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Abstract

:

Simple Summary


Tourists who visit elephant tourism venues (ETVs), and other wildlife attractions, can influence the activities offered at these venues by positive and negative word-of-mouth. When a person has a good experience and they tell their family and friends, or leave reviews online, this can influence people to participate in the activity. The same is also true when a person has a bad experience; although, in this instance, they can influence people not to participate in the activity, limiting the possible success of that venue. Generally, tourists seem to prefer to visit ETVs that allow elephants to behave naturally over those that make their elephants entertain tourists. Therefore, we visited twelve ETVs in Chiang Mai, Thailand, and compared the opinions of tourists who visited riding and non-riding venues towards the use of captive elephants for entertainment. We found that tourists who reported a preference for ETVs with higher welfare standards had personally seen elephants being treated poorly. Additionally, higher welfare standards may positively affect tourists’ satisfaction with their experience. Therefore, tourists can influence the activities offered at ETVs by demanding better living conditions for elephants and only financially supporting ETVs with higher welfare standards.




Abstract


Consumer satisfaction and preference can be integral in influencing and solidifying change in user-driven industries such as tourism. High satisfaction rates are imperative to the continual success of a venue as satisfaction determines the likelihood of repeat business and positive recommendations to friends, family and online review forums. Tourist preference for ecocentric tourism venues, over anthropocentric ones, appears to be increasing in elephant tourism venues (ETVs) in Thailand. To explore this, we visited twelve ETVs in Chiang Mai, Thailand, and compared the preferences and satisfaction of tourists who visited riding and non-riding venues toward the use of captive elephants in an entertainment setting. We found that tourists visited riding and non-riding ETVs for similar reasons, primarily due to recommendations from friends and reviews, and because the venue had a good reputation. Tourist preference for higher welfare standards was observed at venues where participants directly observed poor treatment of the elephants. Tourist satisfaction may be impacted by higher elephant welfare standards; therefore, tourists have the ability to influence the elephant tourism industry by demanding better living conditions for elephants and only financially supporting ETVs with higher welfare standards.
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1. Introduction


In 2018, global wildlife tourism generated over five times the income of the illegal wildlife trade [1]. This highlights the economic importance of the wildlife tourism industry and is a significant argument for protecting wildlife. In the same year, Thailand’s travel and tourism was one of the country’s highest-earning sectors, attracting 38 million international tourists [2] and contributing 21.6% to the nation’s gross domestic product (GDP) [3]. Increasing in parallel with the rise of international visitors to Thailand is the rise in demand for animal-based tourism, particularly for large, charismatic species such as the elephant. Simultaneously, tourists’ awareness of the potential poor treatment of animals used in these activities, such as the misuse or overuse of a bull hook and the unnatural activities performed by elephants, is also on the rise [4,5].



In recent years, the poor treatment and welfare of animals used in wildlife tourism attractions has resulted in considerable outrage and motivated calls for action (for example, [6]). Media coverage and public concern expressed in social media against animal mistreatment has grown [7]. The treatment of animals within tourism and the nature of the interactions between animals and people within these venues can be influenced by a person’s predominant worldview. Two common environmental worldviews, anthropocentrism and ecocentrism, are structured around whether or not humans are considered to occupy the centre of moral concern. An anthropocentric, or human-centred, worldview holds that nature and wildlife are commodified and are valued primarily by their use to humans. This worldview is predominant in Western societies and assumes that humans are the preeminent species, superior to all others. Conversely, an ecocentric, or life-centred, worldview holds that all life has intrinsic value, regardless of its relationship to humans. This worldview accepts that humans are not dominant over, nor separate from, other species and acknowledges that nature exists irrespective of humanity [8]. People’s attitudes towards wildlife vary due to many factors, such as their level of education and cultural differences; however, the higher the value people assign to a particular species, the more likely they are to be motivated to protect it [9].



Fennell [10] (p. 326) deems the link between tourism and animal ethics as essential, suggesting that animal welfare, as one aspect of animal ethics, is of concern for venues as “animals that are fit and healthy are, quite simply, better for business”. Fennell, however, further argues that the moral acceptability regarding the use of, and level of care afforded to animals within tourism should be questioned. In the context of elephant tourism in Thailand, many elephants are kept in inadequate conditions, which prevent them from engaging in normal species-specific behaviours and cannot fulfil their basic needs [11,12]. Conditions common in elephant tourism venues (ETVs), such as painful training methods, no variation in diet, insufficient socialisation and stereotypic behaviour, can have negative physical and psychological effects on individual elephants [11,13]. These conditions are currently widespread in ETVs and make higher welfare standards for all captive elephants in Thailand not possible as most venues are unable to maintain a setting that adequately replicates an elephant’s natural environment [11,12,14]. Importantly, the success of an ETV and the welfare of its elephants are linked. An individual elephant’s welfare is dependent upon the financial success of the ETV, which is in turn dependent on the elephant’s ability to participate in interactions and thus attract visitors to the venue [14].



