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Exploring the impacts of 
wildlife tourism on visitors’ long-term     
 environmental learning and behaviour 

Zoos, aquariums and ecotourism experiences have the potential to positively impact visitors’ 

awareness, appreciation and actions in relation to the wildlife they encounter and the environment 

in general. This paper presents findings from a three-year study of the impacts of wildlife tourism 

experiences on visitors’ environmental learning.

T he study investigated how visitors’ entering 

attributes and specific aspects of the experience 

contribute to changes in visitors’ knowledge, attitudes, 

and engagement in environmentally responsible 

behaviours. Visitors’ memories of their experiences 

were also analysed to reveal the processes which lead 

to long-term changes in environmentally responsible 

behaviours.

The study investigated these impacts at four marine-

based wildlife tourism venues in South-East Queens-

land in order to identify the nature and extent of 

long-term learning and environmental behaviour 

change outcomes. More in-depth analyses of the data 

are reported separately (Ballantyne, Packer and Falk; 

and Ballantyne, Packer and Sutherland – both under 

review). 
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Materials and Methods
Pre- and post-visit questionnaires and follow-up web 

surveys were administered to visitors of four sites  

that offered marine wildlife tourism experiences:  

an aquarium, a marine theme park, a turtle rookery  

and a whale watching experience. 

A total of 1286 visitors completed pre-visit question-

naires that measured entering environmental  

orientations and motivations; 907 completed post- 

visit questionnaires that measured aspects of the  

experience that were important to them, and short-

term learning outcomes; and 240 completed follow-up 

web surveys that measured long-term learning out-

comes and recorded people’s memories of the wildlife 

tourism experience. Learning included measures of 

behaviour change, attitude change and new knowledge 

that had resulted from the visit.  

Results
The nature and extent of long-term learning outcomes
Four months after their visit, 39% of respondents were 

able to state some new knowledge or understanding 

they had gained, and still retained, as a result of the 

experience; 5% reported having questioned their values 

or changed their personal attitudes; and 7% were able 

to report some new actions they had taken in support 

of the environment, as a result of the wildlife tourism 

experience.  These actions included:

– Changing household practices (e.g. not using as  

 many plastic bags and being more careful about 

 what goes down the drain)

– Changing purchasing practices (e.g. avoiding 

 products that would contribute to harming whales)

– Taking responsibility for the environment beyond  

 the home (e.g. picking up rubbish on the street)

– Seeking further information (e.g. on the internet 

 and TV)

– Discussing environmental issues (e.g. with friends  

 and family)

– Volunteering for environmental causes (e.g. neigh- 

 bourhood clean-ups)

A number of other visitors said they were willing to 

take action as a result of their experience, but were  

not aware of the actions they should take.  

Predictors of long-term learning outcomes
The relationships among the three sets of variables  

– visitors’ entering attributes, aspects of the experience, 

and learning outcomes – were analysed statistically  

in order to identify the best predictors of long-term 

learning outcomes.  

Environmental Orientations that visitors already had 

when they arrived were important predictors of their 

response to the experience. People who were already 

interested in environmental issues were more likely  

to benefit from the experience: they were more likely  

to be motivated to learn, they got more out of the 

experience itself, they were more likely to reflect on  

the meaning of the experience in their own lives, and 

they were more likely to learn from the experience. 

Experiential engagement, which focussed on what people 

saw and heard such as the excitement of seeing live 

animals, having a good view of the animals, seeing plenty 

of activity, having an engaging and enjoyable experience, 

was an important predictor of visitor satisfaction. It did 

not contribute directly to visitors’ learning outcomes, 

but it did contribute indirectly, by prompting visitors to 

engage reflectively to their experience.

Reflective Engagement, which focussed on what visitors 

felt and thought, such as feeling an emotional connec-

tion with the animals, reflecting on new ideas about 

animals and their environments, discussing new 

information with companions, and feeling sad or angry 

about environmental problems contributed directly to 

both short and long-term learning outcomes.

Qualitative analysis of visitors’ memories
Analysis of visitors’ memories of their wildlife tourism 

experiences four months after the experience confir-

med the findings of the quantitative study, and  

provided further evidence of a process leading from 

what people saw and heard (their sensory or experiential 

engagement), through what they felt and thought 

(emotional and reflective engagement), to what they 

actually did about it (behavioural response). 

Experiential engagement. Participants reported quite 

vivid memories of their sensory impressions, including 

both visual images and memories involving other 
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senses, e.g. smells, sounds and the feeling of the 

breeze. Visitors remembered what it was like to be 

physically close to the animals. For those visiting zoos 

and aquariums, this meant that they could get very 

close to the animals and see them from a new or 

different perspective. For those visiting ecotourism, 

being able to get close carried a sense of privilege, and 

this sense of privilege itself became a long-lasting 

memory of the experience.

