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Abstract 
 
Human encounters with wildlife can range from experiences that have little effect on people who 
experience them, to experiences that can be called profound.  The aim of this research project 
is to explore the 'profound' end of this spectrum and to identify variables that may underlie 
profound experience.  In particular, the research aims to identify those variables that are both 
manipulable by wildlife tourism operators and are potentially causal.  The research also 
explores which variables in people's experiences are considered most important and examines 
the impact of profound wildlife experiences on interviewees' lives.   
 
Utilising a qualitative research approach, findings draw on the statements of thirteen 
interviewees, who stated they had had what they considered to be a profound wildlife 
encounter.  Twenty six variables are identified as both potentially causal and manipulable by 
tourism operators.  These are grouped into six person variables, or the way interviewees 
thought and felt prior to an encounter, and 20 situational variables, the situation and / or events 
that occurred prior to the encounter that may have influenced the experience.  Interviewees also 
expressed their own opinions on how operators may facilitate profound wildlife experiences, 
with many arguing that small group sizes, providing information and having flexible itineraries 
are necessary for them to occur. 
 
One of the variables identified by interviewees as being "most important" to their experience 
was proximity to the animal.  It is argued that proximity also may enhance the importance of 
other variables.  In addition, both anthropomorphic interpretations of animal behaviour and the 
feeling of privilege were also seen as important by several interviewees.  The degree to which 
interviewees felt their profound wildlife experience has impacted their lives varied.  Some 
claimed that the experience was a watershed or pivotal moment, while others claimed that the 
experience had very little impact.  Two areas that are explored in detail are the impact that the 
experience had on interviewees' attitudes and behaviours and it is argued that both these can 
change as a result of a profound wildlife experience. 
 
Based on the research findings, 13 recommendations are offered regarding ways wildlife 
tourism operators might consider altering their product to increase the likelihood of profound 
wildlife experiences.  Several recommendations for future research are made including testing 
of hypothesis that have emerged from the research. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Human encounters with wildlife can range from experiences that have little effect on 

people who experience them, to experiences that can be called profound.  The aim of 

this research project is to explore the 'profound' end of this spectrum and to identify 

variables that may underlie profound experience.  In particular, the research aims to 

identify those variables that are both manipulable by wildlife tourism operators and are 

potentially causal.  The research also explores which variables in people's experiences 

are considered most important and examines the impact of profound wildlife 

experiences on interviewees' lives.   

 

Utilising a qualitative research approach, findings draw on the statements of thirteen 

interviewees, who stated they had had what they considered to be a profound wildlife 

encounter.  Twenty six variables are identified as both potentially causal and 

manipulable by tourism operators.  These are grouped into six person variables, or the 

way interviewees thought and felt prior to an encounter, and 20 situational variables, the 

situation and / or events that occurred prior to the encounter that may have influenced 

the experience.  Interviewees also expressed their own opinions on how operators may 

facilitate profound wildlife experiences, with many arguing that small group sizes, 

providing information, and having flexible itineraries are necessary for them to occur. 

 

One of the variables identified by interviewees as being "most important" to their 

experience was proximity to the animal.  It is argued that proximity also may enhance 

the importance of other variables.  In addition, both anthropomorphic interpretations of 

animal behaviour and the feeling of privilege were also seen as important by several 

interviewees.  The degree to which interviewees felt their profound wildlife experience 

has impacted their lives varied.  Some claimed that the experience was a watershed or 

pivotal moment, while others claimed that the experience had very little impact.  Two 

areas that are explored in detail are the impact that the experience had on interviewees' 

attitudes and behaviours and it is argued that both these can change as a result of a 

profound wildlife experience. 
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Based on the research findings, 13 recommendations are offered regarding ways 

wildlife tourism operators might consider altering their product to increase the 

likelihood of profound wildlife experiences.  Several recommendations for future 

research are made including testing of hypothesis that have emerged from the research. 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Background to the research 

 

Humans often have extremely intense and deeply personal experiences 

through wildlife watching and this may lead to outcomes that are 

extraordinary in their impacts on peopleôs lives.  At least some, if not 

most, forms of wildlife watching tourism seek to provide just such an 

experience (Valentine and Birtles, 2004: 15) 

 

The above quotation in a recent publication on wildlife tourism provides an apt 

introduction to this research project.  There are two main assertions in the quotation.  

The first is that the simple act of watching wildlife can lead to extraordinary impacts on 

peopleôs lives.  This is a significant claim when one considers other kinds of stimulus 

(such as bereavement or religious inspiration) that would normally be necessary to 

make a dramatic impact on a personôs life.  A key question that arises in this regard is 

what is meant by ñdeeply personal experiencesò?  The word ñdeeplyò implies that there 

is some type of scale of experience that ranges from less deep to deep and the use of the 

word ñpersonalò implies that it is dependent on the specific nature and qualities of the 

individual concerned. 

 

This research is primarily an investigation into perceptions of what causes ñdeeply 

personalò experiences with wildlife to occur. Of particular interest is the impact such 

experiences have on peopleôs lives and the practical application of how providers of 

wildlife experiences, namely wildlife tourism operators, can manipulate their products 

to increase the likelihood of providing a ñdeeply personalò experiences.  The purpose of 

this introductory chapter is to introduce the reader to key concepts and definitions 

necessary to frame the research investigation.  The research aim and objectives and the 

structure of the thesis are presented. 

 

Returning to the opening quotation, it could be argued that there are similarities 

between what Valentine and Birtlesô describe as ñdeeply personal experiencesò and 

other constructs that have previously been posited.  Some of the well-known 

experiential constructs in the psychology, leisure and recreation literature refer to 

mystical (James, 1929), numinous (Otto, 1959), peak (Maslow, 1968), ecstastic (Laski, 

1961), flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975) and absorption (Quarrick, 1989) experiences. 
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Clarification of what is meant by these and other constructs which are sometimes 

bundled together as higher states of consciousness sets the stage for Chapter Two where 

an analysis of constructs of higher states of consciousness is undertaken.  The term 

óprofoundô is used not as a replacement for one of the above constructs, nor as a new 

one, but rather to capture the common qualities of often-cited higher states of 

consciousness constructs.  By doing this, a better understanding of what is meant by 

ñdeeply personal experiencesò, higher states of consciousness and other constructs can 

be gained in a way that is manageable for the purpose of this thesis.   

 

The second assertion made in Valentine and Birtlesô statement is that wildlife tourism 

operators are endeavouring to provide these types of experiences.  Before examining 

óhowô they might go about achieving profound experiences, it is first important to 

understand ówhyô operators would want to provide them.  One could argue that the 

benefits to visitors attained through the provision of profound wildlife tourism 

experiences would, in turn, benefit tourism operators.  However, this assertion needs to 

be explored and even if it holds, the question of what form these benefits take, needs 

answering.   

 

On first consideration, four ways in which operators may benefit from providing 

profound wildlife experiences are apparent: 

1. Word of mouth advertising or telling others about the experience (Muloin, 1998; 

Oh, 1999; Petrick and Sirakaya, 2004).   

2. Repeat visitation (Stewart, 1992; Shackley, 1996; Cole and Scott, 2004; Petrick 

and Sirakaya, 2004). 

3. Influencing visitorsô beliefs, attitudes and behaviour (Ham, 2004). 

4. Cross-promotion of experiential products. 

 

If one or several of the above outcomes are desired by a wildlife tourism operator, there 

appears to be a sound reasoning in Valentine and Birtlesô assertion that operators would 

want to provide profound experiences and at least limited research has addressed this 

question of ówhyô.  However, to date there is very little guidance as to óhowô they might 

go about doing so.  Arguably much of the development and design of wildlife tourism 

experiences is based on ógut feelingsô of operators and in some cases, a little help from 

visitorsô feedback.  This, of course, is undertaken within the constraints of legislative 
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requirements or in some cases codes of conduct regarding interaction with animals.  

Since there are no established guidelines for designing and developing wildlife 

experiences apart from these restrictive measures, it could be argued that the 

development process up until now has been ad hoc, or at the very least has lacked 

structure.  So how can operators shape experiences to make them profound?  Perhaps 

there are two areas in which operators could concentrate: mediation and facilitating 

experiential quality. 

 

In this thesis, mediation is used to refer to the role that operators play in facilitating 

visitor experiences (Yu, Weiler and Ham, 2001).  While the role of mediation may be as 

simple as getting visitors to the right place at the right time, much of the operatorôs role 

in mediation is achieved through the provision of interpretation.  The question that is 

relevant to this thesis is whether there are mediatory or interpretive practices that 

operators can engage in, to help facilitate profound wildlife experiences.  Some authors 

argue that too much mediation or interpretation can be detrimental to an experience 

(Bramwell and Lane, 1993; Howard, 1998; Markwell, 2001), so there appears to be a 

balance as to how much involvement operators should have when facilitating profound 

wildlife experiences.  This is explored further in Chapter Two. 

 

While the role of operators is important in facilitating profound wildlife experiences and 

is discussed, there is a stronger focus in this thesis on the role of operators in providing 

experiential quality.  The question of what factors go into making an experience 

profound is explored as part of this thesis although the search for understanding in this 

area is not new.  In Myra Shackleyôs (1996: 63) often-cited text on wildlife tourism, she 

states that prior to civil unrest, the gorilla experience in the Rwandan mountain was 

considered the ñthe wildlife watcherôs ultimate experienceò and poses the question 

(p.63): ñWhat is the real secret of success?ò 

 

Shackley attempts to answer this question at several points during her book and factors 

she considers important can be seen by the following: 

Perhaps the most famous examples of habituated animals are the 

mountain gorillas of Central Africa where wildlife biologists spend years 

habituating ñshowò gorilla families before they see a tourist.  Such 

habituated gorillas then ignore the presence of visitors é(p.26). 

 



 

Liam Smith ï A qualitative analysis of profound wildlife encounters 4 

In the case of visitors going to see Rwandaôs mountain gorillas, for 

example, the outstanding levels of satisfaction usually recorded partly 

derive from the fact that expectations have been exceeded by reality (p. 

56). 

 

Few visitors reported being frightened and many found the experience 

deeply emotional.  This seems to be attributable partly to the near 

humanity of the gorilla (visitors often recounted a feeling of kinship) and 

partly to the complete lack of any visitor facilities, a sense of being 

completely alone in the wild with a magnificent and totally wild creature 

(p. 63). 

 

Visitor group sizes were small (maximum of eight visitors) and the 

guides and guards helpful and well informed.  Visitor felt amply 

rewarded for both effort and expense é (p. 63). 

 

While all of the factors Shackley suggests may be accurate, there appears to be a degree 

of guesswork involved in identifying them.  This supports the previous suggestion that 

the development of wildlife tourism experiences is not underpinned by theory or the 

result of research that examines óhowô profound experiences can be facilitated. 

 

One construct that has emerged recently in the wildlife tourism literature and sheds light 

on what facilitates experiential quality is intensity of experience.  Reynolds and 

Braithwaite (2001: 38) propose a continuum of ñrichness or intensity of experienceò.  

From their description of the construct, it could be argued that those experiences which 

are richer and more intense can be considered peak experiences.  They assert that there 

are six factors which influence the level of richness or intensity including intangible 

elements such as exhilaration, authenticity and uniqueness as well as other factors such 

as ñinvolvement, duration and popularity of the species interacted with, [which] clearly 

affect the profundity and strength of the WT [wildlife tourism] experienceò (p. 39).  

Muloinôs (1998) study of whale watching also used intensity of the experience as a 

construct which she believes is determined by level of activity, proximity and length of 

surface time. 

 

Despite the emergence of some literature that assists in conceptualising factors which 

may be important in profound wildlife experiences such as satisfaction (Muloin, 1998; 

Moscardo, Woods and Saltzer, 2004), attention (Bitgood and Benefield, 1987; Bitgood, 

Patterson and Benefield, 1988; Johnston, 1998) and experiential intensity (Muloin, 

1998; Reynolds and Braithwaite, 2001), Shackleyôs question (what is the real secret of 
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success?) remains largely unanswered. It is this question that is addressed in the 

following pages.   

 

One way of addressing this question would be to use a single case study approach.  

However, dissecting only one experience or a very small number may result in limited 

applicability of the results.  There is so little theoretical underpinning in the area of 

profound wildlife experiences (for exceptions see DeBergerac, 1998 and DeMares, 2000 

which are discussed in Chapter Two), that a broader investigation into the phenomenon 

is warranted.  At the other end of the spectrum a survey-based quantitative investigation 

would be problematic because of the current lack of understanding of which variables to 

measure and relationships to test. 

 

While there is a large body of literature that examines the effect of profound 

experiences in general and indeed methods for analysis (e.g. Denzin 1989; 2001; 

Emerson, 2004), the impact of profound wildlife experiences remains relatively 

unexplored.  The wildlife-focused research done thus far appears to focus either on one 

species alone (e.g. DeBergerac, 1998) or on one order of species ï Cetecea (DeMares, 

2000).  Other evidence is confined to disparate anecdotal accounts, such as travel 

diaries, or is of secondary interest in academic literature (e.g. Almagor, 1985). There is 

clearly merit in exploring Valentine and Birtlesô (2004) assertion about the impact that 

profound wildlife experiences have on peopleôs lives.   

 

The quest for understanding of profound wildlife experiences is not only based on a 

need for research into this area, but is also a personal one.  In 2000, I was lucky enough 

to have a wildlife experience with whales that I will never forget.  The operator and 

guides involved were all passionate about the species and this, coupled with my 

experience of swimming with the whales, had a significant impact on my life in many 

ways, not least of which is evidenced by the words you are now reading. 

 

At the beginning of Chapter Three there is a description of my whale experience that led 

me to investigate profound wildlife tourism experiences and the following questions, 

which mirror those asked thus far, are posited: 

1. What factors made my experience profound? 

2. Which would be considered most important? 
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3. Are the same or additional variables important to other people having profound 

wildlife encounters? 

1.2 Research Aim 

In light of the above, the aim of the research is to identify a range of experiential 

variables that are causal to emotive and perceptual responses associated with profound 

encounters with wildlife.  In particular, the research aims to identify those variables that 

are manipulable by wildlife tourism operators. 

 

1.3 Objectives 

To address this research aim, the following objectives have been developed:  

 

1. To identify which experiential variables are perceived as important by people 

who have had a profound experience with wildlife. 

2. To explore the impact of profound experiences with wildlife on the lives of 

percipients as perceived by them. 

3. To identify experiential variables that are potentially manipulable by wildlife 

tourism operators.  This includes an examination into the perceived role that 

wildlife tourism operators and guides currently play, or could play in facilitating 

profound experiences.    

 

1.4 Significance of the study 

There are several external factors currently affecting the wildlife tourism industry which 

not only contextualise this study, but highlight its importance.  These include general 

growth in tourism including a move toward more experiential products as well as an 

increase in demand for authentic experiences by tourists who are also more apt to detect 

staged authenticity. 

 

1.4.1 Tourism growth 

The number of tourists is increasing.  In 2001, the World Tourism Organisation reported 

that international arrivals were approaching 700 million and predicted continued and 

strengthening growth, to over one billion international visitor arrivals by 2010 (World 

Tourism Organisation, 2001).  Although a lot more difficult to measure, many authors 
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also point out that domestic tourism comprises a much larger proportion of tourism trips 

(Weaver and Oppermann, 2000; World Tourism Organisation, 2001; Weaver and 

Lawton, 2002; Goeldner and Ritchie, 2003) with some arguing that domestic tourism 

trips outnumber international trips by ten to one in some countries (Weaver and 

Oppermann, 2000).  Regardless of the makeup of domestic and international travellers, 

most authors agree that the size of the tourism industry renders it economically 

important to many countries and the global economy (World Tourism Organisation, 

2001; Goeldner and Ritchie, 2003). 

 

1.4.2 Trends in demand for tourism experiences 

It has been argued that the move toward the purchase of experiences, as opposed to 

goods and services, is now well established.  Knutson and Beck (2003: 25) suggest that 

there are three forces acting to promote an ñexperience economyò.  The first is 

innovation in technology that is promoting different types of experience; the second is a 

wealthier and more demanding consumer base; and third is the increase in competition.  

If the move to an experience economy is now underway, then such a move must be 

affecting all industries involved in service delivery, including tourism (Pine and 

Gilmore, 1999; Knutson and Beck, 2003).   

 

Within the increase in demand for tourism experiences, there has also been an increase 

in demand for certain qualities in those experiences.  One interesting phenomenon that 

has been described as being ñof central importance to tourism studiesò (Wang, 1999: 

46) and has been recognised for the past 30 years, is that tourists seek authentic 

experiences.  First defined by MacCannell (1973), authentic experiences are those that 

are not contrived or faked, where visitors witness authentic behaviour from their hosts 

and see back areas, or the places where hosts typically act authentically.  MacCannell 

(1973) suggests that hosts sometimes stage authenticity, to cater to the experiential 

demand of tourists.  Cohen (1979) argues there are four situations that can occur 

(authentic, staged authenticity, denial of authenticity and contrived) depending on 

whether the nature of the scene or setting is real or staged and whether the individual 

tourist perceives the situation as authentic.  Cohen also suggests that a process of 

ñtouristic denouementò (p.28) can occur, which is where general tourists become 

sufficiently sophisticated and are able to recognise staged authenticity.  Handler and 

Saxton (1988) note the difference between authenticity of objects and authenticity of 
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experience.  With regard to the latter they claim that an authentic experience ñis one in 

which individuals feel themselves to be in touch both with the órealô world and with 

their órealô selvesò (p. 243).  Drawing on the work of Handler and Saxton (1988), Wang 

(1999) argues that experiential authenticity does not rely on the authenticity of toured 

objects but that people are more concerned with ñseeking their authentic selves with the 

aid of tourist activities or toured objectsò (p. 59). 

 

Another theme central to investigations into the tourist experience is that they contrast 

experiences in peopleôs daily lives.  Examples include MacCannell (1973,1976), Dann 

(1977), Cohen, 1979, Jafari (1987), Mannell and Iso-Aloha (1987), Wang (1999), Ryan 

(2002) and Quan and Wang (2004) all of whom argue that tourism experiences are 

sought to escape the mundaneness of everyday life.  Contrasting those experiences 

considered mundane are those described as peak experiences (Maslow, 1968, 1994) 

among other terms (see Section 2.2 for analysis) ï although the use of the term peak 

experience can be different from what Maslow originally intended (see for example 

Quan and Wang, 2004).  Arguably, peak (or equivalent) experiences are sought by 

many tourists and Ryan (2003: 30) explains why such experiences or moments of self-

actualisation can, and often do occur in tourism situations.  

Free from stress, tourists are located in environments that aid 

spontaneity, encourage social interaction or provide privacy as required, 

and are in locations that provide differences and challenges to the 

required level ï in short all the requisites for achieving personal self-

actualisation might be said to be present 

 

In summary, four external factors highlight the significance of this research. They are:  

1. overall tourism growth; 

2. an increase in demand for experiences (as opposed to passive observation); 

3. an increase in demand for authentic experiences on the part of tourists who are 

more apt to recognise staged authenticity and; 

4. tourists who are seeking experiences that differ from their everyday lives. 

These four factors are important in framing any investigation into tourism experiences.  

They highlight the fact that tourist numbers are increasing and that tourists are 

becoming more demanding.  These trends translate into an increase in pressure on the 

tourism industry to design and deliver experiences that can cater to the demands of 

tourists. 
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1.5 Assumptions and definitions 

1.5.1 Assumptions 

During the course of the research it became clear that ascribing profundity to a wildlife 

experience can only occur after the onset of the encounter.  Indeed, the length of time 

that can pass between the start of the encounter and the labelling of profundity can vary 

significantly.  In some cases, interviewees appeared to apply the label óprofoundô to 

their experience only when asked later about their wildlife experience while others 

appeared to know at the time of the experience that it was profound.  Any examination 

of variables that might be potentially causal to profound experiences must therefore take 

this into consideration. 

 

This conceptual issue is addressed by mapping out the process involved before 

profundity can be ascribed (see Figure 1.1).  First a set of variables must be present 

prior to any interaction occurring.  These variables may relate to the environment or the 

person in that environment.  Following this the encounter proceeds, resulting in some 

form of reaction from the person involved.  This reaction may vary significantly 

between the people involved.  For example, those people who have taken part in similar 

experiences on many previous occasions may not react in the same way as those for 

whom the experience is the first of its kind.  The final step in attributing profundity to 

an experience involves each person subjectively evaluating their reaction to the 

encounter.  Those people who have taken part in similar experiences may not label the 

experience as profound because their reaction to the encounter was not sufficient.  

Labelling may occur at any time following the initial encounter, including many years 

afterward.  The sequential process is shown in Figure 1.1. 

 

This framework relies on the participant making their own subjective judgement on 

whether their experience was profound (see Chapter Three for the rationale behind this 

approach).  While experiences labelled by individuals as profound are used in this 

study, the focus is not on the profoundness of the experience but on the antecedent 

variables that give rise to the reaction which is later labelled as profound.  Although it is 

recognised that other researchers may take a different approach, after due consideration, 

it was felt that this temporal sequence best suited the research aims and objectives.   
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Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework for analysing profound experiences 

 

 

Although using this conceptual approach may be appropriate for the purpose of meeting 

the aim and objectives of this research, two questions arise from the use of this 

framework.  The first question is whether profundity relates to the experience itself or 

the impact on a personôs life.  The answer to this question is that profundity, arguably, 

relates to both the experience and the impact it causes.  That is to say, without an impact 

the experience is not profound.  However, the degree of the impact necessary for the 

experience to be labelled profound, is subjective and this is explored further in Chapter 

Four.  The second question that arises is whether a person can be profoundly impacted 

and not realise it, or recognise the cause of the impact.  Although psychologists would 

argue that both are possible and frequently do occur, their perspective is not useful to 

the research aim of this thesis.  The methodological approach used to address this 

second question contains a filter question that requires participants to acknowledge that 

they have had a profound experience and questions in the interview schedule (Appendix 

A) along with the interview technique employed (Chapter Three), are designed to make 

interviewees consider the causes and impacts of their experience. 

 

This thesis has two other assumptions that are important to achieving the research 

objectives.  The first is that there are ways in which wildlife tourism operators can 

manipulate their products, in order to increase the likelihood of profound experiences 
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with wildlife occurring. The second is that wildlife tourism operators are motivated to 

increase the number of profound experiences they currently provide. 

 

1.5.2 Definitions 

A number of definitions or interpretations need to be articulated.  Most notable are 

antecedent person and situational variables as well as the differences between the total 

experience, the operator-facilitated experience and the encounter. Brief definitions are 

also given for in situ and ex situ experiences. 

 

1.5.2.1 Antecedent person variables 

For the purposes of this thesis, antecedent person variables are defined as those 

variables that describe how interviewees were thinking and feeling immediately prior to 

their encounter. 

1.5.2.2 Antecedent situational variables 

Antecedent situational variables are 1) aspects of the setting that were present prior to 

the encounter, 2) events that occurred prior to the encounter, and 3) animal behaviour 

and characteristics that trigger the response in the percipient. 

1.5.2.3 Total experience 

The total experience is defined as starting at the moment a person considers undertaking 

a wildlife experience, through the commitment to the experience and the actual 

experience, and continues until the time when it has been completely erased from the 

memory of the person.  This definition reflects the widely held view that tourist 

experiences extend well beyond the parameters of the on-site phase of an experience 

(e.g. Clawson and Knetsch, 1966; MacCannell, 1973, 1976; Cohen, 1979; Gottlieb, 

1982; Iso-Aloha, 1982; Jafari, 1987; Urry, 1990; Wang, 1999; Clawson and Knetsch, 

2003; Quan and Wang, 2004).  In relation to profound experience, the memory of the 

experience may never be erased and recollection of the experience may go on 

indefinitely and may be subjectively enhanced over time.  In other words, those 

experiences that we consider as profound probably become indelibly engrained in the 

memories of those that experience them and remain accessible for the duration of their 

cognisant lives. 
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1.5.2.4 Operator-facilitated experience 

Within the total experience is the operator-facilitated experience.  As the name implies, 

the operator-facilitated experience comprises the part of the total experience that is 

facilitated by and manipulable by wildlife tourism operators.  This starts from the 

moment of ócontactô with the operator and can include events that occur or literature 

that is sent out prior to arriving at a meeting point with the operator.  Likewise, if 

operators communicate with visitors following their experience, this is included as part 

of the operator-facilitated experience.   

 

1.5.2.5 Unfacilitated experience 

Profound wildlife experiences can, and often do, also occur in situations not facilitated 

by operators.  Unfacilitated experiences are equivalent temporally to operator-facilitated 

experiences but occur without the facilitation of a wildlife tourism operator.  However, 

delineation between the total experience and the unfacilitated experience component is 

problematic.  Where experiences involve extensive preparation and effort prior to 

arriving at the site of the experience, parallels can be seen with the sending out of 

printed material and preparatory sessions in operator-facilitated experiences.  For ease 

of analysis, however, a spatial component is introduced so that unfacilitated experiences 

are defined as starting from the time a person arrives at the site of the experience and 

terminating when they depart. 