Severe training methods are employed to enable elephants to be ridden; thus, the presence of riding at an ETV can be indicative of the long-term treatment of the elephants [11]. Although riding is only one aspect of captive elephant welfare, it is an important aspect. Animal welfare organisations publicising welfare concerns associated with elephant riding (for example, [15]), have increased public awareness and potentially contributed to a decline in the number of tourists visiting riding venues. However, many tourists continue to show preference for trek types that enable them to ride elephants. A 2016 study found that 40% of tourists surveyed in Thailand had ridden, or planned to ride, an elephant during their visit, equating to approximately 12.8 million elephant rides [15]. For these reasons, this research focuses on preferences for trek types in ETVs as a measure of tourist satisfaction with welfare standards.



Tourist satisfaction occurs when the actual experience matches or surpasses the expectations for the experience, resulting in an individual’s pleasurable feeling of fulfilment [16,17]. Tourist preference indicates visitors’ perceptions and judgements of an experience after an actual visitation, and can be positive, negative or neutral [18]. Satisfaction and preference influence and solidify change in consumer-driven industries, such as tourism, as the success of a venue is highly dependent on tourists’ satisfaction with its activities and on their willingness to pay for these activities [19]. High satisfaction rates are imperative to the continual success of a venue as satisfaction determines the likelihood of repeat business and positive word-of-mouth recommendations to friends, family and online review forums [20,21]. Tourist satisfaction may be measured using multiple methods; for example, the push-pull satisfaction approach which asks the tourist to report their motivations for the visit (push factors) and to rate the degree with which they were satisfied with the venue’s activities (pull factors) [22].



While tourists have the ability to influence the elephant tourism industry by providing feedback regarding their attitudes towards the treatment of elephants at ETVs, a gap exists for some between their attitude or values and their actual behaviour [23]. This process, known as cognitive dissonance, is particularly prominent in elephant tourism, where tourists appear to disengage from their moral and ethical values, disguise the moral implications of their decision, and consequently permit themselves to engage in an experience that they would usually consider ‘wrong’ [10,24]. This could occur because they find the interaction (for example elephant riding) extremely attractive, or because tourists are less likely to consider the implications of their choices while on holiday [25].



While considerable research has been undertaken on animal welfare in tourism [10,26], the influence of welfare concerns among tourists participating in wildlife-based tourism remains poorly understood [27]. This is particularly pertinent for studies concerning tourists’ ethical standpoints for the Asian elephant [5]. Further, research on the welfare implications of elephants living in captivity, including investigation of the impacts of elephant riding (for example, [28,29,30,31]) has recently increased. However, the exploration of tourist attitudes towards elephant riding, an important factor for the popularity and longevity of riding as an activity offered at ETVs, is insufficient [32].



This study compares the preferences and satisfaction of tourists who visited elephant riding and non-riding venues in Thailand. Specifically, we identify and analyse themes from visitor responses concerning their most preferred and least preferred activity during their time at an ETV, their intention to ride an elephant in future and re-visit the ETV and their reason for believing the ETV they visited does or does not treat its elephants appropriately. We also discuss how increased tourist demand for ETVs which are more ecocentric, in that they do not offer riding or activities such as elephant shows, may lead to higher welfare standards in the elephant tourism industry.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Study Area


Field research for this study occurred in Chiang Mai, Thailand (Figure 1). Experiencing elephant tourism activities is a major motivation for tourists visiting Thailand, particularly in Chiang Mai Province which holds the highest number of ETVs nationwide [33]. In 2017, the Thai National Institute of Elephant Research and Health Services reported that approximately 2700 elephants were living in 223 tourism venues throughout Thailand, with an additional 1000 being used for logging and farming activities [34].




2.2. Sampling


Data were collected at twelve ETVs in January 2018 during a period with typically high international visitation [2]. Venues were selected based on the information advertised on their websites, with the intention to sample across ETVs offering a range of activities. For this study, venues were separated into three groups dependent on the trek type offered: non-riding, bareback riding and seated riding. Although we attempted to visit equal proportions of ETVs with all three trek types, more tourists were surveyed at non-riding venues compared to seated riding venues. This skewed sampling was due to multiple factors. Prior to data collection, to ensure transparency, the researcher disclosed the intent to observe tourist-elephant interactions and requested permission from ETV staff. Most seated riding venues either did not respond or declined the opportunity to take part. During the time between booking and the actual visit, one ETV had removed seated riding from the activities they offer. On the day we collected data at the seated riding venue, most visitors were non-English speaking and were unwilling or unable to participate. In addition, at the seated riding venue the researcher was unable to interact with other tourists. This all led to a decrease in the tourists sampled at the seated riding venues. Further, non-riding venues could allocate more than one or two tourists per elephant, enabling a greater number of potential participants at those venues.



Participants were surveyed at non-riding venues (n = 106), bareback riding venues (n = 23) and a seated riding venue (n = 3) (see Supplementary Materials Table S5 for venue participant numbers). All 132 participants were international visitors to Thailand. Participants were recruited using convenience sampling to maximise the possible participant pool. Inclusion was voluntary as potential participants were approached during transit to the ETV and asked if they would be willing to participate. Thai tourists were not surveyed during this study because they were not observed at an ETV or they did not require transportation assistance to visit an ETV. To enable pairing of their pre- and post-visit questionnaires for analysis, participants were instructed to include their initials and year of birth on both surveys. The name of each ETV was also documented on questionnaires prior to distribution to allow comparisons between venues. Over the sampling period, 132 completed paired questionnaires were returned.




