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Abstract

Many captive Asian elephants (Elephas maximus) in Thailand participate in the tourism industry at attractions known as ‘elephant 
camps.’ There has been significant criticism of low welfare venues, where the elephants may experience injuries, poor nutrition, 
unnatural social environments and aversive handling. Despite increasing concern for animal welfare, the general public often have diffi-
culty identifying the welfare issues affecting captive animals. The aim of this study was to investigate participants’ willingness to support 
an elephant attraction and their perceived emotional value from the experience, based on the affective state of the captive elephant 
and their level of contact with it. Participants (n = 590) from the United States were randomly assigned to one of four vignettes (using 
a 2 × 2 experimental design) that described an elephant attraction, varying the affective state of the elephant (feels excellent, feels 
terrible) and the level of contact they could have with the elephant (low, high).  A mixed methods approach was used, where partici-
pants provided answers to Likert-type questions, followed by an open-ended response. Participants showed greater willingness to 
support the elephant attraction and greater perceived emotional value from the experience when the elephant felt excellent, as 
opposed to when the elephant felt terrible. There were no significant differences between low and high contact for the measures 
included in this study. Qualitative responses varied greatly, with participants making many assumptions about the elephant and the 
attraction, revealing potential misconceptions that they had regarding the welfare of captive elephants. This research may be used to 
encourage a shift in tourism preferences to venues that reflect positive elephant welfare. 
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Introduction 
Thailand attracted over 35 million international tourists in 
2017, more than doubling its tourism numbers since 2010 
(World Tourism Organisation 2018). Many local venues 
exhibit wild-caught or captive-bred wild animals, the 
most common being Asian elephants (Elephas maximus), 
macaques (Macaca nemestrina) and tigers 
(Panthera tigris) (Schmidt-Burbach et al 2015). These 
attractions are based on a tourism niche called ‘wildlife 
tourism’, which involves interactions and viewing of wild 
animals in a range of settings, from their natural habitats 
to contained areas completely constructed by humans 
(Kontogeorgopoulos 2009a; de Lima & Green 2017). In 
2018, the total contribution of wildlife tourism to global 
economies was estimated at $US343.6 billion (World 
Travel & Tourism Council 2019). 
Wildlife tourism activities often involve touching, feeding 
and holding of wild animals (Belicia & Islam 2018). 
Numerous studies indicate that tactile contact and other 
human-animal interactions have the potential to improve 
mental and physical human health, for example, through pet 

ownership (Baun et al 1984; Beetz et al 2012). Additionally, 
many tourists experience feelings of wonderment and well-
being when seeing wildlife up close (Curtin 2009). The 
demand for interactions with wildlife is likely to gain 
traction, given the popularity of posting photographs and 
videos on social media platforms, where wild animals are 
often used as ‘photo props’ (World Animal Protection 2017; 
Belicia & Islam 2018; van der Meer et al 2019). 
Close proximity to wild animals is often linked to visitor 
satisfaction in wildlife tourism experiences. For example, a 
study by Schänzel and McIntosh (2000) found that satisfac-
tion in penguin viewing equated to ‘the closer the better.’ 
This may be because proximity excites tourists by allowing 
for better viewing ability and increased intimacy (Curtin 
2010). However, several studies indicate that desired 
proximity can be influenced by a variety of factors, 
including ethical concerns about the negative impact on 
wildlife (Orams 2000; Finkler & Higham 2004; Bach & 
Burton 2017; Verbos et al 2018). 
Scientists often describe animal welfare in terms of three 
overlapping components: basic health and functioning; 
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natural living; and affective states (Fraser et al 1997), with 
some going so far as to say that the only construct that 
matters is the animal’s emotional state (Duncan 2004, 
2005; Fraser 2008). Furthermore, there are some studies 
indicating that the lay public may be willing to permit 
certain practices (eg animal production) as long as they are 
assured of the happiness of the involved animals (Cole 
2011; Pettersson et al 2016).  
As suggested by Lawrence et al (2019), there is an 
advantage to researching positive emotions in animals, as 
‘happy animals’ are a subject that the general public finds 
engaging (Nelson & Fijn 2013). They noted that a study by 
Baciadonna et al (2019), which demonstrated that goats 
(Capra hircus) were able to distinguish between positively 
and negatively valenced calls, was ‘tweeted’ 118 times and 
mentioned in news stories 128 times (Altmetric 2019). 
Similarly, affective states may be an effective way to 
communicate welfare issues in the context of wildlife 
tourism. The connection that people feel with animals and 
their concerns regarding affective states may be an 
important factor in tourists’ decisions to participate in 
activities with wildlife; however, to our knowledge, this 
has not been explored. 
Over recent years, significant concerns have arisen 
regarding the welfare of elephants working in tourism 
venues, also known as ‘elephant camps’ (Bansiddhi et al 
2020b; Schmidt-Burbach 2020). These include injuries 
(Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b; Magda et al 2015; Bansiddhi 
et al 2019), poor nutrition (Godfrey & Kongmuang 2009; 
Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b; Schmidt-Burbach et al 2015; 
Bansiddhi et al 2019; Norkaew et al 2019), housing 
(Schmidt-Burbach et al 2015; Bansiddhi et al 2019), 
unnatural social environments (Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b; 
Schmidt-Burbach et al 2015) and harsh training 
(Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b; Duffy & Moore 2011; 
Schmidt-Burbach 2020). Schmidt-Burbach (2020) investi-
gated 246 elephant tourism venues in Thailand, which 
collectively housed 2,798 elephants, and allocated welfare 
scores on a scale of 1 (worst) to 10 (best). Scoring was 
based on nine categories, including hygiene, naturalness 
and diet quality. They found that 70% of elephants were 
kept in severely inadequate conditions, indicated by a score 
of 5 or lower. Some have argued that welfare problems may 
be exacerbated by limited regulations and insufficiently 
trained mahouts (ie traditional ‘elephant keepers’) 
(Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b; Schmidt-Burbach 2020). In a 
survey of 200 mahouts from 80 elephant camps in Thailand, 
it was found that 90% received less than six months 
training, with the majority (56.8%) having received only a 
month (Schmidt-Burbach 2020).  
The extent to which harsh training methods, including 
dominance establishment through restraint and pain, are 
used is heavily disputed (Suter 2019; Bansiddhi et al 2020b; 
Schmidt-Burbach 2020). Elephants are not domesticated 
(Bansiddhi et al 2020b); thus, trainers have traditionally 
relied upon negative reinforcement and physical punish-
ment to prevent any unpredictable behaviour (Fagen et al 

2014; Wilson et al 2015). Some evidence suggests that this 
training can lead to increased mortality (Crawley et al 
2020), as well as signs of post-traumatic stress disorder 
(Bradshaw et al 2005; Rizzolo & Bradshaw 2016). A study 
by Rizzolo and Bradshaw (2016) assessed 53 elephants, 
using interviews with caregivers, direct observations and 
documentation of trauma exposure. They found that 53% 
had altered self-capacities, 42% had cognitive symptoms, 
53% had mood disturbances, while 38 and 34% exhibited 
avoidance behaviours and fear at trauma-related stimuli, 
respectively. Although some authors document increased 
use of positive reinforcement (Bansiddhi et al 2020a,b), 
there is still some uncertainty about whether this method 
alone can guarantee safety, especially when elephants are 
going to be in close contact with humans (Wilson et al 
2015; Bansiddhi et al 2020a; Schmidt-Burbach 2020).  
Elephant tourism is believed by some to provide substantial 
benefits in terms of better care and protection for captive 
elephants (Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b). As a consequence of 
elephant tourism, mahouts can cover the costs of owning an 
elephant, including provision of up to 200 kg of food per 
day (Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b; Ord & Jarernbanpot 2017). 
A concern associated with a complete ban on elephant 
tourism or mass-organised boycott is that this will severely 
damage mahout livelihoods and elephant welfare (for 
similar arguments made following the 1989 logging ban in 
Thailand, see Sricharatchanya 1989; Boyle 2017). 
However, it is important to note that mahouts are still 
economically very vulnerable; in many cases, their job is 
high risk with low pay (average US$270 per month) 
(Schmidt-Burbach 2020). Out of 200 interviewed mahouts, 
38.5% had no savings and 70.5% received no medical 
insurance from their employer, despite almost half still 
being in pain from their injuries at the time of interview 
(Schmidt-Burbach 2020). 
Elephant riding is one of the most popular tourism activities 
offered in Thailand (Schmidt-Burbach 2017). 
Kontogeorgopoulos (2009a) found that, when asked to 
choose among pairs of activities in terms of their appeal, 
90% of visitors to elephant camps chose elephant riding over 
all other competing activities, such as bamboo rafting. 
Furthermore, a 2016 survey by World Animal Protection 
estimated a demand of up to 12.8 million elephant rides in 
Thailand annually (Schmidt-Burbach 2017). However, 
welfare concerns associated with elephant riding have 
received some attention by the media and animal rights 
organisations (Russo 2015; Jones 2016; Waters 2016; 
Kretzer 2017). This increased criticism has resulted in a shift 
from intensive activities, such as riding and performances, to 
more intimate experiences, such as feeding, walking and 
bathing in newer elephant camps (Bansiddhi et al 2018; 
Schmidt-Burbach 2020). It may also explain the increase in 
the number of venues that identify themselves as ‘rescue 
centres’, ‘sanctuaries’ or ‘refuges’, irrespective of whether 
these labels are appropriate (Schmidt-Burbach 2017).  
Any close encounter between an elephant and a tourist 
necessitates a high degree of mahout control over the 
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elephant’s behaviour for the safety of the tourist 
(Kontogeorgopoulos 2009a; Bansiddhi et al 2020a; 
Schmidt-Burbach 2020). Mahouts and tourists are at high 
risk of injury, with 17 fatalities and 21 serious injuries 
reported by the media between 2016 and 2017 (Schmidt-
Burbach 2020). Observation-only venues may offer a 
solution, as tourists can experience elephants safely without 
restricting their autonomy. In an assessment of 357 venues 
across Asia, where 73% of the elephants were in Thailand, 
Schmidt-Burbach (2020) found that observation-only venues 
had the highest (best) average welfare score of 8.8 out of 10; 
venues that offered washing and bathing scored an average 
of 6.7, while venues that offered saddled rides and shows 
scored an average of 4.0 and 3.5, respectively. It is important 
to note, however, that low contact does not ensure good 
elephant welfare. Several authors have acknowledged that 
observation-only venues may cause other welfare issues (eg 
obesity) if elephants are not also offered opportunities for 
foraging, social interaction and exploration (Bansiddhi et al 
2018, 2020a; Norkaew et al 2018). 
Despite the growing concern regarding the lives of animals 
under human care (Kendall et al 2006), the general public is 
often naïve to specific welfare issues (Burn 2011; Nekaris 
et al 2015). Moorhouse et al (2015) compared travel 
reviews from the website TripAdvisor against welfare 
scores, which were allocated based on the degree to which 
wildlife tourism attraction types (eg bear parks) fulfilled the 
‘Five Freedoms’, a framework commonly used for welfare 
assessments (McCulloch 2012). For the eight wildlife 
tourism attraction types that were given the lowest welfare 
score of –3, comprising 24 individual attractions, the 
average percentage of negative reviews was only 20.5%. 
This suggests that the majority of tourists failed to recognise 
or respond to the negative welfare impacts at these facilities. 
Schmidt-Burbach (2017) suggested that it may be particu-
larly difficult to identify distress in elephants, as their body 
language differs greatly from that of domestic animals. 
Additionally, photographs and videos of tourists interacting 
with elephants on social media platforms may decrease 
welfare concerns. Van der Meer et al (2019) demonstrated 
that exposure to images of big cats in close interactions with 
humans reduced both human fear of the animals and moral 
concerns about wildlife tourism attractions, while also 
increasing their desire to participate in these attractions.  
It is unclear whether increased knowledge about elephant 
welfare would affect tourist decisions to participate in activ-
ities. Some suggest that people on vacation experience 
cognitive dissonance and engage in less ethical behaviour 
(Juvan & Dolnicar 2014; Moorhouse et al 2017); thus, it 
could be speculated that visitors may choose to ignore 
welfare concerns affecting elephants, given their desire to 
participate in activities. Recognition of animal welfare 
issues has, however, been associated with a decreased will-
ingness to visit and support facilities (Miller 2012; Godinez 
et al 2013; Moorhouse et al 2015). A study by Bach and 
Burton (2017) showed that despite placing great value on 
proximity to dolphins, 80% of visitors were willing to 