 

1.5.2.6 Encounter 

The wildlife encounter is perhaps the easiest to define.  Wildlife encounters start from 

the moment a person becomes aware that there is an animal in their presence.  The onset 

of a wildlife encounter may not necessarily mean seeing the animal, as awareness of the 

presence of an animal can be triggered through other senses such as sound, smell and 

touch.  However, given the poor nature of these human senses compared to our sense of 

sight, most wildlife encounters start at the point when the animal is first seen and 

terminate when the animal disappears from sight. 

 

1.5.2.7 In situ experiences 

An in situ experience occurs when a person encounters an animal in its natural 

environment.  While this may appear a simple notion, consideration needs to be given to 
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the degree of confinement.  For example, an animal may be found in its natural 

environment, but this environment may have been fenced off such that the animal is not 

free.  Alternatively an animal may be unconfined but it is not endemic to the area, and 

hence is not in its natural environment.  Therefore in situ experiences are defined as 

encounters with animals that occur in a natural environment, where the animal has 

relative freedom.  This definition roughly equates with definitions of non-captive 

wildlife tourism (e.g. Shackley, 1996) although the division between captive and non-

captive wildlife tourism is usually only made for research purposes. However, because 

of the similarities, the terms in situ experiences and non-captive experiences are used 

interchangeably.  

 

1.5.2.8 Ex situ experiences 

Ex situ experiences are those that occur with wildlife that are in captivity.  The level of 

captivity can clearly vary a great deal (from fish tanks to open range zoos) and therefore 

needs to be carefully assessed.  The terms ex situ experiences and captive experiences 

are also used interchangeably.  

 

1.6 Sources of information 

This study draws chiefly on primary data extracted from interviews with people who 

stated that they had had a profound experience with a wildlife species and agreed to be 

interviewed.  Thirteen people were recruited and interviewed over a two month period.  

A qualitative approach was used to allow interviewees to put forward their perspective 

(Henderson, 1991) and semi-structured questionnaires were used.  Transcriptions of 

interviews and field notes were used as the two primary data sources from which 

inferences were made.  Research journal entries were created from these two data 

sources, and were revisited and changed as a method of monitoring ideas.  The research 

journal entries were consulted heavily during the write up phase of this research. 

 

1.7 Thesis outline 

This chapter has provided a rationale for undertaking the study along with some 

background information.  It has put forward a research aim and outlined three research 

objectives.  There has also been an explanation of the conceptual framework which 

underpins the methodology used and definitions of key terms have been provided. 
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Chapter Two begins with a review of the literature relevant to the research.  The focus 

of the review is on two main areas, the psychology of profound experiences and wildlife 

tourism.  Investigation into the area of profound experiences is complex.  Section 2.2 

starts with an important statement about states of consciousness that have been the 

subject of investigations for centuries.  The approach taken is to limit the scope of the 

literature review to seminal works published within the past century and explores them 

in detail.  The constructs investigated are Jamesô mystical and religious (1929), Ottoôs 

numinous (1959), Laskiôs ecstasy (1961), Maslowôs peak (1968), Csikszentmihalyiôs 

flow or optimal (1975) and Quarrickôs absorbed (1989) experiences.   At the end of the 

section, it is argued that many of the constructs share commonalities so that profound 

experience can be posited not as a new construct, but as one that contains all these 

commonalities and is representative of all others. 

 

The second part of Chapter Two looks at the impact that profound experiences can have 

on the lives of those that experience them.  Initially this investigation is tackled at the 

broad level, looking at the potential impact of any profound experience on peopleôs 

lives, but then concentrates more specifically on wildlife experiences.  The latter section 

is relatively short, simply because there is a dearth of literature on the impact that 

profound wildlife experiences can have on people. 

 

The final section of Chapter Two looks at the field of wildlife tourism to contextualise 

the study.  Areas of focus include conceptualising the industry, the benefits to visitors 

and the role of the operators. 

 

Chapter Three presents the methodology used in the research and starts with a 

discussion of the interpretive paradigm.  This is followed by an outline of my own 

profound experience, and eight reasons why I considered the experience to be profound 

are listed such that the reader can evaluate the subjective influence that my experience 

had on the interpretation of results. The chapter continues by outlining considerations 

for the interview questions, data collection procedures, data management and analysis.  

The latter comprises of two parts, peer debriefing and intercoder reliability.  The chapter 

concludes by outlining methodological weaknesses. 
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The results and discussion are merged in Chapter Four.  Initially synopses of all thirteen 

intervieweesô experiences are presented as a reference point.  The bulk of the chapter is 

structured around the presentation of results and discussion in relation to the three 

research objectives.  Many inferences are drawn and assertions made that are consistent 

with grounded theory methodology (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  The open ended nature 

of the questions meant that numerous responses were given.  However the scope of the 

investigation does not allow for discussion of all variables.  Only those variables or 

categories of variables cited by several interviewees are discussed. 

 

Chapter Five summarises the major findings of the study, presents a series of 

recommendations based on the findings of the research and suggests avenues for future 

research.  The recommendations are practical in nature and are intended for all wildlife 

tourism operators.  Many involve minimal cost to implement.  It is hoped that these 

recommendations will become standard practice for operators and may also be used to 

inform policy designed to govern human ï wildlife interactions. 
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2 Literature review  

2.1 Introduction  

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature relevant to the research aims and 

objectives.  Thus the focus of the review is on profound wildlife experiences, what 

causes them to occur and what impact they can have on peopleôs lives.  Since the body 

of literature that deals directly with profound wildlife experiences is limited, a broader 

approach is needed to understand the theoretical framework for the study.  Perhaps the 

most rational way to present such an investigation is to divide the phrase óprofound 

wildlife experiences, what causes them and what impact they can haveô into four broad 

categories; that of an exploration into what is meant by the term profound, an 

examination of potentially causal factors, an exploration of the impact that profound 

experiences can have on peopleôs lives, and a review of the literature relevant to wildlife 

experiences.   

 

The bulk of this chapter consists of an investigation into several constructs that inform 

the profound experience construct, as this area is surrounded by ambiguity.  In Section 

2.2, profound experience is presented as a construct that is representative of several 

others, which have figured dominantly in the literature on states of consciousness.  

Rather than attempting to examine a wide body of literature on states of consciousness, 

the literature review is limited to those constructs that are often cited and used in 

psychology, leisure, recreation and tourism investigations. The construct of profound 

experience is not one that receives a lot of attention in any body of literature and it is 

because of the lack of values attached to the term that it is chosen.   

 

Section 2.3 explores categories of triggers, or causal factors, of profound experience, 

focusing on animals as a relatively unexplored trigger.  The impact of profound 

experiences is explored in Section 2.4, starting broadly with a focus on profound 

experiences in general, but then narrowing down to experiences with wildlife. 

 

Due to the emphasis in the research aim and objectives to explore ways in which 

providers of wildlife experiences can increase the likelihood of their occurrence and 

since wildlife tourism operators are in the business of providing wildlife experiences, a 

review of the literature into the tourism experience and wildlife tourism is also 
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warranted.  Included in Section 2.5 is a review of tourist experience models, a 

conceptualisation of the wildlife tourism industry, an investigation into the potential 

impacts on animals, the benefits to visitors and the role of the operators in facilitating 

wildlife experiences. 

 

2.2 The profound experience construct 

The subject of states of human consciousness has been at the forefront of philosophical 

thought and script since the beginnings of written history.  Origins of such thought lie 

with the Greek philosophers particularly Plato and Aristotle and were revisited in the 

literary discourse of Descartes, Kant, Hegel and Neitzsche, among others, between the 

17
th
 and 19

th
 century.  Such an extensive body of literature appears logical since 

different states of consciousness are, arguably, available to all people and always have 

been.  There is therefore no shortage of examinations into different states of 

consciousness making the topic a difficult one on which to conduct a literature review. 

 

The approach then taken is to look chronologically at constructs presented by various 

authors over the past century.  The first five of these constructs have proven useful 

references for informing many studies since their introduction.  These are mystical 

experiences as outlined by James (1929), numinous experiences first posited by Otto 

(1959), ecstasy (Laski, 1961), Maslowôs (1968) peak experiences and the concept of 

flow as introduced by Csikszentmihalyi (1975).  Although all of these constructs share 

some commonalties (some more than others), each can similarly stand on its own.  

Following this historical perspective on higher states of consciousness, other more 

recent constructs are examined.  By no means are these few examples seen as a 

comprehensive account of higher states of consciousness, and certainly they do not 

cover the breadth of time that authors have commented on their existence and structure. 

However, to meet the needs of this study, the approach is justified. 

 

There are several accounts on the similarities and differences between the 

aforementioned constructs, not least of which are from the authors themselves, with the 

exception of James, who primarily uses philosophical works as a reference point.  The 

above authors also comment on the analyses presented in their predecessorsô work, 

arguing not against the construct but against the interpretation of it and its meaning to 

the percipients and society.  Many of these differences are discussed as we build on 
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constructs chronologically.  Arguably William James (1929) was the first to 

symptomatically analyse what he termed ñmystical experiencesò and this construct will 

first be examined. 

 

2.2.1 Mystical experiences 

William James is known as the father of psychology.  His two most well-known and 

respected works are Principles of Psychology (1890) and The Variety of Religious 

Experiences (1902).  The latter work was the result of his academic influences coupled 

with a strong influence in Kantian philosophy published more than a century earlier.  In 

particular James writes of Kantôs Critique of Pure Reason in which Kant proposes that 

those things people believe in most strongly such as love, soul, God, and immortality 

are not tangible objects.  From the rationalist viewpoint, which James (1929: 72) 

describes as ñthe opinion opposed to mysticisméò such things cannot exist however 

undoubtedly there are many people who do believe in them.  This led James (1929: 56) 

to assert that ñthis absolute determinability of our mind by abstractions is one of the 

cardinal facts in our human constitutionò. 

 

Given that it was accepted that it is in our nature to accept the abstract and non-rational, 

James then examines those experiences that were available to many, yet inexplicable 

and not accepted scientifically.  He termed them mystical experiences. The Varieties of 

Religious Experience is peppered with examples of mystical experiences however it is 

not until later chapters that they are clearly defined.  James refers to ñqualitiesò (p.372) 

that are seen as marks of mystical experiences.  He argues that these are: 

1 Ineffability.  When trying to describe the experience, percipients are unable to 

articulate the emotion felt.  In the same respect, only those that have first hand 

knowledge of equivalent experiences are able to truly comprehend the nature of 

the experience being described. 

2 Noetic quality.  Percipients feel like truths are revealed during the experience 

and they feel a ñsense of authorityò afterwards (p.371). 

 

Although James states that these two qualities are enough for an experience to be called 

mystical, he adds two others that he frequently encountered. 
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3 Transiency. James argued that mystical experiences are almost always short-

lived, lasting at most for ñan hour or twoò (p.372).  He also states that the 

experience cannot be reproduced perfectly in the mind after the event. 

4 Passivity. Mystical states may be induced through meditation and other 

mechanisms however once the level of consciousness attained is strong enough, 

the percipient will feel in abeyance or the sensation of being controlled by a 

greater power.  James differentiates mystical states from hypnotic and other 

states by claiming that there is always some memory of the experience and its 

occurrence is seen as being of great importance. 

 

After defining mystical experience, James goes on to assert that there is a wide range of 

mystical experiences.  He presents a series of examples starting with those mystical 

experiences, which he perceived to be available to all, such as revelations, natural 

landscapes, and music.  James (p.374) refers to a ñmystical ladderò which he saw d®j¨ 

vu (although not written as such) as a step up from the previous.  Other examples are 

used to which he refers to as ñdeeper plunges into mystical consciousnessò (p.375).  

Thus there appears to be a continuum of mystical experiences ranging from those that 

were available to all through to deeper experiences, which are available to some.  

Deeper plunges are frequently ascribed great importance by those that perceive them 

(James, 1929). 

 

At the conclusion of his initial examination of mystical experience James (1929: 378) 

states: 

éour normal waking consciousness, rational consciousness as we call it, 

is but one special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from 

it by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms of consciousness 

entirely different.  We may go through life without suspecting their 

existence; but apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are there 

in all their completeness, definite types of mentality, which probably 

somewhere have their field of application and adaptation. 

 

Jamesô thoughts on mystical experiences were in stark contrast to those posited by other 

psychologists both earlier and at the time of writing (e.g. Freud).  He saw the benefit of 

having such experiences and he was also clear that mystical experience could come in 

two forms, both positive and negative. Later authors question this assertion (e.g. Hood, 

1977). 
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2.2.2 Numinous experiences 

In 1917, fifteen years after the publication of The Variety of Religious Experiences 

(James, 1929) Rudolph Otto, a German professor of theology, wrote Das Heilige (The 

Idea of the Holy) (1959).  In this work, Otto outlines a new experiential construct which 

he termed ñnuminousò meaning ña nod or beckoning from the Godsò (Cameron & 

Gatewood, 2000:109), derived from the Latin numen, simply meaning God.  These 

largely religious experiences are triggered by the perception of something holy. 

 

In contrast to James who was concerned with the diversity of experiences, Otto focuses 

strongly on the common elements of religious beliefs (Harvey in Otto, 1959).  His 

intimate knowledge of Eastern religions, allowed for a thorough examination of the 

human condition.  A more significant difference between the two authors, is that James 

was a psychologist, and feelings to him are seen as internally driven, or ña stirring of 

emotions, such as fear, self-disgust, confidence or raptureò (Harvey in Otto, 1959:10).  

In contrast, Otto sees emotions as personal reflections of the surrounding environment.  

They point, as Harvey writes in the introduction to The Idea of the Holy, (p.10) 

ñoutwards not inwardsò. 

 

Otto analyses in-depth experiences where the percipient came into contact with the 

numen. These experiences are likely to be similar to what James termed ñdeeper 

plunges into mystical consciousnessò (p.375).  One of the primary feelings associated 

with such experiences is that of numinous dread.  He uses this term dread cautiously 

claiming that it is not amplification or extension of fear, but a completely different 

feeling.  C.S. Lewis, in the introduction to his book The Problem of Pain (1940), 

perhaps has an adequate description of the fear associated with numinous experiences: 

Suppose you were told that there was a tiger in the next room: 

you would know that you were in danger and would probably feel 

fear. But if you were told "There is a ghost in the next room," and 

believed it, you would feel, indeed, what is often called fear, but 

of a different kind. It would not be based on the knowledge of 

danger, for no one is primarily afraid of what a ghost may do to 

him, but of the mere fact that it is a ghost. It is "uncanny" rather 

than dangerous, and the special kind of fear it excites may be 

called Dread. With the Uncanny one has reached the fringes of 

the Numinous. Now suppose that you were told simply "There is 

a might spirit in the room" and believed it. Your feelings would 

then be even less like the mere fear of danger: but the disturbance 

would be profound. You would feel wonder and a certain 
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shrinking ï described as awe, and the object which excites it is 

the Numinous.  

The feeling of numinous dread is what Otto terms the Mysterium Tremendum, which 

loosely translates to awe-filled mystery.  The dread of which Otto writes is represented 

in the Latin Tremendum, meaning terrible and awe-inspiring.  The Mysterium or 

mystery is described as those things that are completely foreign to us or ñwholly otherò 

(1959: 39).  They are denoted by their effect on the percipient, which is a mental state of 

stupor or ñblank wonderò (p.40).  Other qualities of numinous experiences include: 

1 A sense of ñcreature-feelingò defined as ñthe emotion of a creature, submerged 

and overwhelmed by its own nothingness in contrast to which is supreme above 

all creaturesò (p.24) 

2 The inability of people who have not experienced the numinous to comprehend 

the emotions and feelings attached 

3 The availability of such experiences to all 

4 The contrasting emotions of fascination and that which is daunting  

 

While it is clear that Ottoôs numinous experiences and Jamesô mystical experiences 

share a lot of similarities, one perspective on the comparison between their works is that 

Otto explored in depth just one type of mystical experience but did so across religions.  

Although Otto does not specifically mention the four marks of mystical experiences as 

outlined by James, they are inferred throughout much of his text.  For example, Otto 

and James both agree that the ability to comprehend feelings associated with mystical or 

numinous experiences are only comprehensible to those who have had such feelings.  

James states that a mark of a mystical experience is ineffability, which can be inferred 

through the previous statement. 

 

2.2.3 Ecstasy 

Laskiôs (1961) analysis of ecstasy represented a move away from the religious 

orientation of transcendental experiences to a more atheistic perspective where religion 

was de-emphasised.  While acknowledging that mystical, numinous and religious 

experiences, in the sense that James and Otto used the term, are forms of ecstasy, her 

construct is much more encompassing including experiences that are triggered by a 

range of circumstances.  Indeed Laski was first to introduce the term trigger and these 

will be discussed in greater detail in Section 2.3. 
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She saw ecstatic experiences as those which created an altered state of consciousness 

and while she noted that some experiences of ecstasy, in the traditional use of the term, 

such as relief, madness and love fill this criterion they were not unexpected, rare and 

joyful, which she saw as important constituents of ecstatic experiences.  Thus she 

arrived at the conclusions that ecstatic experiences were ñexperiences characterised by 

being joyful, transitory, unexpected, rare, valued and extraordinary to the point of often 

seeming as if derived from a praeternatural [supernatural] source.ò (1961: 43). 

 

Laski elicited ecstatic experiences from three sources: 

1 Questionnaires of participants answering yes to the question ñDo you know a 

sensation of transcendent ecstasy?ò (p.9) 

2 Literary texts 

3 Religious texts 

She sought to extract two things from the data.  Firstly she wanted to determine the 

circumstances under which ecstasy occurred (triggers) and secondly, she wanted to 

know how people felt during the experience. With regard to the latter, Laskiôs analysis 

of the combined 114 experiences lead to the categorisation of experiential qualities as 

having losses and gains, perceived physical feelings which Laski termed quasi-physical 

feelings and reference to either intensity or withdrawal feelings.  Losses, gains and 

quasi-physical feelings perceived during ecstatic experiences can be seen in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1:Perceived losses and gains and physical feelings during ecstatic 

experiences  

Losses Gains Quasi-physical feeling expression 

categories 

Difference; 

Time; 

Place; 

Limitation; 

Worldliness; 

Desire; 

Sorrow; 

Sin; 

Self; 

Words and/or images; 

Sense 

Unity and/or everything; 

Timelessness; 

An ideal place, heaven; 

Release; 

A new life, another world; 

Satisfaction; 

Joy; 

Salvation, perfection; 

Glory; 

Contact; 

Mystical knowledge; 

New knowledge; 

Knowledge by 

identification. 

Up ï words and phrases; 

Inside - words and phrases; 

Light and/or heat - words and 

phrases; 

Dark - words and phrases; 

Enlargement and/or improvement - 

words and phrases; 

Pain - words and phrases; 

Liquidity - words and phrases; 

Calm and peace - words and 

phrases. 
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In order to be considered as a valid ecstatic experience, Laski required that at least two 

of the gains were expressed and either one of the losses or quasi-physical feelings.  

However, since the responses of questionnaire participants were often much shorter than 

literary descriptions, only one gain sensation was required. 

 

The other form of classification attempted by Laski was to group experiences into either 

tumescent or intensity experiences and withdrawal experiences.  The former refers to 

those experiences that are the result of a build up and release of something, at which 

point the percipient feels liberated.  These ecstasies are by far the most common form 

accounting for the vast majority of Laskiôs ecstasies.  However, six of her experiences 

were classified as withdrawal ecstasies, which Laski describes as ñreaching an ecstatic 

condition not by accumulation but by subtraction.  Feelings of force are stilled rather 

than intensifiedò (p.19).  Both these types of ecstasies can occur in the one experience 

or on separate occasions for the same percipient.  For instance, Laski, writing about a 

questionnaire subject, states that ñIt is clear, on reading the text, that this woman is 

contrasting a single withdrawal experience with more usual experiences of intensity 

ecstasyò (p.47). 

 

It can be seen from the above that Laskiôs definition of ecstasy that she was presenting a 

construct much broader and encompassing in nature to those posited by James and Otto.  

Laski refers to Jamesô four marks for mystical experiences and states that only five of 

sixty in her questionnaire group showed both the marks of ineffability and noesis in 

their experiences.  However, it is worth noting that Laski did not deliberately try and 

elicit these qualities from her participants and that the prevalence of at least one of these 

qualities, ineffability, is seen in much of her text.  Similarly the noetic quality of James 

permeates through Laskiôs gains listed in Table 2.1.  Nonetheless Laski concludes ñI do 

not find that I can equate any of my criteria for ecstasies with anyone elseôs criteria for 

mystical statesò (p.46) 

 

Of the other two criteria posited by James, transience and passivity, the latter receives 

little attention throughout her book, which seems logical given her atheist, or at least 

agnostic, standpoint.  Conversely the former receives much attention.  Indeed, one of 

Laskiôs regrets was that she failed to ask participants about the longevity of their 

ecstasies.  What she does assert is that ecstasies occur in varying lengths although most 
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common are those that are momentary, perhaps only lasting seconds.  She criticises 

James for not pointing out that most experiences, whether mystical or ecstatic are 

extremely short-lived.  Laski comments that those ecstasies said to have lasted longer 

were likely to be the result of lasting emotion following tumescence. 

 

2.2.4 Peak Experiences 

Maslowôs concept of peak experiences was developed more or less simultaneously with 

Laskiôs ecstasies in the early 1960ôs and like Laski, he also de-emphasised religion and 

mysticism, and included experiences recognised to all, perhaps so his research would be 

widely accepted.  Peak experiences share much in common with the constructs of 

mystical, numinous and particularly ecstasy.  Indeed in later works (eg Maslow, 1994) 

he uses the terms peak experience and ecstasy interchangeably as do other authors (eg 

Privette, 1983; Quarrick, 1989).  

 

Maslow was the first to contextualise such experiences in a framework of human needs.  

He saw human needs as operating in a hierarchy where the needs of safety, 

belongingness, love, respect and self-esteem must first be fulfilled before self-

actualisation can occur.  He defines self-actualisation as:  

ongoing actualisation of potentials, capacities and talents, as 

fulfillment of mission (or call, fate destiny or vocation), as a 

fuller knowledge of, and acceptance of, the personôs own intrinsic 

nature, as an unceasing trend toward unity, integration or synergy 

within a person. (1968:25).  

 

Maslow notes that there are very few people who can be called self-actualists, although 

their perception was available to others during peak experiences, or moments of self-

actualisation, which he argued, were available to almost everyone (1994). 

 

Building on his theory of needs, Maslow proposes that all human mental illness should 

be thought of as a deficiency in meeting those needs.  He associated a type of cognition, 

which he termed D-cognition, as the way in which thought processes occur in such 

people.  Conversely, the type of cognition experienced during peak experiences or self-

actualisation, was markedly different and he terms it Being cognition or B-cognition. 

The type of cognition that occurs during peak experiences has many facets including: 

 



 

Liam Smith ï A qualitative analysis of profound wildlife encounters 25 

1. The world is perceived as a unified whole.  The feeling that the percipient has a 

part in the world or belongs in it ñcan be so profound that it can change the 

personôs character and his Weltanschauung [life view] foreverò (1994:59) 

2. A complete focus of attention.  Maslow saw this as the equivalent to fascination 

or complete absorption and is characterised (as opposed to D-cognition) by not 

rubricising (classifying or comparing objects). 

3. A view of the world that is not anthropocentric.  Objects are viewed in their own 

right and to this extent the experience is ego transcending. 

4. Peak experiences are seen as ñself-validatingò and ñself-justifyingò (1994:62).  

There are seen as some of the most important and valuable moments in the lives 

of the percipients. 

5. Time and space are distorted. 

6. Such experiences are only seen as good. 

7. Percipients feel forgiveness, compassion and sympathy for wrong doers and 

even the perception of evil, disease and death is seen as acceptable. 

8. Fear disappears 

9. People feel incredibly fortunate to have had such experiences. 

 

Similarly seeing the world for its intrinsic value rather than its usefulness to humans, are 

called B-values.  B-values or ñattributes of reality when perceived in peak experiencesò 

(1994:91) are seen as different to attitudes or emotions of B-cognition (1994:94).  The 

differing attributes can be seen in Table 2.3. 

 

It has been stated that peak experiences and ecstasies are similar constructs and a 

comparison of Tables 2.1 and 2.2 reiterates this point.  The approaches to analysis 

however are slightly different in that Malsow paints a bigger picture, seeing self-

actualisation as always positive and a mark of good health whereas Laski was 

exclusively interested in positive ecstasies, but noted as James did, that there are also 

equivalent negative experiences.  One could say that Laskiôs approach was one of 

thorough investigation into positive peak experiences. 
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Table 2.2: B-values and emotions of B-cognition in peak experiences 

B-values Emotion and attitudes of B-cognition 

toward the alternate reality 

Truth, honesty, reality; 

Goodness; 

Beauty; 

Wholeness; 

Dichotomy-transcendence, synergy; 

Aliveness; 

Uniqueness; 

Perfection; 

Necessity; 

Completion; 

Justice; 

Order; 

Simplicity; 

Richness; 

Effortlessness; 

Playfulness; 

Self-sufficiency. 

