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This paper argues the need for the providers of ecotourism and other free-choice
environmental learning experiences to promote the adoption of environmentally
sustainable actions beyond their own sites, when visitors return to their home
environments. Previous research indicates that although visitors often leave such
experiences with a heightened awareness of conservation issues and intentions to
adopt environmentally responsible behaviours, only a minority translate these
intentions into real actions. Building on research and theory in relation to visitor
experiences in free-choice learning environments, the paper identifies three
different stages in the educational process and proposes a strategy for facilitating
the translation of visitors’ behavioural intentions into the adoption of sustainable
actions through the provision of post-visit action resources.

Keywords: wildlife tourism; ecotourism; learning for sustainability; free-choice
learning; action resources

Introduction

Today, it is widely accepted that worldwide economic development trends are not
sustainable in the long term, and that societies need to develop and adopt more
sustainable practices. Increasingly, both individuals and communities are being
encouraged to assess and redress behaviour associated with unsustainable environ-
mental practices that threaten our resource base and thus the quality of human exist-
ence. For example, the recent Stern report has concluded that ‘climate change could
cause global economic devastation greater than either of the last century’s two world
wars or the Great Depression’ (Wilson 2006, 38).

The environmental problems facing the world today, including global warming,
acid rain, air pollution, ozone depletion, water contamination and depletion, waste and
deforestation, stem from the behaviours of individuals and societies (Nickerson 2003).
A new set of individual and societal choices and actions are thus necessary to contribute
to the solution of these problems. Accordingly, one of the most important and difficult
tasks that confront governments, conservation organisations, industry and business is
how to successfully persuade individuals to rapidly adopt environmentally responsible
practices in their work and home lives. In this regard, education has been identified by
the United Nations and its agencies, national governments and the European Union as
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a key element in any programme addressing sustainable development issues —
education is perceived as essential to ‘help people build personal and social capacity
so that they, as learners and social actors, are enabled to grapple with [sustainability]
issues and relate them to their own lives and work’ (Scott and Gough 2004, 3).

Although formal education programmes are undoubtedly important, they contrib-
ute only a small part to the public’s understanding of environmental issues (Falk 2001;
Falk and Dierking 2002; Falk and Storksdieck 2005a). In fact, over the course of a life-
time, the average citizen spends only 3% of their time in school or formal education
experiences (Falk and Dierking 2002). Access to a range of information sources such
as the media, Internet and other ‘free-choice’ learning experiences is required across
an individual’s lifespan in order to continually refine and update their knowledge and
understanding of today’s environmental challenges. ‘Free-choice learning’ is a term
used to describe the learning that occurs when the learning is largely under the choice
and control of the learner (Falk, Heimlich, and Foutz 2009), for example the environ-
mental learning experiences that are available in tourism settings. It is argued that these
free-choice environmental learning experiences have the potential to make an impor-
tant contribution to community capacity building in relation to environmental issues.

Attractions such as museums, science centres, zoos, aquariums, botanic gardens
and environmental centres as well as eco- and wildlife tourism experiences have the
potential to inspire, educate and influence large numbers of visitors in relation to their
environmental behaviour. For example, Ebersole (2001) claimed that half the US
population visits zoos and aquariums each year, and in Australia, attendance at zoos
and aquariums has been estimated at 36% (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2007).
More than 600 million people — approximately 10% of the world’s population — visit
over 1300 zoos and aquariums throughout the world each year (http://www.waza.org/
en/site/zoos-aquariums). Wildlife tourism is also considered one of the biggest growth
industries in the world (Singleton 2001), and opportunities for visitors to access eco-
and wildlife tourism experiences are rapidly increasing. These experiences are thus
well positioned to influence, encourage and support visitors’ awareness and adoption
of environmentally sustainable behaviours.

The tourism industry is increasingly adopting a conservation-based ethic that
recognises its dependence upon the natural environment and seeks to minimise its
negative environmental consequences. Miller and Twining-Ward (2005) discussed the
moral and social responsibility of the tourism industry in relation to sustainability.
They suggested that regardless of the ethical considerations, the industry needs to
respond to consumer demand for sustainability.