sacrifice being close to the animals once they were made 
aware that this compromised dolphin welfare. Indeed, it 
appears that if tourists were aware of the welfare concerns 
associated with their actions, they may be willing to forfeit 
higher levels of contact with wildlife.  

Objectives 
The overall aim of this study was to investigate participants’ 
willingness to support an elephant attraction and their 
perceived emotional value from the experience based on the 
affective state of an elephant and their level of contact with it. 
Specifically, we provided participants with one of four 
vignettes that each described a hypothetical elephant but 
differed in the affective state of the elephant (feels excellent, 
feels terrible) and the level of contact with tourists (low, high). 

Materials and methods 
This research was approved by The University of British 
Columbia’s (UBC) Behavioural Research Ethics Board 
Protocol (H18-03226). The survey instrument was created 
using the UBC-hosted version of Qualtrics (Provo, UT, USA).  

Recruitment 
A convenience sample of 918 participants from the United 
States were recruited using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
(MTurk). Studies have shown that MTurk participants are 
more attentive (Hauser & Schwarz 2016) and demographi-
cally diverse (Buhrmester et al 2011; Casler et al 2013) than 
standard internet and college student samples. The survey 
ran from 17–25 January, 2019.  

Study design  
We used a convergent parallel mixed methods design, in 
which quantitative and qualitative data were collected from all 
participants at the same time and then analysed separately 
(Creswell & Clark 2011). In this study, quantitative questions 
were followed by a qualitative response from participants 
(Appendix 1; see supplementary material to papers published 
in Animal Welfare: https://www.ufaw.org.uk/the-ufaw-
journal/supplementary-material). Specifically, we used the 
Contrastive Vignette Technique (CVT), which relies on 
manipulating the variables of interest in each vignette, while 
keeping all other variables constant (Burstin et al 1980). 
Following this approach, a fully crossed 2 × 2 experimental 
design was used to produce four vignettes (and the associated 
hypotheses) describing the life of a hypothetical elephant 
(Table 1). The vignettes manipulated the affective state of the 
elephant, based on a study by Robbins et al (2018): feels 
excellent (FE) vs feels terrible (FT); as well as the level of 
contact the elephant had with tourists: low contact (LC) vs 
high contact (HC). 
Participants were randomly assigned to read one of the four 
vignettes and were blind to the treatment (Table 1). Before 
seeing the vignette, they were told: ‘the scenarios you are 
about to read may not be realistic and so you should suspend 
disbelief — try to imagine what you are reading is true.’ 
Asking participants to suspend disbelief is a common 
technique used in philosophical thought experiments (Doris 
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& Stich 2007). To assist in identifying participants that were 
unable to suspend disbelief, a manipulation check asking, 
‘do you believe that Molly spends all her time feeling 
[excellent/terrible]?’, was included directly after presenta-
tion of the vignette (Table 2). We removed participants who 
failed the manipulation check and therefore did not receive 
the intended effect of treatment from the final sample, as is 
common practice in survey research (Carpenter et al 2016; 
Greenbaum et al 2017; Robbins et al 2018). 
After reading the vignette and answering the manipulation 
check question, participants responded to randomised questions 
assessing willingness to support the elephant attraction, as well 
as their perceived emotional value from the experience 
(Table 2). These questions used a 7-point Likert-type scale 
(1 = strongly disagree, 4 = neither agree nor disagree, 
7 = strongly agree). They were followed by an open-ended 
question: ‘please explain your above answers’, and a series of 
demographic questions on age, gender, pet ownership, area, 
level of education, household income and previous participation 
in elephant tourism (Appendix 1; https://www.ufaw.org.uk/the-
ufaw-journal/supplementary-material). 

Data analysis  
Quantitative data were analysed using the Statistical 
Analysis System (SAS) (version 9.4, SAS Institute Inc, 
Cary, NC, USA). We calculated internal validity using 
Cronbach’s alpha, which was high for both general 
constructs: 0.95 for willingness to support (four measures) 
and 0.95 for perceived emotional value (four measures). 
Given these results, participant responses were combined 
by averaging to create a composite score for each general 
construct (ie willingness to support the elephant attraction 
and perceived emotional value from the experience) 
(Connelly 2011). Figures were generated using the software 
R (R Core Team 2018) on the interface RStudio (RStudio 
Team 2016) with packages, dplyr (Wickham et al 2017), 
ggplot2 (Wickham 2009), ggpubr (Kassambara 2017) and 
tidyr (Wickham & Henry 2018).  
A multiple linear regression approach was used to build two 
separate models for the two general constructs: willingness 
to support the elephant attraction and perceived emotional 
value from the experience. The general construct was used 
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Table 1   Vignettes describing the life of a hypothetical elephant. 

This shows the varying affective state of the elephant (feels excellent/feels terrible) and the level of contact the elephant has with tourists 
(low/high) and the associated hypotheses for participant responses across the four treatments: feels excellent and low contact (FE/LC), 
feels excellent and high contact (FE/HC), feels terrible and low contact (FT/LC), and feels terrible and high contact (FT/HC). Participants 
(n = 918) were randomly assigned to one of the four treatments. The factors being manipulated are shown in bold for emphasis and were 
not presented to participants in this way. 

Feels excellent, low contact with tourists (FE/LC) Feels terrible, low contact with tourists (FT/LC)

Molly is a female Asian elephant who lives in an elephant attraction 
in northern Thailand, alongside 60 other elephants. Tourists are not 
allowed to touch or ride her. Tourists can take photos of Molly. 
Traditional elephant handlers feed her grasses twice a day, and 
occasionally give her sugar cane and bananas. Molly does not 
spend much of her time in close contact with tourists. A team 
of neuropsychologists and elephant behaviour experts have 
recently determined that Molly spends almost all of her time 
feeling excellent

Molly is a female Asian elephant who lives in an elephant attraction 
in northern Thailand, alongside 60 other elephants. Tourists are not 
allowed to touch or ride her. Tourists can take photos of Molly. 
Traditional elephant handlers feed her grasses twice a day, and 
occasionally give her sugar cane and bananas. Molly does not 
spend much of her time in close contact with tourists. A team of 
neuropsychologists and elephant behaviour experts have recently 
determined that Molly spends almost all of her time feeling terrible

Hypothesis: Participants will be second most willing to support the 
elephant attraction and have the second greatest perceived 
emotional value from the experience. Concerns for welfare will 
overweigh desire for proximity (Orams 2000; Finkler & Higham 
2004; Bach & Burton 2017; Verbos et al 2018)

Hypothesis: Participants will be the least willing to support the 
elephant attraction and have the smallest perceived emotional value 
from the experience. Desire for both proximity (Baun et al 1984; 
Beetz et al 2012; Belicia & Islam 2018) and Molly’s positive welfare 
(Kendall et al 2006; Cole 2011; Miller 2012; Godinez et al 2013; 
Pettersson et al 2016) will not be satisfied

Feels excellent, high contact with tourists (FE/HC) Feels terrible, high contact with tourists (FT/HC)

Molly is a female Asian elephant who lives in an elephant attraction 
in northern Thailand, alongside 60 other elephants. Tourists are 
allowed to touch and ride her. Tourists can take photos with 
Molly. Traditional elephant handlers feed her grasses twice a day, and 
occasionally give her sugar cane and bananas. Molly spends most 
of her time in close contact with tourists.  A team of neuropsychologists 
and elephant behaviour experts have recently determined that Molly 
spends almost all of her time feeling excellent

Molly is a female Asian elephant who lives in an elephant attraction 
in northern Thailand, alongside 60 other elephants. Tourists are 
allowed to touch and ride her. Tourists can take photos with Molly. 
Traditional elephant handlers feed her grasses twice a day, and 
occasionally give her sugar cane and bananas. Molly spends most 
of her time in close contact with tourists.  A team of neuropsychologists 
and elephant behaviour experts have recently determined that Molly 
spends almost all of her time feeling terrible