Awe; 

Love; 

Adoration; 

Worship; 

Humility; 

Feeling of smallness plus godlikeness; 

Reverence; 

Approval of; 

Agreement with; 

Wonder; 

Sense of mystery; 

Gratitude; 

Devotion; 

Dedication; 

Identification with; 

Belonging to; 

Fear; 

Joy; 

Rapture 

Adapted from Maslow (1968:83; 1994:94) 

Another parallel that can be drawn between experiences that Maslow termed ñplateau-

experiencesò (1994:xiv) which he describes as ñserene and calm, rather than a 

poignantly emotional, climatic, autonomic response to the miraculous, the awesomeéò 

(1994:xiv) and Laskiôs withdrawal ecstasies.  Although they appear to be similar 

constructs, Maslow adds that such experiences typically contain a noetic quality, seen 

by James as a crucial indicator of mystical experience.  Laski noted that withdrawal 

ecstasies were associated with darkness and downward (sinking) feelings. 

 

Maslow does not address Jamesô four marks of mystical experience directly.  The 

quality of ineffability appears to be taken as given, mentioned only in an Appendix of 

Religions, Values and Peak Experiences when he writes, ñThese experiences are 

essentially ineffableò (1994:72).  Similarly the quality of noesis is not exclusively 

examined yet it can be implied from much of the text.  He does acknowledge that truer 

knowledge is perceived during peak experiences but warns that such transcendent 

knowledge may be sought from peak experiences rather than other more self disciplined 

means.  In what appears a criticism of Laskiôs focus on triggers, he states ñéI think we 

shall handle the problem better if we stress ontology and epistemology rather than the 

triggers and the stimuliò. (1994:81) 
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Of Otto, Maslow refers to very little however in conclusion to his essay on Religions, 

Values and Peak Experiences (1994) where he asserts that peak and numinous 

experiences are similar in many ways and it is only on the concept of supernatural 

beings and laws or forces that they differ.  He saw this difference as insignificant but 

acknowledged that the individual interpretation was seen to be of great importance by 

the percipient. 

 

2.2.5 Flow 

The concept of flow, as introduced by Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (1975), is where the 

demands of a situation whether physical or mental, are met by the skill level of the 

participant.  The flow channel is often represented diagrammatically and can be seen in 

Figure 2.1.  

Figure 2.1: The flow channel 

  High     

      Anxiety 

 

 

       Challenges    
Flow 

        Boredom 

 

Low 

        Skills 
Low       High 

 

As can be seen from Figure 2.1, the result of not having an optimal experience (flow) is 

either boredom or anxiety. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) lists eight common characteristics 

for optimal experience and these are: 

1. A challenge that is not insurmountable by using oneôs skills 

2. Intense concentration and focusing of attention which he believed lead to 

ñmerging of action and awarenessò (1990: 51) because all attention is taken up 

by the task at hand, leaving no energy to concentrate on actions such that they 

become automatic. 

3. Clear goals are set 

4. Feedback is given 

5. Percipients forget everyday pressures and feel a sense of relief 

6. The sense of control over the task is enjoyable 
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7. There is a loss of self consciousness 

8. Time is perceived to be altered in that minutes can feel like they last hours but 

also that hours can feel like very short moments 

 

Of the eight characteristics for optimal experience, four can be seen as antecedent or 

causal factors, that of the task or challenge (1) the goals that are set (3) the feedback 

provided (4) and the control felt (6).  The other four characteristics are experiential 

parameters that follow on from attempting the task, and should occur as long as the 

experience is within the flow channel (Figure 2.1).  Mannell (1979 in Walker, Hull and 

Roggenbuck, 1998: 454) concurs by stating that some elements may be ñless 

characteristic of the experience than they are conditions contributing to the achievement 

of flow-like experiencesò. 

 

Flow as a category of consciousness shares much in common with both ecstasies and 

peak experiences.  Indeed flow is often described as a lesser peak (eg Waldron, 1998; 

DeMares, 2000) and many authors draw comparisons (eg Mannell and Iso-Aloha, 1987; 

McDonald and Schreyer, 1991; Arnould and Price, 1993; Waldron, 1998; Walker, Hull 

and Roggenbuck, 1998; DeMares, 2000; Ryan, 2002; 2003).  Commonalties that are 

frequently noted include: 

 

1. A merging of action and awareness 

2. They represent a stark contrast to everyday experiences 

3. Both have a narrow focus of attention on a stimuli 

4. Time is altered 

5. Loss of self consciousness 

 

However Privette (1983) sees the two constructs as differing in that peak experiences 

usually contain ña transpersonal qualityò (p. 1364), they are usually receptive in that 

there is often no behaviour associated with the experience, but most importantly that 

peak experiences and ecstasies are spontaneously triggered whereas flow experiences 

generally included structured and planned activities.  Privette (1983), in her analysis of 

peak experience, peak performance and flow, notes that there are circumstances under 

which both flow and peak experiences could occur, but only when deep flow, or highly 

challenging situations being achieved, occurred.  When all three occur simultaneously, 
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the qualities of absorption, involvement, joy, valuing, self identity, responsibility, 

spontaneity, freedom, awareness of power, loss of time and space were observed.  

Mannell and Iso-Aloha (1987: 325) and Mannell (1996: 454) both saw a key difference 

between peak experience and flow in that peak experiences are ñall or nothingò whereas 

the intensity of flow is highly variable. Privetteôs (1983:1362) supports this assertion by 

stating that states of flow ñmay be as inconsequential as chewing gum, whereas deep 

flow or macroflow has a full range and depth of potentialò.   

 

2.2.6 Other constructs 

The general trend thus far has been an expansion of definitions in terms of breadth.  

James and Otto, wrote about experiences that are much more specific in nature than 

ecstasy or flow.  The broadest term that is now examined is that of absorption as first 

posited by Tellegen and Atkinson (1974) and analysed in depth by Quarrick (1989).  

 

Quarrick asserts that we are constantly coding everything that we see.  He describes 

three kinds of codes ï self coding or what Maslow termed rubricising, reality 

orientation which controls environmental interaction and evaluative processing, and 

coordinates and evaluates the interaction between the first two codes.  During ordinary 

consciousness, the self-coding takes priority and we are unable to truly experience 

objects.  When we become absorbed, however, the sense of self fades, an object 

becomes the focal point of our attention and we experience the object purely.  While 

this construct appears remarkably similar to those of Maslow and Laski, Quarrick posits 

important additions. First, he again broadens the range of activities that are considered 

under absorption including such common pastimes as reading, watching television and 

theatrical performance and playing games.  Second, he states that people who are 

absorbed are generally motionless, which is clearly not always the case for flow and 

finally he uses sleep as a comparative state of consciousness or support his assertions. 

 

 In reference to flow, Quarrick (1989:154) states that it ñseems to be an example of 

absorbed actionò and there are many similarities.  However absorption is more closely 

aligned with ecstasy and peak experience, such that it would be more appropriate to call 

absorption ña lesser peakò than flow. 
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Another interesting construct of a conscious state, is that of pure consciousness 

(Alexander, Chandler and Boyer, 1990 in Gackenback, 1993).  States of pure 

consciousness are not seen as development or progression from ordinary consciousness 

but rather a regression into a state of consciousness where nothing is present or ña silent 

state with no object of thought or perceptionò (Alexander, Chandler and Boyer, 1990 in 

Gackenback, 1993).  Such an idea runs parallel with the often-cited commonality that 

experiences such as peak, ecstasy, mystical and numinous are basic units, and they 

cannot be deconstructed (Otto,1959; James, 1929; Maslow, 1968; 1970; Laski, 1961).  

Otto called the numinous state of mind sui generis (in a class of its own) and Quarrick 

(1989) makes an extensive comparison of absorption with yoga.  Furthermore, his 

discussion on the state of hypnotism bears significant resemblance to a state of pure 

consciousness.  One of James subjects talks of ñutter blanknessò (1929: 382) and there 

appear to be parallels with Laskiôs withdrawal ecstasies.  If states of consciousness are 

seen to build on one another (as in Waldronôs (1998) model ï see below), then they 

cannot be irreducible.  Indeed the very term higher states of consciousness can be 

questioned by this analogy.  

 

What has been proposed thus far is that it is inherent in the human condition to 

experience altered states of consciousness and such states many vary in many ways yet 

share one common characteristic, that they are qualitatively different to normal waking 

consciousness.  The possibility of a continuum of consciousness has been suggested and 

Waldronôs (1998) model can be seen in Table 2.3.  Similarly Cade and Coxhead (1980) 

also propose a hierarchy of nine levels of consciousness with deep sleep as the lowest 

level and cosmic consciousness or unity as the highest. 

 

Table 2.3: A continuum of experiences in a spectrum of consciousness 

Ordinary 

consciousness 

Flow Transition 

from personal 

to 

transpersonal 

Paranormal 

psychic 

experience 

Auditory 

visionary 

experience 

Extrovertive 

Introvertive 

mystical 

experiences 

Ultimate 

level 

 Flow Peak 

experiences / 

ecstasies 

Peak 

experiences / 

ecstasies 

Mystical 

experiences 

Mystical / 

numinous 

experiences  

Numinous 

Adapted from Waldron (1998: 108). 
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There are other authors who have presented differing constructs and while they 

acknowledge the work of their predecessors, they invariably go on to explain the 

differences attributed to their new term.  For example, many of the experiential 

characteristics outlined by Arnould and Price (1993) for extraordinary experience are 

similar to the constructs of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; 1990) and peak experience 

(Maslow, 1968).  However Arnould and Price (1993) argue that a separate construct for 

extraordinary experience is warranted on the basis that it requires social interaction to 

facilitate its occurrence whereas both flow and peak experiences occur on an individual 

level.  On closer analysis extraordinary experiences may be more closely related to 

MacDonald and Schreyerôs (1991) spiritual experience or Ottoôs numinous (1959), both 

of whom argue that there are certain types of experience that can be facilitated through 

social interaction.  Iso-Aloha (1982) captures both sides of the argument by stating that 

there is tension in experiences between the need to socialise and the benefit attained 

from doing so, and the desire for isolation from others. 

 

The above example is but one illustration of the construct overlap that occurs with 

definitions of states of consciousness.  Further confusing the topic are those experiences 

that are generated internally through meditation, those that are the result of drug taking 

and any state of consciousness that results from psychopathological affliction (although 

Maslow (1968:204) argues that being unable to achieve higher states of consciousness 

is pathological). 

 

2.2.7 Commonalties between state of consciousness constructs 

It is difficult to define any term of profound experience given that little is known about 

the cognitive and neurological processes that occur during the experiences.  The lack of 

tangible empirical evidence to support the occurrence of profound experiences results in 

definitions being ascribed around characteristics or qualities recalled by percipients 

following the event. Exceptions include EEG studies on hypnotism subjects and yogi 

however it is questionable whether these states are comparable. What is clear is that 

many of the higher states share many commonalties when described by percipients after 

the event.  These include: 

1. Loss of temporal and spatial perception. 

2. Loss of self consciousness. 

3. Detachedness from everyday life. 
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4. Intense focus in a stimuli or object. 

5. A noetic quality. 

6. Ineffability when describing the emotion and perception felt during the event. 

7. They are available to most if not all. 

 

Commonalties between various terms are not limited to the above and several other 

features are shared, however an attempt to compare more than what has been attempted 

here would prove difficult.  For example, a recent paper by Heath (2000) identified 17 

constituents for peak experiences that were noted for all eight subjects.  Maslow (1962) 

identified 18 that were refined to nine above. 

  

2.2.8 Points of difference between state of consciousness constructs 

From the above review of altered states, there are four main experiential points of 

contention and two of how the experience is interpreted.  The experiential differences 

are: 

1. The amount of effort exerted by the participant 

2. Whether the experience is spontaneous or structured 

3. Whether the experience occurs in solidarity or with others 

4. The length of the experience 

 

The way that the experience is interpreted is clearly a matter for the individual however 

with regard to the constructs presented differences include: 

1. Whether or not the experience is considered to be religious (in the sense of 

associating with an accepted denomination) or not 

2. Whether the experience is considered to be positive or negative.  However it has 

been shown that some negative experiences can be seen positively with 

hindsight (Andressen and Hall, 1989; Laski, 1961) leading to some ambiguity. 

 

Based on the outline of the literature above, the construct of profound experience is 

used for the purposes of this study.  Perhaps most closely aligned to ecstasies as 

outlined by Laski (1961), profound experience will be used to include some recurring 

characteristics of other constructs.   
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The above review of commonalties and differences between higher states of 

consciousness constructs is useful on two fronts.  First, it has provided a better 

understanding of the theoretical construct of profound experience and second, it is 

useful for informing the interview schedule (Appendix A) used to address the aim and 

objectives. Questions are included in the interview schedule that are designed to elicit 

responses that confirm one or several of the common qualities outlined above.  

Similarly, questions are also included that are designed to explore areas of difference. 

 

2.3 Triggers of profound experiences 

Trigger is the term attributed to those objects, events or circumstances that facilitate a 

personôs transition from a normal state of consciousness to another state of 

consciousness (Laski, 1961).  Although Laski is attributed with the introduction of the 

term, undoubtedly other authors have alluded to the idea.  For example when James 

writes of providing the ñrequisite stimulusò (1929:378), he is clearly referring to 

triggers.  Triggers are of particular importance to this study because they represent those 

variables that play a role in causing profound wildlife experiences and hence need to be 

identified to meet the research aim as well as the first and third research objectives. 

 

It has been argued that altered states of consciousness can occur in varying forms.  

However, no transition is possible without a trigger (with perhaps the exception of 

drugs and psychopathic subjects (Laski, 1961)).  It is also important to recognise that 

there is not a cause-effect relationship between the presence of triggers and profound 

experience and that the presence of a trigger may or may not lead to a profound 

experience, depending on the individual (Laski, 1961).  This idea is consistent with the 

conceptual sequential model presented shown as Figure 1.1 in Chapter One, where the 

labelling of profoundness to an experience is caused by a combination of both person 

and situational antecedent variables. 

 

Laski (1961: 17) identifies 11 possible triggers for ecstacy.  These are natural scenery 

and objects; sexual love; childbirth; exercise, movement; religion; art; scientific or exact 

knowledge; poetic knowledge; creative work; recollection, introspection and; beauty.  

Using subjects as well as literature from religious and other texts, Laski identifies art 

and nature as most frequently recurring, accounting for around half of her sample.  

Under the category of nature, city scenes, landscapes and seasonal changes are seen as 
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most important in facilitating ecstasy.  Other investigators have used Laskiôs term to 

identify other sets of triggers.  Whittaker (1970 in DeMares, 2000: 89) lists nine trigger 

categories, broadly corresponding to those of Laski (1961) and includes the category of 

nature, termed noölogical triggers.  James (1929) writes of nature, religion, nitrous 

oxide and anesthetics as being possible triggers.  Both Greeley (1974) and 

Csikszentmihalyi (1975) list five categories groups of experiences that could trigger 

ecstasy and flow experiences respectively.  Braud (2001) lists over 30 instances where 

he personally experienced profound emotion including óexperiencing natureôs beautyô.  

Braudôs (2001) inquiry also sought to elicit from others, possible triggers for what he 

termed ówonder-joy tearsô.  Similar experiences to his own are found and nature is again 

noted. Table 2.4 presents list of various authors and their constructs, along with the 

triggers they identify as potentially causal to the onset of the altered state of 

consciousness. 

 

Table 2.4:  Comparison of different setting triggers. 

AUTHOR CONSTRUCT SETTING TRIGGERS 

Laski (1961) Ecstasy Natural scenery, objects, etc.; sexual love; 

childbirth; exercise, movement; religion; art; 

scientific or exact knowledge; poetic knowledge; 

creative work; recollection, introspection; beauty; 

miscellaneous 

Csikszentmihalyi 

(1975; 1990) 

Flow Play and games; creativity and research at the 

frontier; transcendental, peak or religious 

experiences; collective ritual; Zen, yoga and other 

meditative states. 

James (1929) Mystical / 

religious 

Nature; religion; nitrous oxide and anaesthetics 

Arnould and 

Price (1993) 

Extraordinary Nature; water; social interaction 

Quarrick (1989) Absorption Stories; drugs; other people; sexual; art; sport; 

meditation 

Maslow (1968; 

1994) 

Peak Aesthetic; sexual; creative; music 

Greeley (1974) Ecstasy Listening to music; prayer; observing nature; quiet 

reflection; attending church. 

McDonald and 

Schreyer (1991) 

Spiritual Prayer; meditation; church; nature; social grouping 

Rosegrant (1976) Religious Nature 

Hood (1977) Mystical Nature 

Whittaker (in 

DeMares, 2000) 

Peak Academic; social; artistic; athletic; nature; 

altruistic; sexual; psychotechnologic; poli tical. 
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2.3.1 Nature as a trigger for profound experience 

Many authors see nature as having the capacity to trigger profound experience (see 

Table 2.4) and based on the weight of evidence, it can be stated that nature is a well-

accepted trigger for profound experiences.  The power of the natural environment to cue 

profound experiences may be responsible for a reverence for the earth which is 

evidenced by the evolution of terms such as Tuanôs (1975) ógeopietyô.  Arnould, Price 

and Otnes (1999 in DeMares, 2000) state that nature creates an óoutdoor magicô while 

Kaplan and Kaplan (1995) argue that nature is particularly conducive to fascination.  

Arnould and Price (1993) found that half of their subjects referred to nature as being the 

most important part of their rafting experience.  Furthermore Arnould and Priceôs 

(1993) assertion that water acts as a catalyst for spiritual experiences, is more specific 

about which component of nature may be more important.   

  

2.3.2 Animals as triggers for profound experience 

Until recently, Laskiôs (1961) assertion that animals can trigger profound experiences 

has remained relatively unexplored.  However, over the past decade some researchers 

(e.g. De Bergerac, 1998; DeMares and Krycka, 1998; Muloin, 1998; DeMares, 2000) 

have begun exploring the area.  Their subjects have all had profound experiences with 

cetaceans, chiefly dolphins and initial findings corroborate Laskiôs assertion.   

 

Using phenomenological reduction as a qualitative research technique, DeMares (2000) 

sought to elicit key experiential themes from her six participants.  The themes she 

identifies are intention, reciprocity of process, aliveness, connectedness and harmony.  

Within these themes some experiential elements of the participantsô contact with 

animals give clues as to why the profound experience was triggered.  Eye contact 

(DeMares and Krycka, 1998; DeMares, 2000) and close proximity (DeMares and 

Krycka, 1998; Muloin, 1998; DeMares, 2000) to the animal in question are seen as 

important to the experience and are manifestations of the intention and reciprocity of 

process themes respectively.  Proximity to the animal may be perceived as particularly 

important given that all the species examined in their study (beluga whale, bottlenose 

dolphin, and orca) are all substantially bigger than their observers.   

  

Domestic animals are not able to trigger profound experience (Laski 1961; DeMares, 

2000) and this could lead to the conclusion that the perceived level of safety could play 
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a role in determining the likelihood of profound experiences being triggered.  A 

possible means of addressing the question as to whether it is the species at hand or the 

wildness of the species would be to examine experiences with the same species in both 

domesticated and wild settings. 

 

Having such a small number of subjects meant that DeMares was not able to determine 

if certain species were more likely to trigger profound experiences.  Clearly, this avenue 

of research is of great interest to her as she posits the question in both DeMares (2000) 

and in DeMares and Krycka (1998).  A criticism of DeMares (2000) work is that her 

conclusions to the question ñéwhy does one species tend to inspire peak while others 

do not?ò are drawn from limited data and shaky conceptual underpinning.  She states  

the interest and curiosity accorded to certain species of wild animals 

seems to be a function of difference, which may foster fascination éone 

hypothesis which may help explain the occurrence of wild animal 

triggered peaks is that a positive correlation exists between species 

which hold the greatest fascination and species which trigger peak 

experience (2000:100).  

 

However it is important to look at some other species that are held with high degrees of 

fascination that are particularly similar to humans ï apes and chimpanzees.  To make 

the assertion that fascination is a function of the difference between humans and the 

species is unsubstantiated without at least presenting some kind of similarity/difference 

scale and then looking at peak experiences between animals and humans at various 

levels. Shackley (1996) describes encounters with mountain gorillas in Rwanda which 

appear to have the affect of profound experience.  She states ñChimpanzees, gorillas and 

orang-utans as our closest living relatives are inevitably fascinating to the wildlife 

watcherò (p.72) and describes occasions where tourists have burst into tears, 

overwhelmed with emotion.  Despite refuting DeMaresô claims about species attributes 

that are responsible for triggering peak experiences, the question as to whether there are 

certain species that are more likely to trigger profound experiences remains unanswered. 

 

2.3.3 Anti -triggers 

The term anti-trigger was first established by Laski (1961) and are defined as those 

objects, events or circumstances that prevent a profound experience from occurring or 

progressing.  Laski (1961) offers several examples including the presence of other 

people, reminders of everyday life, nature and commerce.  The presence of others and 
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its effect on profound experiences is one area that has been discussed and is a defining 

difference between some constructs.  Hence, there has been a call for further research 

into this area (Privette, 1983).  McDonald and Schreyer (1991) state that certain 

individuals can lead others into profound experiences, particularly those individuals 

who are revered.  Arnould and Price (1993) identified three key experiential themes, 

which included ócommunit«sô or social bonding, that were perceived to be important.  

Similarly Broad (2001, unpubl. PhD thesis) found that volunteers at a gibbon 

rehabilitation project formed strong social bonds, sometimes perceived to be more 

important than the experience of rehabilitating orphaned gibbons. 

 

Reminders of everyday life are also mentioned as anti-triggers (Laski, 1961).  Hood 

(1977) believes that this can also work in reverse.  Factors that remind the percipient of 

the limits of everyday life may trigger profound experiences.  He studied the effect of a 

stressful natural setting on students who were not anticipating stress, leading to an 

increase in the likelihood of inducing mystical states. 

 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) also claims that there are social and environmental obstacles to 

enjoyment, but notes that they do not prevent flow. He posits that either excessive 

rigidity or fragmentation of attention is the primary source of such obstacles.  The 

control of attention clearly has much to do with triggering profound experiences. 

 

2.3.4 Susceptibility to profound experiences 

Maslow strongly believes that peak experiences are, with the exception of very few who 

he termed non-peakers, accessible to everyone.  Maslow (1994) used a technique, which 

he called Rhapsodic Isomorphic Communication, where examples of other peopleôs 

peak experiences were used continuously as prompts to elicit similar experiences from 

the subject.  He used this technique effectively to come to the conclusion that almost 

everyone had peak experiences and although there were some non-peakers, they were 

relatively rare. 

 

It is stated in different texts that the ability to have profound experiences is not 

influenced by gender, age, educational level, religion (Maslow, 1970; Masluk, 1999; 

Cameron and Gatewood, 2000) and cognitive style (Douglas-Smith, 1971 in Quarrick, 

1989; Masluk, 1999).  This contradicts Laskiôs exploration into the question of whether 
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ecstasies are available to certain personality types. Although James (1929), Otto (1959) 

and Maslow (1968) explicitly claim that profound experiences were available to all, 

Laskiôs different ecstatic experiences were found to be more likely to occur for certain 

people.  She states ñit seems likely to me that only certain kinds of people enjoy 

ecstasies greater than Adrianic onesò (p.275).  Adrianic experiences are defined as 

ñexperiences principally characterised by feelings that life is joyful, purified renewed, 

but which lack feelings of knowledge gained or contact madeò.   Thus her findings lend 

support to the findings of Crichton-Browne, whose experiments using nitrous oxide in 

the late 19
th
 century found that people with ñsuperior mental powerò (in Laski p.276) 

had noetic qualities to their experience.  Such qualities were not found in people with 

ñaverage mental calibreò.   Contrastingly, Quarrick (1989) asserts that non-intellectual 

people are easily absorbed and are more likely to have peak experiences.  Laski 

acknowledges that her assertions were not tested empirically and clearly this is a point 

of contention. 

 

Csikszentmihalyi is also interested in the predisposition of people to have the ability to 

achieve flow.  He argues that it is primarily the ability to focus attention that allows 

people to have such experiences.  To support his argument, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) 

uses two groups who have difficulty in controlling attention, schizophrenics and people 

with other attention disorders.  Schizophrenics have difficulties focussing attention on 

one thing and therefore process too much information and people with attention 

disorders lack general control over attention. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) argues that these 

people will rarely achieve flow.  Other tests on attention are chosen by 

Csikszentmihalyi to demonstrate this point.  He also believes that certain people were 

born with the innate ability to achieve flow as is clear when he writes ñéit is possible 

that there are individuals with genetic advantage for controlling consciousness.ò (1990: 

86).  People with the ability to concentrate were labelled by Csikszentmihalyi as having 

autotelic personalities, or people who undertook activities for its own sake not the 

consequences. 

 

Another observation is that of Maslow, who points out that people who have rejected 

their inherited religion and found their own, are more likely to have peak experiences 

and Kast (1991 in DeMares, 2000:89) notes that there are some gender differences in 

what stimuli trigger peak experiences. 
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2.3.5 Conclusion 

This section has explored triggers or those elements of profound experiences that may 

have been causal to the experience.  Initially nature was identified as a broad trigger 

category, and most authors agreed was a possible trigger for profound experiences.  

Within the category of nature, the presence of water and animals were also identified as 

a possible, if relatively unexplored triggers.  Those explorations that have been 

undertaken into animals as triggers suggest that eye contact with the animal, close 

proximity and type of species may be important in triggering profound animal 

experiences.  These three variables also highlight avenues for investigation that were 

incorporated into the interview schedule (Appendix A).  This process is outlined in 

Chapter Three.  The final part to this section on triggers of profound experiences looked 

at whether profound experiences were available to all people.  Despite Laski, among a 

few others, believing that certain personalities may be more prone to profound 

experiences, this assertion remains largely unsubstantiated. 