Internationally, the demand for tourism attractions to provide sustainable products
and services is increasing (Butler 1999; Hassan 2000; Liu 2003; Tarrant and Cordell
2002). More than ever before, environmentally oriented travel consumers are making
travel decisions based on an expectation of environmental integrity (Hassan 2000;
Marshall 1996). At the core of this demand has been changing public values and atti-
tudes about how people should relate to the natural environment (Saarinen 2006;
Tarrant and Cordell 2002). According to Ballantyne, Packer, and Hughes (2009),
consumer demand in relation to eco- and wildlife tourism is strongly supportive of a
conservation ethic.

Not only does the tourism industry have the responsibility to minimise its own
negative impacts, it also has the opportunity to play a positive role in helping to solve
global environmental problems by providing environmental education experiences
that promote a fundamental change in people’s everyday behaviour and lifestyle.
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Adopting a proactive role, in which environmental responsibility is not only embed-
ded in tourism products and services but also actively communicated to tourists and
other visitors, is considered the most sustainable and most effective approach (Hudson
and Miller 2005).

To this end, providers of free-choice environmental learning experiences need to
focus on the ways in which tourism and leisure experiences might intentionally and
positively impact on visitors’ environmental behaviour. This paper addresses this
issue in the following ways:

It considers the role of free-choice environmental learning experiences in
promoting environmentally sustainable behaviour.

« It discusses the potential impact of free-choice environmental learning experi-
ences on visitors’ adoption of environmentally sustainable behaviour.

. It examines theoretical models of learning and behaviour change that might
inform the development of free-choice environmental learning experiences.

« It advocates for pioneering research which investigates innovative ways to
extend and increase the impact of free-choice environmental learning experi-
ences on the adoption of environmentally sustainable behaviour, for example,
through the provision of post-visit action resources.

Using free-choice environmental learning experiences to promote
environmentally sustainable behaviour

Already many tourism sites, especially eco- and wildlife tourism sites, include a pro-
conservation ethic in their mission statements, and intentionally provide opportunities
for their visitors to learn about environmental sustainability issues. Indeed, the provi-
sion of a conservation education element is considered to be an integral part of an
ecotourism or wildlife tourism experience, with the aim of facilitating and supporting
pro-conservation attitudes, knowledge and behaviour among visitors (Broad and
Weiler 1998; Dierking et al. 2002; Woods 1998; Woods and Moscardo 2003).
Weaver (2005) identified two types of ecotourism experience (‘minimalist’ and
‘comprehensive’) which vary according to the extent of their educational impact. The
‘minimalist’ type of ecotourism emphasises superficial learning opportunities and aims
only to maintain the status quo in relation to sustainability objectives. The ‘compre-
hensive’ type of ecotourism aims to foster deep understanding and transformation of
visitors’ behaviour and thus promote global sustainability. The minimalist approach
tends to be associated with the ‘soft’ ecotourism market, i.e., the ‘larger numbers of
participants who make relatively short and physically comfortable visits to serviced
sites as one component of a multipurpose experience that is facilitated through the
formal industry’ (Weaver 2005, 446), while the comprehensive type of ecotourism
tends to be associated with ‘relatively long and specialised trips that are physically and
mentally challenging, involve the pursuit of a deeper interaction with the natural envi-
ronment, and are arranged independently or through exclusive packages’ (2005, 447).
According to Weaver (2005), more effort is needed to devise strategies and
techniques that enable transformative outcomes to be generated through mass (or soft)
ecotourism experiences. He argued that effective interpretation can have a ‘transfor-
mative’ effect that induces among participants not only a deeper understanding of the
attraction itself, but also a consequent adherence to a more ethical and environmental-
ist ethos. Similarly, Orams (1995, 3) argued that ecotourism should ‘implement
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management strategies which attempt to shift the “ecotourist experience” from simple
enjoyment and satisfaction through stages of greater understanding, attitude change
and finally more environmentally responsible behavior’. In particular, education-
based strategies should prompt visitors to adopt an active role in contributing to the
health and viability of the environment.