2.3. Questionnaire Distribution and Design


Most sampling sessions were arranged directly with the ETVs via email (see Supplementary Materials—ETV Recruitment Email Script) before visiting Thailand, although some visits were booked whilst in Thailand via email and phone. The researcher practised participant observation by undertaking all activities with the tourists, including transportation to and from the venue, and participating in two (when possible) full-day visits to each ETV. Some ETVs were not visited twice because of misunderstandings of transportation or because, for those booked in Thailand, there was insufficient time for a second visit during the available fieldwork period.



Information on tourist preference and satisfaction regarding elephant-related activities was obtained through questionnaires. Two English language questionnaires, one pre-visit (32 questions) and one post-visit (29 questions), were offered to the same participants by the researcher and completed during transit to and from the ETV (see Supplementary Materials—Questionnaires and Supplementary Materials—Tourist Questionnaire Information Sheet). The questionnaire’s design largely followed that developed by Rattan, Eagles and Mair [35]. The pre-visit questionnaire contained questions regarding participant demographics and tourist motivation, including participants’ reasons for visiting the ETV, the elephant-related activities they wished to experience, and whether they had visited an ETV previously. The post-visit questionnaire contained questions focused on tourist satisfaction, including the participants’ most preferred and least preferred activities, their reasons for choosing those activities, their reason for whether they would ride an elephant in the future, whether they believed the elephants were treated appropriately, and if they would visit the ETV again. These were a combination of both open-ended and multiple-choice questions.




2.4. Data Analyses


Quantitative data (for example, multiple-choice questions) were entered into Microsoft Excel and qualitative data (for example, open-ended questions) were imported into NVivo 12 Pro [36]. Prior to analysis, data were screened per question and duplicate responses removed. Specifically, when participants ticked one of the multiple-choice answers and then provided this same response in the ’other’ short response section the multiple-choice selection was removed, and the ’other’ short response retained. Simple frequencies were performed on the quantitative data in Microsoft Excel to determine the number of participants who responded to each question and how they responded. The open-ended responses were imported into NVivo and themes were constructed per question based on respondents’ answers using thematic analysis (see Supplementary Materials for all themes). Thematic analysis identifies, analyses and reports patterns within data [37]. Frequencies for open-ended questions, where participants could provide more than one response, were calculated using the number of responses received, not the number of tourists who participated. Hence, the term ’respondents’ refers to a subset of the study sample and is used rather than ’participants’ when discussing each question’s responses in the results.





3. Results


3.1. Reason for Visiting the ETV


When coded for similarities, 129 respondents gave 11 reasons for visiting an ETV (Table 1). Six choices were provided with a ‘tick all that apply’ format, in addition to an ‘other’ short response section. Five additional themes were constructed from respondents’ short response answers. Two respondents wanted to ride an elephant bareback at an ETV that “is safe for them” and “takes care of animals”. The most popular reason stated for visiting the ETV was recommendations from friends or reviews (n = 60, 26.2%), closely followed by the good reputation of the ETV (n = 59, 25.8%). Additional popular motivational factors for respondents included the decision that the ETV best suited their needs after completing research on elephant parks in the area (n = 44, 19%) and because it was advertised by a local travel agent (n = 24, 10.5%).



When inspecting these reasons per venue type (Figure 2), respondents who visited a non-riding venue most commonly said they visited the ETV because it was recommended to them (n = 52, 29%) or because they heard it had a good reputation (n = 43, 24%). Respondents who visited a bareback riding venue said they visited the ETV because they heard it had a good reputation (n = 14, 30%) or because they researched elephant parks in the area and found that the particular ETV best suited their needs (n = 9, 19%). Two-thirds of these respondents who visited a venue with seated rides said they heard it had a good reputation (n = 2).



When coded for similarities, 123 respondents provided ten elephant-related activities they either had participated in or wanted to participate in while in Thailand (Figure 3). Eight choices were provided with a ‘tick all that apply’ format, in addition to an ‘other’ short response section. Two additional themes were constructed from respondents’ short response answers. Wanting to walk with an elephant was the most popular activity (n = 99, 39%) followed by wanting to visit a national park or sanctuary to view elephants (n = 95, 37%).



When examining preferred activities based on venue type, respondents from non-riding venues preferred participating in an elephant walk (n = 85, 44.5%) or visiting a national park or sanctuary to view elephants in the wild (n = 78, 40.8%). More respondents who visited bareback riding venues preferred to ride an elephant bareback or visit a national park or sanctuary to view elephants in the wild (both n = 15, 27.3%) than to walk with an elephant (n = 12, 21.8%). One quarter of responses from those participants who visited an ETV with seated rides wanted to participate in an elephant walk and wanted to visit a national park or sanctuary to view elephants in the wild (both n = 2). Only one respondent from this venue reportedly wanted to ride an elephant with a howdah (a traditional seat used to ride an elephant).




3.2. Most Preferred Activities


Although 131 people stated their preferred activity, only 75 provided a reason for why they enjoyed the activity (Figure 4). As this was an open-ended question, some respondents provided more than one preferred activity and more than one reason for liking an activity, resulting in 169 preferred activities and 123 reasons for liking the activities (21 themes when coded, see Supplementary Materials Table S1).