Hypothesis: Participants will be most willing to support the 
elephant attraction and have the greatest perceived emotional 
value from the experience. Desire for both proximity (Baun et al 
1984; Beetz et al 2012; Belicia & Islam 2018) and Molly’s positive 
welfare (Kendall et al 2006; Cole 2011; Miller 2012; Godinez et al 
2013; Pettersson et al 2016) will be satisfied

Hypothesis: Participants will be second least willing to support the 
elephant attraction and have the second smallest perceived 
emotional value from the experience

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005


Public perceptions of elephant tourism   283

as the outcome variable, and the affective state of the 
elephant, the level of contact with tourists, their interaction, 
and demographic variables (ie age, gender, pet ownership, 
area, level of education, household income and previous 
participation in elephant tourism) were used as predictor 
variables. Demographic variables were included in the 
model to control for the potential confounding effect on the 
variables of interest. 
For the open-ended responses, coding was done using 
NVivo (version 11.4.3, QSR International, Burlington, 
MA, USA) qualitative analysis software. There were no 
a priori themes, so coding was performed inductively as 
codes emerged from participant responses (Miles et al 
2014). A codebook was developed using descriptive 
coding to assign labels to data that were later organised 
into general themes (Miles et al 2014). In order to 
demonstrate the range of responses rather than the preva-
lence of codes, a code was only recorded once even if it 
occurred multiple times in the same response. 
Additionally, all codes were recorded if multiple codes 
were present in the same response. 
To improve reliability and definitional clarity of codes, the 
first two authors (MEW and KEM) independently coded a 
sub-sample of responses and discussed any discrepancies 
until a consensus was reached. After updating the codebook, 
this step was repeated until the final codebook was agreed 
upon by the two authors. The first author (MEW), then 
coded all of the responses using the revised codebook. 
Quotes were selected to best exemplify codes in the results. 
For ease of reading or clarity, some quotes were modified 
with ellipses, representing omitted text, or square brackets, 
representing replaced or added text. Each participant was 
identified by a unique alpha-numeric code (eg P121) and 
their treatment (eg FE/LC).  

Results and discussion 

Quantitative findings 
A total of 918 participants were recruited for this study. 
After excluding incomplete surveys (n = 69), failed manip-
ulation checks (n = 227) (Robbins et al 2018) and incom-
plete qualitative responses (n = 32) (Mazzola et al 2011), 
the sample consisted of 590 participants. The mean age was 
36 years (range 18–81); 268 (45.4%) were men, 320 
(54.2%) were women and 2 (0.3%) identified as a third, 
‘other’, gender. Given the small sample size of the ‘did not 
graduate from high school’ education category, this 
category was combined with the ‘graduated from high 
school, did not attend college’ category (Kirch 2008). 
Participants showed greater willingness to support the 
elephant attraction when the elephant felt excellent as 
opposed to when the elephant felt terrible (FE vs FT) 
(β = 1.94, SE = 0.18; P < 0.0001) (Figure 1). We observed 
no association between willingness to support the elephant 
attraction and the level of contact with the elephant (HC vs 
LC) (β = –0.06, SE = 0.17; P = 0.73) (Figure 1). 
Additionally, the interaction between feeling and contact 
was not significant (β = 0.16, SE = 0.25; P = 0.52). 
Willingness to support the attraction decreased as age 
increased (β = –0.02, SE = 0.01; P < 0.05) (Table 3). 
Participants who had previously participated in elephant 
tourism had greater willingness to support the elephant 
attraction (β = 0.88, SE = 0.20; P < 0.0001) than those who 
had not (Table 3). The overall model fit for willingness to 
support was R2 = 0.36. 
Similarly, participants had greater perceived emotional 
value from the described elephant attraction when they were 
told that the elephant felt excellent compared to when they 
were told that the elephant felt terrible (FE vs FT) (β = 2.00, 
SE = 0.17; P < 0.0001). There was no association between 
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Table 2   Measures used to assess willingness to support an elephant attraction and the perceived emotional value from 
the experience based on the affective state of, and level of contact with, an elephant.

General construct Question(s) used to assess Adapted from

Willingness to support It is important to have elephants in this tourist attraction Miller (2012)

It is important to support this elephant attraction

I would be interested in paying money to this elephant attraction in the future

I would be interested in visiting this elephant attraction in the future

Perceived emotional value This elephant attraction would give me feelings of well-being Williams & Soutar (2009)

This elephant attraction would be exciting

This elephant attraction would make me elated

This elephant attraction would make me feel happy

Manipulation check Do you believe that Molly spends all her time feeling [excellent/terrible]? Robbins et al (2018)

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005


284   Weston et al

this construct and the level of contact with the elephant (HC 
vs LC) (β = 0.15, SE = 0.17; P = 0.35) (Figure 1) and the 
interaction between feeling and contact was not significant 
(β = 0.06, SE = 0.25; P = 0.81). 
As with willingness to support the elephant attraction, 
the perceived emotional value was greater for younger 
participants (β = –0.02, SE = 0.01; P < 0.0001) and those 
who had previously participated in elephant tourism 
(β = 0.67, SE = 0.19; P < 0.05) than those who had not 
(Table 4). The overall model fit for perceived emotional 
value was R2 = 0.37. 

Both the participants’ willingness to support the elephant 
attraction and their perceived emotional value from the expe-
rience were affected by Molly’s affective state. Participants 
showed greater willingness to support the elephant attraction 
and greater perceived emotional value from the experience 
when she was feeling excellent rather than terrible. This 
aligns with previous research showing that recognition of 
welfare concerns, such as stereotypies, decreases support for 
facilities (Miller 2012; Godinez et al 2013).  
In contrast to our prediction, the participants in this study 
did not favour high contact with Molly when compared 
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Figure 1

Responses by participants (n = 590) asked questions designed to assess (A) willingness to support an elephant attraction and (B) 
perceived emotional value from the experience across four treatments: feels excellent and low contact (FE/LC), feels excellent and 
high contact (FE/HC), feels terrible and low contact (FT/LC), and feels terrible and high contact (FT/HC). Participants were randomly 
assigned to one of the four treatments and indicated their agreement with statements using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly 
agree, 4 = neither agree nor disagree, 7 = strongly disagree). Responses to individual questions were averaged to create a composite score 
for willingness to support and perceived emotional value for each participant, which are shown as dots. The horizontal black line on the 
graphs shows the mean of these scores. 

Table 3   Effect of treatment on willingness to support an elephant attraction by demographic category (n = 590).

Given the small sample size of the ‘other’ gender category, its analysis was excluded from this table. The effects on participant responses are 
shown by coefficients (slope β and SE), the t-value and corresponding probability that these values differ from 0. Bold values indicate P < 0.05. 

Variable β SE t-value P-value

Age –0.015592 0.005549 –2.81 0.0051

Male (vs female) 0.206730 0.128128 1.61 0.1072

Pets (vs no pets) 0.224562 0.150279 1.49 0.1356

Urban (vs rural) 0.153194 0.186038 0.82 0.4106

Suburban (vs rural) –0.050490 0.163981 –0.31 0.7583

Education –0.018935 0.054968 –0.34 0.7306

Household income 0.038979 0.032550 1.20 0.2316

Previous participation (vs no previous participation) 0.879339 0.198794 4.42 < 0.0001
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to low contact in either their willingness to support the 
elephant attraction or in their perceived emotional value 
from the experience. Despite the general public’s interest 
in interactions with animals (Belicia & Islam 2018), our 
results suggest that there is growing awareness about 
welfare issues when the public interacts with wildlife. 
This change in public perception, about potential 
concerns associated with intensive activities, may 
explain why some newer elephant camps do not offer 
riding and performances (Bansiddhi et al 2018). 
Similarly, Bach and Burton (2017) suggested that partic-
ipants may be willing to sacrifice proximity to wild 
animals when made aware of negative welfare outcomes 
associated with close proximity. Although participants in 
the current study did not favour the high contact 
scenarios, their willingness to support the elephant 
attraction and perceived emotional value declined when 
the elephant was feeling terrible in this condition.  
Many tourists who participate in elephant tourism may 
be unaware of the welfare concerns that the animals face, 
as indicated by the high percentage of tourists who do not 
recognise or respond to attractions that display negative 
welfare (Moorhouse et al 2015). Our work provides addi-
tional evidence that tourists may be less inclined to 
participate in high contact elephant tourism if they were 
made aware of potential negative animal welfare 
outcomes associated with their participation, such as 
restricted autonomy (Kontogeorgopoulos 2009a; 
Bansiddhi et al 2020a; Schmidt-Burbach 2020). It is 
unlikely that tourists who participate in elephant camps 
actively ignore welfare concerns, but many may simply 
be unaware of the negative consequences for the animal. 
Affective states may be an effective way to educate 
potential tourists about the welfare concerns associated 
with elephant tourism, therefore reducing support for low 
welfare venues and encouraging a shift to high welfare 
venues that offer more observational forms of tourism. 

Qualitative findings 
Qualitative analysis was conducted on the open-ended 
responses of the 590 participants. Four main themes 
emerged from the qualitative responses: i) facility character-
istics; ii) elephant characteristics; iii) human-elephant inter-
actions; and iv) undeveloped arguments. These were used to 
justify participants’ willingness to support the elephant 
attraction and their perceived emotional value from the 
experience. Responses varied in the positive and negative 
valences assigned to each theme.  