Despite these ideals, however, research suggests that many eco- and wildlife tour-
ism experiences are failing to deliver a strong conservation message. For example,
Armstrong and Weiler (2002) observed and recorded the messages conveyed in 60
hours of commentary, delivered by 18 different tour operators in protected areas in
Australia. They found that messages encouraging conservation action by individuals
were noticeably absent. (This type of message was delivered only once in all 60 hours
of commentary.) Messages about minimising on-site impacts, the roles and actions of
protected area managers and the significance or heritage value of the area were deliv-
ered more frequently. Similarly, Mony and Heimlich (2008) found that docents at a
large midwestern United States zoo were more likely to communicate simple animal
facts without tying them to the underlying conservation messages that the zoo wished
to communicate.

Many free-choice environmental learning experiences rely on their ability to
connect visitors with the natural environment. These play a unique role in environ-
mental education by providing free-choice learning experiences in contexts that accen-
tuate pro-environmental values and elicit supportive emotional responses (Ballantyne
and Packer 2005). Further, as it is often recognised that exploration and intellectual
needs are important motivators for tourism (Mitchell 1998), participants in these expe-
riences may be particularly open to receiving messages that have a lasting and powerful
impact on their everyday lives. However, if these activities are to reach their potential
in terms of encouraging individuals to change their behaviour in some way to benefit
the environment, more attention needs to be given to delivering messages that focus
on individual actions, and to do so in a way that is effective and long-lasting.

Research regarding the impact of free-choice learning on sustainable behaviour

A recent review article (Ballantyne et al. 2007), which examines much of the research
that has been done in the area of conservation learning in zoos, aquariums and other
wildlife-based tourism sites, concludes that visitors’ experiences in these settings can
and do contribute to their basic knowledge, understanding and awareness of environ-
mental issues. Further, the factors that research has identified as having an impact on
conservation learning are similar to those that lead to visitors’ satisfaction with their
experience (Ballantyne et al. 2007). These include opportunities to observe animals
and animal behaviour at close range in a natural environment and experiences that
engage visitors’ emotions and connect with their prior knowledge. Strengthening
these aspects of the on-site experience will thus have a positive effect on satisfaction,
as well as contributing to short-term pro-environmental learning outcomes.

Research has established that free-choice environmental learning experiences can
influence visitors” knowledge about animals, their beliefs and attitudes in relation to
the environment, their behaviour on site and their behavioural intentions regarding
conservation (Ham and Weiler 2002; Powell and Ham 2008). Little is known,
however, about the impact of such experiences on visitors’ adoption of environmen-
tally sustainable practices affer they leave the site. This is a major shortcoming, as
environmental educators stress the need to design learning experiences that provide
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people with the knowledge, attitudes and, most importantly, behavioural responses
required to protect and conserve the environment (Environment Australia 2000).

The few studies that have investigated the impact of free-choice learning experi-
ences on visitors’ subsequent environmental behaviour suggest that encounters with
wildlife in particular have significant potential to facilitate visitors’ adoption of
environmentally sustainable practices (Adelman, Falk, and James 2000; Ballantyne
et al. 2007). These studies support the contention that giving visitors a first-hand expe-
rience of wildlife has a strong emotional impact on them and is a powerful way of
delivering a pro-conservation message (Ballantyne, Fien, and Packer 2001a, 2001b,
2001c; Ballantyne and Packer 2002; Ballantyne, Packer, and Sutherland 2010).

Bogner (1998) suggests that contacts with nature provide a ‘foot-in-the-door’
which helps to shift individuals’ orientation to environmental issues, and in combina-
tion with other experiences, eventually leads to actual commitment. He contends such
experiences need to be of sufficient duration in order to affect environmental concern
in a long-lasting way. This argument supports our contention that the impact of
contact with nature in the context of a free-choice environmental learning experience
might be increased if the intervention can be extended beyond the experience itself,
through the provision of post-visit reinforcing events and learning materials.

Much of the research into free-choice environmental learning experiences consists
of evaluative studies exploring the immediate impact of the experience on visitor
learning, rather than theory-based studies aiming to understand how and why such
impacts occur and how long they endure. Research based on theoretical frameworks
regarding visitor learning and behaviour change is needed in order to advance our
knowledge of these processes and explore ways in which the behavioural impacts of
tourism experiences can be increased and maintained over time.