Six respondents (five from a bareback riding venue and one from a seated riding venue) reported riding as one of their preferred activities because “The feeling was great to ride an elephant. Like a King” and it was a “unique” and “up close” experience. Bathing elephants in water was reported as the overall preferred activity (n = 53, 31.4%) because respondents perceived that the elephants enjoyed this activity (n = 10) (“The animals seemed to enjoy that the most”), they were able to be in close contact with the elephants (n = 9), and the activity was considered fun (n = 7). Feeding the elephants was the second most preferred activity (n = 37, 21.9%) due to close contact with the elephants (n = 9) (“opportunity to get close and meet each of the elephants and stroke them”), belief that the elephants enjoyed this activity (n = 6), and that the elephants were able to behave naturally (n = 3) (“in their most natural state”).



The reasons respondents stated for preferred activities, even when the activities differed, were often similar (Figure 4). The most common reason for liking any activity was because the elephants appeared happy or to enjoy the activity (n = 28, 22.8%) (“I liked (the activities) best because I could be sure the elephants were enjoying themselves as well”), followed by the ability for close contact with the elephants (n = 27, 21.95%) (“I loved getting very personal with them”). Subsequent reasons for liking an activity were because the activity was fun or exciting (n = 13, 10.6%) or due to the ability to interact with the elephants (n = 10, 8.1%).




3.3. Least Preferred Activities


Although 100 people stated their least preferred activity, only 40 people provided a reason for why they disliked the activity (Figure 5). As this was an open-ended question, some respondents provided more than one least preferred activity and more than one reason for disliking an activity, resulting in 147 least preferred activities and 49 reasons for disliking the activities (19 themes when coded, see Supplementary Materials Table S2).



Only eight respondents (seven from a bareback riding venue and one from a seated riding venue) reported riding as their least preferred activity because the elephants are “yelled at constantly” and “they aren’t in (their) natural habitat”. The most common response was that respondents liked all activities and did not have a least preferred one (n = 39, 26.5%). Bathing elephants in water was reported as the least popular actual activity (n = 14, 9.5%) because the elephants were forced to do the activity (n = 5) (“…unsure how much the elephants were forced to do it…I fear this is just another form of performance”), respondents got wet or muddy (n = 3), and they thought the elephants did not enjoy the activity (n = 2). The next most disliked activities were non-elephant related (n = 11, 7.5%), such as the long journey to the ETV (n = 2), a fear of sickness (n = 1) and one respondent would have liked to spend more time walking instead of having a long lunch. Walking with elephants and feeding were the subsequent least preferred activities (both n = 8, 5.4%) because the respondents were unprepared for a hike or the elephants were chained for prolonged periods of time (“…they were tied up and it felt like some tourist park”).



Again, the respondents had common reasons for disliking different activities (Figure 5). No further reasons were provided by those respondents who did not have a least preferred activity; however, of those respondents who did provide reasons, the most common was because they felt the elephants were forced to do the activity (n = 8, 16.3%), they disliked getting wet or muddy during the activity (n = 5, 10.2%), and they were unprepared for a hike (n = 4, 8.2%). Additional reasons for disliking an activity were due to the activity feeling like a performance, respondent’s perceptions that the elephants did not enjoy the activity, and for personal health (all n = 3, 6.1%).




3.4. Preferences for Elephant Riding


Due to the reasons outlined in the methods, 80% (n = 106) of participants were surveyed at non-riding venues; however, four participants who visited a venue with bareback riding chose not to participate in that activity (totalling n = 110). Nineteen participants participated in bareback riding, and three participated in seated riding.



From 113 respondents, 83% said they would not ride an elephant in future (n = 94), and 17% said that they would (n = 19; see Supplementary Materials Table S3). Of the 19 respondents who would ride an elephant in future, only six stipulated the ride should be bareback. All others did not distinguish between a bareback or seated ride. Only one of the three participants who participated in a seated ride said they would ride an elephant again (without stipulating bareback or seated). Four respondents who visited non-riding venues said they would ride an elephant in future. Eight respondents who rode an elephant said they would not ride an elephant again. Therefore, only ten participants (45.5%) who rode an elephant would choose to ride an elephant again.



Although 113 people stated whether they would ride an elephant in future, only 71 people provided a reason for why they would not participate in riding (Table 2). As this was an open-ended question, some respondents provided more than one reason, resulting in 86 reasons for why they would not participate in riding (21 themes when coded, see Supplementary Materials Table S4).



For respondents who stipulated a reason for not wanting to ride an elephant again or in the future, the most common reason was because they considered riding inhumane (n = 19, 22%) (“It is cruel and [elephants] should not be subjected to such treatments” and “Riding elephants is inhumane”). Respondents were also of the opinion that riding hurts the elephant or that it is “not right” (both n = 10, 11.6%) (“I don’t think it’s right to put them under that kind of strain”). Additionally, some respondents believed that elephants used for riding are treated badly or exploited (n = 9, 10.5%).



Eight respondents who had ridden an elephant on the day of the survey and said that they would not do it again provided multiple reasons for their decision (could report >1 reason). These included: the elephant does not like being ridden, they witnessed elephants being yelled at or physically manhandled (“Elephants didn’t like to ride and the trainer (did a) bad thing like crush(ed the elephant’s) skin with a little knife”), they did it once for the experience, and that riding was scary (all n = 2).