Facility characteristics 
Participant responses were influenced by the purpose of the 
facility, opinions on captivity, the environment at the 
facility and how the facility used the money from tourism.  
Purpose: Although the purpose of the elephant attraction was 
not mentioned in the vignette, participants generally assumed 
that the aim of the attraction was to provide tourist entertain-
ment, education, or contributions to conservation (including 
rehabilitation efforts). These aims are similar to those of a 
zoo; public perceptions of zoo roles have been explored in 
multiple studies (Reade & Waran 1996; Morgan & 
Hodgkinson 1999; Tofield et al 2003). While some authors 
believe that the captive elephant population could serve a 
conservation purpose (Suter 2019), others argue that the high 
demand for elephants in tourism encourages laundering of 
wild animals and hence threatens wild populations (Schmidt-
Burbach 2017). Whether education of visitors to the potential 
negative conservation consequences associated with elephant 
camps will reduce support per se remains to be seen. 
Our participants frequently linked being able to see or 
interact with elephants with increasing conservation 
awareness. For example, one participant said, “I think it is 
important to let people get up [close] and personal with 
animals that otherwise would be wild. This way we help 
make sure that wild elephants are helped when needed 
because people will feel a connection with them” (P378-
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Table 4   Effect of treatment on perceived emotional value from an elephant attraction by demographic category (n = 590). 

Given the small sample size of the ‘other’ gender category, its analysis was excluded from this table. The effects on participant responses are 
shown by coefficients (slope β and SE), the t-value and corresponding probability that these values differ from 0. Bold values indicate P < 0.05. 

Variable β SE t-value P-value

Age –0.023497 0.005377 –4.37 < 0.0001

Male (vs female) 0.201381 0.124165 1.62 0.1054

Pets (vs no pets) 0.245520 0.145631 1.69 0.0924

Urban (vs rural) –0.014907 0.180284 –0.08 0.9341

Suburban (vs rural) –0.051040 0.158909 –0.32 0.7482

Education –0.018497 0.053268 –0.35 0.7285

Household income 0.043658 0.031543 1.38 0.1669

Previous participation (vs no previous participation) 0.672272 0.192645 3.49 0.0005

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005


286   Weston et al

FE/HC). This is supported by Hacker and Miller (2016), 
who investigated the conservation intent of visitors after 
viewing African elephants (Loxodonta africana) in a safari 
park. Visitors who experienced up-close encounters showed 
the greatest change in conservation intent. Similarly, other 
research has shown that zoo visitors who have strong 
positive emotional experiences, often stimulated by viewing 
an animal up close, are more likely to be conservation-
minded (Powell & Bullock 2014; Luebke et al 2016; Miller 
et al 2018). However, it may be that changes in conserva-
tion intent only persist in the short-term (Hughes 2013). 
Captivity: Remarks about keeping animals in captivity were 
common, with many participants expressing a strong moral 
opposition to this practice. Sometimes, other themes were 
used to support their arguments, such as the purpose of the 
facility or the affective state of the animal; “I don’t believe that 
animals should be kept in captivity for the sole purpose of 
human entertainment, especially in the case where it is known 
that the elephant is unhappy” (P583-FT/HC). Although there 
was no mention of a zoo in the vignette, participants 
frequently discussed how they felt about zoos; views were 
largely mixed, with some people expressing support and 
others expressing dislike for them. The assumption by many 
that elephant camps have the same roles as zoos (Reade & 
Waran 1996; Morgan & Hodgkinson 1999; Tofield et al 2003) 
may explain why many of our participants compared their 
experience of these institutions to this situation. 
Reasons cited as to why it was acceptable to keep Molly in 
captivity also included concerns regarding the elephant’s 
ability to survive in the wild; “perhaps it is not safe in the 
wild and [the elephant is] not able to take care of itself in the 
wild” (P253-FT/LC). Others challenged the notion of 
captivity, despite acknowledging that this may come with 
increased risk of death. For instance, in the words of one 
participant: “I find these types of attractions detestable and 
they provoke a deep sadness for me. I feel extremely sorry 
for these animals, even though… If they were released into 
the wild, they may die” (P22-FE/LC). The origin of the 
animal was also a feature of interest, with some participants 
suggesting that it may be more acceptable to keep elephants 
that have been born in captivity, and less so to have captured 
them from the wild. Whether animals can be successfully 
re-integrated into wild populations is a hotly discussed 
topic; several studies have documented the successful reha-
bilitation and reintroduction of captive-raised elephants into 
the wild (Jayawardena et al 2002; Evans et al 2013a,b). The 
public interest in places of refuge or rehabilitation may 
explain the increase in venues that are misleadingly labelled 
‘sanctuaries’ (Schmidt-Burbach 2017). 
Environment: Despite not being described in the vignettes, 
the physical environment of the facility, including the habitat 
and available space, was mentioned. Participants emphasised 
that Molly’s habitat should resemble her native land and she 
should have sufficient space. Some assumed that the 
elephants were kept in cages, for example, one participant 
said, “I think if the elephant is unhappy, it is due to the fact 

that she is caged up” (P191-FT/LC). Although elephants are 
not normally housed in cages, Schmidt-Burbach et al (2015) 
found that 86% of 1,644 assessed elephants in Thailand had 
their movement restricted during the day by short chains, 
except when used for tourism activities. In contrast, some of 
the more progressive venues now keep their elephants in 
forests on longer chains or have constructed fenced enclo-
sures, where the elephants can move freely and express 
natural behaviours (Schmidt-Burbach 2017).  
When referencing the social environment at the facility, 
participants focused on Molly’s ability to have social 
contact with other elephants; “Molly… has the companion-
ship of a full-sized herd” (P89-FE/LC). Although we stated 
that Molly is with 60 other elephants, social bonding is 
typically difficult at elephant camps (Kontogeorgopoulos 
2009b; Schmidt-Burbach et al 2015). The management of 
elephants prevents the natural formation of matriarchal 
family groups and provides minimal opportunity for social 
interactions between conspecifics; these challenges are also 
likely exacerbated by the high turnover of rented elephants 
(Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b). Bulls are also more likely to 
be kept isolated, especially during musth (ie, a temporary 
state of heightened aggressive behaviour), as they are 
difficult to manage and socialise (Duer et al 2016; 
Bansiddhi et al 2018). 
Aspects of the environment deemed important to elephant 
welfare were also important to participants’ perceived 
enjoyment. In particular, participants commented on the 
elephant in the context of its natural environment, stating 
that this was important for both the elephant’s quality of life 
and their own pleasure; natural environments have been 
previously reported as improving human health and 
emotional well-being (Hartig et al 2011; Bratman et al 
2012; McMahan & Estes 2015). Observing wildlife in a 
natural setting has also been reported to improve human 
health (Coolman et al 2020) and benefit visitors by 
providing an accurate and exciting representation of the 
animals’ natural state (Woods 1998). Collectively, these 
findings, taken together with our own, suggest that there are 
benefits to providing tourists the opportunity to observe 
elephants in a more natural environment, which would no 
doubt also improve elephant welfare.  
Use of money: Many participants stressed the importance of 
fiduciary responsibility by the facility that housed Molly. 
Using funds for what they perceived were socially accept-
able goals, including better elephant care and support for the 
local and broader Thai community, were viewed as positive; 
whereas, only focusing on profit was negatively perceived. 
One participant stated, “it is saddening, what humans do to 
make money” (P474-FT/HC). Additionally, some partici-
pants expressed concern regarding potential downstream 
consequences if the venue was not open to visitors; “since 
the attraction exists, it is better to support it than not, as if it 
is not supported, the elephants could end up in dire condi-
tions or not be well taken care of” (P544-FT/HC). These 
concerns may be valid, as boycotting elephant attractions 
could negatively affect the well-being of mahouts and their 
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elephants (Sricharatchanya 1989; Kontogeorgopoulos 
2009b; Boyle 2017), at least in the short term. There appears 
to be merit in supporting high welfare venues and encour-
aging a shift away from anthropocentric and intensive facil-
ities (Schmidt-Burbach 2017). 

Elephant characteristics 

Participants were extremely concerned about the individual 
elephant — Molly — described in the text, making 
numerous references to her welfare and treatment. In some 
cases, these discussions were extended to include other 
elephants at the attraction and beyond. The participants’ 
general interest in elephants was also mentioned. 
Welfare: Given our design, we were not surprised that the 
affective state of the elephant was the most prominent 
theme raised in participant responses. Many participants 
imagined how they would feel in Molly’s situation. For 
example, one participant wrote, “I feel that being left 
alone in my habitat with others like me and having no 
human interaction, as an elephant, I would feel excellent 
too” (P34-FE/LC). This response is unsurprising, given 
that empathy for animals in zoos and aquaria has been 
reported (Young et al 2018). 
In addition to commenting on Molly’s affective state, partic-
ipants made numerous statements relating to her physical 
welfare (for comments on biological functioning, see Fraser 
et al 1997). These included remarks about the health and 
safety of the elephants, particularly in relation to their diet, 
which they perceived to be of a high quality. For instance, 
one participant stated that “the elephants are fed well and 
are hardly in contact with humans” (P49-FE/LC). This is 
one example where public perception and practice appear to 
be misaligned; given that a number of studies (Godfrey & 
Kongmuang 2009; Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b; Schmidt-
Burbach et al 2015; Bansiddhi et al 2019; Norkaew et al 
2019) have reported that the quality of the diet fed to 
working elephants at camps is substandard. Additionally, 
tourism activities reduce the amount of time the elephants 
can spend feeding, which they normally do for up to 18 h a 
day in the wild (Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b). 
Many participants stressed the importance of captive 
elephants being able to live a reasonably natural life, as 
voiced by one participant who said that elephants should be 
“allowed to do what they do normally in the wild” (P560-
FT/HC). Additionally, participants emphasised their 
concern about whether the captive elephants were being 
forced to engage with people. For example, a participant in 
the LC treatment commented, “they aren’t forcing them to 
participate in activities with humans, which I like” (P113-
FE/LC). Similarly, Normando et al (2018), reported that a 
zoo ‘giraffe feeding’ programme was deemed appropriate 
from an animal welfare standpoint, as long as the animals 
had the choice to participate or withdraw from the visitors.  
Treatment: Participants exposed to the FE treatments 
frequently discussed treatment of the elephant using a 
positive tone such as, “I’m happy to hear that the elephant 

is treated humanely and is happy” (P3-FE/LC). In contrast, 
the participants in the FT treatments often assumed that 
captive elephants received poor treatment. There is some 
evidence that presentation of information can influence 
stakeholder responses to information (Vigors 2019), such as 
emphasising positive versus negative welfare outcomes. 
Some participants also referenced beliefs about the general 
mistreatment of elephants or other captive animals; “I have 
seen many videos about the way they train those creatures, 
and it is sad. They poke them with a sharp stick until they 
obey, and that is animal cruelty” (P350-FE/HC). This view 
may reflect the increasing public concern for the treatment 
of animals in tourism, and the broad communication of this 
sentiment over social media (Mkono & Holder 2019).  
Interest in elephants: Participants conveyed a specific 
interest in elephants, occasionally naming them as their 
favourite animals. Reference to certain qualities of elephants 
were sometimes included, such as their intelligence, size, 
friendliness, funniness and aesthetic beauty. For example, “I 
am fascinated with elephants and their behaviour. They are 
one of the largest animals and also the most gentle” (P374-
FE/HC). Similarly, Carr (2016) found that zoo visitors 
favoured animals for their cute, playful and entertaining 
attributes. Contrasting these beliefs, elephants are also 
recognised by their handlers as one of the most dangerous 
animals; reports indicate that elephants have severely injured 
and killed many tourists (Schmidt-Burbach 2017). 
Participants also linked the intelligence of elephants to their 
lack of suitability for such attractions. Indeed, elephants are 
renowned for their cognitive abilities (Bates et al 2008), an 
argument used for the unsuitability of other intelligent 
animals to captive environments (Clark 2011; Grimm 2011). 