Theoretical models of learning and behaviour change

Various theoretical and conceptual models have been proposed regarding the factors
that influence the adoption of environmentally sustainable behaviour (Heimlich and
Ardoin 2008). These theories contribute to our understanding of the process of free-
choice environmental learning and can be enlisted to inform the design of experiences
that effectively impact upon visitors’ adoption of environmentally sustainable behav-
iour. Different theories emphasise different stages of the educational process. These
include: (1) the learning predispositions, values, beliefs and motivations that people
bring with them to the experience, (2) their emotional engagement, social interactions
and meaning construction during the visit, and (3) the learning contexts and reinforc-
ers they are exposed to after the visit. Figure 1 illustrates these stages and the factors
that research might focus on at each stage.

Pre-visit learning predispositions

Stage 1 focuses on the predispositions and beliefs that visitors bring with them to the
experience. The Theory of Planned Behaviour, for example, focuses on the need to
design learning experiences that address specific beliefs about a phenomenon and target
the information upon which these beliefs are founded (Ajzen 1991; Ham and Krumpe
1996; Ham and Weiler 2002). Research in this area attempts to understand visitors’
pre-visit characteristics or predispositions and the ways in which these impact on their
learning experiences and outcomes. Such research has typically focussed on very
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Stage 2: Free-choice
learning experiences

Visitor cognitive processes (perception and cognition)
Visitor engagement and satisfaction
Learning outcomes (knowledge, attitudes, behavioural intentions)

Stage 1: Pre-visit learning Stage 3: Post-visit learning
predispositions reinforcement
The prior learning, beliefs and Post-visit learning
motivations visitors bring to the experiences provided for
learning experience visitors

Figure 1. Research foci in the free-choice learning process.

specific on-site behaviours such as staying on walking tracks or using the park shuttle
bus (Weiler and Brown 2009). Because of the wide range of prior experiences that visi-
tors bring with them, free-choice environmental learning experiences need to provide
messages that connect with a diverse range of pre-visit interests, knowledge, experience
and beliefs (Falk and Adelman 2003; Falk and Dierking 2000; Moscardo 1999).

Research in Stage 1 has also focused on the concept of visitors’ motivations for
learning as an important aspect of their learning predispositions (Packer and Ballantyne
2002). In free-choice environmental learning settings, involvement in learning is a
matter of choice. People not only choose whether they will learn, but also what, where
and when they will learn (Falk and Dierking 2000). Visitors’ motivations in relation
to the learning aspects of the visit can thus be expected to impact on their receptiveness
to conservation messages. Packer and Ballantyne (2004) argued that learning and
discovery are an integral part of the experience offered in such settings and that they
are likely to enhance rather than detract from the experience (Packer 2006).

Falk and his colleagues (2006, 2009; Falk, Heimlich, and Bronnenkant 2008) have
suggested that visitors to free-choice learning experiences such as museums, zoos and
aquariums enact one or more ‘identities’ during their visit, which characterise their
motivations for a particular visit on a particular day. Common identities are the
‘explorers’ who visit out of curiosity or a general interest in discovering more about
the subject and the ‘facilitators” who visit in order to satisfy the needs and desires of
someone they care about, particularly their children. These identities, and the motiva-
tions that are associated with them, are likely to influence the way people go about
their visit, and in turn, impact on the long-term learning that results (Falk 2009).

Stage 1 research findings suggest that if educational messages about environmen-
tally sustainable behaviours are to be effective in bringing about real change, these
messages need to be carefully targeted to their audience. Tourism providers thus need
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to collect information about their visitors’ entering attributes, including their existing
knowledge and beliefs, and their motivations regarding their visit, in order to ensure
that educational messages are relevant and effective. In general, visitors to wildlife
tourism experiences tend to be more knowledgeable and interested in environmental
issues than the general public (Ballantyne, Packer, and Hughes 2008; Falk et al. 2007).