Emotional engagement. Some visitors reported an 

emotional affinity or connection with the animals they 

saw. They conveyed a sense of empathy, appearing  

to understand and enter into the animal’s feelings,  

or felt they had interacted or communicated with the 

animals. The idea that in the ecotourism settings 

(whale-watching in particular), the animals had chosen 

to approach the visitors, led to a heightened sense of 

privilege and emotional engagement.  

Reflective engagement. Visitors’ memories contained 

evidence of a reflective response that did not simply 

reproduce the factual information that had been given, 

but showed evidence of further thought or cognitive 

processing. In some cases, such reflection occurred  

as a natural response to what people were seeing or 

feeling. In other cases, reflection was facilitated by the 

information and interpretation offered as part of the 

experience. Information visitors were given about the 

dangers faced by the animals seemed to stay in their 

memories longer than factual information about the 

animals and aroused feelings of protectiveness and 

concern. This was particularly the case when visitors 

could actually witness the animals’ struggles to 

survive, or when the information provided by commen-

taries or signage focussed on the threats posed by 

human actions.

Behavioural response. Some visitors indicated that the 

wildlife tourism experience had caused them to reflect 

on their own role in relation to conservation and to take 

more personal responsibility than they had previously 

accepted. As noted above, some reported that they had 

already taken specific actions in this regard.  

Discussion 

Many people today feel disconnected from nature. This 

makes it easier for them to use and discard resources 

with little thought for the consequences this might 

have for the natural environment. It follows, therefore, 

that direct experiences with nature have the potential 

to reverse this trend (Forestell 1993; Kals et al. 1999). 

Wildlife tourism offers unique opportunities that allow 

participants to reconnect with nature in a potentially 

life-changing way. Many participants in this study were 

able to recall the information they had been given 

about human impacts on wildlife, and practical things 

they could do to make a positive difference. Previous 

research confirms that wildlife tourists are particularly 

interested in such messages (Ballantyne et al. 2009). 
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Making visitors aware of the impact of human actions 

on the animals they are observing is a powerful means 

of evoking feelings of protectiveness and concern that 

may lead to a reflective and/or behavioural response 

(Ballantyne and Packer 2009).

This study has shed light on the factors that facilitate 

visitors’ progress from experience to action. Of  

particular note are the importance of developing  

an emotional affinity for the animals observed and 

taking time to reflect on the meaning of the experience. 

Although these findings support the potential of 

wildlife tourism experiences to effect real change in 

visitors’ environmental behaviour, it is clear that there 

is still a great deal of room for improvement. In order 

to increase their long-term impact on environmental 

actions, wildlife tourism providers may need to find 

ways of maintaining contact with their visitors, to 

prompt and support ongoing reflection and action 

(Ballantyne and Packer, under review).

Conclusions
This research has clearly demonstrated the power of 

wildlife to evoke lasting memories and transformative 

experiences. Wildlife tourism managers thus have an 

enormous opportunity and responsibility to make best 

use of this resource.
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The findings of this study suggest that,  in order to evoke 

powerful memories, enhance the visitor experience, and 

encourage visitors to adopt environmentally sustainable 

actions in response to their visit, wildlife tourism managers, 

interpreters and zoo and aquarium educators should:

– Design interpretive experiences that incorporate multiple 

senses – especial ly,  sight,  sound, smell and touch

– Provide opportunit ies for visitors to get as close as 

possible to the animals or see the animals from a new 

and different perspective

– Use interpretive commentaries and signage to reinforce 

visitor’s sense of wonder, awe, excitement and privi lege

– If  possible, al low animals freedom to approach visitors, 

and use this to enhance visitors’ sense of privi lege

– Encourage visitors to use their imaginations to enter 

into the animals’ world, to identify with individual 

animals and to experience empathy

– Provide information about the dangers faced by the 

animals being observed, especial ly dangers due to 

human actions

– Give examples of how visitors’ everyday behaviours can 

impact both posit ively and negatively on the animals 

being observed, and wildlife in general

– Give examples of practical and achievable things that 

individuals can do to contribute to the welfare of the 

animals being observed, wildl i fe in general,  and their 

own local environment

– Set aside a t ime and space for visitors to reflect on the 

meaning of the experience, and to discuss it  with 

companions or family members

– Ensure that staff or volunteer guides are available to 

answer visitors’ questions and init iate conversations, 

particularly conversations that encourage reflection

– Encourage visitors to spend some time in the days or 

weeks after the visit  to reflect on or discuss their 

responses to the experience

– Provide resources that visitors can access after the visit 

to fol low up particular interests,  extend their learning 

and maintain their motivation to act
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