Human-elephant interactions 
Many participants focused on the human-elephant interac-
tion, categorised by their proximity to the elephants, the 
frequency and type of interactions. They also considered the 
effect of tourist presence on elephants. 
Proximity: Participants varied in terms of whether they 
perceived it was good or bad for them to have close contact 
with the elephant. For example, some participants in the LC 
treatments clearly stated that “seeing an elephant from afar 
is not a very interesting attraction” (P3-FE/LC). Others, 
however, advocated for no contact with elephants, 
suggesting that they should only be observed from afar. 
Interestingly, several participants made it clear that contact 
would be preferable, but not at the cost of the well-being of 
the elephant: “I like the idea of being able to be up close to 
the elephants, but not at the expense of the animal’s 
happiness” (P521-FT/HC). Bach and Burton (2017) 
reported that participants viewing dolphins placed the 
greatest value on proximity but were also willing to trade 
proximity for better dolphin welfare.  
Frequency of interactions: Participants also considered the 
frequency of tourist interactions with the elephant. Similar to 
the discussions on proximity, some expressed the view that a 
low frequency of interactions was not desirable, “since 
tourists don’t interact with the elephant at all, I don’t think it’s 
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very exciting” (P41-FE/LC). Others specifically supported 
the attraction based on the low frequency of interactions 
described in the LC treatments, and were unsupportive for the 
same reason in the HC treatments, “I support elephant attrac-
tions that do not include frequent contact with visitors” (P58-
FE/LC). The presence of visitors and thus the frequency of 
interactions can be enriching for some species and very 
aversive for others (Davey 2007; Hosey 2008). Some 
evidence suggests that elephants may be more committed to 
interactions with bonded individuals (such as handlers or 
guides), as opposed to tourists (Rossman et al 2017). 
Type of interactions: Participants discussed the different types 
of activities they could engage in with the elephant, including 
observation, photography, performance, and high contact 
interactions, such as riding, touching and feeding. Opinions 
on high contact activities were mixed. Some participants 
expressed a great desire to interact with the elephant in this 
manner, “I love elephants… One of my life goals is to touch 
and pet one! I think they are adorable” (P270-FT/LC). Other 
participants, however, were against these kinds of activities, 
especially riding, “I feel like this is a good place for 
elephants, considering they don’t get used for rides” (P122-
FE/LC). Although the communication of welfare concerns by 
media and animal rights organisations may have decreased 
the popularity of elephant riding and performances (Russo 
2015; Jones 2016; Waters 2016; Kretzer 2017), there are still 
mixed opinions about high contact activities with wildlife, 
likely exacerbated by the frequent presentation of human-
wildlife interactions on social media (Belicia & Islam 2018; 
van der Meer et al 2019).  
Effect of tourist presence: The impact of human-elephant 
interactions was often discussed, with some participants 
believing that elephants enjoy the presence of tourists and 
others believing it to be detrimental. Participants also took 
opposing positions when discussing Molly’s affective state, 
with some believing that the lack of tourists caused Molly 
to feel excellent (ie FE/LC treatment) and others believing 
this caused Molly to feel terrible (ie FT/LC treatment). 
Participants in both the FE/HC and the FT/LC treatment 
suggested that the elephant enjoyed, or even needed, inter-
actions with tourists. For example, one participant 
commented, “Molly needs to interact with people so as to 
not feel secluded… She needs to be shown a bit of 
affection” (P177-FT/LC). Exposure to images of wild 
animals interacting closely with humans, as often shown on 
social media, may encourage this belief (Belicia & Islam 
2018; van der Meer et al 2019). Although close encounters 
with tourists require strict control over the elephant for 
safety reasons (Kontogeorgopoulos 2009b; Schmidt-
Burbach 2017; Bansiddhi et al 2020a), interactions with 
bonded mahouts may have welfare benefits for the elephant, 
including reduced stress (Rossman et al 2017; Carlstead 
et al 2019; Bansiddhi et al 2020a).  

Undeveloped arguments 
Some participants were unsure about their judgements 
because of conflicted feelings, while others felt they did not 
have enough information to make a justified assessment. 

Conflicted feelings: Participants often expressed some 
conflict in the way that they felt about the attraction, partic-
ularly when they considered that their personal desire to see 
it might negatively affect the well-being of the elephant. A 
participant in the FT/HC treatment wrote, “I don’t want 
Molly to feel terrible, but she makes me feel good, so I’m 
kind of split” (P496-FT/HC). These feelings also arose 
through expression of guilt, and when participants weighed 
humans’ needs against those of elephants, “I think that 
something like this elephant attraction should be set up to 
benefit the elephants rather than benefit the humans” (P98-
FE/LC). The trade-off between social and economic 
benefits to humans, and the welfare of the involved animals, 
is often discussed with regards to wildlife tourism activities 
(Bach & Burton 2017; Moorhouse et al 2017; Ziegler et al 
2019). Unfortunately, most tourists lack the specialist 
knowledge to make this evaluation (Moorhouse et al 2017). 
This conflict may also be a result of the cognitive disso-
nance between attitudes to wildlife protection and vacation 
behaviour (Juvan & Dolnicar 2014). 
Not enough information: Lack of information resulted in a 
small number of participants requesting more information 
or stating they did not know enough about the attraction to 
make a decision. Other participants described their 
responses as ‘gut feelings’ or explained what assumptions 
they were making. One participant articulated their assump-
tions as follows, “I made most of my answers based on the 
assumption that the attraction probably isn’t benefiting, and 
might even be harming, most of the elephants, even though 
you only told me Molly was sad” (P200-FT/LC). Other 
studies have shown similar responses to a lack of informa-
tion (Cardoso et al 2018; Mills et al 2018). 
Assumptions about the elephant attraction and Molly’s life 
included, but were not limited to, the physical environment 
the facility provided for the elephants, Molly’s health status, 
and her ability to live naturally. Although some of these 
assumptions may have been a result of limited information 
in combination with preconceived notions about elephant 
tourism, participants may have also been making normative 
judgements based on how Molly was feeling. For example, 
they may have assumed that Molly was healthy because she 
was feeling excellent. This is similar to a previous study by 
Robbins et al (2018), which suggested that participants may 
have distinguished how a chimpanzee was feeling from 
normative evaluations about its life. Correspondingly, 
assumptions in the current study may have been made in 
accordance with Molly’s affective state. 

Limitations and future research 
One limitation of our design was the use of a convenience 
sample of US participants; thus, our findings are not gener-
alisable (Serpell 2004; Su & Martens 2017), though they are 
transferable. Additionally, the general public may be more 
concerned about some species more than others (Schlegel & 
Rupf 2010; George et al 2016; Mills et al 2018). This may 
be especially relevant in the case of elephants, as many 
participants commented on their intelligence, which is 
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generally associated with increased capacity for reason, 
feeling and emotion compared to other animals (Woods 
2000; Carr 2016). Consequently, participants may be more 
influenced by the affective state of such an animal.  
A major difficulty with this study is the attitude-behaviour 
gap; the disconnect between what ethical consumers say they 
are going to do and what they actually do when it comes to 
making a decision (Carrington et al 2010; Juvan & Dolnicar 
2014). There is evidence that tourists experience cognitive 
dissonance when making ethical choices abroad, where they 
may be truly ignorant or be using various strategies to cope 
with the consequences of their vacation behaviour (Juvan & 
Dolnicar 2014). In the context of wildlife tourism, this may 
involve self-deception or comparison to the behaviour of 
others (Moorhouse et al 2017). Vigors (2018) suggested 
‘nudging’ as a method of closing the attitude-behaviour gap, 
by influencing individuals to make choices that align with 
their own intentions (eg articulating social norms). 
Additionally, providing tourists with sufficient information 
(eg through eco-certification schemes, as suggested by 
Moorhouse et al 2017) may prevent cognitive dissonance and 
allow tourists to make informed decisions about the venues 
they patronise (Juvan & Dolnicar 2014).  
Although the manipulation check was designed to identify 
participants who failed to follow the experimental prompt 
and thus did not receive the intended effect of the treatment, 
this technique has received some criticism (Aronow et al 
2015; Fayant et al 2017; Hauser et al 2018). Manipulation 
checks run the risk of increasing, removing or interacting 
with the effects of a manipulation, as well as introducing 
bias (Aronow et al 2015; Hauser et al 2018). We tried to 
reduce the number of participants that were removed by 
clearly stating that participants should try to suspend 
disbelief (Aronow et al 2015). A large number of our partic-
ipants failed our manipulation check (n = 227). The qualita-
tive results from these participants indicated that many 
would have needed more information to have fully trusted 
the scientists’ assessment, although they were still influ-
enced by it. Consequently, when we ran the multiple linear 
regression including the failed manipulation checks, will-
ingness to support the elephant attraction and perceived 
emotional value were still significantly greater when the 
elephant felt excellent as opposed to when it felt terrible and 
still not significantly affected by level of contact. Although 
we elected not to include these data, it should be noted that 
justification for affective state assessments may be 
important in communications with the general public. 
We acknowledge that this study does not explore all of the 
components of these complex facilities and how they affect 
public perception. The level of contact was categorised as 
either low or high in the treatments; whereas, in reality, 
there is great variance in the types of activities that facilities 
offer, how close tourists can get to the elephant and the 
frequency of interactions. The inclusion of riding in the high 
contact treatments may have caused more negative 
responses due to the recent attention this activity has 
received in the media (Russo 2015; Waters 2016; Kretzer 