 

This section has also served to provide a rationale for the research aim as well as the 

first research objective which is to identify which experiential variables are perceived as 

important by people who have had a profound experience with wildlife.  While there 

appear to be some variables emerging that are considered important by interviewees in 

some studies, they do not represent a comprehensive account of all factors that could be 

important.  Some factors may be vital to triggering a profound wildlife experience, 

while others may only enhance the experience.  Knowing which are seen as important 

by people who have profound experiences, could provide important clues for 

conceptualising and developing wildlife experiences. 

 

2.4 The impact of a profound experience 

At the beginning of Chapter One, Valentine and Birtlesô claim that some wildlife 

watching experiences can lead to extraordinary impacts on peopleôs lives was cited.  In 

light of this assertion, the question could be asked: in what way do profound wildlife 

experiences impact on peopleôs lives?  This topic is of interest to this research because 

this area remains largely unexplored and those publications that do comment on the 

impact are often based on anecdotal observations.  More importantly it is likely that the 
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impact of a profound wildlife experiences could result in benefits to the species 

experienced through mechanisms such as greater awareness of threats to the species and 

behaviours that mitigate these threats. 

 

Since there is a dearth of research into the effect of profound wildlife experiences, it 

appears logical to explore the impact of profound experiences in general.  One 

agreement between most authors is the benefit of having profound experiences. 

Experiential benefits have been loosely defined by Driver, Brown and Peterson (1991) 

as improvements in condition.  How these benefits are realised largely depends on the 

individual.  Maslow (1968; 1994) writes of patients that have been spontaneously and 

permanently cured of psychological disorders and concludes that peak experiences are 

often regarded among the most important in the percipientôs life.  Csikszentmihalyi 

writes of people whose lives have been permanently changed as a result of flow and 

sees it as a potential solution to suicidal personalities (as does Maslow, 1970:62,75).  

Similarly all of Waldronôs (1998) subjects were changed as a result of their transcendent 

experiences.  It could be argued that all profound experiences have some impact on the 

lives of those that experience them and that it is only the type and degree of impact that 

differs. 

 

While intense profound experiences leading to dramatic change in peopleôs lives appear 

relatively rare, the physical reaction to less intense experiences has been the focus of 

research.  Tarrant et al. (1994) examined the physical effect of recalling pleasurable 

experiences and asserted that there was no reason to think that the Autonomic Nervous 

System (ANS) responses during recollection were any different to those experienced at 

the time of the actual experience.  This suggests an intricate linking between the 

psychological and physical effects of experiences. 

 

In contrast to the physical benefits, there has been considerable research into the 

psychological effects of profound experiences.  Improved well-being and happiness 

(Walker, Hull and Roggenbuck, 1998), improved mental organisation (Laski, 1961) and 

a reduction in stress and anxiety (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; DeMares, 2000) are a few 

ways in which profound experiences can affect the mental state of percipients. 
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Investigations into peak and flow as well as other profound experience constructs, 

frequently utilise questions referring to moments of extreme happiness and joy.  Thus it 

seems logical that such recollections reflect key moments in the lives of subjects.  Some 

researchers have devised qualitative methodologies to examine these key moments (e.g. 

Denzin 1989; 2001; Emerson, 2004) and it is likely that these include many profound 

experiences.  Maslow (1968: 103) allocates such importance to peak experiences that he 

calls them ñacute identity-experiencesò.  The subjects in many studies are good 

examples of how profound experiences can transform or shape peopleôs lives (e.g. 

Arnould and Price, 1993; Waldron, 1998; DeMares, 2000; Braud, 2001). 

 

However there can be negative impacts of having profound experiences. Maslow (1968) 

dedicates an entire chapter to the dangers of B-cognition.  Some of these include 

selfishness, lethargy toward action, undiscriminating acceptance, and an unrealistic 

view of the world. Both Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1990) and Maslow (1994) also warn of 

the dangers of addiction to too much flow / peak experience.   

 

Tarrant, Manfredo and Driver (1994) note the lack of research investigating the link 

between recreation experiences and long-term benefits.  They cite frequent reflection of 

experiences coupled with the generally positive nature of recollecting, to suggest that 

there may be long term benefits.   

 

Stewart (1992) demonstrates that participation in an experience can lead to a change in 

experience preference.  From this it can be intuited that those experiences that are 

considered profound are more likely to strongly influence experiential preference.  As is 

argued in Chapter One, such an influence could be manifested through repeat visitation 

or seeking similar experiential products. 

 

2.4.1 The impact of profound wildlife experiences 

Limited systematic investigation into the impact of profound wildlife experiences 

means that most accounts of the impact of such experiences are anecdotal.  Valentine 

and Birtlesô (2004) assertion that many people have wildlife experiences that result in 

extraordinary life impact is one such observation probably based on anecdotal 

observations made by the two authors rather than a systematic investigation.  However, 

several other authors outline ways in which individuals have altered their lives as a 
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result of profound wildlife experiences.  One such example comes from Almagor (1985: 

44) who describes being alarmed at the sight of numerous pictures and artefacts of lions 

at an acquaintanceôs house: 

But what attracted attention was the number of pictures and images of 

lions which filled every corner of his house.  When the author asked him 

about all these, his answer was: ñMy encounter with the lions was such a 

thrill that one never forgets.  Since then a lion is with me all the timeò. 

 

Algamor (1985: 45) goes on to hypothesise that following a visit to an African game 

reserve, tourists frequently select an animal that they encountered, to ñsymbolize [sic] 

his or her existential quest in natureò. 

 

Other anecdotal accounts of impacts from wildlife experiences abound.  At an 

Interpretation Australia Association workshop in 2001, Charlton (2001) presented a 

collection of ñshaping and powerful momentsò including several accounts of wildlife 

interaction.  Impacts from Charltonôs collection of stories vary widely but include a 

commitment to new hobbies such as bird watching, involvement in research projects 

and artistic expression through poetry. 

 

DeBergerac (1998) asserts that inducing alpha and theta brainwave states induced by 

dolphin experiences can lead to overcoming addictions, anxiety, illness, depression and 

phobias.  She also asserts that long-term personality transformations are possible with 

an increase in ñabstract thinking, stability, conscientiousness, boldness, imaginitiveness 

and self-controlò (p.124). 

 

It is also important to consider those profound wildlife experiences where the 

interaction has involved injury.  The nature of such injuries may range from minor 

scarring to severe disfiguration and death.  Although assessing the impact on peopleôs 

lives of these types of profound experiences is beyond the scope of this study, the 

author has noted both through personal experience and in the media, that such an 

experience can permanently shape the direction of peopleôs lives.  For example, in a 

recent screening of the Australian television show ñThe Great Outdoorsò, the presenter 

interviewed a man who had dedicated most of his life to bear awareness and research, 

which appeared to be the result of a bear attack which had left him permanently 

disfigured and nearly cost him his life. 
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2.4.2 Conclusion 

This section has examined the impact that both profound experiences and profound 

wildlife experiences can have on peopleôs lives.  While the impact can vary greatly, 

most literature cited referred to significant impacts that resulted from profound 

experiences, perhaps because these make the best examples to cite when discussing the 

way in which experiences can affect people.  Nevertheless, Valentine and Birtles appear 

vindicated in their assertion that profound wildlife experiences can lead to extraordinary 

impacts of peopleôs lives, which also provides support for the assertion that 

manipulating experiences so that they are considered profound opens up the possibility 

that people can be impacted upon and this impact may materialise in ways that are 

beneficial to wildlife tourism operators.   

 

In light of the above, an empirical investigation into the impact that profound wildlife 

experiences can have has merit on two fronts.  First, there is little research of this nature 

but more importantly, it may help operators to recognise the potential they have to 

impact on peopleôs lives.  Thus, the second research objective of exploring the impacts 

of profound wildlife experiences on peopleôs lives appears to be justified. 

 

2.5 Tourism and wildli fe tourism experiences 

Thus far, the literature review has concentrated on profound experiences, what they are, 

what triggers them and what impact they can have on people.  The next section outlines 

the context in which profound experiences are examined in this research project.  While 

many experiences, including those that are considered profound, are unplanned, there 

are also many industries that are in the business of selling planned experiences, not least 

of which is the tourism industry and within this, the wildlife tourism industry.   

 

To contextualise this study, the next section includes a review of literature relevant to 

experiences in wildlife tourism.  To provide a theoretical framework, models of the 

tourism experience are examined for appropriateness as a framework for this research.  

Following this, wildlife tourism is introduced and different classifications of the 

industry are presented.  The industry is then examined for trends, much as tourism in 

general was examined in Chapter One and the implications for the growth of wildlife 

tourism, in terms of the potential impact on wildlife, is explored.  Following this, the 
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potential benefits to visitors are considered and the section concludes with a discussion 

of the role that operators and guides play in mediating tourist experiences. 

 

2.5.1 Models of the tourist experience 

The multidisciplinary approach to tourism studies has resulted in a wide range of 

perspectives from which the subject material is examined and has resulted in marked 

divergence in the type and focus of tourism models that have been proposed.  For 

example, Leiperôs (1995) tourism system takes a geographical approach, dividing the 

tourism system into three spatial components: the origin region, the transit route region 

and the destination region.  Hall (2003) takes a different approach by making the tourist 

experience the centrepiece, which is influenced by the tourist typology and the product 

experienced.  However, the idea that the tourist experience should be considered the 

centrepiece of any tourism system was not first proposed by Hall.  Several authors have 

examined this construct prior to Hallôs (2003) model. 

 

Over the past forty years, there has been a history of conceptualisation and 

deconstruction of tourist experiences in the literature (e.g. Clawson and Knetsch, 1966; 

MacCannell, 1973, 1976; Cohen, 1979; Gottlieb, 1982; Iso-Aloha, 1982; Jafari, 1987; 

Urry, 1990; Wang, 1999; Quan and Wang, 2004).  Quan and Wang (2004) point out that 

there have been numerous approaches taken to the examination of tourist experiences 

including phenomenological, Durkeimian, psychological and treating it as a type of 

gaze.   

 

Others have taken a more logistical approach, making temporal divisions for ease of 

examination.  Clawson and Knetschôs (1966) division of the recreation experience into 

five phases was the first to outline how experiences may be conceptualised in this way.  

The five phases outlined by Clawson and Knetsch (1966) are: 

1. Anticipation 

2. Travel to the destination 

3. On-site phase 

4. Return travel 

5. Recollection. 

There are many parallels with Clawson and Knetschôs (1966) Recreation Experience 

Continuum and Leiperôs (1995) whole tourism system which focuses on the geographic 
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location of the tourist placed in the context of broader human, sociocultural, physical, 

legal, economic and technological environments.  Another chronologically ordered 

model is that of Jafari (1987) which appears to be based on the work of Clawson and 

Knetsch, with the exception that he adds a sixth component; the ordinary life that has 

continued in the absence of the tourist.  There are several commonalities in these 

chronological models of the tourist experience including a pre-trip phase, a time away 

from the place of residence and a recollection phase that occurs once the visitor has 

returned. 

 

2.5.2 Wildlife tourism   

An investigation into wildlife tourism is relevant to this thesis for two reasons.  Firstly, 

the commercial provision of wildlife experiences represents core business for wildlife 

tourism operators and secondly, the recommendations (Chapter Five) that evolve from 

the research are targeted at the wildlife tourism industry.  It is therefore important to 

have an understanding of the context within which these recommendations are made.  

While it is acknowledged that profound wildlife experiences frequently occur outside 

the realm of commercial operations, manipulating potentially causal variables is 

probably more difficult for unfacilitated experiences. 

 

2.5.2.1 Definition and classification of wildlife tourism  

Examining various classifications of the wildlife tourism industry is useful because it 

informs both methods for analysis (Chapter Three) and discussion of results (Chapter 

Four) and highlights a lack of research into the differences between unfacilitated and 

facilitated experiences. 

 

Wildlife tourism is defined as ñtourism based on encounters with non-domesticated 

(non-human) animals in either their natural environment or in captivityò (Higginbottom, 

Rann, Moscardo, Davis and Muloin, 2001).  Higginbottom et al.ôs definition of wildlife 

tourism above makes the important inclusion of encountering wildlife in both non-

captive (in situ) and captive (ex situ) environments.  While this distinction seems 

logical, some authors have argued for a captive - free continuum because the degree of 

confinement varies depending on factors such as the type of zoo (urban vs free range) 

and the size of the park (small vs. large) (Shackley, 1996; Orams, 1996; Higginbottom, 

2004; Valentine and Birtles, 2004). 



 

Liam Smith ï A qualitative analysis of profound wildlife encounters 46 

 

Another frequent distinction made is between consumptive and non-consumptive 

wildlife tourism (Vaske et al., 1982; Duffus and Dearden, 1990; Shackley. 1996; Bauer 

and Herr, 2004).  Consumptive wildlife tourism involves the ñharvesting of aquatic or 

terrestrial wild (i.e. not domesticated) wild animalsò (Bauer and Herr, 2004: 59) and 

includes activities such as fishing and hunting whereas non-consumptive wildlife 

tourism usually involves wildlife viewing (Valentine and Birtles, 2004).  However, 

some authors question the merit of such a division because the terms are too value laden 

and may be misinterpreted, particularly in relation to the impacts they cause (Tremblay, 

2001; Higginbottom, 2004).  It may be easy to equate consumptive tourism with 

negative impacts and non-consumptive tourism as having little or no impact on wildlife.  

Higginbottom (2004: 4) articulates her concern when she argues that ñpoorly managed 

wildlife watching can cause serious negative impacts on wildlife, while well-managed 

hunting or fishing can be ecologically sustainableò. 

 

A third distinction is often made between wildlife tourism that is undertaken for the sole 

purpose of viewing wildlife and tourism in which viewing of wildlife is incidental to 

another recreational experience (Davies, 1990; Reynolds and Braithwaite, 2001; 

Higginbottom, 2004).  Higginbottom (2004: 4) terms these two categories as ñwildlife-

dependentò and ñwildlife-independentò respectively.  In reference to the latter, she 

believes that despite wildlife viewing not being a prime motivator for the recreational 

activity, experiences with wildlife can add to the value of the experience. 

 

Other mechanisms for deconstructing wildlife tourism for the sake of analysis include 

Shackleyôs (1996) conceptual framework consisting of two variables, 1) whether the 

animal was captive or free and 2) the degree of involvement by the visitor.  Duffus and 

Dearden (1990) utilise Butlerôs (1980) Tourist Area Life Cycle and Bryanôs (1977) 

Leisure Specialisation Continuum to conceptualise how wildlife tourism and visitors 

might change over time.  Finally Reynolds and Braithwaite (2001) consider the effect 

on wildlife and the intensity of experience as two important factors in the classification 

of wildlife tourism. 

 

One division of wildlife tourism that has largely been ignored in the literature are 

differences between those visitors who have their wildlife encounter facilitated by 
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tourism operators and those that seek out wildlife encounters of their own fruition.  

Almagor (1985: 34) terms the latter ñdo-it-yourselfò tourists and suggests that they have 

a desire for different experiences to ñordinaryò tourists.  The paucity of research using 

this conceptual division is perhaps understandable given that this segment of the 

tourism market is more difficult to analyse (Tisdell and Wilson, 2004). 

 

2.5.2.2 Growth and economic importance of wildlife tourism  

Mirroring increases in tourism in general that were outlined in Chapter One, wildlife 

tourism is also increasing.  Citing a report published in 1998 by The Ecotourism 

Society, Reynolds and Braithwaite (2001) suggest that the role of wildlife tourism as a 

tourism motivator is increasing.  The report indicated that between 20-40 per cent of all 

international tourists hoped to observe wildlife as part of their trip.  Reynolds and 

Braithwaite (2001) also claim that the number of wildlife tourists is increasing and they 

are certainly not alone in making the assertion.  It seems almost routine that 

introductory paragraphs in publications on wildlife tourism in general or specialised 

wildlife tourism investigations, come with assertions about the increase in visitation and 

diversification of the industry in recent years (see for example Vaske, Donnelly, 

Heberlein, and Shelby, 1982; Davies, 1990; Duffus and Dearden, 1990;  Orams, 1996; 

Shackley, 1996; Muloin, 1998; Hoyt, 2000; Higginbottom, 2004). 

 

In many destinations, wildlife tourism generates important revenue (Shackley, 1996; 

Tisdell and Wilson, 2002; Wilson and Tisdell, 2003; Tisdell and Wilson, 2004).  For 

example, Tisdell and Wilson (2002) estimate that local tourism expenditure during the 

1999-2000 turtle breeding season in Mon Repos, near Bundaberg in Queensland, was 

approximately Aus $2.68 million.  In another study, Wilson and Tisdell (2003) estimate 

that tourism expenditure by whale watchers in Hervey Bey in Queensland, generated 

Aus $7.9 million in 2000.  Considering that these figures are confined to small areas or 

operations, the total amount of revenue generated by wildlife tourism is likely to be 

substantial, particularly in light of growth in the number of wildlife tourists.  This is 

substantiated by Hoytôs (2000) estimate that the whale watching industry generated over 

US $1 billion in 2000.   

2.5.2.3 Impacts of wildlife tourism on wildlife  

In line with increases in the size, scope and value of wildlife tourism, there has been an 

increase in research that scrutinises the impact that wildlife tourism has on wildlife 
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(Higginbottom, 2004).  There are several factors that can influence the level of impact 

that occurs including proximity to the animals (e.g. Duffus and Dearden, 1990; Giese, 

1996), visitor behaviour (e.g. Orams, 2002 ï feeding wildlife), mode of transport (e.g. 

Dyck and Baydack, 2004), species traits (Green and Giese, 2004) and life stage (Poole, 

1981). In their comprehensive review of the breadth of wildlife tourism activities that 

can cause impacts on wildlife, Green and Giese (2004) divide their list of activities into 

two categories and a summary of activities can be seen in Table 2.5. 

Table 2.5: Wildlife tourism activities that can result in impacts on wildlife  

Category of activities 

Activities that result in impacts on key 

behaviours 

Activities that result in direct killing or 

injuring of animals 

¶ Supplementary feeding of wildlife 

¶ Habitat clearing and modification 

¶ Disturbing nests, courtship and care 

of young 

¶ Disturbing feeding 

 

 

¶ Hunting and fishing 

¶ Specimen collection 

¶ Killing animals for safety or 

comfort 

¶ Collisions with vehicles 

¶ Introduction of disease 

 Adapted from Green and Giese (2004). 

 

In contrast to the extensive list of negative impacts that wildlife tourism can have on 

wildlife, the list of positive impacts is limited and is frequently viewed only from a 

conservation perspective (e.g. Higginbottom and Tribe, 2004).  However, it has been 

argued in Section 2.5.4 that visitors themselves may benefit both psychologically and 

physically from wildlife experiences. Nevertheless there are several mechanisms by 

which most wildlife tourism operations are thought to be able to contribute to 

conservation, or positive impacts, including: 

¶ Genetic management and captive breeding (ex situ) 

¶ In situ wildlife conservation (protection of habitat) 

¶ Research 

¶ Use of income derived from wildlife tourism to fund conservation initiatives 

¶ Provision of socio-economic incentives for conservation 

¶ Educate visitors about conservation 

¶ Political action to support conservation 

Adapted from Higginbottom and Tribe (2004). 
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It is necessary to stress the importance of taking into consideration the potential impacts 

that may occur as a result of any attempts by operators to facilitate any wildlife 

experiences. Higginbottom and Tribe (2004: 99) make an equivalent statement at the 

beginning of their review of positive impacts of wildlife tourism: 

In wildlife tourism it is crucial not only to the conservation of animals, 

but also to the sustainability of businesses concerned, that the net effects 

of tourism on wildlife are not negative. 

 

While wildlife can be a valuable resource, in the words of Tisdell and Wilson (2004: 

160) ñit needs to be exploited with conservation in mindò.  This philosophy is 

imperative to the development of any wildlife tourism experiences, including those that 

are considered profound. 

 

2.5.2.4 Benefits of wildlife tourism experiences to visitors 

If wildlife t ourism experiences can be achieved with minimal impact on wildlife, then 

there is justification for developing experiences if they benefit either the operator (see 

Section 1.1) or the visitor.  The benefits of wildlife tourism experiences to visitors are 

related to the impacts of wildlife experiences (Section 2.4.1).  Where impacts on 

peopleôs lives occur following a wildlife encounter and the impacts are viewed as 

positive or contribute to ñan improvement in condition, or gain to an individualò 

(Driver, Brown and Peterson, 1991: 4), a benefit can be inferred.  Positive benefits to 

people who have had wildlife experiences have been explored by several authors (e.g. 

Kellert, 1987; Duffus and Dearden, 1990; Pearce and Wilson, 1995; Muloin, 1998) and 

can be classified as being either psychological or physiological.  With regard to the 

former, Muloin (1998) explored 11 different psychological benefits that could occur as 

a result of whale watching.  She found that the categories of ñseeing marine mammals 

that I donôt normally seeò, ñexperiencing thrills and excitement from seeing humpback 

whalesò and ñexperiencing the tranquillity and peacefulness of natureò were considered 

most important by her respondents (p.209).  However, Muloin (1998) did not explore 

the effect of these benefits on the lives of her survey group.  

 

DeBergerac (1998) blurs the lines between physiological and psychological benefits of 

wildlife tourism experiences by using electroencephalography (EEG) to show that 

peopleôs brain wave patterns are markedly different after swimming with wild dolphins.  

Although not using an experimental design, her results show that post-experience, 
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subjects exhibit more alpha and theta brainwaves, which are associated with relaxation, 

silence and feeling part of the surrounding environment.  

 

Despite the research of Muloin and DeBergerac, there is a paucity of research into the 

psychological and physiological benefits of wildlife experiences.  On the other hand, the 

physiological and psychological benefits of recreational and leisure experiences in the 

natural environment have been the subject of numerous investigations (see for example 

Rosegrant, 1976; Hood, 1977; Kaplan, 1984; Driver et al., 1991; MacDonald and 

Schreyer, 1991; Ulrich, Dimberg and Driver, 1991; Tarrant et. al, 1994; Kaplan and 

Kaplan, 1995).  Kaplan and Kaplan (1995) suggest that the experience of being close to 

nature, regardless of its location, can have numerous psychological benefits while 

Driver et al. (1991) note the many physiological benefits of recreation in nature.  

Drawing on the findings of Ahsen (1987) and Lang (1979), Tarrant et al. (1994) suggest 

that recollection of recreational experiences, evokes similar physiological responses to 

those during the actual experience.  Because memories of experiences are in the 

psychological domain, Tarrant et al. (1994) also suggest a link between the 

physiological and the psychological elements of an experience in the recollection phase 

(see also Ulrich et al., 1991).  This suggests that the benefits of recreational experiences 

can continue well past the actual experience. 

 

Despite the differences in the volume of research examining the benefits of tourism and 

the benefits of leisure experiences, it has been argued that tourism and leisure have 

many theoretical similarities (Mannell and Iso-Aloha, 1987).  Thus it is feasible that 

some of the benefits of leisure outlined above also apply to tourism and wildlife tourism 

experiences.  However, one key difference between leisure and tourism experiences is 

that tourism experiences typically involve a greater degree of mediation, which may 

influence both the quality of the experience and the benefits of the experience. 

 

2.5.2.5 Mediation of wildlife tourism experiences 

Markwell (2004) argues that there are three important considerations for nature-tourist 

mediation: 1) construction or the merging of the tourists own knowledge of nature with 

what is presented through tourism media such as brochures and travel literature, 2) 

presentation or the staging of nature and 3) interpretation or the communicative 

techniques employed by the operators to explain nature or nature processes. 
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In Section 2.5.2.2 is was argued that there has been a rapid increase in wildlife tourism 

and that tourists were becoming more sophisticated, leading to a process of ñtouristic 

denouementò (Cohen, 1979: 28), such that they are able to recognise staged 

authenticity.  By considering these two points together, it could be argued that this 

process can be found in wildlife tourism.  This may magnify the importance of the 

mediator role discussed by Markwellôs (2004) since, as he argues, nature experiences 

rarely occur without some form of mediation.  However Markwell (2001), Howard 

(1998) and Bramwell and Lane (1993) all argue that too much mediation or 

interpretation can detract from an experience and there is the need for balance in the 

amount of mediation provided.  Shackley (1996: 62) believes that achieving this balance 

does not have to influence quality of experience: 

The opportunity to interact with a completely wild animal in this way is 

extremely rare but even in cases where such interaction is slightly staged 

it may provide the very highest quality of experience. 

 

There is also the consideration that some people donôt desire any form of mediation. 

Almagor (1985: 33) argues that where tourists desire ñvision questò or are seeking out 

profound experiences (Section 2.5.7) with nature, mediation is not needed.  This may 

shed light on a key point of difference noted in Section 2.5 (the profound experience 

construct), that the presence of others can influence profound experiences. 

 

It could be argued that interpretation can play a role in all three forms of mediation.  

Interpretation was first defined by Freeman Tilden as: 

An educational activity which aims to reveal meanings and relationships 

through the use of original objects, by first hand experience, and by 

illustrative media, rather than simply to communicate factual 

information (1977: 8) 

 

Thus interpretation is not simply the communication of information but rather a 

technique for learning in recreational setting.  Advocates of the use of interpretation 

argue that quality interpretation can lead to higher levels of visitor satisfaction (Pearce, 

1991) and commercial success (Ham, 1992; Moscardo, 1998), which should provide 

impetus for operators to engage the use of interpretive techniques. 

