological research into the phenomenon of full-
time RVing, along with my discussion of several pertinent theoretical perspectives,
suggests that the answer to this question is multifaceted. However, it must be noted that
the scope of my investigation does not support a strong generalization from these
interviewees to all full-time RVers.

All of my participants’ responses were generally supportive of the existence of a
unique full-time RVer subculture in North America. This finding is consistent with the

results of previous investigations in the phenomenon (Counts and Counts 1992; 1996;

Jobes 1984; McHugh 2000). Curiously, while all of my participants agreed that a RVers
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subculture does exist, four respondents later indicated that they did not feel they should
be included in its membership.

The nature of the RV lifestyle has indeed meant that RVers face many common
problems. Researchers such as Austin (2009), Clarke (2006) and Parker et al. (2003) have
found that subculture groups tend to band together to address and find collective
solutions for shared challenges. In chapter two, | contended that RVers may share several
common concerns, such as financial and healthy aging demands in the face of retirement,
difficulty accessing democratic and civic processes, and isolation. This list of potential
common problems was based on the descriptions of Hoyt (1954), Jobes (1984) and
Counts and Counts (1992; 1996).

Responses from my interviewees provided some support for this prediction. For
example, as Herb discussed, RVers will frequently share information with one another
regarding the best places to buy “...things that are expensive like tires, people will discuss
where to buy tires across the country, and as people that are full-timers make their
rotation around the country, sometimes people will make plans ahead of time.” Herb
reinforced his reliance on other RVers for financially-advantageous planning or advice by
noting that “...there's things like that that people do to save money but the economy of it
is - most of us really have to watch, because we're on fixed incomes...” Furthermore, in
her interview, Sofia described an annual gathering of some 200,000 RVers in Arizona,
and mentioned that one of the major reasons why RVers congregate there (despite a
profound lack of RV facilities) was the extraordinarily low monthly camping fee. The

issue of low fees was mentioned specifically by several of my participants, which lends
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some support to the centrality of financial pressures as a common problem for many full
time RVers.

There was moderate support in my interviews for the importance of healthy aging
as a cohesive issue for RVers. The topic was raised directly by Gilbert, who mentioned
that health concerns, for himself or his family, were the main factors that could force him
to stop RVing full time. Sofia also discussed health care in the context of services
provided by an RV association, describing that, “should I become ill or my husband
become ill, someone (from the association) would drive our rig back home, or to the
designated spot for hospitalization...” Speaking of health concerns in these two contexts —
as a barrier to RVing full time and as a service provided by associations enabling
members to continue their travels — is consistent with the reports of Counts and Counts
(1992; 1996), whose ethnography remains a definitive work in the field. However, the
issue of healthy aging was only mentioned spontaneously in these two interviews, and in
the absence of an interview question that asks about the issue directly, the extent to which
we may assume this to be a problem for all my participants is limited.

Isolation that results from transiency and geographic separation was a third
potential common problem highlighted in previous research. Several of my participants
discussed their approaches to combat this isolation. Thanks to access to vastly improved
communications technology such as wireless and satellite internet. several of my
participants indicated that email and web-based messaging were important tools for them
to remain connected to family and friends. As | pointed out in Chapter 1, these

technologies were not available to RVers when previous researchers conducted their
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studies. As such, the importance of communications technologies in the lives of RVers
remained undocumented. The prominence of communications technologies to my
participants demonstrates that RVers actively choose to utilize whatever tools they
require to adapt to the transient lifestyle. The dynamic use of these technologies also
contradicts the stereotypical view of elderly people as unwilling or unable to learn about
new technologies. The example of RVers may in fact demonstrate that social relevance is
more important than age in the adoption of new technologies. For my participants, the
ability of technology as a tool to overcome the barriers faced by the group overcame any
age related reluctance to adopt its use. Additionally, several of my participants discussed
the importance of rallies for meeting and interacting with other RVers. As such, the
inclusion of isolation as a common problem for full time RVers was supported in my
interviews.

