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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. 



 

Liam Smith ï A qualitative analysis of profound wildlife encounters 2 

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). 
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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. 

 