 

Although interpretation can take many forms, one common medium for interpretation in 

wildlife tourism are tour guides (Moscardo et. al., 2004) perhaps because visitors have a 
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strong preference for this type of communication (Wolf and Tymitz, 1979) or because 

guides can be more effective at enforcing guidelines (Moscardo et al., 2004).  Cohenôs 

(1985) seminal work on tour guides identifies two roles that they play ïleaders and 

mediators.  He outlines four elements to the communicative role of the latter; selection 

(pointing out objects of interest), providing information, providing interpretation and 

fabrication (or misinformation ï Cohen describes this as an unethical practice).  Ham 

(1992: 135-6) describes four roles that guides can play.  They can be machines or 

regurgitators of information, cops, whose primary concern is the preservation of the 

natural environment, know-it-alls who try to impress their audience by telling them how 

much they know and hosts, who are friendly, hospitable and considerate.  Ham (1992) 

argues that while it is possible for guides to have traits from more than one of these 

roles, the best guides are usually most like hosts. 

 

Regardless of the role of the guide, it appears important that they consider their 

mediatory role, particularly during a wildlife encounter.  Providing too much 

information or failing to recognise that at times, visitors do not want mediation, are 

probably what Markwell (2001), Howard (1998) and Bramwell and Lane (1993) are 

referring to, when they state that some experiences can be over-mediated. 

 

This examination of the role of the guide in wildlife tourism highlights that operators 

need to be aware of the level of mediation, a point that is also argued in Chapter One.  

However the level of mediation and the role of the guide appropriate for facilitating a 

profound wildlife experience are not known and this provides a justification for the 

second part of the third research objective: an examination into the perceived role that 

wildlife tourism operators and guides currently play, or could play in facilitating 

profound experiences.  It also justifies the inclusion of questions in the interview 

schedule (Appendix A) that target this objective. 

 

2.5.3 Conclusion 

This section moved away from profound experience to explore tourism and wildlife 

tourism experiences.  Initially models of tourism experience were discussed, arguing 

that there are similarities in several of the chronological models, most notably that they 

contain a pre-trip phase, an on-site phase and a recollection phase.  The field of wildlife 

tourism was also investigated with a particular focus on classifications of wildlife 
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tourism experiences, the positive and negative impacts on wildlife and the physiological 

and psychological benefits that can be attained from participating in wildlife 

experiences.  The role of the operators and guides was investigated, arguing that there is 

a balance in the amount of mediation needed and that this balance needed exploration in 

relation to profound experiences. 

 

2.6 Chapter conclusion 

This chapter has examined literature relevant to profound wildlife experiences, what 

causes them and what impact they can have on those that experience them.  In addition, 

literature relevant to tourism and wildlife tourism in particular was also presented.  

Throughout the chapter, research gaps were noted and the research objectives were 

restated where relevant. 

 

In Section 2.2 it was argued that many of the constructs of higher states of 

consciousness contain similar qualities and these were identified by examining several 

constructs that are commonly cited in psychology, leisure and tourism literature.  

Commonalties included loss of temporal and spatial perception, loss of self-

consciousness, detachedness from everyday life, intense focus of attention, a sense of 

knowing, ineffability when recounting the experience and that these types of experience 

are available to all people.  The construct of profound experience presented as one that 

has these common qualities, and thus is representative of all the constructs analysed. 

 

The second section (2.3) investigated triggers of profound experiences.  It was shown 

that nature is frequently cited as a trigger for profound experience and the idea that 

animals could trigger profound experiences was also investigated.  Despite some 

authors specifically listing animals as potential triggers, it was argued that this area 

remains largely unexplored. 

 

The third section of the chapter (Section 2.4) explored the impact that profound 

experiences can have on the lives of those that experience them.  Different impacts 

resulting form profound experiences were explored including several examples of 

sudden and dramatic life change.  It was suggested that lesser impacts were also 

possible but that examples of these were less common in the literature. 
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The final section of this chapter examined relevant areas of wildlife tourism 

experiences.  It was argued that tourism experience models share several common 

features.  Sections of the study of wildlife tourism were also discussed, suggesting that 

there are benefits that can occur as a result of having wildlife experiences but that these 

must be undertaken in a sustainable way.  In addition, the role of wildlife tourism 

operators and guides in mediating wildlife tourism experiences was explored and it was 

suggested that there is a delicate balance between too little and too much mediation.  

Furthermore, it was argued that this balance may be different depending on the type of 

experience and that an investigation into the role of the operator and guide during the 

pre-trip, on-site, encounter and recollection phases of profound experiences is 

warranted.  



 

Liam Smith ï A qualitative analysis of profound wildlife encounters 55 

3 Methods 
The preceding chapter presented a review of the literature relevant to profound wildlife 

experiences and introduced a theoretical framework for the investigation.  This chapter 

describes the methodological procedures undertaken to elicit and analyse data that 

informs the research aim: 

identifying those manipulable variables that are potentially causal to 

profound wildlife encounters  

and objectives: 

1. Identifying which variables are perceived as most important by those 

that have had profound wildlife encounters; 

2. Exploring the impact of profound wildlife encounters on those that 

experience them; 

3. Identifying manipulable variables that are potentially causal to 

profound wildlife encounters. 

 

Using methodological texts as a reference point, explanations and justifications for the 

approach taken are included in this description. 

 

The chapter starts by outlining the research paradigm adopted for the study.  This is 

followed by a description of a profound wildlife encounter that I had, presented such 

that any reader can decide for themselves, the impact that my experience had on 

interpretation of results. The chapter continues with methods (sampling, identifying 

participants, data collection, and the interview schedule), an outline of the ethical issues 

that were considered and the analytical methods that were adopted.  The chapter 

concludes with a presentation of the methodological limitations. 

 

3.1 The research paradigm 

The philosophical approach taken by social scientists to answer research questions is 

labelled a research paradigm.  While many authors outline the assumptions of different 

paradigms (eg Lincoln and Guba, 2000; Jennings 2001), much social science research 

has followed either the positivist paradigm, where the belief is held that the social world 

is governed by scientific rules, which can be tested for truths (Jennings, 2001; Denzin 

and Lincoln, 1994; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000) or the constructivist paradigm, where the 
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social world is believed to be made up of multiple realities (Jennings, 2001; Denzin and 

Lincoln, 1994; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000).  Arguments in favour of the positivist 

paradigm typically revolve around applications being able to demonstrate relationships 

and causality between variables.  To be able to do this, all subjectivity must be forgone 

(Jennings, 2001).  On the other hand, those that support the constructivist paradigm 

argue that there are aspects of ñsocial reality which statistics cannot measureò 

(Silverman, 2001: 32) and that valuable investigations into these aspects can only be 

made using a paradigm that accepts multiple realities and acknowledges the subjectivity 

of the research. 

 

Of importance to this project are the epistemological differences between the positivist 

and constructivist paradigms.  Those researchers utilising the positivist paradigm 

assume the researcher is independent of the subject matter, whereas researchers using 

the constructivist paradigm acknowledge the relationship between the researcher and 

their research subjects (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Jennings, 2001; Denzin and Lincoln, 

2000; Rapley, 2004). 

 

The current research follows the constructivist paradigm in that multiple realities are 

examined in reference to one phenomenon, profound experiences with wildlife.  In line 

with previous statements about the subjective influence of the researcher on the subject 

matter, an outline of my own profound experience as a result of an encounter with 

wildlife is given, such that the reader can draw their own conclusions as to any 

influence my personal wildlife encounter has had on the research process and findings. 

 

3.2 My experience 

The motivations for this study were twofold.  Firstly, there is a lack of exploratory 

research identifying variables that are important in facilitating profound (or similar) 

experiences with wildlife. With the rapid growth of wildlife tourism and experiential 

tourism, operators should see value in the research findings, which may be used to 

increase their capacity to facilitate positive profound encounters which, as argued in 

Chapter One, can lead to better word of mouth advertising and, in some cases, increased 

repeat visitation.  Secondly, there was an internal desire for a better understanding of 

my own profound wildlife experience. 
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Over a three week period in July and August, 2000, I was part of a research group 

looking at how to manage human ï minke whale interactions on the Great Barrier Reef. 

During the fieldwork component of the research I was able, on several occasions, to 

spend time in the water with the whales.  On one occasion, I remained in the water for 

over five hours and over the course of that time, the whales gradually came closer.  At 

the same time more whales joined the interaction, while most of the other people who 

were in the water to see the whales left, leaving just myself and one other person in the 

water.  At one point I had, as far as I could count, ten whales regularly passing within 

two metres of me.  The emotions that I experienced during my experience were difficult 

to articulate but certainly there appeared to be parallels between emotions felt in my 

experience and those experiences described by James, Maslow, Laski and others. 

 

On reflection of my wildlife encounter, I felt that the experience was profound and 

ascribed eight factors as to why this experience was profound for me: 

1. The number of whales  

2. The size of the whales 

3. How close they came 

4. The fact that they were all around me 

5. How curious they were 

6. The eye contact 

7. That I was sharing the experience with only one other person  

8. That the effort I had made in staying in the water for such a long time had been 

rewarded with a remarkable experience. 

These eight variables were considered the most important in facilitating my profound 

experience.  However this led to a number of questions such as: 

 

1 How many variables were needed to make the experience profound? 

2 To what extent is the combination important? 

3 Are the same or additional variables important to other people having 

profound wildlife encounters? and  

4 Which variable would be considered most important? 

 

The influence of my own profound wildlife encounter on the evaluation of others is 

difficult to determine.  Although some authors believe that having had a comparable 
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experience allows self-disclosure to be used as a tool for encouraging participation in 

interviews (Rapley, 2004), I did not use this technique in any of the interviews in the 

current study.  However, all interviewees were aware that I had strong connections with 

zoos, including as an employee and research consultant, which may have led 

interviewees to believe that I had had comparable encounters. 

 

It is also important to note that the project supervisors, the peer debriefers, and the panel 

of intercoders (see below) may also have been influenced by their own wildlife 

encounters.  It was observed on several occasions that they used their own wildlife 

encounters as a reference point when discussing their analysis and this may have 

influenced the way they interpreted my interviews, my thoughts and inferences, and my 

coding classifications. 

 

3.3 Methodological procedure 

 

3.3.1 Identifying participants  

Initially i t was considered that identifying participants for participation in this research 

could be difficult and as a result, four mechanisms for identifying prospective 

candidates were originally proposed.  These were: 

1 Persons already known to or referred to the researcher. 

2 A call for participation placed in Zoo News, the Friends of the Zoos (FOTZ) 

quarterly magazine circulated to around 40,000 members, most of who 

reside in the Melbourne metropolitan area (see Appendix B). 

3 Using established contacts in the wildlife tourism industry to assist in 

identifying participants through internal email and communication systems. 

4 Using on line academic discussion groups in the field of wildlife tourism to 

send out a call for participants. 

 

Four interviewees were already known to the researcher and were approached and asked 

to participate.  A further three interviewees responded to the advertisement placed in 

Zoo News, one of whom subsequently referred four other potential interviewees to the 

researcher, all of who agreed to participate.  This process is referred to as snowball or 

chain sampling (Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981; Arksey and Knight, 1999; Tashakkori 

and Teddlie, 1998).  A fifth interviewee was referred through an acquaintance of the 
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researcher and the final interviewee was identified through internal communication 

mechanisms within Zoos Victoria, the collective name for three Australian zoos in the 

state of Victoria.  The fourth participant identification technique was not utilised.  The 

mechanism for how each interviewee was identified is listed at the start of each 

inference document (see analytical process in Section 3.5).   

 

The methods used for participant identification and recruitment mean that the sample 

was not random and achieved largely through snowball sampling.  This type of 

sampling is commonplace in research utilising the interpretive paradigm. 

 

3.3.2 Sampling 

The only filter that was used in the selection of interviewees was a positive response to 

the question ñHave you had, what you consider to be, a profound encounter with a 

wildlife species?ò  Four considerations guided the design of this question.  First, in an 

attempt to exclude any encounters between the respondent and common domesticated 

animals, the words ñwildlife speciesò were included.  Second, the question was 

designed to include encounters with wildlife species that were living outside their 

normal natural habitats (ex situ) such as in zoo environments or encounters with other 

domesticated or semi-domesticated wildlife (such as rearing an orphaned animal).  

Therefore there was no reference to the setting in which the wildlife encounter occurred.  

Indeed, as can be seen in Section 3.4, potential interviewees were identified using 

mechanisms that utilised links with zoos as well as natural wildlife habitat settings.  A 

third consideration for the question was also one of subjectivity regarding the 

profundity of the experience.  Following a methodological discussion with four 

academic peers as part of the Masters Confirmation of Candidature process at Monash 

University, it was decided that ascribing profundity to an encounter was a subjective 

evaluation. Rather than evaluating the profundity of an intervieweeôs wildlife encounter 

according to the six commonalities outlined in the literature review, the words ñwhat 

you consider to beò were included in the aforementioned question so that potential 

interviewees could recognise the subjective nature of the question.  A final 

consideration for the question was that it recognised that ascribing profundity to an 

experience is likely to occur after the encounter.  Therefore the question was designed 

to assume a reflective tone, seeking to encourage potential interviewees to think back to 

their encounter and consider whether it was profound or not. 
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3.3.3 Data collection procedures 

Following identification and solicitation of prospective interviewees, each person was 

asked if they would be willing to take part in an interview about their wildlife encounter 

which could take up to half an hour.  Upon agreement, a time and place was mutually 

agreed.  Those people that made contact after reading the call for participants in Zoo 

News were assumed to be willing participants and a time and place was mutually 

agreed.  Interviews took place in one of two settings, at intervieweesô workplaces (11 

interviews) and in their homes (two interviews). The interviews were conducted 

between 8
th
 February and 19

th
 March in 2004.  The length of the interview was between 

ten and 45 minutes.  

 

Despite some authors acknowledging that the tape recording of interviews can affect the 

interview process and inhibit intervieweesô comments (Rapley, 2004; Warren, 2002), 

many authors argue that the benefits of tape recording outweigh the drawbacks (Rapley, 

2004; Warren, 2002; Silverman, 2001; Sacks, 1984).  As a result, all interviews were 

tape recorded with the intervieweesô permission, to allow accurate reporting of 

intervieweesô comments and also to allow the interviewer to concentrate on the 

interview rather than taking notes.  Although the use of the tape recorder did not appear 

to affect any of the participantsô responses to any great degree, one interviewee did 

focus his gaze on the tape recorder and directed answers toward it.  Field notes were 

taken during the course of the interview for the purpose of informing initial research 

journal entries (see Section 3.5.4.1). 

 

3.3.4 The Interview  

This section describes and rationalises the technique used during the interview.  There is 

also a description of the foci of the interview schedule, with specific reference to how 

the research objectives were targeted in the interview schedule as well as other 

questions that the interview schedule was designed to answer. 

 

3.3.4.1 Technique 

Initially, it was anticipated that the interview structure would utilise a Single Question 

Aimed at Inducing Narrative (SQUIN) (Denzin, 1989; Wengraf, 2001).  However, such 
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a rigid methodological framework emphasising the objectivity of the researcher was not 

appropriate to achieve the research objectives (Section 1.3). As a result, a Semi 

Structured Depth Interview (SSDI) (Wengraf, 2001) approach was adopted, which 

allowed interviewees to describe their encounter in as much detail as they chose but also 

accommodated questions during the interview and probing in areas of interest.  Despite 

applying the SSDI technique, the interview structure maintained the legacy of the initial 

decision to use a SQUIN interview technique in that the first question was designed to 

induce detailed narrative, and subsequent questions were only asked if they were not 

addressed in the initial response. 

 

The type of data the interview sought to elicit was narrative, described by Wengraf 

(2001: 174) as ñtext in which there is a sequence of eventsò or a ñstoryò.  It was also 

anticipated that interviewees would provide thick descriptions of their encounters.  

Thick descriptions are those where the interviewee goes into considerable depth, either 

autonomously or with prompting by the interviewer.  As such, thick descriptions are 

said to provide the ñdetail and richness we seek in interviewsò (Rubin and Rubin, 1995: 

8).  Thick descriptions of events give the researcher more data to work with and help to 

establish trust in the analytical process of the research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

 

3.3.4.2 The interview schedule 

Rapley (2004: 17) states that the initial list of questions is formulated by the 

combination of ñrelevant academic literatureò along with ñyour thoughts and hunches 

about what areas might be importantò. This studyôs interview schedule (Appendix A) 

was designed to examine the three project objectives.   

 

¶ Objective one:  To identify which experiential variables are perceived as 

important by people who have had a profound experience with wildlife, in 

triggering the onset of their profound experience. To achieve this objective, 

interviewees were asked near the end of the interview, to identify the most 

important part of their experience.  The rationale behind asking this question 

near the end of the interview was that interviewees had already been through a 

series of questions examining their thoughts on a range of different experiential 

variables in their experience including some that may not have been considered 
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initially, and would therefore be able to make an informed evaluation as to 

which was most important. 

 

¶ Objective two:  To explore the perceived impact of profound experiences with 

wildlife on the lives of percipients.  To achieve this objective, interviewees were 

asked if their encounter had had any impact on their lives and if so, what that 

impact was. 

 

¶ Objective three (part II):  Examine the perceived role that wildlife tourism 

operators and guides currently play in facilitating profound experiences.   To 

achieve this objective, it was either inferred from the discourse or interviewees 

were asked whether a tour operator took them to the place of their encounter.  If 

this was the case, they were asked what the operator did or didnôt do to facilitate 

their wildlife experience.  Those interviewees who were not taken to the place of 

their encounter by an operator, were still asked to offer their thoughts on what an 

operator could have done to facilitate their wildlife encounter. 

 

The first part of objective three was addressed through data analysis (see Section 3.5 

below). 

 

Additionally, the original interview attempted to address two other questions.  These 

were: 

 

¶ To determine whether the intervieweesô encounters with wildlife could be 

considered as profound according to the six elements common to the profound 

construct identified in prior research (see Section 2.2.7).   

 

It was expected that construct commonalities could be identified through a series of 

direct and indirect questions.  However, as Rapley (2004) argues, interview 

schedules are not static and frequently change over the course of conducting a series 

of interviews.  Therefore, as a result of the aforementioned methodological 

discussion as part of the Masters Confirmation of Candidature process and the 

experience of conducting the first few interviews, some questions were not included 

in subsequent interviews as they were either leading or they were not eliciting the 
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required information.  For example, attempts were made to determine whether 

intervieweesô perception of time had been distorted during their profound encounter.  

Following the lead of Kvale (1996) who believes that indirect questioning can be a 

better way of addressing a research question, initial interviewees were asked how 

long their encounter lasted, based on the premise that responses reflecting 

uncertainty regarding the length of their encounter might be an indication of a 

distorted perception of time.  An additional question asked interviewees to indicate 

whether the time that passed was perceived as passing quickly.  The leading nature 

of this question may have led to conformity, however eliciting this information 

another way, was seen as difficult.  While some authors argue that leading questions 

should not overly concern the interviewer (eg Rapley, 2004), many others argue that 

leading questions frequently yield biased responses (eg Fontana and Frey, 2000; 

Wengraf, 2001).  The original interview schedule is attached as Appendix A. 

 

¶ To examine whether existing variables posited from prior research as being 

important in profound wildlife encounters, could be validated. 

 

a) Proximity and eye contact were cited by DeMares (2000) as important in 

facilitating wild animal triggered peak experiences and as a result, interviewees 

were asked how close they were to the animal(s) in question and whether they 

made eye contact with the animal(s), if these details were not provided in 

intervieweesô initial recollections of their encounter.   

b) To investigate whether water can be viewed as a catalyst for extraordinary 

experiences (as suggested by Arnould and Price, 1993), interviewees were asked 

whether their encounter took place on land or water, if this was not apparent 

from previous responses.   

c) To examine the contention that profound experiences can only occur while a 

person is alone (Laski, 1961), interviewees were asked about the size of their 

group and in some cases, interviewees were also asked for their thoughts on 

whether the size of the group made a difference to the nature of their experience. 

d) To examine whether the spontaneity of the encounter is a potentially important 

causal variable (see Section 2.2.8), interviewees were asked whether their 

encounter was part of a dedicated trip to see the animal or whether the encounter 

occurred spontaneously. 
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3.4 Ethical issues 

Ethical issues that could have arisen from the research process were considered by using 

the following procedures.  Prior to interview, each interviewee was given an 

Explanatory Statement (Appendix C), outlining the background and purpose of the 

research, the length of the interview and the voluntary nature of participation.  

Applicants were given time to read the Explanatory Statement and were then asked to 

give their consent by reading and signing an Informed Consent Form (Appendix D) 

agreeing to take part in the interview, to have their interview tape recorded and to be 

contacted in the future, should any further questions be needed.    

 

Interviewees were also told that they could withdraw from the interview or withdraw 

their interview data from the research at any time without question and were assured of 

confidentiality and anonymity in any research reports.  To assist this, pseudonyms were 

allocated to all interviewees at the transcription stage and maintained throughout the 

analytical process.  Although not a formal requirement of the ethics process at Monash 

University, the anonymity of peer debriefers (see Section 3.5.4.3) and panel of coders 

(Section 3.5.4.5) was also maintained. 

 

Although it was expected that interviewees would largely be recounting positive 

profound encounters with wildlife, the possibility that a negative experience might have 

been described, resulting in trauma, was considered.  The telephone number of a 

counsellor was carried with the researcher at all times, such that it could be offered 

should the interviewee have been traumatised at any stage.  Although one interviewee 

did become upset when describing a childhood experience about the way her 

grandmother had treated a kitten (which was not the experience of interest but had 

shaped her life), when offered the details of the councillor, she declined.  No other 

interviewees appeared to become upset during the interview process. 

 

On completion of the interview, interviewees were thanked for their time and asked if 

they were interested in having the research findings communicated to them.  If so, any 

additional details that were needed (email or postal address) were taken. 
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3.5 Analytical Process 

The methodological processes used to analyse data for each research objective are 

outlined below.  An outline of the analytical process used for objective three part two is 

given before that used to meet objective three part one.  This is because analysis of the 

former was relatively simple in comparison to the latter, and positioning part two after 

part one could potentially confuse readers. 

 

3.5.1 Objective one ï data analysis 

The first project objective was to identify variables of perceived importance.  Analysis 

of intervieweesô perceptions of the most important contributing variable in their 

experience was undertaken using a combination of research journal entries (see Section 

3.5.4.1) and responses to direct questioning. Although the question aimed at eliciting 

this information specifically requested only one variable, there was opportunity for 

more than one variable to be identified.  All variables in interviewee responses were 

considered as having perceived importance and were recorded and tabulated as such.  A 

complete list of variables of perceived importance was made and this list was examined 

for commonalities.  Variables of perceived importance that were mentioned by more 

than one interviewee were used to help inform recommendations made to wildlife 

tourism operators. 

 

3.5.2 Objective two ï data analysis 

Exploring the impact of an experience or an encounter on intervieweesô lives (objective 

two) is arguably the realm of psychology or psychoanalysis.  Such an analysis was 

beyond the scope of this study and as such, existing psychological analysis frameworks 

were not taken into consideration when analysing responses to questions about the 

impact of wildlife encounters on the lives of interviewees.  On the other hand, by 

definition, all the recounted experiences had enough of an impact to be considered 

profound, and this is what is of interest in the current study.  Thus, responses to direct 

questioning about the impact the experience had on the intervieweesô lives were 

recorded and these helped to inform the recommendations made to operators and to 

examine assertions made in Chapter Two about the positive nature of profound 

encounters with wildlife. 
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Interviewee responses along with the research journal entries were used to create a list 

of perceived impacts that the experiences had on each of the intervieweesô lives.  The 

list was then examined for similarities and was also used to compare perceived impacts 

of interviewees with those suggested in Chapter Two. 

 

3.5.3 Objective three (part two) ï data analysis 

Analysis of intervieweesô perceptions on the role of wildlife tourism operators was 

undertaken using a combination of the research journal entries and responses to direct 

questioning about the role of the operator in facilitating intervieweesô experiences.  

Interviewees were divided into two groups, those whose experience was facilitated by a 

wildlife tourism operator, and those whose experience was not.  For both groups, key 

points from the research journal entries and responses were summarised and presented 

separately.  In addition, key points for both groups were divided into activities that the 

operator did or could do as well as activities that the operators didnôt or shouldnôt do.  

Comparisons were made between the key points of responses made by each of the 

groups.  Furthermore, there was a comparison between the role or potential role that 

operators could play in facilitating profound wildlife encounters as outlined by the 

interviewees (objective three part II) and the potential role posited by the researcher 

(objective three part I). 

 

3.5.4 Objective three (part one) 

Much of the analytical process revolved around meeting the third research objective: 

identifying those variables which are potentially manipulable by wildlife tourism 

operators, so that they are theoretically able to increase their capacity to facilitate 

profound experiences with wildlife.  To achieve this objective, each interviewee was 

asked the initial open ended question ñtell me about your experienceò. Interviewees 

were encouraged to start their recollection at whichever point they liked and it was 

emphasised that it was important to include any lead up events and a description of the 

setting where their encounter occurred such that all potentially causal variables could be 

expressed regardless of whether they were considered manipulable or not.  Following 

this question, a five step process of analysis was undertaken.  
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1. Thoughts and inferences were derived from the interviews. 