On-site free-choice learning experiences

Stage 2 in Figure 1 focuses on the free-choice learning experience itself and in partic-
ular the ways in which such experiences can be designed in order to engage and influ-
ence participants. Protection motivation theory (Rogers and Prentice-Dunn 1997), for
example, addresses the types of messages that need to be conveyed in order to bring
about changes in behaviour. According to this theory, in order to impact behaviour
people must be convinced both that the world is under threat as a result of human
impacts on the environment, and that individual actions can make a difference in halt-
ing or reversing environmental damage. Community-Based Social Marketing Theory
(McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999) proposes that messages should target the real and
perceived barriers that prevent people from adopting environmentally sustainable
practices (e.g. lack of information, lack of time), and emphasise the benefits of
performing desired behaviours (e.g. cost savings, environmental benefits).

Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory suggests that learners need to progress
through a cycle of four stages: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract
Conceptualisation and Active Experimentation. In simpler terms, this is a cycle of
experiencing, reflecting, thinking and acting. Ballantyne, Packer, and Sutherland
(2010) apply this theory to explain the process through which visitors to wildlife tour-
ism sites move from what they see and hear, through how they feel and think, to what
they actually do as a consequence of their visit. They argue that wildlife tourism
managers and environmental interpreters can increase the likelihood that visitors will
make long-term changes to their behaviour if they (1) capitalise on the emotional
affinity between visitors and the animals they are observing, (2) encourage a reflective
response to the experience, and (3) provide suggestions for manageable but meaning-
ful behavioural responses that visitors could make.

Research in Stage 2 has identified a range of characteristics of the free-choice
learning experience that impact on learning outcomes (Falk and Storksdieck 2005b).
In the context of wildlife tourism, which typically evokes a strong emotional response,
it is important to consider both cognitive and affective aspects of the learning experi-
ence (Ballantyne et al. 2007; Ballantyne, Packer, and Sutherland 2010). Stage 2
research findings suggest that in order to positively impact on visitors’ environmental
learning, the free-choice learning experience needs to fully engage visitors and
encourage them to reflect on their experience (Ballantyne, Packer, and Falk, in press).
Aspects of the physical and sociocultural context (Falk and Dierking 2000) can
contribute to these processes (e.g. being able to get close to animals or have a good
view of them, being able to discuss the experience with staff or companions).

Post-visit learning reinforcement

Stage 3 focuses on post-visit events that reinforce and extend the new knowledge,
attitudes or behavioural intentions developed during the visit. The whole experiential
learning cycle, as described by Kolb (1984), cannot realistically be completed during
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the visit itself. It takes time for visitors to process their experience both cognitively
and affectively, to develop new concepts, ideas and identities and to actively experi-
ment with these in their everyday lives. Ideally, visitors need to be supported and
encouraged to engage in this process and to translate their good intentions into real
actions. The Contextual Model of Learning (Falk and Dierking 2000) also highlights
the important influence that post-visit experiences have on free-choice learning, and
Community-Based Social Marketing Theory (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999)
emphasises the need for a range of ongoing strategies that prompt and remind people
about desired behaviours at the time the behaviour is required.

Although research in formal education contexts demonstrates the importance of
the reinforcement and consolidation of learning (Anderson et al. 2000), post-visit rein-
forcement of learning is rarely provided in the context of free-choice environmental
learning experiences. As Falk and Dierking (2000) argued in the context of museums,
free-choice learning is more effective when the knowledge and experiences gained
during the visit are reinforced by subsequent events and experiences. We would simi-
larly argue that in the context of free-choice environmental learning experiences, the
heightened awareness of conservation issues engendered by the on-site visit will
quickly dissipate unless it is reinforced by subsequent learning experiences.

A number of studies have indeed found that in the absence of reinforcing experiences
after the visit, short-term changes in levels of commitment or planned environmental
action do not persist over time (Adelman, Falk, and James 2000; Dierking et al. 2004;
Rickinson 2001). Research in other contexts also suggests that intentions do not auto-
matically convert to sustained, long-term behavioural change (Hwang, Kim, and Jeng
2000; Stern and Oskamp 1987). In reviewing a series of longitudinal studies in formal
educational settings, Hungerford and Volk (1990) found that without some sort of inter-
vening treatment, initial conservation actions declined over time.

