
LIFE Recreation ReMEDIES  Recreational boating in the UK: Personal narratives and boaters’ perspectives 
 

1 

‘Recreational boating in the 
UK - Personal narratives and 
boaters’ perspectives’ 
Rhys Madden, July 2021 

Project Summary: 
This research project was delivered as part of a 
volunteer placement with Natural England’s social 
science team. The project aimed to investigate 
how recreational boaters in the UK thought about 
themselves, boating as activity, and the wider 
boating community.  

It was conducted between February and May 
2021, and consisted of 9 recorded interviews, a 
qualitative survey with 38 responses, and 
observation of online boating-related groups.  

The summaries below follow the chapter headings 
of the wider project report. They provide some 
initial insights into boaters’ experiences, while 
also highlighting areas for more targeted research 
in the future. 

Memorable experiences:  
Participants’ memorable experiences often 
included them responding to changing conditions 
and averting potential disasters. This could be 
through action in the moment or by successful 
advance planning. These narratives suggest that 
risk awareness and management is an important 
part of how boating expertise is conceptualised. 

Some individuals also distinguished between 
memorable journeys and memorable moments: 

Moments highlighted the different experiences 
that could occur within a single journey, a result 
of changeable conditions and the ways in which 
journeys were naturally subdivided. Entering a 
harbour posed different stresses to being at open 
sea, for example. Memorable moments included 
everything from incredible interactions with 
nature to intensely stressful events at sea. 

Journeys, by contrast, could be memorable for 
higher-order reasons. These included spending 
time with family or friends, visiting particularly 
beautiful stretches of coastline, or what a journey 
meant in the context of people’s prior experience 
and personal development.  

Felt experiences: 
Boating was seen to generate specific ways of 
thinking and feeling that separated it from 
participants’ wider lives. This included awareness 
and continual attention to potentially changeable 
conditions, exhilaration from feeling on the edge 
of control, and moments of calm and 
connectedness to the surrounding environment.  

Boating also generated sensory experiences which 
made it feel distinct. These included  heightened 
physical feelings and unparalleled views of the 
sea, sky, and coastline, which helped some to 
think about the UK differently to before. Hearing 
and feeling the boat moving well was also 
important in becoming attuned to the activity and 
the environment. As such, the moment of turning 
the engine off a sailboat was particularly valued 
for the greater awareness it allowed.    

Freedom: 
‘Freedom’ was mentioned by many individuals as 
a key part of what boating offers them. However, 
what freedom referred to varied significantly 
between people, and included: 

• A subjective feeling when on the water 

• The ability to have limitless experiences after 
an initial investment in buying a boat 

• Self-determination in planning trips and 
adapting them mid-journey 

• A lack of regulation or external control 
compared to life on land 

Learning and personal development:  
Learning to sail, in particular, was seen to develop 
a range of personal qualities. This included care 
for others, responsibility, and self-reliance. Some 
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participants were attracted to boating in the hope 
that it would force them to develop these 
qualities and a mindset that was distinct from 
other people. They also highlighted how the 
development of these qualities meant boating 
could and should play a role in social mobility.  

More generally, many people saw boating and 
boat-ownership as continual learning processes, 
with increasing personal experience and wide-
ranging technical knowledge. Individuals often 
took a blended approach to learning through 
books, online resources, training courses and 
informal conversations. However, personal 
experience seemed the ultimate ground for 
knowledge and the main basis from which people 
advised others.   

Lifecourse:  
Asking individuals how they got involved in 
boating led to stories of changing levels of 
involvement over their lives. Factors which they 
referenced as relevant included:  

• Family involvement (actual or hoped for) 

• Moving to particular places 

• Starting to teach others in some way 

• First purchasing a boat 

Often people’s narratives were of increasing scale, 
with progressively bigger boats or longer voyages. 
But individuals also stopped or reduced their 
involvement at various times. This corresponds 
with findings in the relevant literature where 
boating involvement is not affected by external 
factors in a unidirectional way. Having children, 
for example, is likely to change levels of 
involvement, but this could equally be a reduction 
in available time or an increased emphasis on 
boating as a shared family activity—the personal 
circumstances are key.  