2. Interviews were transcribed. 

3. Thoughts and inferences were subjected to peer debriefing 

4. Meaning units from the original transcripts were coded according to variables 

that became apparent during steps one to three. 

5. The reliability of the category codes was examined using intercoder reliability 

methodology. 

 

3.5.4.1 Thoughts and inferences were derived from the interviews 

As suggested by some authors (eg Miles and Huberman, 1994; Wengraf, 2001), the 

process of deriving thoughts and inferences starts immediately following each 

interview, when initial thoughts about the interviewee, the process, and potential 

variables causal to the profound encounter should be recorded in some form of research 

journal.  Wengraf (2001) argued strongly that this form of documentation should be 

undertaken prior to transcription.  Following their suggestion, a research journal which 

took the form of Microsoft Word documents of initial thoughts and inferences (research 

journal entries) were created for each interviewee and, informed by the field notes 

referred to earlier, were prepared within 24 hours of conducting each interview.  As per 

the constant comparison method outlined by Glaser and Strauss (1967), these 

documents were revisited and refined on several occasions, both before and after the 

interviews had been transcribed. Transcribing the interviews allowed quotations to be 

inserted into the research journal entries to corroborate inferences.  Interviews continued 

until no new thoughts and inferences emerged from an interview, a point termed 

ñtheoretical saturationò by Glaser and Strauss (1967: 61).  For reference, a sample 

research journal entry can be found attached as Appendix E. 

 

3.5.4.2 Interviews were transcribed 

Some authors have noted difficulties involved in the process of transcribing (eg Miles 

and Huberman 1994; Poland, 2002; Wengraf, 2001; Rubin and Rubin, 1995).  These 

difficulties include loss of non spoken communicative data, battery failure and 

background noise preventing audibility.  While some problems were encountered during 

the transcription process (namely inaudibility of some interviews), transcribing 

interviews is widely acknowledged as a valuable way of immersing the researcher in the 
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data (Rapley, 2004; Sacks, 1984; Silverman, 2001; Wengraf, 2001).  On balance, it was 

therefore considered beneficial to transcribe the interviews.   

 

In addition, transcriptions allow the researcher to ñcheck and refine [é] analytical 

hunchesò (Rapley, 2004:27) and, when kept in conjunction with a research journal, are 

an invaluable record of the interview (Rubin and Rubin, 1995).   As a result, the 

research journal entries were revisited on numerous occasions during the transcription 

process. 

 

Attempts to streamline the transcription process are also not considered appropriate for 

qualitative data analysis.  Wengraf (2001: 212) asserted that ñselective transcribing [is] 

horrifyingly temptingò but that it ñdoesnôt workò.  Furthermore, Rubin and Rubin 

(1995) argue that transcribing should take place as close to the interview as possible, 

preferably on the same day of interview.  As a result, interviews were transcribed 

verbatim and were transcribed as close to the time of interview as possible.  In some 

cases, transcribing the interview was undertaken on the same day of the interview, 

however, for many interviews this was not possible, particularly longer interviews 

where transcription took several hours. 

 

3.5.4.3 Research journal entries were subjected to peer debriefing 

Peer debriefing is described by Lincoln and Guba (1985: 308) as ña process of exposing 

oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic sessionò.  Undertaking 

peer debriefing has many benefits including helping to establish research credibility, 

affording the researcher an opportunity for catharsis meaning that emotions that could 

potentially affect good judgement are cleared, and allowing the researcher to obtain 

independent feedback on emerging hypotheses (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  Four people 

were chosen to undertake peer debriefing which involved reading verbatim transcripts 

of the interviews as well as the research journal entries and then commenting on the 

validity of the inferences in the research journal entries.  All peers were selected 

because they had qualitative analysis experience and expertise.  For time commitment 

reasons, no one individual peer debriefer was given all transcripts and research journal 

entries for comment.  The interviews were divided in two and half were given to each of 

the four peers, meaning that each interview and the corresponding research journal 

entries were reviewed by two peers.  A peer debriefing schedule is shown in Table 3.1.  
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Table 3.1: Schedule for peer debriefing of thoughts and inferences documents  

Interviewee 1
st
 Peer debriefer 2

nd
 Peer debriefer  

Adrian Steven Sharon 

Libby Steven Sharon 

Howard Steven Sharon 

Elwood Steven Jason 

Edwina Steven Jason 

Hal Steven Jason 

Abigail Steven Belinda 

Saxon Sharon Belinda 

Louise Sharon Belinda 

Katherine Sharon Belinda 

Yvonne Jason Belinda 

Mitch Jason Belinda 

Mary Jason Belinda 

Note: Pseudonyms have been used for both interviewees and peer debriefers 

 

As can be seen from the schedule of peer debriefing shown in Table 3.1, no two-peer 

combination reviewed the same set of interviews.  Peers were also encouraged, or not 

discouraged, from drawing parallels between experiences and variables for different 

interviewees.  They were also free to suggest their own ideas about links or variables 

that may have been important in any particular encounter.  Peers comments were 

discussed verbally or electronically with each individual and tape recorded for review.  

One research journal entry that was discussed using track changes in Microsoft Word 

can be seen attached as Appendix F.  The length of the peer debriefing sessions varied 

between 30 minutes and 90 minutes and three were conducted in person, while the 

fourth session was conducted over the telephone.  Comments from the peers were then 

considered and the research journal entries reviewed and altered to incorporate those 

thoughts and ideas that appeared insightful or relevant.  In a few instances, a number of 

alterations were made to the original research journal entries, where others remained 

largely unchanged. 

 

3.5.4.4 Meaning units from the original transcripts were coded  

Following steps one to three (as discussed in 3.5.4), data were coded according to 

variables that became apparent to the researcher.  Several authors offer 

recommendations on how to undertake the coding process (e.g. Rubin and Rubin, 1995; 

Miles and Huberman, 1994; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; 
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Kursaki, 2000; Charmaz, 2002).  One common theme is that the context of the 

interviewee statements needs to be included when allocating codes so that each coded 

unit has meaning.  These are termed meaning units.  Meaning units in the original 

transcripts were coded using NVivo, a qualitative research software program that allows 

any written material to be coded and is useful in building theory based on the coded 

information (Weitzman, 2000).  Research journal entries were used to inform the coding 

categories.  Initially all meaning units that were considered potentially causal to 

profound experiences with wildlife were coded under free nodes or codes that had no 

relationship to each other (discussed in greater detail in Section 3.8.5).  

 

3.5.4.5 The category codes were examined using intercoder reliability. 

The fifth stage of analysis undertaken was intercoder reliability which has been defined 

as ña measure of agreement between multiple coders about how they apply codes to the 

dataò (Kurasaki, 2000: 179).  However, there were several steps undertaken prior to 

requesting the panel of coders to code the data.  First, the meaning units were examined 

for similarities and differences (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and a framework for the 

variables was established.  Second, the original transcripts were revisited to evaluate the 

validity of each coded meaning unit in the new framework.  Finally, the list of variables 

was refined to a small enough pool, such that the task of the panel did not involve 

familiarising themselves with a large number of variable meanings. 

 

3.5.4.5.1 Establishing a framework 

Over time, following discussion with each of the peer debriefers and a review of the 

research journal entries, relationships between freely coded variables became apparent 

and each of the variables was grouped accordingly.  An example of how free node 

variables were merged was the variable ñpresence of youngò (when young animals were 

present during the encounter) and the variable ñnumber and orientation of animalsò (the 

number of animals that were present during the encounter and their location respective 

to the interviewee).  These two variables are clearly related and were able to be 

categorised under one heading or tree node (the operational name used by NVivo for 

coding categories that can be further subdivided) entitled ñanimal variablesò.   

 

At the broadest level, all variables were categorised as being either ñperson variablesò 

or ñsituational variablesò.  This procedure follows Lewinôs (1951) seminal research on 
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field theory which sees human behaviour as being primarily a function of influences 

that emanate either from within us ("P" or person factors) or externally ("E" or 

environmental factors).  According to field theory (Lewin, 1942), any behaviour (which 

includes perceptions and emotions) is inextricably linked to characteristics within the 

individual and the current situation surrounding the behaviour.  "P" factors (in this 

study, "person variables") are anchored in the dynamic psychology of the individual 

(Allport, 1948) and include all psychological events and interactions occurring when 

perceiving or thinking (Shuman and Ham, 1997).  In field theory, "E" factors (in this 

study, "situational variables") are divided into two contexts, the physical environment 

and the social environment, each as it exists at the time of the behaviour of interest 

(Shaw and Costanzo, 1970).  The physical environment includes the material 

dimensions of the behaviour (such as time and place and infrastructure), whereas the 

social environment refers to the implied presence or participation of others.  In all cases, 

"E" factors are considered external to the actor (Shuman and Ham, 1997). Underneath 

these two broad tree nodes, several layers of subheadings (also called tree nodes) were 

created for both person and situational variables.     

 

3.5.4.5.2 Original transcripts were revisited  

Once coding was complete and a framework for the variables established, each coded 

meaning unit in the original transcripts was revisited to reassess the initial coding 

process as well as manoeuvre coded meaning units into the established framework. 

 

3.5.4.5.3 The list of variables was refined 

There were three reasons as to why the list of variables was shortened prior to sending 

meaning units and categories out to the panel of coders.  First, as previously mentioned, 

too many variables would have involved a significant commitment on behalf of the 

panel.   Second, many of the meaning units were coded under more than one variable, 

making the task more difficult for the panel.  Third, many of the variables could not be 

classified as causal and / or manipulable, two factors that are outlined in the research 

aim.  Therefore, to streamline the intercoder reliability process and target the research 

aim, the following data reduction method was undertaken. 

 

Each variable was classified as either a stimulus or a response variable.  To focus on the 

aim of the project, it was important to distinguish between those variables that were 
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potentially causal to the profound response associated with the experience (stimulus 

variables) and those that resulted from the encounter (response variables).  Stimulus 

variables included those variables that were pre-existing prior to the wildlife encounter 

(such as a personôs prevailing belief system or the setting) and also included some other 

situational variables that were potentially causal to the profound nature of the response 

to encounter (such as the proximity of the animal and the length of the encounter).  

Response variables included perceptions and emotions that resulted from the 

experience.   

 

Once this distinction had been made, the manipulability of each stimulus variable was 

evaluated in conjunction with both Mastersô supervisors.  Three levels of manipulability 

were used to categorise all stimulus variables; manipulable, manipulable in some 

circumstances and not manipulable.  The three panel members were then used to recode 

all meaning units from the transcripts that had been classified as manipulable or 

manipulable in some circumstances.  The three panel members were different 

individuals from those involved in peer debriefing and they did not necessarily have a 

background in qualitative or quantitative research methodology.  Each panel member 

was given: 

1. details of the nature of the research;  

2. a list of stimulus variables grouped into situational and person variable 

categories; 

3. a brief explanation of each relevant variable category and; 

4. a complete list of coded meaning units grouped by their categorisation as 

situational or person variables, in random order.   

 

The rationale for separating coded meaning units by person variables and situational 

variables for the panel to code was twofold.  First, it reduced the number of variables 

that the panel had to consider when attempting to code each meaning unit.  Second, it 

allowed panel members to focus on coding for one type of variable at a time.  In 

addition, many of the meaning units were coded under both person variables and 

situational variables, and allocating codes depended on the perspective taken when 

reading the meaning unit.  Randomness of coded meaning units was achieved by sorting 

the statements alphabetically. 
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The panel members were then asked to place each meaning unit in the variable category 

they felt most appropriate.  For ease of process, they were encouraged to do this by 

placing the meaning units under the variable of choice within the Microsoft Word 

program by using the ñdrag and dropò or ñcut and pasteò functions.  Panel members 

were not encouraged to offer comment on the variable categories, as any changes in 

category organisation would have meant that a repeat of the intercoder reliability 

process would have been necessary.  A copy of the instructions sent to the panel via 

email can be found attached as Appendix G. 

 

Once the panel had returned their categorisation of statements, their coding was 

compared to the original coding of the researcher and statements that were placed in the 

same category by only one or two members of the panel (including the researcher) were 

withdrawn from the coded data and were not used as examples in reporting the findings 

of objective three. 

 

3.5.5 Emergent themes 

Following the above analytical procedures, coded meaning units that had been 

confirmed through intercoder reliability and thoughts and inferences that had been 

through the peer debriefing process were used collaboratively to suggest a list of 

variables that may be potentially causal to profound encounters with wildlife.  Similarly 

themes and commonalities that were noted in responses to questions aimed at 

addressing objectives one and two were also suggested.  Coded meaning units that had 

been confirmed through the intercoder reliability process were cited to support the 

suggestion of the themes and commonalities. 

 

3.5.6 Negative case analysis 

The key principle of grounded theory is that data can induce hypotheses (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967).  In line with this, numerous variables were posited as being potentially 

causal to profound encounters with wildlife.  However, in most instances, thoughts and 

inferences were not uniform across all intervieweesô encounters.  This may partly be 

because the wildlife encounters were different from each other and the idea of a 

governing set of variables that prescribes the necessary ingredients into facilitating such 

encounters may be questionable.  However, emergent themes were noted in the data and 

where they were, negative case analyses, or explorations of anomalies that do not fit 
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within theoretical ideas (Patton, 1990; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Miles and Huberman, 

1994; Ryan and Bernard, 2000), were undertaken.   

 

3.6 Recommendations 

Following data analysis, variables were then evaluated as to their manipulability and 

recommendations were developed, outlining ways in which operators may be able to 

increase their capacity to facilitate profound experiences with wildlife when visitors 

take part in their experience. 

 

3.7 Methodological weaknesses 

An attempt was made to ensure that methodological procedures undertaken by the 

researcher were corroborated through qualitative research measures.  However, it would 

be naïve to think that there were no methodological weaknesses in the design and 

implementation of the methods of analysis.  Some that have been identified are listed 

below. 

1 Due to the often personal nature of profound experiences it was decided that 

face to face interviewing would be the most effective means of eliciting data.  

This meant that all interviewees had to be residents of Melbourne or 

surrounds because of the time and cost associated with interviewing people 

outside this area. 

2 All interviews were conducted in English, meaning that respondents who 

were not able to communicate effectively in English were not considered, 

and could not have been identified using the identification procedures. 

3 Due to the scope and deadlines for the completion of this project, there were 

time constraints on the collection of data.  Identifying and interviewing 

participants took time and the time allocated data collection was limited to 

no more than two months. 

4 Due to the conceptual framework used for analysis of profound experiences 

(Figure 1.1), the time lag between the wildlife encounter and allocation of 

profundity varied considerably between interviewees.  Ideally this time 

period would be uniform across interviewees.  Furthermore, long time lags 

between recollection and the actual encounter may have resulted in loss of 

detail. 
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3.8 Chapter conclusion 

This chapter has presented the methods used to elicit the data corresponding to the 

research objectives.  Data collection techniques were chosen carefully in consultation 

with relevant literature and the project supervisors and were designed to address the 

research aim and objectives. 

 

It was argued that adopting a qualitative paradigm was appropriate for the type of 

research proposed.  The presentation of my own experience and the reasons behind why 

I considered the experience to be profound are not only important in contextualising this 

study, but are relevant to this paradigm.  Procedures for data collection and analysis 

reflected literary conceptions of sound qualitative research, and multiple analytical 

techniques were used to strengthen the reliability and validity of the research findings. 

 

No methodological problems were encountered during the research.  However, there 

were some methodological limitations and the scope of the study was limited by a 

number of constraints, which have been outlined. 
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4 Results and discussion 

4.1 Introduction  

Chapter Four presents the study results and discussion of the findings.  As a point of 

reference, Section 4.2 presents a synopsis of each intervieweeôs experience.  Sections 

4.3 to 4.5 present the results of project objectives one to three accompanied by 

discussion of relevant findings.  Finally, Section 4.6 examines whether findings from 

prior research noted as being important in profound wildlife encounters, are supported 

by the current research. 

 

4.2 Synopses of intervieweesô experiences 

This section presents brief synopses of intervieweesô experiences such that they can be 

used as a reference point. Further details of each interview are revealed later in the 

Chapter as they become relevant. 

 

4.2.1 Adrian  

Adrianôs profound experience occurred in the mountainous regions of northern India.  

Following an evening where he had been socialising with locals, he made a lengthy 

return trip to his lodgings, which entailed walking for around half an hour through a 

forest.  During the walk, Adrian became aware that there was some kind of animal 

following him but because it was dark, he was unable to see any detail except for 

reflection from the animalôs eyes.  In an attempt to demonstrate to the animal that he 

was not afraid, Adrian made loud animalistic sounds for the remainder of his walk to his 

lodgings. 

 

4.2.2 Abigail  

Abigail had just found out that she had fulfilled a lifelong dream and got a job at 

Melbourne Zoo, when her mother called her up to tell her that there were reports of a 

whale near her home.  Abigail immediately ran to the beach where she saw a whale 

surfacing only ten metres from Mordialloc pier.  At the initial point of contact Abigail 

was the only person there but over the course of the few hours she spent following the 

whale, many other people also came to see the animal. 
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4.2.3 Howard 

Howard participated as a paying volunteer on a scientific research project studying 

southern right whales in the Great Australian Bight.  In the lead up to arriving on site, 

Howard along with other paying volunteers, had a series of lectures and talks about 

what they would be doing.  Following a long journey, the group arrived at the site to see 

40 whales swimming in the water which led to emotional reactions from many group 

members.  Howard then spent a month researching the whales and has returned since to 

do the same. 

 

4.2.4 Hal 

Hal was on holiday in Africa and was staying at Sabi Sabi game reserve in lodgings that 

made him feel immersed in the environment.  As part of his stay, Hal had several 

experiences with large mammals, including leopards.  On his final night at the lodge, 

Hal got a telephone call from a neighbouring lodge telling him that there was an 

elephant outside.  Breaking all the rules that had been told to him by the 

accommodation staff, Hal went out and watched (as best he could because it was dark) 

the elephant pass by. 

 

4.2.5 Elwood 

Elwood recounted many experiences from his life but his interaction with a tiger in 

Malaysia was the main focus of the interview.  Elwood had woken up very early and 

climbed a tree ladder to witness the morning waking of arboreal wildlife.  After 

spending several hours in the canopy, he was returning to the ground when he noticed a 

tiger underneath him.  He retreated up the ladder and he and the tiger watched each 

other for around 40 minutes before it disappeared into the forest. 

 

4.2.6 Edwina 

Edwina also recounted several stories from her life including a traumatic childhood 

experience where her grandmother threw a kitten out of their backyard.  While this 

appeared influential on her life, it was not the experience she chose to talk about in 

detail.  This experience was with albatross near Dunedin in New Zealand.  She had gone 

there with a group of friends and had been watching the albatross from a designated 
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viewing area for a while, when one flew up, circled around close by and then landed 

again.  Seeing the albatross in flight moved Edwina greatly and she became emotional. 

 

4.2.7 Mary  

Mary went on a whale watching trip for the first time.  She saw numerous humpback 

whales, many of which came close to the boat and some swam underneath the boat as 

well.  Mary was surprised by her reaction to seeing the whales because she became 

overwhelmed by the experience, and she hadnôt expected to. 

 

4.2.8 Mitch  

Mitch had spent several years as a lodge manager in Botswana and recalled numerous 

experiences.  Mitch found it difficult to divorce himself from the perspective of the 

operator and as such kept making recommendations as to how to facilitate better 

experiences.  While this was not intended, it did provide a valuable perspective to the 

research.  Some encounters that Mitch talked about included coming face to face with 

lions, being chased by a rhino, having an elephant sniff the vehicle he was in, watching 

hippos at sunset, taking visitors to see turtles and watching a black rhino meandering 

down a valley. 

 

4.2.9 Louise 

Louise was about to get married and really wanted to get out and do something for 

herself.  She chose a trip to Africa where she saw numerous large mammals and made 

many new friends.  On one occasion, she was in a small group of people that left the 

main group to go for a walk.  Suddenly as they were walking, they became aware that 

they were amongst a herd of elephants, which was surprising.  Louise then also noticed 

that a male elephant was staring at her and had aggressive body language.  Louise told 

the guide who suggested a hasty retreat. 

 

4.2.10 Libby  

Libby went on a tour to Antarctica and one of the first stops that the boat made was at 

Macquarie Island where passengers were allowed to disembark and walk around the 

island.  Libby saw several different species of penguins and elephant seals but what 

surprised her most was the volume of wildlife around her. 
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4.2.11 Saxon 

Saxon had been fascinated by wolves since early childhood.  So when he went on a trip 

to America, he spent several days looking for them but knowing that they were 

extremely rare, did not expect to see them.  On the final day of his trip, Saxon got up 

very early in the morning and saw two wolves, one in the distance trying to eat a 

recently killed elk calf but being attacked by the mother, and the other at around six 

metres away, which stared at him and the small number of people he was with, and then 

ran off. 

 

4.2.12 Katherine 

Katherineôs experience occurred behind the scenes of the gorilla exhibit at Taronga Zoo.  

She was working there at the time and had gone behind the exhibit to feed the young 

gorilla with some clients.  When she used the bars of another cage to lean on, a male 

silverback gorilla gently placed his finger on top of hers and applied a tiny amount of 

pressure.  Knowing that looking at a male gorilla is confrontational, Katherine just had 

to look down and wait for the male to lift his finger before she could step away. 

 

4.2.13 Yvonne 

Yvonne went to Lord Howe Island to do some scuba diving.  During her trip, she 

decided to go on a guided tour to the top of Mount Gower.  After an arduous climb, the 

tour guide told the group to start whistling, at which point between 50 and 100 petrels 

flew down and landed all around them and, in some cases, on them.  Yvonne described 

how two people were able to take the wings of a bird and flap them so that when they 

let go, the bird would fly away.  Yvonne was surprised initially by the encounter 

because the guide had not told them about the impending interaction, but also because 

the birds did not appear to be afraid. 

 

4.3 Objective one 

The first research objective was to identify which experiential variables are perceived as 

important by people who have had a profound experience with wildlife.  To achieve this 

objective, interviewees were asked which factor or component of their experience was 
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most important.  Many respondents listed more than one variable.  Selected statements 

from responses are shown in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: Selected statements from interviewees about most important variables 

Interviewee Most important var iable(s) 

Abigail  ñthat it was unusualò 

ñthe type of animalò 

ñnormally you have to travel quite a long way toé see themò 

Adrian ñthat it was closeò 

ñthe fact of its eyesò 

ñitôs curiosityò 

ñI obviously made the right decisionsò 

Edwina  ñit was so closeò 

ñseeing that giant birdé the wingspan was just from here to thereò 

ñI was privilegedò 

Elwood ñbeing close enough to that tiger to really look into his eyesò 

ñthe realisation that he wasnôt even considering jumping up and grabbing 

meò 

ña feeling of closeness and being part of natureò 

Hal  ñthe proximity of the animalò 

ñyou werenôt supposed to leave your roomò 

ñyou werenôt supposed to be stark nakedò 

ñthat it was darkò 

ñthere was just the two of usò 

ñI was moving further and further from the room, so I was stretching that 

security blanketò 

Howard ñI was able to contribute to the scientific endeavourò 

ñwe hadé access to these animals that most other people didnôt haveò 

Katherine ñit was the fact that he chose to touch meò 

Libby  ñit was the colour and the movementò 

ñthe first experience that I had being amongst a lot of animalsò 

ñin a place that not many other people have beenò 

ñanimals were closeò 

ñthere were actually thousands of themò 

Louise ñit was the fact that elephants were of an interest to meò 

ñthe fact that it was dangerousò 

ñit was unexpectedé over and above what I had signed up and paid forò 

ñI was the one that spotted him and had that initialéò 

Mary ñthe whalesé wanting to interactò 

ñobviously not being scaredò 

ñit was definitely the size and in fact I continue to be really struck by 

thatò 

ñI didnôt actually expect to be really moved by seeing the whalesò 

Mitch ñsmall group, intimate interactionò 

ñyouôre just very lucky to see thatò 

Saxon ñIôve just always been very inquisitive and wanted to see one and have 

that close experienceò 

ñan endangered speciesé I think itôs just an incredible privilegeò 

Yvonne ñthe fact that we knew they werenôt scaredò 

ñit was solely their choiceò 
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A total of 42 variables were identified and each statement was categorised into one of 

ten variable categories that emerged from NVivo analysis and the intercoder reliability 

process (Table 4.2).  Seven interviewees made anthropomorphic interpretations of 

animal behaviour and used those interpretations as a basis for attributing profundity.  

Six interviewees stated that proximity was the (or one of the) most important variables 

in facilitating their experience and the feeling of privilege was stated or inferred from 

the responses of five interviewees (Table 4.2). 

Table 4.2: Categories of variables of perceived importance                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

Most important variable Number of 

interviewees 

Anthropomorphism  7 

Close proximity 6 

Privilege 5 

Affiliation with the species type 3 

Better than expected 3 

Small group size 2 

Size of the animal 2 

Revelation 2 

Danger involved in the encounter 2 

Other ñmost importantò variables 10 

TOTAL ñmost importantò variables 42 

 

The scope of the study only allows either short discussion on each of the variable 

categories or more in depth discussion on a few.  In line with the qualitative research 

paradigm that is conducive to in-depth theorising, the latter approach is taken and the 

three most frequently mentioned ñmost importantò variables are discussed. 