We have found further evidence of this ‘drop-oft” effect in our recent research at
four wildlife tourism experiences in South-East Queensland, Australia. (The methods
and other findings of this research are reported in detail by Ballantyne, Packer, and
Falk, in press, and Ballantyne, Packer, and Sutherland 2010.) Exit questionnaires (N =
907) collected information about behavioural intentions and asked participants to rate
both how they felt after their visit and how they had felt before the visit. Three items
were taken as indicators of behavioural intentions: ‘We need to help protect animals’;
‘I do my best to avoid doing things that might hurt or destroy an animal’s habitat’ and
‘I want to do everything I can to protect and conserve wildlife’. These three items had
a scale reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) of .745, indicating an acceptable level of internal
consistency. Those who indicated a high level of agreement (6 or 7 on a seven-point
scale) with all three of these items were considered to have positive behavioural
intentions. The follow-up survey four months later (N = 240) asked participants to
describe the lasting impact of the visit. Four open-ended questions were used in this
regard: (1) What are your strongest or most vivid memories of your visit? (2) Have
you talked about your visit to other people, and if so, what kinds of things have you
spoken about? (3) What did your visit teach you about marine life and marine life
conservation? (4) In what ways (if any) have your feelings about your own role in
marine life conservation changed as a result of your visit? Participants’ responses
were coded using a four-point scale where 1 = no impact; 2 = already committed; 3 =
intend to act; and 4 = engaged in new behaviours as a result of the visit. Thus,
responses coded as 3 indicate behavioural intentions, and responses coded as 4
indicate actual behaviour change. Although this was still a self-report measure of
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behaviour change, it was considered more objective than rating scale measures as
participants were responding to open-ended questions and were not specifically
prompted to comment about new behaviours.

A graphical representation of the changes — from pre-visit to exit behavioural
intentions to actual behaviour four months after the visit — is presented in Figure 2.
This figure illustrates (1) the positive impact of the wildlife tourism experience on the
proportion of people who intended to ‘do the right thing” for the environment, (2) the
erosion of this impact four months after the visit, where the proportion of people who
intended to ‘do the right thing’ had returned to pre-visit levels, and (3) the gap
between behavioural intentions and actual behaviour. In short, although 33% of
people expressed a strong desire to protect and conserve the environment immediately
after the visit, only 7% had actually taken such actions four months later. Although
the impact of the visit varied significantly across the four sites (ranging from 18% to
49% expressing behavioural intentions immediately after the visit; and from 5% to 9%
actually taking action four months later), the pattern was the same at each site.

Ballantyne, Packer, and Falk (in press) further found that new knowledge and
understandings were more likely to be retained over time (39% of respondents could
remember some new knowledge they had gained as a result of the wildlife tourism
experience) than new attitudes (5%) and behaviours (7%). In this regard, it is
suggested that the influence of post-visit targeted learning experiences, which rein-
force and maintain the immediate effects of the experience, especially in relation to
attitudinal and behavioural outcomes, needs to be considered.

Atpresent, the influence of intervening, reinforcing events such as post-visit discus-
sions with friends and family, exposure to messages from the mass media and individ-
ual reflection, is in most cases haphazard and idiosyncratic (Falk and Dierking 2000).
We would argue that one way to increase the translation of behavioural intentions into
the subsequent adoption of environmentally sustainable behaviours is to systematically
provide learning materials that reinforce on-site conservation messages, provide

35
30 /\\
25

\ | Behavioural intentions
20 \
15 \
10

\ | Actual behaviour

Pre-visit intentions Exit intentions Follow-up behaviour

Figure 2. Estimated mean percentage of people who want to, and actually do, engage in
environmental action in relation to four wildlife experiences in South-East Queensland.
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examples of environmentally sustainable behaviours and motivate visitors to translate
their intentions into real actions. Such materials, which are referred to here as action
resources, should build on and extend on-site conservation learning and sustainability
messages and link these with post-visit behavioural responses.

