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THE STRUCTURING OF RECREATIONAL INTERESTS

DAVID K. B. NIAsS
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Ratings for degree of interest in hobbies, TV programs, reading topics and sports, together with
the leisure activities they encouraged in their children, were obtained from 1270 adults. Ten
relatively independent factors, with a fair degree of similarity across sex, were arrived at by
principal component methods. The analysis was carried out on individual items rather than a
priori scores, and the subjects were required to rate only those activities with which they were
familiar. The factors were more specific than those identified previously, with normally combined
interests such as entertainment and films emerging as separate components. As a first step
towards identifying the characteristics of people with different interests, the relationship of each
factor to personality and demographic variables was investigated.

There have been many studies on the structuring of vocational interests but, with a few
notable exceptions, recreational interests have been neglected. An early factorial classification
of vocational interests, based on the Strong Vocational Interest Blank, was by Thurstone
(1931). His “centroid” method gave four factors which were interpreted as Science, Language,
People and Business. Lurie (1937) conducted a similar analysis on the Allport-Vernon Study of
Values and identified four factors labeled as Social, Philistine, Theoretical and Religious.
Eysenck (1970), in reviewing subsequent studies, concluded that very little has been added,
apart from results in general agreement with the original analyses.

The first attempt at a statistical classification of recreational interests was by Thorndike
(1935). He identified four correlated groups of interest items that were replicated across two
samples of college graduates. These were Utility (reading the newspaper, politics, etc.), Ideas
and Fancy (reading fiction, theatre or movies), Music, and Outdoor Sport. Another study on a
small number of recreational interests was described by Vernon (1949). Interests in a
biographical questionnaire, completed by 1000 Royal Navy recruits, were factor analyzed. A
general factor emerged that was labeled Cultural and Intellectual Level (photography, acting,
reading versus football, metalwork, cooking). Four subsequent factors were extracted and
labeled Mechanical (metalwork), Athletic, Social. and Domestic (house repairs, gardening). A
factor analysis of a large number of occupations and recreations, but reduced to 95 scores, was
performed by Guilford et al. (1954). Separate analyses were carried out for two large groups of
Air Force personnel, with 17 factors being replicated of which four involved recreations. These
were interpreted as Adventure versus Security, Esthetic Appreciation, Esthetic Expression, and
Need for Diversion.
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The studies reported by Thorndike (1935) and Vernon (1949) were restricted in terms of the
number of items (16 and 20, respectively), while that of Guilford et al. (1954) was limited by
their procedure of partially determining the final classification by assigning items to 95 a priori
categories before carrying out the factor analysis. The same limitations have been noted as
applying in most studies on the classification of vocational interests and values (Eysenck,
1970). Thus the main aim of the present study was to arrive at a comprehensive classification of
recreational interests based on an analysis of a large number of individual items. A further aim
was to identify the type of person most likely to be attracted to the different areas. This was
attempted by relating each interest factor to person. ality, demographic and family variables.

METHOD

Parents of school children in England completed an interest rating scale, a personality
questionnaire and some biographical details. They were specially requested to complete the
questionnaires on their own and to return them independently by post. Properly completed
questionnaires were obtained from 612 men aged around 45 years and 658 women aged around
42 years, representing a response rate of about 63%. The sample was above average in terms of
occupational status.

The interest rating scale was specially constructed and consisted of 82 items presented under
five headings (leisure activities, TV programs, reading preferences, watching and participating
in sport, and activities encouraged in their children) - A rating for each item was requested on a
5-point scale ranging from “like doing very much” to “dislike”. Responses were required only
for activities in which they had some experience, a “never done” category being provided for
unfamiliar activities.