4.3.1 Anthropomorphism 

Anthropomorphism is ñthe projection of human traits and characteristics onto 

nonhuman animalsò (Muth and Jamison, 2000: 841), often in reference to emotions.  

Anthropomorphic interpretations of animal behaviour can be considered to be based on 

the perceptions of the person interpreting the animal behaviour.  That is to say, 

anthropomorphising is a response to the stimuli at hand, or the way an animal and the 

percipient interact.  Seven interviewees made anthropomorphic statements when 

outlining the most important variables.  Three of these interviewees stated that the 

animals chose to interact with them, two believed that the animals were not scared 

during the encounter, one thought the animal was curious and another was surprised by 

the lack of intent to attack from a feared animal. 
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Because anthropomorphism is such a contentious issue (see for example Bekoff, 2000; 

Tangley, 2001; Wynne, 2004), it is important to outline the arguments for and against 

its use.  Wynne (2004) strongly believes that anthropomorphic interpretations of animal 

behaviour are ambiguous and unscientific.  He argues that reversion to the prevalent use 

of anthropomorphism (such as was the case in the time of Darwin) could lead to 

misinterpretations of animal behaviour.  On the other hand, others argue that the use of 

human traits and characteristics as reference points for interpreting animal behaviour is 

understandable given the lack of alternatives (Bekoff, 2000; Tangly, 2001).  Tangly 

(2001) also points to increasing scientific evidence supporting the idea of emotions in 

animals while Bekoff (2000) has collected a group of anecdotal recollections, from well 

known animal researchers and scientists, of animals demonstrating emotions.   

 

It appears that some interviewees were aware of the aforementioned academic debate.  

Two interviewees who did make anthropomorphic statements (Yvonne and Mary) 

placed caveats or acknowledged the anthropomorphic nature of their interpretations 

when making them.  Mary stated: 

I mean weôre only assuming whatôs in an animalôs mind, but it seemed 

to me like, I interpreted it as a thing about the whales, the mother whales 

feeling comfortable with the boat there or wanting to interact in some 

way and obviously not being so scared that they would take their babies 

away 

 

The idea that human interpretations of animal behaviour may be incorrect is well 

established (Wynne, 2004). Although she did not use anthropomorphic statements when 

outlining the most important variables in her experience, the case of Abigail provides a 

good example.  When referring to how a whale was behaving in Port Philip Bay (near 

Melbourne), she stated that it was ñjust having a ballò.  However, given that the most 

likely species she encountered was a southern right whale, a large whale species that is 

known to dive to over 300 metres and that the average depth of Port Philip Bay is just 

eight metres, it may well be plausible that the animal was in considerable distress.  

Regardless of whether or not the animal was in distress or not, Abigailôs interpretation 

of the whaleôs behaviour may have been important in facilitating her experience.  

Indeed, if Abigail had thought that the whale was in distress, her experience may have 

been considered profound for other reasons, or not considered profound at all.  So there 

is the question that emerges: if visitors misinterpret animal behaviour through the use of 
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anthropomorphism, but have a profound experience that is based on those 

misinterpretations, what are the ramifications for the percipient, or the species?  This 

question may be particularly pertinent where the misinterpretation of behaviour 

provides a basis for a significant impact on the percipient. 

 

Another factor to consider is that anthropomorphic interpretations can change over time.  

Two interviewees (Adrian and Elwood) provide examples.  Elwood, following a 

prolonged experience with a tiger, re-evaluated his initial interpretation that the tiger 

was aggressive, resulting in a rapid retreat to safety, to one of ascribing curiosity to the 

tiger together with a lack of aggression.  Thus over the course of the encounter, Elwood 

went from not realising ñhow much tigers were inquisitive rather than aggressiveò to 

stating that as far as he could tell the tiger ñwas merely quietly curiousò.  Elwood 

acknowledges the role of revelation (based on anthropomorphic interpretations) as 

important in facilitating his profound wildlife experience.  The case of Adrian is also 

interesting because he appears only to ascribe curiosity to the animal after the event.  

Apart from this difference, there appear to be several parallels between the experiences 

of Adrian and Elwood.  Initially, Adrian felt scared during the encounter, which is most 

likely based on the anthropomorphic interpretation that the animal was aggressive.  On 

reflection of his experience, there is some evidence to suggest that Adrian has 

reassessed his encounter with the unknown feline species (possibly a snow leopard) to 

consider the possibility that the animal was not trying to harm him.  In his response to 

questioning about the most important reasons for the profundity of his experience, he 

states that it was the ñcuriosityò of the animal.  The cases of Adrian and Elwood 

illustrate that anthropomorphic interpretations of animal behaviour are not static and can 

change either during an encounter (Elwood) or afterwards (Adrian). 

 

The most frequently mentioned anthropomorphic interpretation of animal behaviour that 

was cited as important was that the animal chose to interact with the interviewee.  While 

ethologists may not consider behavioural choice as anthropomorphic, choosing to 

interact implies a degree of reasoning or motive and hence falls within the 

aforementioned definition of anthropomorphism.  With the exception of domesticated 

animals, the perception that the animal chose to interact may be one that humans are 

generally not used to.  Many authors argue that the human species has a long history of 

responsibility for the demise and extinction of numerous species, particularly larger 
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ones because they are sought after as food sources (e.g. Diamond, 1991; Flannery, 

1994).  It is perhaps not coincidental that those large and wild species that have avoided 

humans, are the ones that were more difficult to kill for food.  It could be possible that 

amongst those animals that have survived, there are individuals who are, for some 

reason, more trusting of human beings and are willing to approach.  According to both 

Diamond and Flannery, these individuals would not have survived in the past because 

they would have been killed.  However, with the rise of the animal rights movement in 

the seventies (Singer, 1985) and the boom in wildlife tourism (Duffus and Dearden, 

1990; Shackley, 1996; Reynolds and Braithwaite, 2001) among many other sociological 

factors resulting in a reappraisal of attitudes towards animals, it is likely that humans are 

now viewing animals in a different way and that individual animals choosing to 

approach humans are now not only safer than they have been in the past, but may thrive 

from human contact by obtaining physiological benefits (food and in some cases, 

veterinary care) and psychological benefits (such as the satisfaction of curiosity, 

attention or other unknown motivations).  This process may be occurring not just at the 

individual level but also at the species level, thus opening up numerous opportunities 

for close interactions that are instigated by animals.   

 

One important caveat for animals choosing to interact is that in all cases where this was 

stated as important, the interviewee saw no reward for the animal apart from satisfying 

its own curiosity.  Indeed, Yvonne stated that the petrels were: 

checking us out éI guess it was just noise in their part of town where 

they normally roost and it was just éwhatôs going on down there édo 

we need to be a part of it éI donôt know they éI donôt éthey éI donôt 

know if other people in the past had fed them when theyôve been there 

éso whether they thought éif we go down there thereôs going to be 

food ébut they certainly came down and we didnôt feed them éI canôt 

remember being encouraged to feed them at all 

 

Yvonneôs statement indicates that she considered the motivation of the petrels for 

choosing to interact.  Although not explicitly stated, the above statement, along with 

other statements in the interview, suggests that Yvonne believes that if the birds were 

being fed, the experience may not have been as enjoyable.    

 

The importance placed on animals choosing to interact may be related to the perception 

that the experience is authentic.  Authentic experiences are those that are perceived to 

be real or more importantly, not contrived (MacCannell, 1973; 1976).  For example, if 
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an animal is perceived to have chosen to interact out of curiosity (e.g. Adrian and 

Mary), it is likely that the interaction is viewed as authentic because the tourism 

operator is perceived to have had little to do with the animalôs decision.  While this may 

not always be true (as in the case of staged authenticity ï see MacCannell, 1973), the 

perception of the visitor that the experience is authentic, may be important in facilitating 

profound wildlife experiences. 

 

Indeed, it may well be that the increase in viewing in situ wildlife may well be 

associated with the desire for authenticity in wildlife experiences.  In situ wildlife 

experiences have a greater propensity to be perceived as authentic as opposed to ex situ 

wildlife experiences and the findings of this study support this notion.  This is partly 

because 12 of the 13 respondents chose to talk about in situ experiences, despite several 

of them working in zoo settings where there are regular opportunities to interact with 

wildlife species, but also because the remaining interviewee (Katherine) whose wildlife 

experience occurred in a zoo, spoke of an event that occurred behind the scenes in a 

place where she was not normally allowed to visit.   

 

However, the link between authentic experiences and viewing wildlife in situ is not 

always strong.  In their review of issues concerning the wildlife tourism industry, 

Moscardo et. al. (2001) found that feeding of wildlife was one of the biggest issues that 

gave rise to conflict between tourism operators and protected area managers.  The 

tourism operators engage in feeding activities for a variety of reasons however 

increasing the opportunity to see the wildlife and have closer experiences are common 

justifications for the practice.  The tourism operators provide this service for their 

clientele, on the basis that they see seeing and having close experiences as important in 

delivering on expectations, increasing satisfaction and providing better experiences.  

However, the findings of this study suggest that wildlife tourism clientele also seek 

authentic experiences and that feeding animals may detract from the perceived 

authenticity.  All intervieweesô experiences in this study did not involve an animal 

being fed, suggesting that profound experiences may be more likely to occur where 

feeding does not take place.  One important qualification of this assertion is that most of 

the interviewees had strong links with zoos, including four with permanent animal 

husbandry positions, where feeding animals is a part of everyday life (a known anti-

trigger ï Laski, 1961). 



 

Liam Smith ï A qualitative analysis of profound wildlife encounters 86 

 

Among those that did make anthropomorphic inferences, there were marked differences 

in the frequency between interviewees.  Most notably, Hal and Abigail made 

comparatively fewer anthropomorphic interpretations to other interviewees.  It may be 

possible that the paucity of anthropomorphism in some intervieweesô experiences may 

be attributable to intervieweesô not seeing the eyes or mouths of the animal, two well 

known communicative mechanisms for humans. This was the case for both Abigail 

(whale was underwater) and Hal (too dark).  However, some other interviewees (e.g. 

Mary and Katherine) did not see the animalôs eyes and mouth and did make 

anthropomorphic interpretations of behaviour while the interpretations of others (e.g. 

Yvonne) appear not to be based on traits and characteristics that are communicated 

through the eyes and mouth.  Therefore the assertion that seeing the eyes and mouth of 

animals is necessary for anthropomorphism may need to be qualified.  It may be more 

accurate to suggest that seeing the eyes and mouths of some animals may lead to certain 

types of anthropomorphism. 

 

Given that more than half the interviewees used anthropomorphic statements to outline 

the most important variables in their experience, it may well be valuable to consider 

why other interviewees did not use anthropomorphism in their responses to questioning 

about the most important variables.  Two possibilities are apparent.  First, interviewees 

did not interpret the animalôs behaviour in an anthropomorphic way at all and second, 

that other variables involved in their experience were more important. 

 

In light of comments made by Bekoff (2000) and Tangley (2001) that anthropomorphic 

interpretations of animal behaviour should be expected given the lack of alternative 

perspectives, the idea that some interviewees may not have interpreted the behaviour of 

the animal during their experience in an anthropomorphic way may appear unlikely.  

The fact that most interviewees made anthropomorphic interpretations of animal 

behaviour at some stage in their interview appears to support this assertion.  However, 

some interviewees did not make any anthropomorphic interpretations (Howard, Edwina 

and Libby) and some even referred to the lack of interaction between themselves and 

the animals: 

 

no there wasnôt any interaction (Edwina) 
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I mean they certainly looked in the general direction but because you 

could, especially down at the beach you could sit down, lie down, stand 

up éit was quite easy to get virtually down to their level and be looking 

at them and watching them éI didnôt élike a primate or something like 

that éyou sort of think, oh yes theyôve noticed me, I donôt particularly 

remember that experience with the penguins they just seemed to be busy 

just doing their own thing, whatever they think about (Libby) 

 

This suggests that other variables apart from anthropomorphism were more important in 

the facilitation of some intervieweesô experiences.  It also provides some evidence to 

refute claims made by DeMares (2000) and DeMares and Krycka (1998) that reciprocity 

of process is an invariant theme in wild animal triggered peak experiences. 

 

4.3.2 Proximity  

A number of interviewees stated that the proximity of the animal was an important 

variable in facilitating their experience. Mitch drew on his guiding experience to 

suggest that there are two types of profound experiences.  The first he describes as 

ñdangerò encounters which ñonly happen because you are too closeò.  The second type 

of profound encounter Mitch describes as ñwilderness experiencesò where proximity to 

the animal is not so important. Mitch used the following example to describe one of his 

ñwilderness experiencesò: 

for example éwalking down a riverbed and we were sitting on the top 

of a rocky outcrop and for about an hour and a half we watched this 

black rhino wander down the riverbed miles from us, not miles but a 

long way off, he didnôt even sense that we were there but you got some 

sort of emotion out of just how unique these animals are and just how 

wild they are but theyôre just going about their daily procedures  

 

However, no other interviewee described an encounter where the animal was not in 

close proximity.  As a point of reference, Table 4.3 lists approximate distances to the 

animal(s) for all interviewees and notes which interviewees saw proximity as one of the 

ñmost importantò variables. The table also contains shaded areas indicating which 

experiences were perceived as dangerous at any point during the encounter. 
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Table 4.3: Proximity of the animal(s) to the interviewee arranged from most to 

least proximal 

Interviewee Proximity to animal(s) 

Katherine (gorilla) Touched 

Yvonne (petrels) Touched 

Libby*  (penguins) ñto me they were probably a foot away at the mostò 

Edwina* (albatross) ñit felt like you could sort of put your hand out and touch it 

wing tipò 

Adrian*  (unknown cat 

species) 

ñtwo or perhaps three metres above meò 

Mary (whales) ñthey literally came right up to the boat and we were looking  

over the edge of the boatò 

Mitch^ (elephant) 

(lion) 

ñalmost smelling touching whatever but no contactò 

ñit would have been less than éfive metres probablyò 

Elwood* (tiger) ñI was only 15 feet off the ground when he first appearedò 

Saxon* (wolf) ñmust have been about six metres in front of usò 

Abigail (whale) ñit was only probably about ten metres off the pierò 

Howard (whales) ñyou could have an animal within 30 or 40 feet from you ñ 

Louise (elephant) ñprobably from here to that wall awayò (approx. 15 metres) 

Hal* (elephant) ñI mean in general there was probably 30 metres between me 

and the elephantò 

Mitch^ (lions) 

(rhino) 

ñwe were probably 500 metres from themò 

ñnot miles but a long way offò 

*Stated that proximity was one of the ñmost importantò variables in facilitating their 

experience. 

^ Mitch described several encounters but only mentioned distance for four of them.  The 

rhino and (second) lion encounters have been separated to distinguish Mitchôs danger 

encounters from non dangerous encounters 

Shaded sections are those experiences that were initially perceived as dangerous. 

 

Proximity may be perceived as important because it can be a facilitator of a range of 

human responses to the encounter.  Examples include the inducement of fear or a 

feeling of connection through anthropomorphic interpretations of behaviour.  

Alternatively proximity may facilitate revelation about the size, sound or smell of an 

animal.  Thus, it is understandable why proximity was cited as important by nearly half 

of the interviewees.  It is also possible that those interviewees who did not mention 

proximity as most important in their experience did mention other variables that were 

facilitated by close proximity to the animal. 

 

The idea that proximity facilitates fear is supported by the experiences of seven 

interviewees (shaded sections in Table 4.3).  Mitchôs idea that there are two types of 

profound experiences, and that proximity is not so important in ñwilderness 

experiencesò is not supported by this research, since the greatest distance stated by any 
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interviewee other than Mitch was 30 metres.  However, it is possible that interviewees 

do not associate profundity with experiences where the animal is not in close proximity 

and Mitch did cite two occasions in which he had profound experiences with distant 

animals. While Mitch may associate this type of experience with profundity, it appears 

that the others do not. 

 

The type of species involved also seemed related to proximity.   Howard provides 

perspective to his relatively large distance from the whales (compared to other 

interviewees) when he states that ñfor an animal of that size thatôs really really close [30 

to 40 feet]ò.  Similarly, the fear associated with Louise and Halôs elephant experiences 

can be put into perspective by considering the power and size of the species. 

 

Species type seems to matter in the fear response.  Apart from Mitchôs two experiences 

which did not involve fear because the animals were far away, six interviewees did not 

see fear as a factor in their experience (the non shaded areas of Table 4.3).  The species 

of animal involved in all of these remaining intervieweesô experiences were whales and 

birds.  Therefore there appears to be opportunity for profound experiences to be 

facilitated with both large and small species types in a way that is perceived as safe. 

 

4.3.3 Privilege 

Five interviewees referred to a feeling of privilege as being most important in their 

encounter.  Responses outlining feelings are difficult to interpret given that it is not 

always known when the feeling occurred in relation to the encounter.  In some 

instances, it is not known when this emotion was felt; before, during or after the 

encounter.  For example, when Libby spoke of feeling privileged because she was ñin a 

place that not many other people have beenò, this feeling could have occurred at any 

time in relation to the encounter.  Despite the ambiguity surrounding Libbyôs case, there 

may be opportunity to evoke the feeling of privilege in some wildlife tourism settings 

by taking the perspective that emotional arousal at any time in relation to the encounter 

may be important.  One such opportunity may be for captive wildlife facilities such as 

zoos, which could create a feeling of privilege prior to the encounter by allowing people 

to go behind the scenes.  From his role as a zoo keeper, Howard acknowledged this 

opportunity when he stated that his experience ñwas kind of like bringing people behind 
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the scenes at the zooò.  Opening up behind-the-scenes areas to zoo visitors may well 

assist in creating the perception of a more authentic experience (MacCannell, 1973).   

 

In other instances, the time when the emotion of privilege was felt is clearer.  For 

example, Saxon stated that he felt privileged to see wolves because ñonly one in five 

hundred people saw wolves in that areaò and seeing ñone so closeò made him feel 

especially privileged.  Saxonôs feeling of privilege arose from the encounter, that is, he 

did not have this emotion prior to seeing the wolves.  The pre encounter antecedent 

counterparts to Saxonôs feeling of privilege were 1) an affinity with the species leading 

to an aspiration to see wolves in the wild and 2) the knowledge that they were rare and 

difficult to see in the wild.  Without both these antecedent variables present, it is 

unlikely that Saxon would have felt the same way about his experience.  Thus, applying 

the variable of privilege such that it will increase the likelihood of profound experience 

may be a complex task in some circumstances.  Likewise, the variable of 

anthropomorphism is also a response variable probably triggered by 1) animals 

performing a behaviour and 2) close proximity.  In both these cases, it may be more 

prudent to focus on antecedent variables rather than the response of participants (see 

objective three).   

 

4.3.4 Section conclusion 

The above section has focused on three variables that arose from questioning about the 

most important variables in intervieweesô encounters; anthropomorphism, proximity 

and privilege.  There were several other ñmost importantò variables that were mentioned 

by more than one interviewee including affiliation with species type, exceeding 

expectations, small group size, the size of the animal, revelation about some aspect of 

the animal and danger (Table 4.2).  A further ten uncategorised reasons were also 

included in responses to questioning about the most important variable in intervieweesô 

experiences.  Although an in-depth discussion of each of these variables is beyond the 

scope of this study, there is no suggestion that other important variables are not salient.  

Indeed, the first objective was formulated to investigate the salience of experiential 

variables.  Unfortunately limitations placed on the scope of this study do not allow such 

a lengthy investigation. 

 



 

Liam Smith ï A qualitative analysis of profound wildlife encounters 91 

4.4 Objective two 

The second research objective aimed to explore the perceived impact of profound 

wildlife experiences on the lives of percipients.  With the exception of a traumatic 

childhood experience described by Edwina to provide context for her recounted 

experience, all interviewees saw their experience primarily as positive.  Initially a list of 

responses was compiled and the key points from each response were recorded.  A list of 

those key points (Table 4.4) shows that there is a spectrum of perceived impacts 

expressed by the interviewees ranging from little or no impact at all (such as for 

Edwina) to impacts that were described as ña watershed momentò (Howard) and ña 

great pivotal or turning pointò (Abigail).  Despite the wide range of responses, the 

majority of interviewees felt that the experiences had impacted on their lives. 

 

Table 4.4: Key points about the impact of the wildlife experience on interviewees' 

lives arranged subjectively from highest to lowest perceived impact. 

Interviewee Key points 

Howard Felt that the experience ñwas a watershed momentò.  Although 

he was already interested in animals, it started him off on a 

journey with a specific interest in whales.  He believes that ñever 

since that point there has been this underlying connection with 

whalesò and states that he has ñpursued that [interest]ò outside 

his zoo work. 

Abigail  Felt it was a ñgreat pivotal point or turning pointò in her life at 

the time of the experience. 

Mary Felt that she is now ñmore tuned inò to the plight of whales.  

When she sees ñsomething on the news about whale strandingsò 

she thinks ñwhat can I do to helpò.  She also has sought out other 

experiences and continues to desire to have marine mammal 

encounters. 

Elwood Felt that the experience was a ñsignificant dayò in the context of 

his life journey from lack of respect for some animals to 

admiration for all animals 

Yvonne Felt that she would ñhighly recommendò the experience to others 

and that if she hears ñanything about Lord Howe Islandò her 

ñears prick up and noticeò 

Mitch Realised that (for the first of his recalled experiences) the impact 

on others has an impact on him and that, as a guide, ñyou can 

actually influence somebodyò 

Katherine Stated that she often thinks ñof that momentò and that she can 

ñrelate toò others who have similar experiences. 

Louise In the broader context of her life and her trip to Africa, felt that 

she achieved what she ñset out to doò and that her elephant 

experience was part of that. 

Libby  Worries that she may have ñdone damage by going there 

[Macquarie Island]ò 
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Saxon Felt that the experience along with other similar experiences 

made him ñappreciateò what he had and that it made him ñthink 

about how you go about thingsò 

Adrian Felt that the experience helped him ñgrow as a personò. 

Hal  Felt it had little impact but with prompting believed that it was 

ñone of the catalystsò for taking part in an overnight zoo 

experience 

Edwina  Felt it had little impact because she ñalready knewò that she 

ñwas really interested in wildlifeò 

 

 

The high impact end of this spectrum is consistent with assertions made by some 

authors about the effect of profound experiences on peopleôs lives.  When Maslow 

(1968; 1994) and Csikszentmihalyi (1975; 1990) described the possible impact of peak 

and flow experiences respectively, they were predominantly describing conversions 

from suicidal tendencies and were not explicit about how the individuals had changed 

following their conversion.  Similarly, when the experience with southern right whales 

is described by Howard as ña watershed momentò and by Abigail as a ñturning pointò 

there are parallels.  Perhaps the most apt comparison that can be drawn is between 

Csikszentmihalyiôs (1990) example of a young boy whose life was so permanently 

changed by a diving experience that he pursued a career in marine science and became a 

strong advocate for marine conservation.  While any comparison between this 

experience and that of Howard would need to be qualified by highlighting the differing 

contexts (such as age, stage of life and career), similarities are evident.   

 

4.4.1 The relationship between profundity and impact 

There is the likelihood that interviewees ascribe different meaning to the term profound.  

Some may ascribe profundity to an experience based on the perceived impact it had on 

their lives (e.g. Howard and Abigail), whereas others may ascribe profundity based on 

the quality of the experience (e.g. Yvonne).  Similarly, some interviewees may associate 

attitude change with profundity whereas others may associate other factors.  In this way 

the word is more value laden than the study originally intended.  While this is not 

necessarily a study limitation, it is an important factor to consider when analysing the 

impact that intervieweesô experiences had on their lives. 
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4.4.2 Impact on attitudes 

Attitudes have been the subject of study for several decades and are defined as ña 

learned predisposition to respond in a consistently favourable or unfavourable manner 

with respect to a given objectò (Fishbein and Azjen, 1975: 6).  Attitudes are also subject 

to change and are ñcontinuously modified by incoming informationò (Anderson, 1981: 

365).  After a traumatic childhood experience, Edwina expresses an attitudinal shift 

from an unknown attitude toward animal cruelty (but not hating it), to hating it (see 

below).  Similarly, Howardôs statements in his interview are indicative of a shift from 

an ambivalent attitude toward whales evident in statements such as that he ñhad never 

much thought about whales beforeò to a positive attitude toward whales evidenced by 

statements such as ñwhales are pretty extraordinary stuffò.  Despite not listing attitude 

shift (or revelation) as one of his most important experiential variables, Howardôs 

attitude shift could well be significant in facilitating his profound experience.   

 

Mary also described an attitudinal shift toward the species involved in her encounter.  

Like Howard, she described a neutral or ambivalent attitude prior to their encounter in 

the statements ñIt wasnôt like I didnôt éI didnôt not care about themò and following her 

experience stated that after ñhaving had that experienceò that she was ñmore tuned inò 

and also stated that she has sought out similar experiences and thought about how she 

could assist stranded whales.  Edwinaôs childhood experience, Howard and Maryôs 

whale experiences and Elwoodôs deer culling experience (discussed below) also 

corroborate Maslowôs (1994) assertion that peak experiences can lead to attitudinal 

shift. 

 

It may not be coincidental that Howard and Maryôs experiences are both with whales.  