3.5. Satisfaction with the ETV


The majority of participants surveyed would re-visit the ETV they visited (n = 100, 77%), with only 23% stating they would not re-visit (n = 30). Two participants from non-riding venues did not respond. Based on trek type, 81.7% (n = 85) of respondents who visited a non-riding ETV would re-visit, 56.5% (n = 13) of participants who visited a bareback riding ETV would re-visit and two of the three participants who visited a seated riding venue would re-visit. All participants at two bareback riding venues and one non-riding venue would re-visit (see Supplementary Materials Table S5 for rankings). This was followed by three other high scoring non-riding venues where over 80% of respondents would re-visit. Conversely, at one bareback riding venue only 20% of respondents would re-visit, the lowest of the study.



Although 100 participants stated they would re-visit the ETV, only 88 provided a reason for why they would not take part in riding (Table 3). As this was an open-ended question, some respondents provided more than one reason, resulting in 146 reasons for why they would re-visit the ETV. Twenty-one themes were constructed based on respondents’ answers (see Supplementary Materials Table S6).



No respondents reported riding specifically as a reason to re-visit the same ETV, insofar that they enjoyed the activities or the experience in general. The most popular reason cited for wanting to return to the same ETV was because respondents felt the ETV cared for and treated the elephants humanely (n = 31, 21%) (“…elephants there are treated very well”), followed by respondents reporting they had fun and enjoyed themselves at the ETV (n = 23, 15.8%). Additional reasons stated for wanting to re-visit include the guides and ETV staff being friendly or “good” (n = 19, 13%) and a number of respondents regarded the visit as a once in a lifetime or good experience (n = 11, 7.5%).



Of the 30 participants who said they would not re-visit the same ETV, 29 respondents provided 37 reasons (15 themes when coded, see Supplementary Materials Table S7) (Table 4). Four respondents (10.8%) reported riding specifically as a reason not to re-visit the same ETV, stating that they wanted to make better choices and find an ETV (or ‘sanctuary’) that does not use chains or offer activities like riding and elephant tricks. The most commonly cited reasons for not wanting to return to the ETV was that they only intended to have this experience once, or that they would prefer to see elephants in their natural habitat (both n = 5, 13.5%) (“I think that elephants should be viewed from afar in their natural habitat”).




3.6. Satisfaction with the ETV’s Treatment of Elephants


Most respondents believe the ETV they visited treated the elephants appropriately (n = 102, 79.7%). Respondents were also unsure (n = 23, 18%) or did not believe the ETV they visited treated the elephants appropriately (n = 3, 2.3%). Based on trek type, the majority of respondents who visited a non-riding venue (n = 87, 85.3%), many respondents who visited a bareback riding venue (n = 14, 60.9%) and one respondent who visited a seated riding venue (33.3%) believed the ETV they visited cared for the elephants. Fourteen respondents from non-riding venues, eight from bareback riding venues and one from a seated riding venue were unsure. One respondent from all three venue types reported they did not believe the ETV they visited treated the elephants appropriately. At two bareback riding venues and two non-riding venues, all respondents believed the ETV they visited cared for the elephants. Respondents reported the lowest satisfaction (33%) at three ETVs. These venues represented all trek types, comprising of one non-riding venue, one bareback riding venue and one seated riding venue.



When the participants were asked to provide reasons for whether they believe the ETV treated the elephants appropriately, responses were provided by 81 participants who said “yes”, 21 who said “unsure” and 2 who said “no”. Of the 81 who believe the ETV cared for the elephants appropriately, 119 reasons were provided (Table 5; 29 themes when coded, see Supplementary Materials Table S8). Three respondents reported they believe the ETV treated the elephants appropriately because there is no riding at the venue or because the elephants are only ridden for a limited time. The most common reason provided by respondents was because the elephants were treated well and cared for (n = 28, 23.5%), followed by the knowledge and information provided by the guides (n = 10, 8.4%). Additional reasons include the respondents did not see anything that concerned them, or they did not witness any harm towards the elephants or see any wounds (both n = 9, 7.6%). Some respondents stated they believe the ETV treated its elephants appropriately but proceeded to give somewhat negative reviews before justifying the treatment of the elephants. For example, one respondent reasoned that the questionable treatment of the elephants is acceptable to enable tourist-elephant interactions: “It is obvious the care isn’t up to wildlife conservancy standards, but the treatment seemed justified in order for tourists to come”. While another acknowledged that there is room for improvement: ”I believe they could do better…when the elephants were tied up they did display some repetitive behaviour which was concerning”, but justified this treatment because there were “less commands, less chains, (and) less tricks”.



Of the 21 respondents who said they were unsure whether the ETV they visited treated the elephants appropriately, 32 reasons were provided (20 themes when coded, see Supplementary Materials Table S9). One respondent reported they were unsure whether the ETV treated the elephants appropriately because elephants are ridden at the venue. The most common reason provided by respondents was that they believe the elephants were chained for long periods (n = 5, 15.6%). This was followed by respondents thinking that the elephants appeared stressed (for example, “Moving the body left to right non-stop. They look anxious”) or believing there were too many tourists at the ETV (both n = 3, 9.4%).