Personality was assessed with a 80-item revision of the Eysenck inventory (Eysenck and
Eysenck, 1975), and other data included age, occupation (classified according to salary), family
size (number of children), and urban or rural home. A characterization of their children in terms
of such variables as personality, intelligence, physique and popularity was also available as part
of a larger study (Nias, 1977, 1979)

A principal components and Promax analysis (Hendrickson and White, 1964) was carried
out on the interest items for men and women separately. To help ensure reliability, only 70
items rated by at least 80% of the sample were included. To assess the degree of independence
of the resulting classification, intercorrelations among the Promax factors were computed. For
the degree of similarity across sex, factor comparison coefficients were computed by matching
the two sets of factors in terms of the vector angles (White, 1966). Finally, factor loadings for
the personality and other variables, including those of their spouse and children, were obtained
using the “factor extension” method described by Gorsuch (1974). This method was also used
to project the two sets of 12 items rated by less than 80% of the sample onto the factor pattern
without affecting the structure.

RESULTS

The principal components analysis yielded many factors concerned with different
interests, there being no general factor. Although there were some 20 components
with latent roots exceeding unity, for the purposes of summarizing many items in terms
of a few factors it was considered sufficient to rotate only the first 10 of these. The
resulting Promax factors, which accounted for 31 and 29% of the total variance
for men and women, respectively, are presented in Table 1. Three high-loading items
have been selected for describing each factor. The factor comparison coefficients are
given after the label chosen for each factor; in four cases, where the comparison coefficients
are low, it has been necessary to give a different factor label for the two sexes. Table 2
gives the loadings of the personality and demographic variables that exceeded 0.15: in the
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case of the children’s characteristics, loadings are given where coefficients above 0.15 were
replicated at least for men and women or for sons and daughters. Intercorrelations among the
factors were generally low, the highest being between the two sport factors (0.43 and 0.37 for
men and women, respectively); all the others were below 0.30. Further results are provided by

Nias (1975).
TABLE 1: INTEREST FACTORS
Loading
Label High Loading Items Men Women
1. Sport when Young Sport:
(0.91) Interest aged 10-15 0.80 0.89
General ability at school 0.61 0.74
Watching aged 10-15 0.83 0.79
2. Current Affairs TV:
(0.95) Political programs 0.71 0.59
Documentaries 0.65 0.67
News 0.71 0.67
3. Entertainment/Social Leisure:
(0.62) Talking to friends 0.18 0.54
Drinking 0.03 0.65
4. Crime and Mystery TV:
(0.79) Romantic films 0.56 0.05
TV:
Crime films 0.48 0.71
Reading:
Detective stories 0.83 0.74
Mystery, thriller stories 0.79 0.68
5. Sport Leisure:
(0.87) Outdoor sports 0.46 0.46
Sport:
Number of present sports 0.75 0.58
Participating with children 0.77 0.73
6. Films/Romance TV:
(0.60) Adventure films 0.80 0.20
Romantic films -0.07 0.81
Westerns 0.67 0.27
7. Encouraging Children Encouraging:
(0.92) Hobbies 0.48 0.58
Joining clubs 0.66 0.46
Mixing with friends 0.67 0.60
8. Academic/Music Encouraging:
(0.66) Academic school subjects 0.69 0.43
Homework 0.64 0.24
Music 0.53 0.62
9. True Stories/Animals Leisure:
(-0.52) Watching sports -0.23 0.53
TV:
Animal programs 0.10 0.69
Reading:
True stories 0.54 -0.02
10. Home Leisure:
(0.83) Gardening 0.58 0.49
Work around the home 0.59 0.53
Relaxing, doing nothing -0.52 -0.30
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TABLE 1: INTEREST FACTORS