Despite the increasing number of people going on dedicated whale watching trips 

(Hoyt, 2000), it is unlikely that most people encounter whales in their everyday lives 

and hence have limited opportunity to form attitudes towards whales or whale species 

based on actual experiences as opposed to vicarious experiences.  In addition, direct 

experience with attitude objects has been shown to have a stronger influence on 

attitudes toward the object than indirect experience (Fazio and Zanna, 1981; Fazio, 

1990).  This appears to be the case for Howard and Mary, and may explain their 

relatively ambivalent attitude toward whales prior to their encounter.  The formation of 

a strong attitude after the experience from a neutral or non existent attitude beforehand 
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may well be important in facilitating profound wildlife experiences.  If the above 

hypothesis holds, that a large proportion of people have not had the opportunity to form 

strong attitudes to whales, then whales appear to be a group of species that could be 

associated with this process occurring.  Application of this hypothesis could be 

extended to other species that people do not generally encounter.  However, it is also 

likely that there are other variables to consider.  A brief examination of the results in 

Section 4.3, reveal that there are a number of different variables of perceived 

importance and any one of these may be important individually or in conjunction with 

others.  Therefore the assertion that animals that are not frequently encountered are 

potential candidates for profound encounters because people having experiences with 

these animals have not had opportunity to formulate attitudes, must be considered in 

light of the results of objective one where factors such as how close the interviewee was 

to the animal, the level of anthropomorphism and the size of the animal were all 

variables of perceived importance.  It may be more beneficial to look at how 

experiential variables work in combination to create profound experiences.   

 

Several interviewees did not indicate any shift in attitude toward the species following 

their experience.  Some simply made no reference to the way they felt about the animal 

before or after their experience while others were more explicit about their perception of 

the impact.  Among these was Edwina who stated during the interview that at the time 

of her experience ñit was well known by this stage that I was interested in wildlife and 

birds I suppose in particularò.  This goes some way to explaining her response to 

questioning about the impact of her experience when she stated that there was no impact 

because she ñalready knew that I was really really interested in wildlife éreally cared 

about itò.  Thus there was little or no attitude shift because she already had strong 

attitudes towards animals and birds.  The case of Yvonne is more ambiguous.  During 

the interview she stated that ñIôd have to say that birds arenôt my favourite animalò.  

The use of the present tense of the word ñarenôtò as opposed to ñwerenôtò indicates that 

birds are still not her favourite animal and this has not changed following her 

experience.  However, whether birds have moved along a favouritism continuum to a 

point where they are closer to being her favourite is not known.  Furthermore, whether 

or not her attitude towards birds or petrels did shift is unknown.  When asked if the 

mention of providence petrels makes her ears prick up, Yvonne responded by saying 

that when she hears ñanything about Lord Howe Islandò that her ñears prick upò.  
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In order to understand why Yvonne and Edwinaôs attitude did not appear to shift, a 

better understanding of how attitudes are formed needs to be undertaken.  According to 

Azjen (2001), the polarity of an attitude is dependent on the number and strength of 

positive beliefs about the object, compared to the number and strength of negative 

beliefs about the attitudinal object.  Where the greater ratio lies (with positive or 

negative beliefs) will determine the polarity of the attitude.    Thus in the case of 

Edwina, it may well be that her pre-existing positive attitude toward birds was 

reinforced by her experience, through the addition of positive beliefs resulting from her 

experience.  Therefore, in order to gauge the impact of Edwinaôs experience on her 

attitude towards birds (or albatrosses) a measure of the strength of her attitude before 

and afterwards using strength of her beliefs as an indicator, is needed.  A similar test 

targeting attitude strength would also be needed to evaluate the impact of Yvonneôs 

experience on attitude towards birds or petrels.  

 

Four interviewees stated that they already had positive attitudes (noted as an affiliation 

in this study) toward the particular species involved in their encounter.  In three of the 

four cases, this positive attitude appears to have been influential in their decision to seek 

out the experience and three of the four specifically mentioned the type of species as 

one of the most important experiential variables in their encounter.  With the exception 

of Abigail, this subset of interviewees were either vague in their response to what 

impact the experience had had on their lives (Saxon and Louise) with responses 

reflecting the broader context of their lives or, as has been discussed in the case of 

Edwina, the experience was perceived as having little or no impact.  Once again, 

perhaps the role that the experience played in their attitude toward the species was one 

of reinforcement. 

 

One interviewee (Elwood) did describe the impact of the experience in the context of 

his life, and in particular in the context of how his attitude to animals had changed.  The 

following quotation is indicative of Elwoodôs attitude to animals at an earlier stage of 

his life: 

Iôd grown up with the ideology that you killed every snake that you saw 

éyou killed every rabbit you saw éand even when I was walking to 

primary school éit was a two or three mile walk éI used to carry a 22 

rifle éand I was a very good shot with it éthen ébecause I was a very 

good shot éI even worked as a deer culler in New Zealand, for a period 
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Over the course of his life, Elwood describes his attitude to animals as having changed 

dramatically to one of care and respect for all animals.  Although Elwood attributes the 

time he spent culling deer in New Zealand as being initially responsible for a reappraisal 

of his attitude to animals, when questioned about the role that his tiger experience had 

in this transformation, Elwood responded by saying: 

that first experience with the tiger éand even with the canopy fauna 

éwas a very significant day along that route 

 

Elwoodôs account suggests that the broader context of the experience cannot be ignored.  

His experience as a deer culler may have triggered an initial attitudinal shift and this 

reappraisal appears to have been reinforced through a series of other wildlife 

experiences during his life.  Throughout the course of Elwoodôs interview, he referred 

to numerous interactions with wildlife, and many of these may have played a role in 

reinforcing his attitudinal shift.  Therefore in Elwoodôs case, it may be difficult to 

isolate the impact of an individual experience such as the encounter with a tiger he 

described.   

 

Another case where the broader life context appears important is that of Edwina, who 

also spoke of several other wildlife experiences.  Speaking of her childhood experience, 

Edwina reported: 

 

when I was six éI walked out into the backyard of my grandmotherôs 

place éshe was in Auburn éit was a little single fronted house éthe 

back was all asphalt éfences épaling fences all around it éand my 

grandma followed me out and I donôt know how it got in but there was 

this little kitten éit would have been about a month old éa month, six 

weeks old éand my grandmother picked it up and hurled it over the 

fence éand Iôll cry éeven today éI still wonder what happened to that 

poor little animal éI was only a kid éI couldnôt get out the gate éit 

was locked éand I couldnôt help that little animal éand besides being 

upset I was very angry éand I took to my grandmother éI hit her éI 

hit her like éyou know she got pretty cross and went in and said éyour 

daughter is attacking me and my mother said what did you do to make 

my daughter angry éas a result of that I have always hated any cruelty 

to animals 

 

The impact of her childhood experience appears to have been particularly influential, as 

evidenced by her description of her attitudinal shift toward animal cruelty and her 

description of different ways in which she had acted to inform others about the 
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importance of wildlife, such as teaching values and voluntarily guiding at a Victorian 

zoo.  Following this initial attitude shift, Edwina (like Elwood) mentioned several other 

wildlife encounters when describing her albatross experience.  However, there is a 

difference between Elwood and Edwina, in that Elwood believes that later experiences 

continued to be influential on his life journey, whereas Edwina did not. 

 

The interview with Mitch was qualitatively different to the other twelve because he 

could not divorce himself from the perspective of a tourism operator, a role that he had 

performed for several years.  However, by taking this perspective, Mitch was able to 

express another type of attitudinal shift, towards his work and the role that he played in 

facilitating wildlife experiences.  Mitch described how he reappraised the impact he 

could have as a guide on his visitors following an experience with sea turtles in South 

Africa: 

you werenôt just telling them a story or showing them animals doing 

things, it was éit got to me that this was that you can actually influence 

somebody éthey were crying, watching this turtle nesting and it was a 

pretty emotional night 

 

While the impact on Mitch was different to the impact on any of the other interviewees, 

it does shed light on the role that tourism operators can play (see objective three) and 

demonstrates that there can be positive outcomes for the operator apart from those 

already suggested (word of mouth advertising, cross promotion and repeat visitation). 

 

Thinking or processing thoughts about attitude objects has been associated with 

enduring attitude change (Petty, 1981; Petty, McMichael and Brannon, 1992).  Two 

interviewees (Katherine and Libby) stated that they frequently thought about their 

experiences.  Interestingly, both interviewees use photographs to stimulate these 

thought processes.  The role of photographs in reminding interviewees about their 

experiences, which in turn prompts reflection potentially leading to enduring attitude 

change, is one that requires further examination.  Markwell (1997: 154) concludes his 

study of tourist photographs by stating that they ñhelp shape the memory of the trip at 

the post-travel stageò.  Tarrant et al. (1994) argue that recollection of outdoor 

experiences can also have physiological benefits; further building on the case for 

photographs to be taken as visual reminders prompting recollection.  Several 

interviewees see photographs and video footage as important visual reminders of their 

experience. 
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The findings of this study suggest that attitudes can be influenced in three ways (1) 

shifting (altering or replacing) existing ones, (2) reinforcing existing ones, and (3) 

creating new ones.  While influencing attitudes may be interesting, what is important is 

how the attitudinal influence manifests in behaviour. 

 

4.4.3 Impact on behaviour  

Several interviewees outlined ways in which their behaviour had changed since their 

experience.  There were a variety of different behaviours that interviewees associated 

with their experiences. Perhaps the most obvious case is that of Howard who stated that 

his experience triggered a commitment to whale conservation both through his 

employment in a zoo and in his recreational experiences.  Howard stated that he had 

been back to the site ñseveral times sinceò as well as stating that he had been a field 

assistant on a number of whale projects since. 

 

Mary was an interesting case because her experience appears to have influenced her 

behaviour in several ways.  In her response to how her experience impacted on her life, 

Mary states: 

Iôve never had a particular fascination with aquatic stuff but yeah I 

always watch when thereôs something about whales and like when I see 

something on the news about whale strandings or stuff like that itôs like 

éoh my god what can I do to help éso yeah 

 

She also acknowledges the impact of her experience of her decision to take part in other 

similar experiences.  She spoke of a second whale watching trip only two years after her 

profound experience (which occurred on her first whale watching trip) and also 

expressed her intention to undertake another experience with marine mammals:   

it actually makes me think about doing something about going to swim 

with dolphins and seals in the bay.  So Iôll do that. 

 

She has even considered taking part in dangerous activities: 

I was watching on TV, I think it was that Inside Animals show thatôs 

been on just recently, about the blue whales éabout people swimming 

with the blue whales and I said to Tony, oh my god, that would be 

amazing, I would love to do that éand I couldnôt believe the words 

were coming out of my mouth.  It never occurred to me to go swimming 

with whales when I was in this experience Iôve been describing but when 

I saw the blue whales I went oh my god 
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A third case of note is that of Hal, who believes that his experience with an elephant in 

Africa may have been influential in his decision to choose an overnight safari camp as 

venue for a Christmas party: 

the experience weôd had at Sabi Sabi was one of the catalysts for me 

looking up the website of the Werribee zoo and thinking that the 

overnight experience there, whilst it wasnôt going to be replicated as it 

was in Sabi Sabi, was at least a taste and a dimension that the staff I 

would have thought and subsequently did, thoroughly enjoyé.sort of 

the remoteness of it all, under the stars, the intense experiences éthatôs 

two words in tents éexperience, view down over the flood plain there 

where the animals were grazing, I guess it did influence me 

 

Yvonne is another case where behaviour change as a result of the experience occurred.  

Yvonne stated: 

I do keep telling people that Iôve been there and I would highly 

recommend it éand if they are physically fit and able to climb up the 

mountain éI would suggest it élike it is one of the most amazing 

things you would do on the island  

 

The cases of Howard, Mary, Hal and Yvonne are important to this study because their 

behaviour represents ways in which tourism operators can benefit from the facilitation 

of profound wildlife experiences.  Mary and Hal have sought out similar experiences to 

their recounted experience suggesting that there is opportunity for cross promotion 

between operators.  Howard returned to the place of his experience suggesting that 

repeat visitation is also a possibility.  Finally Yvonne had told people that she 

recommended going to Lord Howe Island and climbing Mount Gower, the place where 

her experience occurred.  She probably did not refer specifically to the encounter 

because the unexpected nature was an important variable in her experience (see 

objective one).  This is an example of promotion through word of mouth, which is 

critical to the success of wildlife tourism enterprises. 

 

Although no interviewee outlined a profound wildlife experience that had occurred 

when they were still a child, the impact of profound wildlife experiences at this age may 

be greater than at later stages of life.  Following the recollection of her childhood 

experience, Edwina noted many changes in her life apart from hating ñany cruelty to 

animalsò.  Other changes to her behaviour that may have resulted from her childhood 

experience were: 
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¶ ñI joined one of these anti-cruelty groupsò 

¶ ñas a teacher I tried to encourage children to enjoy wildlife and all animals 
and see them for what they were and appreciate themò 

¶ ñwhen I left teaching I went out as a guide out at Healesvilleò 

¶ ñI have tried to change his opinionsò 

 

The impact of Edwinaôs childhood experience appears to have many parallels to the 

impact on the young boy who went diving described by Csikszentmihayli (1990).  If 

such strong and permanent impacts are possible at an early stage of life, it appears 

logical that wildlife tourism operators and parents should encourage children to 

participate in wildlife  experiences if they want to influence the behaviour of their child 

or young visitors. 

 

4.4.4 Attitude and behaviour link.  

Establishing the link between attitudes and behaviour can be operationally difficult 

(Anderson, 1981).  However, the link between an attitude toward a behaviour and 

intention to perform that behaviour is well established (Azjen, 1991).  For example Hal 

stated that his experience in Africa (including his elephant encounter) was one of the 

catalysts for deciding to choose a zoo experience for a Christmas party.  It is likely that 

this decision was based on an attitudinal shift toward overnight experiences involving 

African animals rather than his attitude toward elephants.  It could be asserted that, 

following profound experiences with wildlife, percipients change, formulate new or 

reinforce their existing attitudes toward a range of attitudinal objects or behaviours.  

While the attitudinal shift toward an animal may not have translated into actions that 

may help that animal, an attitudinal shift toward a behaviour that may help an animal, 

may indeed have led to actions that were undertaken to help that animal (e.g. Howard) 

or all wildlife (as in the case of Edwina). 

 

Both Mary and Howard described experiences with whales that appear to have involved 

both the formation of a new attitude from a position of indifference as well as behaviour 

change.  It could be possible that there is a stronger link between the formation of new 

attitudes (as opposed to simply attitude change) and behaviour change.  Furthermore, 

Fazio and Zanna (1981) demonstrated that attitudes formed through direct experience 

are better predictors of behaviour than attitudes formed through indirect experience.  
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Alternatively it could be other factors known to influence behaviour, such as efficacy 

and normative influences that may responsible for the behaviour change.   

 

4.4.5 Section conclusion 

This section has explored the impact of profound experiences on intervieweesô lives.  In 

particular it has focused on the effect of intervieweesô experiences on their attitudes and 

behaviours.  Other constructs of interest that were not explored as part of this study are 

beliefs and values, both of which may have been affected by the intervieweesô 

experiences.  In particular, beliefs are thought to be important in the formation and 

influence of attitudes (Fishbein and Azjen, 1975) and as a result, are likely to have been 

changed, formulated or reinforced a priori to attitudinal shift.   

 

One important contribution of this section is that it corroborated assertions in Chapter 2 

that the impact of profound experiences can be seen as beneficial to both percipients and 

operators.  This provides a platform to investigate how wildlife tourism operators may 

manipulate visitorsô experiences, such that they (and their visitors) can receive these 

benefits. 

 

4.5 Objective three 

The third research objective is to identify experiential variables that are potentially 

manipulable by wildlife tourism operators as well as examine the perceived role that 

wildlife tourism operators and guides currently play, or could play in facilitating 

profound experiences.  To achieve this objective this section is divided into two parts.  

The first part aims to refine the total pool of variables that were considered potentially 

important, to a smaller list of variables that are thought to be manipulable.  This is done 

using the methodology outlined in Section 3.8.4.  The second part of this section 

examines intervieweesô perceptions of the role that wildlife tourism operators and 

guides currently play, or could play in facilitating profound wildlife experiences.  

Responses from part two are believed to be manipulable and antecedent to profound 

wildlife experiences.  This is followed by a comparison between the role or potential 

role that operators could play in facilitating profound wildlife encounters as outlined by 

the interviewees (part two) and the potential role posited by the researcher (part one). 
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4.5.1 Part one ï identification of variables 

Fifty four experiential variables are identified from the methodological processes. A 

three step process is used to refine the list of variables to those that are manipulable and 

causal.  First, a list of the variables is constructed, arranged in order of their occurrence.  

Second, those variables that are antecedent to the intervieweesô responses are identified 

and third the antecedent (potentially causal) variables are classified as to their 

manipulability. 

 

4.5.1.1 Step 1 ï temporal arrangement of variables 

Utilising the theoretical framework proposed by Lewin (1951: 239) to explain human 

behaviour where ñbehaviour (B) is a function (F) of the person and of his environment 

(E)ò (B = f (PE)), each of the variables is categorised as either a person variable or a 

situational variable.  Due to the governing principle that in order for something to be 

considered causal it must occur prior to the effect it causes, person variables are further 

categorised into three temporal groups; prior to the encounter, during the encounter and 

reflective evaluation of the encounter.  This is done to distinguish which variables are 

potentially causal to the effect of interest - the perceptual or emotional response to 

stimuli which is labelled as profound.  Those person variables that were present prior to 

the encounter can be considered potentially causal to profound wildlife experiences.  

Results for person variables are shown in Table 4.5.  
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Table 4.5: Temporal categorisation of person variables 

Person variables prior to the 

encounter 

Person variables during 

the encounter 

(responses) 

Person variables in 

reflective evaluation of 

encounter 

¶ Attitude to animals 

¶ Long-held affinity with the 

animal type 

¶ Lead-up events in life  

¶ Lack of lead-up events in 

life opening up the 

possibility for personal 

firsts = novelty or 

surprise) 

¶ Aspirations 

¶ Expectations 

¶ Anticipation  

¶ Lack of anticipation 

¶ Feeling in touch with nature 

¶ Vulnerability 

¶ Excitement 

¶ Privilege 

Emotions  

¶ Feeling in touch with 

nature 

¶ Fear (induced by 

proximity) 

¶ Revelation 

¶ Vulnerability 

¶ Excitement 

¶ Privilege 

 

Perceptions 

¶ Anthropomorphism 

¶ Animal in control, 

percipient not 

¶ Animal acting 

authentically 

¶ Novelty 

¶ Surprise 

¶ Reward for effort 

¶ Emotions felt were 

different to those 

expected for the 

encounter or 

different to 

normal 

¶ Camaraderie 

¶ Privilege 

¶ Revelation 

¶ Anthropomorphism 

¶ Animal acting 

authentically 

Shaded area indicates variables that are potentially causal. 

 

Situational variables are also temporally divided, but only into two groups (prior to the 

encounter and during the encounter).  The third temporal category used in Table 4.5 is 

omitted because situational variables are no longer relevant, once the intervieweesô 

responses have been evoked.  That is to say, the situations the interviewees were in no 

longer plays a role in facilitating profound experiences once they have left the site of 

their encounter.  Situational variables that were present prior to the encounter and that 

were present during the encounter can be considered potentially causal to profound 

experience.  Results for the temporal categorisation of situational variables are shown in 

Table 4.6. 
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Table 4.6: Temporal categorisation of situational variables 

Prior to the encounter 

 
During the encounter 

 

¶ Lead-up events such as 

sightings of other animals, 

effort, being up in the canopy, 

seeing some animals prior to 

a close up encounter, 

studying the animals. 

 

¶ Length of encounter 

 

Proximity  

¶ Fear  

¶ Seeing the eyes and / or eye contact 

¶ Touch 

¶ Revelation about size 

¶ Sounds 

¶ Smell 

 

Animal  

¶ Number and orientation 

¶ Type 

¶ Rarity 

¶ Presence of young 

¶ Surprise at location of the animal 

 

Setting 

¶ Dark 

¶ Remote 

¶ Dangerous 

¶ Different from normal life 

¶ Quiet 

¶ Weather 

¶ Sunset  

¶ Beautiful 

¶ Group size 

¶ Breaking the rules 

¶ Access to off limits 

Shaded areas contain variables that are potentially causal. 

 

4.5.1.2 Step 2 ï categorisation of variables as stimulus or response variables 

The variables listed in Tables 4.5 and 4.6 were then classified as to whether they were 

potentially causal to the experience (stimulus variables), or whether they occurred as a 

result of the encounter (response variables).  Results are shown in Table 4.7. 
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Table 4.7: Classification of variables as either stimulus or response variables 

Stimulus Variables*  Response Variables^ 

1. Attitude to animals 

2. Long-held affinity wi th animal type 

3. Lead-up events in life 

4. Lack of lead-up events in life 

5. Aspirations 

6. Expectations 

7. Vulnerability (prior to encounter) 

8. Excitement (prior to encounter) 

9. Privilege (prior to encounter) 

10. Excitement (prior to the encounter) 

11. Setting was dark 

12. Setting was remote 

13. Setting was dangerous 

14. Setting was different to normal life 

15. Setting was quiet 

16. Good weather  

17. Setting was enhanced by sunset 

18. Setting was beautiful 

19. Group size 

20. Breaking the rules 

21. Access to off limits 

22. Lead-up events in the experience 

23. Seeing the eyes and eye contact 

24. Touching the animal(s) 

25. Sounds 

26. Smells 

27. Proximity of the animal(s) 

28. Animal number(s) and orientation 

29. Animal type 

30. Rarity of animal 

31. Presence of young 

32. Odd location for animal 

33. Length of encounter 

34. Anticipation 

35. Lack of anticipation 

36. Surprise 

37. Feeling in touch with nature 

38. Revelation about size, through 

anthropomorphism 

39. Fear (as a result of the 

encounter) 

40. Camaraderie 

41. Vulnerability (as a result of the 

encounter) 

42. Excitement (as a result of the 

encounter) 

43. Privilege (as a result of the 

encounter) 

44. Anthropomorphism (as a result 

of the encounter) 

45. Animal in control not the 

percipient 

46. Animal acting authentically 

47. Reward for effort 

48. Emotions felt were different to 

everyday life and different to 

those expected 

49. Expectations surpassed 

50. Aspirations realised 

51. Novelty of the experience 

 

*Stimulus variables are those variables that were already present prior to the encounter.  

Situational variables are also included as stimulus variables as they are also potentially 

causal to the response of the individual, which may lead to the labelling of the 

encounter as profound. 

^Response variables are those variables that occurred as a result of the encounter. 

 

4.5.1.3 Step 3 ï categorisation of stimulus variables according to manipulability. 

When reflecting on their experience, interviewees may ascribe profundity as a result of 

either stimulus or response variables. However, only stimulus variables were included 

in the third step of refinement.  The rationale for this is twofold. First, as has been 

explained, the third project objective is to identify potentially causal variables, which 
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must occur prior to the response which is labelled profound.  Second, it is generally 

more difficult for wildlife tourism operators to influence the way in which individuals 

interpret their experience than it is to manipulate some stimulus variables such as the 

setting or perceptions of the setting, the way people are thinking and feeling prior to the 

experiences, the choice of species and the nature of the interaction. 

 

Following on from this and in an attempt to address the third research objective, 

stimulus variables are classified as either being manipulable, sometimes manipulable or 

not manipulable by wildlife tourism operators (Table 4.8).  

Table 4.8: Classification of stimulus variables as either manipulable or not 

manipulable by wildlife tourism operators 

 

Manipulable by operator
1
 Manipulable by some 

operators
2 

Not manipulable by 

operator
3
 

1. Percipient felt excited 

prior to the encounter 

2. Percipient felt vulnerable 

prior to encounter 

3. Percipient felt privileged 

prior to encounter 

4. Setting was dark 

5. Setting was enhanced by 

sunset 

6. Setting was perceived as 

remote 

7. Setting was perceived as 

dangerous 

8. Setting was off limits 

9. Lead-up events in the 

experience such as 

sightings of other 

animals, effort, being up 

in the canopy, seeing 

some animals prior to a 

close up encounter. 

10. Group size 

11. Animal type 

12. Length of encounter 

13. Aspirations 

14. Expectations 

15. Anticipation 

16. Proximity of the 

animal 

17. Touching the 

animal(s) 

18. Animal 

number(s) and 

orientation 

19. Rarity of animal 

20. Presence of 

young 

21. Odd location for 

animal 

22. Sounds 

23. Smells 

24. Setting was 

different to 

normal life 

25. Setting was 

quiet 

26. Setting was 

beautiful 

27. Attitude to 

animals 

28. Long ï held 

affinity with 

animal type 

29. Lead-up events 

in life 

30. Lack of lead-up 

events in life 

31. Good weather  

32. Breaking the 

rules 

33. Seeing the eyes 

and eye contact 

 

 
1
ñManipulableò means under reasonable, affordable and fairly easy control of the 

operator. 
2
ñManipulable by some operatorsò means under reasonable, affordable and fairly easy 

control of some operators.  
3
ñNot manipulableò means not generally under the operatorôs control or too difficult or 

expensive to control. 

Shaded areas represent areas that are relevant to objective three. 