Types of boat/boater:  
The strongest distinctions between types of 
boater were based on people’s attitude, and 
especially their care and consideration for others. 
A lack of consideration could be associated with 

certain types of motorboater, but also with 
certain types of sailor. Further distinctions 
between sailors included: 

• Enjoying the journey vs the destination 

• Maximising performance vs sailing in a relaxed 
(or seemingly lazy) manner 

• Anchoring overnight vs returning to shore 

One reason proposed for differences in attitude 
was the nature of people’s family background in 
boating. Another was their available time, as 
individuals who could only go boating a few times 
a year because of their high-powered jobs were 
seen to prioritise their own experience on the 
water over helping others.  

Community: 
Survey respondents identified a broad range of 
places where they felt the greatest sense of 
community in boating. This included sailing clubs, 
online groups, particular places on the coast, 
where their boat was kept, and in the company of 
certain types of people, to name a few. 

Interview participants also described a number of 
factors which make the boating community 
unique. One highly valued attribute was how 
boating facilitated the spontaneous creation of 
new relationships, which could quickly deepen 
and become potentially long-lasting. Particular 
places were seen to bring people into contact, like 
specific areas of the coast, sailing clubs, and boat 
yards or marinas. Initial contacts could then 
develop quickly due to the expectation of a 
shared mindset and outlook between boaters. 

Among boat-owners, another key aspect to 
community was the idea of mutual support. This 
included the sharing of advice in-person and 
online, as well as offering time or expertise to 
help one another.  

Suggestions for further research:  
In general, there is a need to speak to individuals 
who have a more occasional involvement in 
boating, who identify as motorboaters rather than 
sailors, and who are not boat-owners.  
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The topics which emerged during this research 
could each be more fully explored, with an 
attention to any differences on the lines of age, 
race, gender, socio-economic status, etc. Future 
research could also investigate how boaters’ self-
representations map onto observable behaviour. 
and how the issues discussed relate to a wider 
historical and social context.  

Suggested specific research questions:  

How are journeys subdivided, and what can this 
tell us about how people think or feel during 
specific moments like anchoring/mooring?  

• Method: Creative activities to map out 
different stages of journeys, possibly sharing 
and discussing with other participants 

Do boaters’ concerns (e.g. over increased 
regulation) have wider historical and contextual 
roots? If so, how can these be addressed to 
reduce resistance to new interventions?  

• Method: Interviews or surveys focusing on 
historical change; Analysis of archival 
documents including boating-related 
publications 

How do individuals come to learn, act upon, or 
resist new information? 

• Method: Learning journals/diaries with 
participants; Analysis of online blogs or vlogs, 
many of which follow new boaters learning 
over time 

How can behavioural change efforts reach those 
who boat mainly to accompany others, are in the 
process of decreasing their involvement, or who 
are otherwise less active in the places where 
many boaters learn? 

• Method: Outreach in-person at coastal sites, 
with possible surveys or follow-up interviews 

What reasons for difference between types of 
boater do people provide, and can this help to 
understand subdivisions within the community?  

• Method: Interviews/Survey 
 

Notes for communication and 

outreach:  
Risk: Understanding wider attitudes towards risk, 
and the idea that changeable weather is the 
decisive factor in boating, could contextualise 
issues like some boaters’ worries over decreasing 
access to safe anchorages. 

Felt experience: Awareness of seagrass could be 
linked into how people already value attuning to 
their surrounding environment, with specific ways 
of thinking and feeling while boating.   

Freedom: Interventions could be tied to positive 
ideas about freedom, like journey planning and 
self-determination, even if regulation is seen to be 
increasing.  

Learning/personal development: While 
communication strategies could benefit from a 
multi-platform approach, there may be a lag in 
support for interventions until people gain 
personal experience. Facilitating people in sharing 
their personal experiences could be useful.   

Types of boater: Targeting different types of boat 
may not map onto how people think about 
different types of boater – a 1:1 relationship 
should not be assumed. Attending to people’s 
wider motivations and facilitating factors may 
help making communications about boating 
relevant. 
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