2017), even though less-intensive activities such as bathing 
still involve welfare concerns (Bansiddhi et al 2018; 
Schmidt-Burbach 2020). Future studies should investigate 
individual activities in order to understand the animal 
welfare implications associated with each and whether there 
is a difference in public perception between them. 
Furthermore, understanding the different demographics of 
tourists who are actively considering or involved in 
elephant tourism may provide additional insights. These 
types of studies will help to provide targeted education 
about potential welfare consequences when engaging in 
tourism activities. 
Another important area of research lies in the views and 
perceptions of the mahout, arguably a stakeholder with the 
greatest potential to affect elephant welfare. Understanding 
the needs of the local people, and their perception of 
different types of tourism, will assist the shift to high 
welfare tourism, as well as the development of alternative 
livelihoods (Schmidt-Burbach 2017). Existing research 
suggests that mahouts want to understand their elephants 
and provide good care for them, and that, as they are 
important reservoirs of information, working with them 
could assist in improving elephant welfare at tourism 
venues (Hart 1994, Campos-Arceiz et al 2008; Ord & 
Jarernbanpot 2017; Schmidt-Burbach 2020).  

Animal welfare implications 
Although some evidence suggests that animal welfare is 
unlikely to be improved through government or industry 
regulations (Moorhouse et al 2017), there is potential for 
tourism preferences to change with effective education about 
the welfare concerns that arise in certain facilities. Creating 
eco-certification schemes and professional reviews on influ-
ential travel review sites may be one approach to effectively 
inform tourists (Chipkin 2015; Moorhouse et al 2017). 
TripAdvisor has already begun this process by creating an 
animal welfare education portal and banning ticket sales for 
attractions that violate their animal welfare policy 
(TripAdvisor 2020). Observational tourism, along with 
proper elephant management, may offer the best welfare for 
captive elephants, as they would not have to be under strict 
control, but the visitors, handlers and property could be kept 
safe (Kontogeorgopoulos 2009a; Schmidt-Burbach 2017; 
Bansiddhi et al 2020a); thereby, meeting the demands of 
tourists but not compromising the elephants’ welfare. 

Conclusion 
The results of this study suggest that the affective state of 
the elephant was an important determinant for participants’ 
willingness to support an elephant attraction and their 
perceived emotional value from the experience, despite the 
many misconceptions that participants had about elephants 
and their welfare. Future research should be directed 
towards providing targeted education for potential tourists 
about the welfare concerns involved in elephant tourism. 
Our work indicates that affective states may be an effective 
way to communicate welfare concerns with the general 
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public and that this awareness may increase willingness to 
support low contact venues; there is therefore potential for 
tourists’ preferences to shift to more observational forms of 
tourism that may benefit both the welfare of the elephant 
and safety of the mahout. 

Acknowledgements 
Many thanks to Drs Ruan Daros and Hanna Eriksson from 
UBC Animal Welfare Program for their help with the statis-
tical analysis and figures. Thank you to Dr Kristen Walker for 
facilitating the lead author’s trip to Thailand that inspired this 
study. Thank you to our participants for their involvement in 
our study. This manuscript was used, in part, by MEW to 
fulfill the requirements for an undergraduate thesis. 

References 
Altmetric 2019 Overview of attention for ‘goats distinguish between 
positive and negative emotion-linked vocalisations’. https://www.alt-
metric.com/details/63354813 
Aronow PM, Baron J and Pinson L 2015 A note on dropping 
experimental subjects who fail a manipulation check. Social Science 
Research Network. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2683588 
Bach L and Burton M 2017 Proximity and animal welfare in the con-
text of tourist interactions with habituated dolphins. Journal of Sustainable 
Tourism 25: 181-197. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2016.1195835 
Baciadonna L, Briefer EF, Favaro L and McElligott AG 2019 
Goats distinguish between positive and negative emotion-linked 
vocalisations. Frontiers in Zoology 16: 25. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12983-019-0323-z 
Bansiddhi P, Brown J and Thitaram C 2020a Welfare assess-
ment and activities of captive elephants in Thailand. Animals 10: 
919. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10060919 
Bansiddhi P, Brown J, Thitaram C, Punyapornwithaya V and 
Nganvongpanit K 2020b Elephant tourism in Thailand: a review of 
animal welfare practices and needs. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare 
Science 23: 164-177. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888705.2019.1569522 
Bansiddhi P, Brown JL, Thitaram C, Punyapornwithaya V, 
Somgird C, Edwards KL and Nganvongpanit K 2018 
Changing trends in elephant camp management in northern 
Thailand and implications for welfare. PeerJ 6: e5996. 
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.5996 
Bansiddhi P, Nganvongpanit K, Brown JL, 
Punyapornwithaya V, Pongsopawijit P and Thitaram C 
2019 Management factors affecting physical health and welfare of 
tourist camp elephants in Thailand. PeerJ 7: e6756. 
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.6756 
Bates LA, Poole JH and Byrne RW 2008 Elephant cognition. 
Current Biology 18: 544-546. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2008.04.019 
Baun MM, Bergstrom N, Langston NF and Thoma L 1984 
Physiological effects of human/companion animal bonding. Nursing 
Research 33: 126-129. https://doi.org/10.1097/00006199-
198405000-00002 
Beetz A, Uvnäs-Moberg K, Julius H and Kotrschal K 2012 
Psychosocial and psychophysiological effects of human-animal 
interactions: the possible role of oxytocin. Frontiers in Psychology 3: 
234. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00234 
Belicia T and Islam M 2018 Towards a decommodified wildlife 
tourism: why market environmentalism is not enough for conser-
vation. Societies 8: 59. https://doi.org/10.3390/soc8030059 

Boyle S 2017 Should elephant riding be illegal? In: Ord C (ed) 
Elephants in Asia, Ethically: Humane Experiences with Asia’s Sacred 
Animal p 69. Horizon Guides: Sheffield, UK 
Bradshaw GA, Schore AN, Brown JL, Poole JH and Moss 
CJ 2005 Elephant breakdown. Nature 433: 807. 
https://doi.org/10.1038/433807a 
Bratman GN, Hamilton JP and Daily GC 2012 The impacts 
of nature experience on human cognitive function and mental 
health. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 1249: 118-136. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-6632.2011.06400.x 
Buhrmester M, Kwang T and Gosling SD 2011 Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk: a new source of inexpensive, yet high-quality 
data? Perspectives on Psychological Science 6: 3-5. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610393980 
Burn CC 2011 A vicious cycle: a cross-sectional study of canine tail-
chasing and human responses to it, using a free video-sharing website. 
PLoS One 6: e26553. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0026553 
Burstin K, Doughtie EB and Raphaeli A 1980 Contrastive 
vignette technique: an indirect methodology designed to address 
reactive social attitude measurement. Journal of Applied Social 
Psychology 10: 147-165. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-
1816.1980.tb00699.x 
Campos-Arceiz A, Lin TZ, Htun W, Takatsuki S and 
Leimgruber P 2008 Working with mahouts to explore the diet 
of work elephants in Myanmar (Burma). Ecological Research 23: 
1057-1064. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11284-008-0466-4 
Cardoso CS, von Keyserlingk MAG, Hötzel MJ, Robbins J 
and Weary DM 2018 Hot and bothered: public attitudes 
towards heat stress and outdoor access for dairy cows. PLoS One 
13: e0205352. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0205352 
Carlstead K, Paris S and Brown JL 2019 Good keeper-ele-
phant relationships in North American zoos are mutually benefi-
cial to welfare. Applied Animal Behaviour Science 211: 103-111. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2018.11.003 
Carpenter SM, Yates JF, Preston SD and Chen L 2016 
Regulating emotions during difficult multiattribute decision mak-
ing: the role of pre-decisional coherence shifting. PLoS One 11: 
e0150873. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0150873 
Carr N 2016 An analysis of zoo visitors’ favourite and least 
favourite animals. Tourism Management Perspectives 20: 70-76. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2016.07.006 
Carrington MJ, Neville BA and Whitwell GJ 2010 Why ethical 
consumers don’t walk their talk: towards a framework for under-
standing the gap between the ethical purchase intentions and actual 
buying behaviour of ethically minded consumers. Journal of Business 
Ethics 97: 139-158. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-010-0501-6 
Casler K, Bickel L and Hackett E 2013 Separate but equal? A 
comparison of participants and data gathered via Amazon’s MTurk, 
social media, and face-to-face behavioral testing. Computers in Human 
Behavior 29: 2156-2160. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.05.009 
Chipkin H 2015 Review sites guide travelers, especially affluent ones. 
https://www.travelweekly.com/ConsumerSurvey2015/Making-a-
choice-Review-sites-guide-travelers-especially-affluent-ones 
Clark FE 2011 Great ape cognition and captive care: can cogni-
tive challenges enhance well-being? Applied Animal Behaviour 
Science 135: 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2011.10.010 
Cole M 2011 From ‘animal machines’ to ‘happy meat?’ Foucault’s 
ideas of disciplinary and pastoral power applied to ‘animal-cen-
tred’ welfare discourse. Animals 1: 83-101. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani1010083 