Of the two respondents who do not believe the ETV they visited treated the elephants appropriately, they provided one reason each: “I think I saw a very small knife in (the) trainer’s hand”, and “Prefiero que esten en liberated” (Prefer elephants to be free).





4. Discussion


Tourists were surveyed about their preferences regarding the activities offered at ETVs and their satisfaction with their experience. In particular, the difference in responses between participants who visited elephant riding and non-riding venues was explored.



4.1. Reasons for Visiting ETVs


It is clear that participants visited different venues for similar reasons regardless of the type of activities they wished to participate in. Positive word-of-mouth endorsement from friends or reviews was the most popular reason for choosing the ETV (26.2%). This underlines the significance of international travel review forums, such as TripAdvisor, Lonely Planet and Rick Steves’ Travel Forum. While reviews can be helpful in determining which attraction to visit, most tourists have a flawed perception of the welfare implications of wildlife tourism venues; thus, many leave positive reviews for venues with lower welfare standards, further encouraging potential visitors to support these ETVs [38]. Alternatively, tourists also have the ability to post negative reviews for venues, informing potential visitors of the low welfare standards at the venue. In the absence of global regulatory authorities for wildlife tourism attractions, the income generated from tourists has become the deciding factor of what constitutes the acceptable use of animals in wildlife tourism [23]. Therefore, a negative review by visitors could impact the reputation of the ETV (as a venue’s reputation was the second most common reason for visiting an ETV), impact tourist revenue and encourage the venue’s management to improve their practices.




4.2. Participation in Elephant-Related Activities


It is important to understand tourist perspectives and preferences for elephant-related activities to discover where tourist education programs may be effective in contributing to improved welfare standards in elephant tourism [38]. Due to increasing public awareness, tourist preference for ETVs with higher welfare standards appears to be occurring. This preference is evident in this study as more respondents from non-riding and seated riding venues stated that they would prefer to participate in an elephant walk or to view elephants in the wild than any other activities. Respondents from bareback riding venues also expressed a preference to view elephants in the wild and ride bareback equally. Only one of the three respondents who participated in a seated ride listed this as an activity they wanted to experience. This low preference for seated riding may be due to the small sample of participants from these venues as these tourists appeared to be a family group who may have visited the ETV due to this one person’s desire. Educational programs could educate identified target groups on positive alternatives for popular activities, such as visiting non-riding instead of riding venues, and addressing misperceptions of the welfare of ETVs that many tourists hold.




4.3. Preferred and Least Preferred Activities


The respondents’ reasons for their preferred and least preferred activities indicate both ecocentric and anthropocentric worldviews were present among participants. Some respondents liked an activity because they believed the elephants enjoyed it or because it enabled them to get close to the elephant. Both reasons could inform ETVs’ targeting of tourists which could increase the number of close interactions between tourists and elephants.



Of those participants who rode an elephant, relatively fewer reported riding as their preferred or least preferred activity, which is likely due to fewer participants surveyed at riding venues compared to non-riding venues. Most respondents who liked riding did so because of a positive experience with elephants, such as the close contact it allowed with elephants or because it was a unique experience; although, one respondent stated they liked it for the feeling that riding an elephant gave them. Respondents who reported riding as their least preferred activity did so because of apparent negative experiences, including because the mahouts (elephant handlers) yelled at the elephants or they would have preferred to see the elephants in their natural habitat.



Interestingly, respondents reported bathing elephants in water as both their preferred and least preferred activities. This occurred because two separate questions were posed asking participants to specifically name their (1) preferred activity and (2) least preferred activity, instead of posing one question asking participants to name their preferred activity and deducing their least preferred activity from their responses. Feeding and walking with the elephants were also reported within both the top five preferred and least preferred activities. These activities were mainly liked for elephant-related reasons such as the ability for close contact and because the elephants appeared to enjoy the activity. Respondents disliked venues where they became wet or muddy, or because they were not prepared for a long walk, as well as venues where they believed elephants were forced to participate in an activity. One respondent questioned the purpose of elephant bathing, alluding to it as just another type of performance, as elephants would likely prefer to bathe themselves.



These results support other studies which found that tourist satisfaction was positively influenced by evidence that the elephants’ physical and mental welfare was supported, and thus emphasises the need for improved animal welfare in tourism venues [14,39]. Activities that fulfil tourists’ desire for close contact with elephants, such as bathing and feeding, are perceived as higher welfare alternatives to riding; however, they still require the elephants to be forcefully trained and controlled. Finding a balance between what is best for the welfare of each elephant and what is realistic in elephant tourism in Thailand could be a significant challenge.




4.4. Preferences for Elephant Riding


The common overarching theme that emerged for why respondents would not ride an elephant again or in future concerned the perceived poor treatment of elephants used for riding. This theme continued for those respondents who rode an elephant and said they would not do so again, as they reported more specific observations, such as elephants being yelled at or physically manhandled, and that the elephants did not appear to like the activity. This suggests that, for these participants who did not and would not ride an elephant, an attitude-behaviour gap does not exist as their actual behaviour aligns with their animal welfare attitudes and values. Conversely, as stated above, some respondents wanted to visit venues where elephants are treated well, but where they could also ride an elephant. This arguably contradictory view demonstrates a gap between their values and behaviour as they display knowledge of the mistreatment of elephants common in ETVs; however, their desire to experience elephant riding outweighed their desire to behave in harmony with their values [25].