As was discussed in Chapter 2, individuals typically identify with their subculture
through the symbols, values and norms that they share with other members (Aversa Jr.,
1990; Rose, 1994; Austin, 2009; Clarke, 2006; Counts & Counts, 1992; 1996). My
review of the relevant literature suggested that, for full-time RVers, some of the most
commonly held values could include reciprocity and freedom and independence, and
these values are reinforced through symbols such as RV brand and association stickers.
Throughout their interviews, my participants did provide some confirmation for these
previous findings.

Counts and Counts (1996) contended that for full-time RVers reciprocity often

took the form of uncommon courtesy and the exchange of knowledge, experience, and
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services amongst full-time RVers; these acts served to hastily connect to temporary
neighbours as a tactic to assuage the challenge of isolation on the road. Several
participants in this study indicated that courtesy was a necessary component to be
considered a true full-timer. As Sofia stated, “...whether or not they're good or bad
mannered RVers is whether or not I consider them true RVers.” Herb’s comments
echoed the need for RVers to have good manners, stating that “people who aren't nice or
taking care of the campsite, then they're probably not full-timers, they're probably people
who are out on a vacation.” Deborah regarded “snooty RVers™ with disdain when they
wouldn’t respond after she said hello. Yet even as these participants spoke about the
importance of courtesy, they did not explicitly connect that convention with the need to
combat isolation.

The interviews provided more evidence of commonly sharing experiences and
knowledge. According to Bill, full-time RVers are constantly sharing advice on where to
travel. As was mentioned earlier, Herb indicated that RVers are sharing their experiences
relating to where to find the best price on expensive items such as tires. In one case, one
participant actively maintained a blog where she posted recommendations on which
campsites or restaurants to visit, along with more detailed information about the sites like
**...don’t go in the bushes in the other parts, you have to go to Loop 4 (of Pippy Park to
access wireless internet).”

My participants indicated that the formal ritual of actually joining an RV
association was an important part of beginning to RV full time. As was suggested by

previous researchers, the services provided by RV associations do provide support to
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RVers as they learn to cope with the demands of full time travel. Presumably, as RVer
make the transition to full time status, they inherit the common problems of the
subculture, as previously discussed. However, as several of my participants gained
experience with the challenges of full time travel, their relationship with RV associations
grew more complex and less unilaterally positive. Interestingly, those interviewees who
indicated that they did not feel they were true members of the RV subculture also
mentioned that they were no longer members of any RV associations. This may be
indicative of how central membership with an association is to a self-concept of
membership in the subculture. Alternatively, the lack of unanimous enthusiasm for RV
association members with this group of RVers could also be a residual of the
contradiction in the values that full-time RVers hold about themselves as simultaneously
independent and familial. Indeed, since the conclusion of these interviews. Hardy and
Gretzel (2011) have described groups of fiercely independent full-time RVers that travel
in relative isolation from other, more community-minded full-time RVers.

If some RVers continue to travel full-time without maintaining a membership
with any RV associations, this casts some new light on the findings of those researchers
who interviewed RVers at association or brand rallies (see Jobes, 1984: Counts &
Counts, 1996). By focusing on those full-time RVers belonging to these associations.
those researchers may have inadvertently left out an important group of individuals who
still travel full time in their RVs, thus limiting the extent to which we can generalize their

results to all RVers. Indeed, the apparent requirement to register with an RV association



which may not provide the services one requires in order to be considered part of this
subculture may conflict with the freedom that RVers value so dearly.

The importance of RV associations is clearer, however, if interpreted through the
lens of liminality. Evidence from my interviews suggests that association membership
may be more important for RVers as they enter the full-time domain. As one interviewee
described the Good Sam Club, “that’s the one they said we should belong to at the first
place after we bought this (meaning their RV)... and we did, we joined Good Sam.” The
act of joining an RV association may be a part of a rite of passage, where new members
separate from their previous identities and incorporate into an order of equal peers.