Action resources might be delivered through printed materials given to visitors on
exiting the on-site learning experience; through web-based learning materials that they
are encouraged to access when they return home; through social media such as
Internet forums, weblogs, podcasts, email and instant messaging; or through targeted
mailouts. Action resources should encourage responsible decision-making with regard
to the issues highlighted during the on-site visit, and provide motivation for the adop-
tion of appropriate behavioural responses. A range of different types and levels of
action response should be suggested, in order to cater for different interests and levels
of commitment and provide the opportunity for choice. Action resources should be
explicitly behaviour-orientated in their content — providing specific examples or
models of appropriate behaviour — rather than providing additional information or just
repeating on-site messages. Accordingly, such resources would allow the demonstra-
tion of a range of behaviours specifically tailored to the on-site visitor experience,
thereby providing examples of appropriate responses that visitors might make to fulfil
their behavioural intentions.

Preliminary research using an experimental design to investigate the impact of
post-visit action resources on long-term conservation learning (knowledge, attitudes
and behaviour) following a wildlife tourism experience (Hughes, Packer, and
Ballantyne, in press) has demonstrated a measurable, statistically significant effect of
the provision of post-visit action resources on long-term behaviour change. This study
concluded that wildlife tourism experiences and post-visit action resources can act in
tandem, the former drawing attention to the issues and providing visitors with a reason
to care, and the latter empowering visitors to take action by providing them with
specific strategies and reminder prompts.

We would suggest that the role of on-site environmental learning experiences can
thus be re-conceptualised as providing the motivating force that drives further infor-
mation-seeking and, together with other reinforcing events, leads eventually to long-
term behaviour change (see Figure 3). If, however, information and other reinforcing
events are not naturally encountered or easily accessible, it is likely that the motivating
effects of the free-choice learning experience will quickly dissipate. We would there-
fore argue that extending the on-site experience to provide access to ‘take-home’
information and ongoing reinforcing events will optimise the potential impact of the
experience on visitors’ adoption of environmentally sustainable behaviour in their
home and work environments and their ability to translate their behavioural intentions
into actions.

Conclusion

Visitor behaviour and visitor experience research suggests that free-choice learning
experiences can play an important role in addressing environmental problems by
providing experiences that impact on visitors’ everyday behaviour and lifestyle
choices. Although research supports the possible contribution that eco- and wildlife
tourism in particular might make in this regard, it is clear that many tourism visitor
experiences fail to reach this potential. Drawing on a review of research and theory in
relation to free-choice learning experiences and behaviour change, this paper suggests
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Figure 3. The role of tourism experiences and action resources in motivating environmental
action.

that the provision of post-visit action resources may help to increase and extend the
positive impact of such experiences on visitors’ adoption of environmentally sustain-
able behaviour. By adopting this positive role, tourism providers in particular can
offset some of the negative impacts that their industry is often purported to have on
the environment.

This paper thus offers a new direction in the field. It argues for a proactive
approach in which free-choice environmental learning experiences are used to moti-
vate visitors to connect with post-visit learning materials once they leave the site. It
thus reconceptualises the role of such experiences in offering not only enjoyment,
satisfaction and immediate benefits to their visitors, but also transformative experi-
ences that have a long-term impact on visitors’ understanding, attitudes and behaviour
in relation to the environment.

Further research is needed to develop an understanding of the impact of post-visit
learning experiences, viz., action resources, to evaluate their potential potency and
effectiveness in informing and facilitating visitors’ adoption of environmentally
sustainable practices. Research could also inform the development of a range of action
resources designed to reinforce and build on visitor experiences; motivate and
enhance visitor awareness, concern and behavioural intentions towards the environ-
ment; translate such behavioural intentions into the adoption of everyday environmen-
tally sustainable practices; and empower visitors to act as catalysts for change in their
own communities. Research in this regard will identify the kinds of materials that
elicit the most durable pro-environmental responses. It will thus support eco- and
wildlife tourism enterprises in meeting their missional aims to promote visitors’
conservation awareness and environmentally sustainable behaviour. It will also
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inform and extend present conceptual models of free-choice learning. Such pioneering
research would, it is argued, enable free-choice environmental learning experiences to
play an important role in helping the global community to develop capacity in relation
to the adoption of environmentally sustainable lifestyles, thus addressing one of the
most pressing issues of our time.
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