Loading on Factor

Factor Highest Correlates Men Women
1. Sport when Young Age of spouse 0.16 0.09
(0.91) Age of son 0.16 0.15
Specific sports ability of son 0.19 0.16
2. Current Affairs None
3. Entertainment/Social Extraversion 0.11 0.37
(0.62) Age of spouse 0.03 -0.18
Occupation of spouse -0.12 0.16
4. Crime and Mystery Extraversion -0.18 0.04
5. Sport Age -0.28 -0.11
(0.87) Occupation 0.24 0.16
Age of spouse -0.28 -0.12
Age of son -0.28 -0.30
Age of daughter -0.22 -0.19
6. Films/Romance Extraversion 0.17 0.03
(0.60) Occupation -0.28 -0.21
Occupation of spouse -0.21 -0.22
7. Encouraging Children Extraversion 0.27 0.02
8. Academic/Music Psychoticism -0.16 -0.14
(0.66) Extraversion -0.20 -0.10
Occupation 0.09 0.23
Extraversion of spouse -0.11 -0.18
Neuroticism of children -0.09 -0.16
Exam. marks of children 0.19 0.11
9 True Stories/Animals Occupation 0.16 -0.05
10. Home Neuroticism -0.09 -0.16
Lie score of children 0.19 0.03
DISCUSSION

The interest factors are relatively clearly defined and appear reasonably comprehensive
involving such areas as sport, entertainment, and academic and home interests. Some of the
factors are similar to those identified previously, which is reassuring in view of the different
procedures employed. For example, interest in Current Affairs and the Home may be equated
with Thorndike’s (1935) Utility and Vernon’s (1949) Domestic factor, respectively. Some of
the other factors are more specific. For example, Entertainment/Social and Films/ Romance
emerge as separate factors, whereas previously these areas tended to be combined as in the
Guilford et al. (1954) Diversion factor. A few factors are very specific, being concerned with
areas that have not previously been investigated. These are Sport when Young, Crime and
Mystery, Encouraging Children, and True Stories/Animals.

There is a fair degree of similarity between the factors obtained for men and women. The
factor comparison coefficients are around 0.80, which compares favorably with the level
obtained in a study of vocational interests (Di Scipio, 1974). They would probably have been
higher had men and women been required to rate an identical set of items. As it was, sex-
specific items such as “sewing and knitting” were included only for the appropriate sex when
determining the factor structure.

Attempts to obtain a smaller number of broader factors, through higher order analyses,
did not yield meaningful results. This indicates that interest areas tend to be relatively
independent, a conclusion also indicated by the low correlations between the factors
(below 0.30 with one exception). This contrasts with the position for personality where closely
related factors emerge once an attempt is made to obtain more than four or five factors. For
example, in finding that correlations between several of the primary factors in the Cattell 16 PF
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Questionnaire approach unity when corrected for attenuation, Eysenck (1972) noted that these
factors make little contribution above that provided by the higher-order factors of exvia and
anxiety. The specificity of the present factors, compared with previous interest factors, may be
attributable to the refinement of asking people to rate only familiar activities. Active
participation may be necessary for a person to fully appreciate differences between activities
that would otherwise be grouped together.

The interest factor correlates were generally low, but did reveal a number of meaningful
associations. Age was negatively related to an interest in Sport, which follows since this factor
was concerned with present participation in contrast to Sport when Young. People in higher-
paid jobs, while tending to have more interest in Sport and the Academic/Music area, had less
interest in the entertainment world of Films/Romance. There was an indication that women with
Social interests had younger husbands, and husbands with a higher salary. Predictably,
extraversion was associated with this Social factor, having a relatively high loading of 0.37. For
men, extraversion was negatively associated with Academic interests but positively with an
interest in Encouraging their Children, a factor concerned with social rather than academic
encouragement.

The general lack of close correlates, whether psychological or demographic, suggests that
the choice of leisure-time pursuits is a function of many variables. Berdie (1944) reached this
conclusion when reviewing the determinants of vocational interests. Another reason is that
people may pursue the same interests but for different reasons. Collecting birds’ eggs has been
given as an example of satisfying acquisitive or competitive needs, scientific or outdoor
interests, or just an esthetic interest in the shape and color of eggs. Closer relationships may
thus be obtained by relating personality and other variables not to interest areas, but to the
motives people have for pursuing these interests.
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