Another value that RVers commonly display is independence and freedom.
Counts and Counts (1996) observed that RVers identify themselves with the pioneers of
the old American West. As the legitimate heirs of the pioneering spirit, RVers espouse
collective values of freedom, independence, self-reliance, community, and mutual
assistance. In some cases, my participants did express this value in a traditional sense
(For example, Gilbert spoke of how an RVer can simply pack up and move if they did not
get along with their neighbour). For many of my participants, this value was manifested
in the adventurous and pioneering spirit of following your dreams and living life to the
fullest. Both Herb and his wife Mary spoke of how their inspiration to finally leave their
traditional home and RV full-time came from the film The Hours, which made both of
them realize they only had one chance to pursue their passion for life. When asked
whether she would ever join a caravan of RVs, Ruby emphatically responded that they

were ...""too independent for that.” My participants frequently made comments such as



“life’s too short” and “live your life now and not to put things off”. As Bill exclaimed,
for him full time RVing was about “more sunsets and less bullshit!”

Based on the results of previous research, [ was expecting to find wide-spread
usage of RV association stickers amongst my participants as a symbol to broadcast full-
time RVer status. Yet support for this prediction was lacking from this sample of
interviewees. Mostly, this group of RVers did admit that they casually watched for
association stickers, but did not actively seek them out. As Sofia related, I notice
(stickers), 1 don't look for them; some people do.” This lack of strong support for the use
of and focus on RV association stickers may be related to the complex relationship that
this group of RVers reported with the RV associations themselves.

For my interviewees. RV brand was a far stronger theme than RV association.’
My participants indicated that they relied on RV brand in a variety of contexts to make
assumptions about other RV users. First, several interviewees indicated that they used
RV brand as a way to break the ice with others. This could be particularly true where the
brand of RV is uncommon or rare, as indicated by Bill. He and his wife Deborah travel
in a Casita RV, which are only manufactured and sold in one town in Texas. As Bill
described, “Other Casita people invite us to their houses everywhere we go...” and “you'll
look across the highway and you'll see some arm going crazy like this (Bill waves his
hands) and they've got a Casita.” Herb observed a similar phenomenon, stating that

“people with the same brands tend to meet up and you have something in common.”

® It should be noted that although RV brand appeared to be a stronger theme than RV association with this
group of participants, the two are indeed related, as many RV associations are brand-exclusive. See for
example the Wally Byam Caravan Club International and the Newmar Full-Timers association, which are
exclusive to Airstream brand vehicles and Newmar brand vehicles, respectively.
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Not only does brand operate as a means to quickly facilitate relationships with

other RVers, but according to several interviewees, brand is used to infer characteristics
of other RVers who drive a different brand of RV from their own. Specifically, there
appears to be division based on the size and luxury of the RV that they drive. Despite
driving a large Fleetwood RV herself, Mary rolled her eyes with contempt as she
recounted receiving an invitation out to dinner by a group of Monaco RV owners
(Monaco being a particularly high-end brand of RV). Bill and Deborah referred to
Airstream owners as “snotty” and “snooty™. Perhaps Geoff’s comments phrase this
sentiment the best, as he stated that,

1 don't know if a lot of people do this, it’s kind of like people tend to

live in neighbourhoods that are reflective of their social-economic

situation. Now, there are some campgrounds that are exclusive and

you don't get in there unless you're driving a certain kind of rig, a big

motorhome, that cost many thousands of dollars, I think when

someone comes in you immediately do some kind of assessment as to

where they fit in this strata...