Three of the four participants who visited bareback riding ETVs but chose not to ride were not aware that bareback riding occurred at the venue due to insufficient research or because one particular venue did not advertise bareback riding on their website. Thus, only one participant made an informed choice not to ride. This highlights the use of humane-washing schemes in marketing material common in elephant tourism. As there are no regulatory bodies for elephant tourism [23], it is also common for ETVs to use names like ’haven’, ’refuge’ and ’sanctuary’ to attract welfare-minded tourists [40]. However, due to the popularity and exploitation of these terms, they are often meaningless [40].



Less than half of the respondents who participated in bareback riding reported that they would ride an elephant again, and four respondents who visited non-riding venues on the day of the survey said that they would ride an elephant in future. These respondents did not provide reasons for why they would participate in elephant riding. Only one of the three participants who partook in a seated ride said they would ride an elephant again. Nevertheless, this demonstrates demand for elephant riding in Thailand and, as long as demand remains, bareback and seated riding venues will continue to operate and keep their elephants in low welfare standards.



Elephant tourism is a strong example supporting the argument that most people appear to accept the use of animals in tourism, provided they believe the animals are well cared for [41]. However, as is evident here, peoples’ attitudes differ, and disparities persist concerning the use of animals that people are willing to accept and reject [41].




4.5. Satisfaction with the ETV


Most respondents appeared satisfied with their visit, reporting that they would re-visit the same ETV. More respondents from the non-riding venues reported that they would re-visit than respondents from bareback and seated riding venues. This could be due to the participants who had negative experiences at a riding ETV and said they would not return. The two bareback riding venues and one non-riding venue where all respondents would revisit had lower numbers of participants which could have led to the high rate of respondents willing to re-visit. However, due to the varying nature of the trek types offered at these venues, these participants were after different experiences and possibly tailored their search for ETVs to reflect these desires, leading to high satisfaction rates.



Riding was not stated as a reason to re-visit but was specifically reported by some participants as a reason not to re-visit an ETV. The venue where the lowest number of respondents would re-visit was likely scored this way as it reflects the attitudes of the participants who visited with the expectation of walking with elephants and were previously unaware that it also offered bareback riding. It can also be argued that tourists who visit ETVs hoping for ’sanctuary’ conditions can be the most critical and report the lowest satisfaction rates when the experience does not match their expectations.




4.6. Satisfaction with the ETV’s Treatment of Elephants


The overall view that most respondents believed elephants were treated appropriately at the ETV they visited was likely influenced by the large number of participants from non-riding venues who held this opinion. Some respondents specifically stated that they believe the ETV treated the elephants appropriately because there was no riding or because the rides were short, and another stated they were unsure because elephants are ridden at the venue.



Two respondents displayed an anthropocentric worldview, stating that the treatment of the elephants was substandard but is justified to enable the close contact with elephants that tourists desire. This again demonstrates cognitive dissonance among visitors to ETVs as tourists disguise the moral implications of their decision and allow themselves to behave in a self-interested manner, possibly due to the activity’s strong appeal [25,42].



The three ETVs where only a fraction of respondents thought they treated the elephants well all varied in trek type. This suggests that the low ratings are due to the observed treatment of the elephants rather than in response to the activities offered. This is supported by the most common reasons cited by participants which concerned the prolonged chaining of elephants and that the elephants appeared stressed. Participants who were unsure whether the ETV treated the elephants appropriately were largely concerned with the presence and cause (chaining) of stereotypic behaviour, and the two respondents who did not believe the ETV treated its elephants well were concerned with the presence of abuse or because they would prefer the elephants to be free. However, the presence of stereotypic behaviour does not necessarily reflect the elephant’s current welfare conditions as the experiences that caused these behaviours may have occurred elsewhere. Tourists only received the information provided by the venue’s guides which, therefore, leaves those tourists concerned by the behaviour to make their own assumptions.



These results further substantiate claims that tourist satisfaction may be positively influenced by the elephant’s high welfare [14,39] and that most tourists do not intentionally ignore poor welfare if they are aware of it [43]. The variation in perceptions of elephant welfare between the three venue types also exists within each type of venue and, as most participants visited non-riding venues, it is most apparent in these participants’ responses as they were both for and against most aspects assessed, such as riding and close interactions. Therefore, much of the variation may be due to these participants. Further, the low number of participants willing to re-visit certain ETVs because of the observed poor treatment of elephants demonstrates tourist preference for venues with higher welfare standards.





5. Conclusions


This study investigated the role of tourist preference and satisfaction at riding and non-riding ETVs, contributing to an area requiring further research. We found that tourists visited different venues for similar reasons, primarily due to recommendations from friends and reviews, and because they perceived the venue to have a good reputation. These drivers for visitation were dominant regardless of the visitors’ preferred activities at the venues. The strong influence of international travel review forums over tourists’ choice of ETV demonstrates that negative reviews about elephant welfare could keep visitors away, and thus ultimately encourage venue management to implement higher welfare standards.