© 2021 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005


Public perceptions of elephant tourism   291

Connelly LM 2011 Cronbach’s alpha. Medsurg Nursing 20: 44-46 
Coolman AA, Niedbalski A, Powell DM, Kozlowski CP, 
Franklin AD and Deem SL 2020 Changes in human health 
parameters associated with an immersive exhibit experience at a 
zoological institution. PLoS One 15: e0231383. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0231383 
Crawley JAH, Lahdenperä M, Oo ZM, Htut W, Nandar H 
and Lummaa V 2020 Taming age mortality in semi-captive Asian 
elephants. Scientific Reports 10. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-
020-58590-7 
Creswell JW and Clark VLP 2011 Designing and conducting mixed 
methods research. SAGE Publications Inc: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA 
Curtin S 2009 Wildlife tourism: the intangible, psychological ben-
efits of human-wildlife encounters. Current Issues in Tourism 12: 
451-474. https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500903042857 
Curtin S 2010 What makes for memorable wildlife encounters? 
Revelations from ‘serious’ wildlife tourists. Journal of Ecotourism 9: 
149-168. https://doi.org/10.1080/14724040903071969 
Davey G 2007 Visitors’ effects on the welfare of animals in the 
zoo: a review. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science 10: 169-183. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888700701313595 
de Lima IB and Green RJ 2017 Wildlife tourism management 
and phenomena: a web of complex conceptual, theoretical and 
practical issues. In: de Lima IB and Green RJ (eds) Wildlife Tourism, 
Environmental Learning and Ethical Encounters pp 1-17. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55574-4_1 
Doris JM and Stich S 2007 As a matter of fact: empirical per-
spectives on ethics. In: Jackson F and Smith M (eds) The Oxford 
Handbook of Contemporary Philosophy pp. 114-152. Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, UK. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199234769.003.0005 
Duer C, Tomasi T and Abramson C 2016 Reproductive 
endocrinology and musth indicators in a captive Asian elephant 
(Elephas maximus). Psychological Reports 119: 839-860. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0033294116667092 
Duffy R and Moore L 2011 Global regulations and local prac-
tices: the politics and governance of animal welfare in elephant 
tourism. Journal of Sustainable Tourism 19: 589-604. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2011.566927 
Duncan I 2005 Science-based assessment of animal welfare: farm 
animals. Revue Scientifique et Technique (International Office of 
Epizootics) 24: 483-492. https://doi.org/10.20506/rst.24.2.1587 
Duncan IJH 2004 A concept of welfare based on feelings. In: 
Benson GJ and Rollin BE (eds) The Well-Being of Farm Animals: 
Challenges and Solutions pp 85-102. Blackwell Publishing: Oxford, 
UK. https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470344859.ch5 
Evans K, Moore RJ and Harris S 2013a The social and ecolog-
ical integration of captive-raised adolescent male African elephants 
(Loxodonta africana) into a wild population. PLoS One 8: e55933. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055933 
Evans K, Moore RJ and Harris S 2013b The release of a cap-
tive-raised female African elephant (Loxodonta africana) in the 
Okavango Delta, Botswana. Animals 3: 370-385. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani3020370 
Fagen A, Acharya N and Kaufman GE 2014 Positive rein-
forcement training for a trunk wash in Nepal’s working elephants: 
demonstrating alternatives to traditional elephant training tech-
niques. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science 17: 83-97. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888705.2014.856258 

Fayant M-P, Sigall H, Lemonnier A, Retsin E and 
Alexopoulos T 2017 On the limitations of manipulation checks: 
an obstacle toward cumulative science. International Review of 
Social Psychology 30: 125-130. https://doi.org/10.5334/irsp.102 
Finkler W and Higham J 2004 The human dimensions of whale 
watching: an analysis based on viewing platforms. Human Dimensions 
of Wildlife 9: 103-117. https://doi.org/10.1080/10871200490441757 
Fraser D 2008 Understanding animal welfare. Acta Veterinaria 
Scandinavica 50: S1. https://doi.org/10.1186/1751-0147-50-S1-S1 
Fraser D, Weary DM, Pajor EA and Milligan BN 1997 A sci-
entific conception of animal welfare that reflects ethical concerns. 
Animal Welfare 6: 187-205 
George KA, Slagle KM, Wilson RS, Moeller SJ and 
Bruskotter JT 2016 Changes in attitudes toward animals in the 
United States from 1978 to 2014. Biological Conservation 201: 237-
242. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2016.07.013 
Godfrey A and Kongmuang C 2009 Distribution, demography 
and basic husbandry of the Asian elephant in the tourism industry 
in Northern Thailand. Gajah 30: 13-18 
Godinez AM, Fernandez EJ and Morrissey K 2013 Visitor 
behaviors and perceptions of jaguar activities. Anthrozoös 26: 613-
619. https://doi.org/10.2752/175303713X13795775535850 
Greenbaum RL, Hill A, Mawritz MB and Quade MJ 2017 
Employee machiavellianism to unethical behavior: the role of abu-
sive supervision as a trait activator. Journal of Management 43: 585-
609. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206314535434 
Grimm D 2011 Are dolphins too smart for captivity? Science 
332: 526-529. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.332.6029.526 
Hacker CE and Miller LJ 2016 Zoo visitor perceptions, atti-
tudes, and conservation intent after viewing African elephants at 
the San Diego Zoo Safari Park. Zoo Biology 35: 355-361. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.21303 
Hart LA 1994 The Asian elephants-driver partnership: the driv-
ers’ perspective. Applied Animal Behaviour Science 40: 297-312. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0168-1591(94)90070-1 
Hartig T, van den Berg AE, Hagerhall CM, Tomalak M, 
Bauer N, Hansmann R, Ojala A, Syngollitou E, Carrus G, 
van Herzele A, Bell S, Podesta MTC and Waaseth G 2011 
Health benefits of nature experience: psychological, social and cul-
tural processes. In: Nilsson K, Sangster M, Gallis C, Hartig T, de Vries 
S, Seeland K, and Schipperijn J (eds) Forest, Trees and Human Health 
pp 127-168. Springer Science Business and Media: Dordrecht, The 
Netherlands. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-9806-1_5 
Hauser DJ, Ellsworth PC and Gonzalez R 2018 Are manipu-
lation checks necessary? Frontiers in Psychology 9: 998. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00998 
Hauser DJ and Schwarz N 2016 Attentive Turkers: MTurk par-
ticipants perform better on online attention checks than do sub-
ject pool participants. Behavior Research Methods 48: 400-407. 
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-015-0578-z 
Hosey G 2008 A preliminary model of human-animal relation-
ships in the zoo. Applied Animal Behaviour Science 109: 105-127. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2007.04.013 
Hughes K 2013 Measuring the impact of viewing wildlife: do pos-
itive intentions equate to long-term changes in conservation 
behaviour? Journal of Sustainable Tourism 21: 42-59. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2012.681788 

Animal Welfare 2021, 30: 279-293 
doi:  10.7120/09627286.30.3.005

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005


292   Weston et al

Jayawardena BADS, Perera BVP and Prasad GAT 2002 
Rehabilitation and release of orphaned elephants back into the 
wild in Sri Lanka. Gajah 21: 87-88. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.21360 
Jones A 2016 Have we fallen out of love with elephant rides? 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-36147265 
Juvan E and Dolnicar S 2014 The attitude-behaviour gap in sus-
tainable tourism. Annals of Tourism Research 48: 76-95. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2014.05.012 
Kassambara A 2017 ggpubr: ‘ggplot2’ based publication ready plots. 
https://rpkgs.datanovia.com/ggpubr/ 
Kendall HA, Lobao LM and Sharp JS 2006 Public concern 
with animal well-being: place, social structural location, and individ-
ual experience. Rural Sociology 71: 399-428. 
https://doi.org/10.1526/003601106778070617 
Kirch W 2008 Data recoding. Encyclopedia of Public Health p 216. 
Springer Netherlands: Dordrecht, The Netherlands. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-5614-7 
Kontogeorgopoulos N 2009a Wildlife tourism in semi-captive 
settings: a case study of elephant camps in northern Thailand. 
Current Issues in Tourism 12: 429-449. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500903042873 
Kontogeorgopoulos N 2009b The role of tourism in elephant 
welfare in Northern Thailand. Journal of Tourism 10: 1-19. 
Kretzer M 2017 9 ‘Jumbo’ reasons not to ride on an elephant. 
https://www.peta.org/blog/9-jumbo-reasons-to-avoid-elephant-rides/ 
Lawrence AB, Vigors B and Sandøe P 2019 What is so posi-
tive about positive animal welfare? - a critical review of the litera-
ture. Animals 9: 783. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani9100783 
Luebke JF, Watters JV, Packer J, Miller LJ and Powell DM 
2016 Zoo visitors’ affective responses to observing animal behav-
iors. Visitor Studies 19: 60-76. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10645578.2016.1144028 
Magda S, Spohn O, Angkawanish T, Smith DA and Pearl 
DL 2015 Risk factors for saddle-related skin lesions on elephants 
used in the tourism industry in Thailand. BMC Veterinary Research 
11: 117. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12917-015-0438-1 
Mazzola JJ, Walker EJ, Shockley KM and Spector PE 2011 
Examining stress in graduate assistants combining qualitative and 
quantitative survey methods. Journal of Mixed Methods Research 5: 
198-211. https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689811402086 
McCulloch S 2012 A critique of FAWC’s Five Freedoms as a frame-
work for the analysis of animal welfare. Journal of Agricultural and 
Environmental Ethics 26. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-012-9434-7 
McMahan EA and Estes D 2015 The effect of contact with nat-
ural environments on positive and negative affect: a meta-analysis. 
The Journal of Positive Psychology 10: 507-519. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2014.994224 
Miles MB, Huberman AM and Saldaña J 2014 Qualitative Data 
Analysis: A Methods Sourcebook, 3rd Edition. SAGE Publications Inc: 
Thousand Oaks, CA, USA 
Miller LJ 2012 Visitor reaction to pacing behavior: influence on the 
perception of animal care and interest in supporting zoological insti-
tutions. Zoo Biology 31: 242-248. https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.20411 
Miller LJ, Luebke JF and Matiasek J 2018 Viewing African and 
Asian elephants at accredited zoological institutions: conservation 
intent and perceptions of animal welfare. Zoo Biology 37: 466-477. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.21445 