This evidence of stratification amongst full-time RVers along the basis of RV
brand appears to disagree somewhat with the conclusions of previous full-time RVing
researchers. Counts and Counts placed a greater emphasis on reciprocity and on how
RVers regard each other as ‘“family” and whose relationships may be “more ideal than the
reality because they are short-term and focused on mutual help™ (1996; p. 176). Yet
Counts and Counts did not provide any comment on the significance of RV brand for
how full-timers felt and acted towards one another. Jobes™ (1984) research may also be

limited for a different reason because of his focus exclusively on Airstream owners at a

WBCClI rally. Jobes did not consider the influence of RV brand when forming
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conclusions about how temporary communities are formed amongst rally attendees. nor

could he without expanding his study to include perspectives on other brands of RV. As
such, Jobes’ description of the temporary community formed by his participants may not
apply equally to all full-time RVers.

The reality regarding the role RV brand plays for full-time RVers may more
closely resemble the situation described by Austin (2009). Austin’s study on the rituals
and social organization of bikers at a motorcycle rally has implications for this study
because of his focus on a particular brand of motorcycle - BMWs. Unlike Jobes (1984),
Austin examined the importance of motorcycle brand for creating a unique self-image
that separates a BMW rider from other types of bikers. Compared with other bikers,
BMW owners regarded themselves as more refined and quiet. with more sophisticated
bikes and less lewd and raucous behaviour. Furthermore, using Durkheim (1915/1965)
as a touchstone, Austin contended that for his participants, the motorcycle functioned as a
‘sacred object’ which operated as a unifying symbol for a unique subset of motorcyclists.

Considered from the perspective outlined in this study, the BMW motorcyclists
described by Austin (2009) had a set of shared beliefs and symbols that differed from
those of the motorcyclist culture at large. For RVers, brand may be the unifying point for
members within a subculture. This conundrum is further evidence of the limitations and
challenges of subculture research, namely, that the boundaries of subcultures are often
poorly-defined and difficult to ascertain.

The stratification of RVers by RV brand does not provide support for the

development of communitas as described by Turner (1967; 2002). From Turner’s
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perspective, the transiency of RVers could reasonably be conceptualized as a prolonged

rite of transition, characterized by a state of ambiguity, invisibility, poverty and duality
and culminating in a sense of temporary ‘togetherness’, an intense emotional connection
with others termed ‘communitas’. Although much has been written about the equality
felt amongst full-time RVers, feelings of communitas may not develop fully with this
group because the differences between brands of RV is reflective of a socioeconomic
difference between individuals. Some RVs inevitably cost more than others. Possessing
a more luxurious, more expensive RV than others would seem to violate the assumption
of poverty amongst the transient group, providing a barrier to the development of
communitas - except perhaps among the owners of specific brands themselves.

Previous researchers such as Counts and Counts (1992; 1996) and Jobes (1984)
cited the exchange of food, experiences, and continuous travel as examples of shared
activities that are unique to full-time RVers. Interestingly, the exchange of food was not
commonly mentioned by interviewees in this study, providing little evidence for food-
sharing as a ritual of importance. This lack of support may be partially explained by the
phrasing of the interview questions specifically related to such rituals. It is also worth
noting that Pippy Park where the research was conducted has no areas to facilitate pot
luck dinners or a ‘community centre” for “happy hour” style socialization. Looking at the
interview questions, far more emphasis was placed on the exchange of experiences and
travel. Given this, it is not surprising that participants with this study provided
considerably more support for the importance of the exchange of travel experiences in

their interviews.  Generally, this sample of interviewees conveyed the importance of
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full-time travel as they described the rich history of locations and encounters they had

accumulated over the years. These eleven interviewees discussed their travels to a wide
array of places, including Belize; the Yucatan peninsula region of Mexico; U.S. states
such as Texas, Arizona, California, Massachusetts, Washington, Florida, Oregon,
Indiana, Alaska, South Dakota, Nebraska; and Canadian provinces such as Ontario, the
Maritime provinces, and Newfoundland and Labrador. Many interviewees mentioned
that they had a “‘wish list” of places to which theyd like to travel in their RV, with
refer