Tourist preference for higher welfare standards and satisfaction with their experience was demonstrated at ETVs where participants who observed poor treatment of elephants stated they would not return. Both anthropocentric and ecocentric worldviews were present among tourists, with a small number justifying the poor treatment of elephants as necessary to enable interactions between elephants and tourists. In future research, approaches such as focus groups or interviews could be utilised to better represent tourist preferences and satisfaction at seated riding venues and to better validate a small sample size. These methods could also be used to gain a more in-depth understanding of not just visitor perspectives but also that of other stakeholders, such as ETV operators, in elephant tourism in Thailand.



Both a questionnaire and participant observation were used in this research to minimise the effect of participant response bias. However, it remains possible that participants may have responded in a manner they believed the researcher desired. Increasing the mixed methods approach to data collection could further assist with this. The sample size was limited as the data were collected during a single month for logistical reasons. In addition, the study was undertaken during the tourist high season (November to February) and respondents came from a variety of locations. Future research should obtain a larger sample size, preferably including multiple sampling periods throughout the year. This would allow an examination of the relationships between the constructs employed here, such as tourist satisfaction and the intention to re-visit an ETV, through inferential statistical analysis. While the study occurred prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the findings remain relevant as these activities are likely to resume when the pandemic is over.



Overall, participants’ chosen activities, ranking elephant walks and viewing elephants in the wild above elephant riding, reflected their preference for higher welfare standards. Tourists have the ability to influence the elephant tourism industry in Thailand by providing feedback in the form of reviews and recommendations, spreading awareness, and voting with their hip pocket by consciously visiting, and in turn financially supporting, ETVs with higher welfare standards.
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Figure 1. Location of Chiang Mai Province (red area) within Thailand. 






Figure 1. Location of Chiang Mai Province (red area) within Thailand.



[image: Animals 11 01094 g001]







[image: Animals 11 01094 g002 550] 





Figure 2. Respondent reasons, per venue type, for choosing the ETV they visited. ’*’ Denotes themes constructed from participants’ responses, all others were reasons included in the questionnaire. 
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Figure 3. Respondent preferences for elephant-related activities per venue type. ’*’ Denotes themes constructed from participants’ responses, all others were reasons included in the questionnaire. Total of 254 activities were stated (participants could give >1 activity). 
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Figure 4. Respondents’ top four preferred activities (bottom) and the top four reasons respondents gave for choosing their preferred activity (top). 169 total activities and 123 total reasons stated (participants could give >1 activity and reason). 
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Figure 5. Respondents’ top five least preferred activities (bottom) and the top six reasons respondents gave for choosing their least preferred activity (top). 147 total activities and 49 total reasons stated (participants could give >1 activity and reason). 
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Table 1. Reasons given by respondents for choosing the ETV visited (n = 129).
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	Reasons (229)
	Respondents (n = 129)
	%





	This park was recommended to me
	60
	26.2



	I heard it has a good reputation
	59
	25.8



	I researched elephant parks in the area and found that this best suited my needs
	44
	19.2



	This park was advertised by a local travel agent
	24
	10.5



	This park fit within my budget
	16
	7



	Good welfare *
	11
	4.8



	Not their first choice/their choice at all *
	5
	2.2



	Involved with the ETV previously in some way *
	4
	1.7



	This was the first place I saw
	3
	1.3



	Wanted to ride elephants at an ETV that ‘cares’ for its elephants *
	2
	0.87



	“To see if the elephants have a good conditional life” *
	1
	0.44







Number in parentheses in the first column (229) is the total reasons stated (participants could give >1 reason). * Denotes themes constructed from participants’ responses, all others were reasons included in the questionnaire.
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Table 2. Top four reasons respondents gave for not riding an elephant in future.
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	Reasons (86)
	Respondents (n = 71)
	%





	Riding is inhumane
	19
	22.09



	Hurts the elephant
	10
	11.63



	It’s “not right”
	10
	11.63



	Riding elephants are treated badly or exploited
	9
	10.5







Number in parentheses in the first column is the total reasons stated (participants could give >1 reason).
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Table 3. Top four reasons respondents gave for willingness to return to the ETV they visited.
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	Reasons (146)
	Respondents (n = 88)
	%





	Felt the ETV cared for and treated the elephants humanely
	31
	21.23



	Had fun and enjoyed themselves at the ETV
	23
	15.75



	Guides and ETV staff were friendly or ‘good’
	19
	13.01



	Once in a lifetime or good experience
	11
	7.5







Number in parentheses in the first column is the total reasons stated (participants could give >1 reason).
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Table 4. Top three reasons respondents gave for not returning to the ETV they visited.
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	Reasons (37)
	Respondents (n = 29)
	%





	Would only ever visit an ETV or have this experience once
	5
	13.5



	Would prefer to see elephants in their natural habitat
	5
	13.5



	Wanted to make better choices and find an ETV (or ’sanctuary’) that does not use chains or offer activities like riding and elephant tricks
	4
	10.8







Number in parentheses in the first column is the total reasons stated (participants could give >1 reason).
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Table 5. Top four reasons respondents gave for believing the ETV they visited treats their elephants appropriately.
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	Reasons (119)
	Respondents (n = 81)
	%





	Elephants were treated well and cared for
	28
	23.53



	Knowledge and information provided by the guides
	10
	8.4



	Did not see anything that concerned them
	9
	7.56



	Did not witness any harm towards the elephants or did not see any wounds
	9
	7.56







Number in parentheses in the first column is the total reasons stated (participants could give >1 reason).
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