Mills KE, Han Z, Robbins J and Weary DM 2018 Institutional 
transparency improves public perception of lab animal technicians 
and support for animal research. PLoS One 13: e0193262. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193262 
Mkono M and Holder A 2019 The future of animals in tourism 
recreation: social media as spaces of collective moral reflexivity. 
Tourism Management Perspectives 29: 1-8. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2018.10.002 
Moorhouse T, D’Cruze NC and Macdonald DW 2017 
Unethical use of wildlife in tourism: what’s the problem, who is 
responsible, and what can be done? Journal of Sustainable Tourism 
25: 505-516. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2016.1223087 
Moorhouse TP, Dahlsjö CAL, Baker SE, D’Cruze NC and 
Macdonald DW 2015 The customer isn’t always right - conser-
vation and animal welfare implications of the increasing demand 
for wildlife tourism. PLoS One 10: e0138939. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0138939 
Morgan JM and Hodgkinson M 1999 The motivation and social 
orientation of visitors attending a contemporary zoological park. 
Environment and Behavior 31: 227-239. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/00139169921972074 
Nekaris KAI, Musing L, Vazquez AG and Donati G 2015 Is 
tickling torture? Assessing welfare towards slow lorises 
(Nycticebus spp) within Web 2.0 videos. Folia Primatologica 86: 534-
551. https://doi.org/10.1159/000444231 
Nelson X and Fijn N 2013 The use of visual media as a tool for 
investigating animal behaviour. Animal Behaviour 85: 525-536. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anbehav.2012.12.009 
Norkaew T, Brown JL, Bansiddhi P, Somgird C, Thitaram 
C, Punyapornwithaya V, Punturee K, Vongchan P, 
Somboon N and Khonmee J 2018 Body condition and adrenal 
glucocorticoid activity affects metabolic marker and lipid profiles 
in captive female elephants in Thailand. PLoS One 13: e0204965. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0204965 
Norkaew T, Brown JL, Thitaram C, Bansiddhi P, Somgird 
C, Punyapornwithaya V, Punturee K, Vongchan P, 
Somboon N and Khonmee J 2019 Associations among tourist 
camp management, high and low tourist seasons, and welfare fac-
tors in female Asian elephants in Thailand. PLoS One 14: e0218579. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0218579 
Normando S, Pollastri I, Florio D, Ferrante L, Macchi E, 
Isaja V and de Mori B 2018 Assessing animal welfare in animal-
visitor interactions in zoos and other facilities. A pilot study involv-
ing giraffes. Animals 8: 153. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani8090153 
Orams MB 2000 Tourists getting close to whales, is it what 
whale-watching is all about? Tourism Management 21: 561-569. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0261-5177(00)00006-6 
Ord C and Jarernbanpot S 2017 Understanding the Mahout’s 
perspective. In: Ord C (ed) Elephants in Asia, Ethically: Humane 
Experiences with Asia’s Sacred Animal pp 42-45. Horizon Guides: 
Sheffield, UK 
Pettersson IC, Weeks CA, Wilson LRM and Nicol CJ 2016 
Consumer perceptions of free-range laying hen welfare. British Food 
Journal 118: 1999-2013. https://doi.org/10.1108/BFJ-02-2016-0065 
Powell DM and Bullock EVW 2014 Evaluation of factors 
affecting emotional responses in zoo visitors and the impact of 
emotion on conservation mindedness. Anthrozoös 27: 389-405. 
https://doi.org/10.2752/175303714X13903827488042 

© 2021 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005


Public perceptions of elephant tourism   293

R Core Team 2018 R: A language and environment for statistical 
computing. R Foundation for Statistical Computing: Vienna, Austria 
Reade LS and Waran NK 1996 The modern zoo: how do peo-
ple perceive zoo animals? Applied Animal Behaviour Science 47: 109-
118. https://doi.org/10.1016/0168-1591(95)01014-9 
Rizzolo JB and Bradshaw GA 2016 Prevalence and patterns of 
complex PTSD in Asian elephants (Elephas maximus). In: Bandara N, 
Wickramaarachchi T and de Zoysa HN (eds) Asian Elephants in Culture 
and Nature pp 291-297. University of Kelaniya: Kelaniya, Sri Lanka 
Robbins J, Franks B and von Keyserlingk MAG 2018 ‘More 
than a feeling’: an empirical investigation of hedonistic accounts of 
animal welfare. PLoS One 13: e0193864. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193864 
Rossman ZT, Padfield C, Young D and Hart LA 2017 
Elephant-initiated interactions with humans: individual differences 
and specific preferences in captive African elephants (Loxodonta 
africana). Frontiers in Veterinary Science 4: 60. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2017.00060 
RStudio Team 2016 RStudio: integrated development for R. RStudio 
Inc: Boston, MA, USA 
Russo CM 2015 If you love elephants, don’t ever ride them. Here’s 
why. https://www.thedodo.com/elephant-rides-trek-
1132645600.html 
Schänzel HA and McIntosh AJ 2000 An insight into the per-
sonal and emotive context of wildlife viewing at the Penguin Place, 
Otago Peninsula, New Zealand. Journal of Sustainable Tourism 8: 36-
52. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669580008667348 
Schlegel J and Rupf R 2010 Attitudes towards potential animal 
flagship species in nature conservation: a survey among students 
of different educational institutions. Journal for Nature Conservation 
18: 278-290. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnc.2009.12.002 
Schmidt-Burbach J 2017 Taken for a ride. https://www.worldan-
imalprotection.org.au/sites/default/files/media/au_files/taken_for_
a_ride_report.pdf 
Schmidt-Burbach J 2020 Taken for a ride 2. 
https://dkt6rvnu67rqj.cloudfront.net/cdn/ff/Q8ye9Xs4gjSCzbbSAa
xjiBYZ3jBlLqYdWg9-bUmz1T8/1597217172/public/media/Taken-
For-A-Ride-v1.6-WEB_1.pdf 
Schmidt-Burbach J, Ronfot D and Srisangiam R 2015 Asian 
elephant (Elephas maximus), pig-tailed macaque (Macaca nemestri-
na) and tiger (Panthera tigris) populations at tourism venues in 
Thailand and aspects of their welfare. PLoS One 10: e0139092. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0139092 
Serpell J 2004 Factors influencing human attitudes to animals and 
their welfare. Animal Welfare 13: 145-151 
Sricharatchanya P 1989 Getting lumbered. Far Eastern Economic 
Review 143: 26-28 
Su B and Martens P 2017 Public attitudes toward animals and 
the influential factors in contemporary China. Animal Welfare 26: 
239-247. https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.26.2.239 
Suter I 2019 In defence of elephant tourism: the role of captive 
elephants in the 21st century. Gajah: 38-40 
Tofield S, Coll RK, Vyle B and Bolstad R 2003 Zoos as a 
source of free choice learning. Research in Science & Technological 
Education 21: 67-99. https://doi.org/10.1080/02635140308342 

TripAdvisor 2020 TripAdvisor: improving animal welfare in tourism. 
https://www.tripadvisor.com/blog/animal-welfare-education-portal/ 
van der Meer E, Botman S and Eckhardt S 2019 I thought I 
saw a pussy cat: portrayal of wild cats in friendly interactions with 
humans distorts perceptions and encourages interactions with 
wild cat species. PLoS One 14: e0215211. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215211 
Verbos RI, Zajchowski CAB, Brownlee MTJ and Skibins JC 
2018 ‘I’d like to be just a bit closer’: wildlife viewing proximity pref-
erences at Denali National Park & Preserve. Journal of Ecotourism 
17: 409-424. https://doi.org/10.1080/14724049.2017.1410551 
Vigors B 2018 Reducing the consumer attitude-behaviour gap in 
animal welfare: the potential role of ‘nudges’. Animals 8: 232. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani8120232 
Vigors B 2019 Citizens’ and farmers’ framing of ‘positive animal 
welfare’ and the implications for framing positive welfare in com-
munication. Animals 9: 147. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani9040147 
Waters R 2016 Meet the heroes fighting to put a stop to the cruel practice 
of elephant riding. https://www.independent.co.uk/travel/asia/tourist-
elephant-rides-laos-animal-protection-conservation-centre-sainyabuli-
a7474296.html 
Wickham H 2009 ggplot2: elegant graphics for data analysis. 
Springer-Verlag: New York, USA. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-
387-98141-3 
Wickham H, Francois R, Henry L and Müller K 2017 dplyr: 
a grammar of data manipulation. https://dplyr.tidyverse.org/ 
Wickham H and Henry L 2018 tidyr: easily tidy data with 
“spread()” and “gather()” functions. https://tidyr.tidyverse.org/ 
Williams P and Soutar GN 2009 Value, satisfaction and behav-
ioral intentions in an adventure tourism context. Annals of Tourism 
Research 36: 413-438. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2009.02.002 
Wilson ML, Perdue BM, Bloomsmith MA and Maple TL 
2015 Rates of reinforcement and measures of compliance in free 
and protected contact elephant management systems. Zoo Biology 
34: 431-437. https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.21229 
Woods B 1998 Animals on display: principles for interpreting cap-
tive wildlife. Journal of Tourism Studies 9: 28-39 
Woods B 2000 Beauty and the beast: preferences for animals in 
Australia. Journal of Tourism Studies 11: 25-35 
World Animal Protection 2017 A close up on cruelty: the 
harmful impact of wildlife selfies in the Amazon. 
https://d31j74p4lpxrfp.cloudfront.net/sites/default/files/int_files
/amazon_selfies_report.pdf 
World Tourism Organization 2018 UNWTO tourism highlights 
p 16. UNWTO: Madrid, Spain 
World Travel and Tourism Council 2019 The economic impact of global 
wildlife tourism. https://travesiasdigital.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/The-
Economic-Impact-of-Global-Wildlife-Tourism-Final-19.pdf 
Young A, Khalil KA and Wharton J 2018 Empathy for animals: 
a review of the existing literature. Curator: The Museum Journal 61: 
327-343. https://doi.org/10.1111/cura.12257 
Ziegler JA, Silberg JN, Araujo G, Labaja J, Ponzo A, Rollins R 
and Dearden P 2019 Applying the precautionary principle when feed-
ing an endangered species for marine tourism. Tourism Management 72: 
155-158. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2018.11.021 

Animal Welfare 2021, 30: 279-293 
doi:  10.7120/09627286.30.3.005

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7120/09627286.30.3.005

