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Thesis Highlights 

 

 Conservation tourism relies on specialist travel agents to supply high-end 

clients. 

 African big cats are key to client demand and to safari operator marketing and 

conservation programs. 

 Operators rarely market conservation to agents, nor agents to clients. 

 Operators focus on quality of service and experience, as guaranteed attractions. 

 Operators market conservation to clients online, but agents ignore this. 

 High-end agents exercise decision authority over both clients and tour operators. 

 Agents make decisions mainly from personal experience and relationships. 

 Agents are influenced by conservation projects mainly through personal interest. 

 A proposed strategy is to include conservation projects in travel agent 

familiarisation trips. 

 Improving communications between operator conservation and marketing staff is 

also important. 
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Abstract 

 

The aim of this research is to examine how conservation projects influence travel agents 

involved in high-end conservation tourism. The conservation of many threatened 

species in developing nations depends on private initiatives funded by high-end tourism, 

in addition to public protected areas. Private conservation initiatives depend on a regular 

supply of tourists, sent by specialised travel agents.  Understanding the decision-making 

process of these travel agents is therefore important, and the factors considered by 

agents to make their decisions have critical implications for conservation. 

 

The longest established and largest scale conservation tourism enterprises operate in 

sub-Saharan Africa. To attract tourists, conservation tourism operators rely heavily on 

flagship species such as the Big Five (lion, leopard, elephant, rhinoceros and buffalo), 

and particularly on the three charismatic African big cats, lion, leopard and cheetah. Big 

cats have a high economic value for the wildlife tourism industry, and marketing by 

conservation tourism operators, both to travel agents and to potential clients, focuses 

heavily on these species. A number of conservation tourism operators also run specific 

conservation programs for big cats and promote these programs in their marketing 

materials. 

 

Here, I examine how sub-Saharan conservation tourism operators promote big cat 

conservation projects to the general public and to specialised travel agents, and how 

these specialised agents incorporate these aspects in their decision process. Data on 

agents’ decision-making processes were obtained by interviewing these agents in 

person. Data on operators’ conservation programs and marketing approaches were 
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obtained by on-site audits and interviews. Data on operators’ marketing materials were 

obtained through content analysis of brochures and social media postings. 

 

An insider-based (emic) qualitative approach is adopted to conducting the research, 

taking advantage of the author’s professional position as a travel agent. This research 

focuses on high-end Swiss French-speaking travel agents specialised in African wildlife 

safaris. All agents in this sector were interviewed. Five leading African conservation 

tourism operators conducting conservation programs for lion, leopard and cheetah were 

selected for on-site audits and interviews, to obtain detailed information on the 

conservation and marketing aspects of their programs. A total of 28 informants were 

interviewed and a total of 63 hours of interviews were compiled together with extensive 

Skype and email correspondence. Brochures, websites and Facebook pages were 

analysed for images and text related to the marketing and conservation of big cats, 

yielding a total of 815 images and 939 paragraphs. 

 

Key results may be summarised as following: 

1. African big cats are important drawcards in wildlife tourism, and are used 

widely in operators’ promotions.  

2. Travel agents exercise a high level of authority or decision power over their 

clients. 

3. These agents make their decisions on which operators to sell using a complex 

sequential process involving 29 tangible and intangible factors. 

4. These factors may be categorised into five groups: client factors, destination 

factors, attraction factors, agent factors and operator factors. 

5. Conservation is one of the factors considered by agents in their decision 

processes. 
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6. Agents’ decisions reflect their own beliefs rather than those of their clients. 

7. Agents rely principally on personal experience on-site, from familiarisation 

trips, to inform their judgments and make decisions. 

8. Operators treat agents mainly as booking facilitators, focusing familiarisation 

trips on rooms, and thus fail to expose agents to conservation projects. 

9. Conservation tourism operators attempt to market their conservation projects 

directly to clients. 

10. Since purchase decisions are made by agents rather than clients, this approach 

has limited success in promoting conservation. 

11. Within conservation tourism operators, conservation and marketing staff do not 

communicate effectively with regards to marketing big cat conservation projects. 

12. Marketing staff within conservation tourism operators focus on service rather 

than conservation contributions and perceive conservation only as an add-on. 

13. Conservation staffs see conservation as the core value, but do not provide 

conservation messages in adequate succinct format for the marketing staff. 

 

This research provides the first demonstration a) that travel agents care about 

conservation in wildlife tourism, and b) that personal preferences have a strong 

influence on their choices. Agents’ knowledge of operators’ conservation efforts is 

hence critical to support dynamic conservation tourism models. The results of this 

research will assist tourism operator conservation efforts by facilitating their 

communications to the travel trade. African big cat conservation in this particular 

context may well depend heavily a small set of high-end specialised travel agents, using 

their conservation knowledge, emotional attachments and ethical concerns to support 

conservation tourism. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Study background 

The aim of this thesis is to explore the decision-making process of travel agents selling 

high-end wildlife safaris in Africa. This thesis examines a sub-sector of high-end 

wildlife tourism in Africa concerned with delivering benefits for conservation derived 

from tourism revenue: conservation tourism (Buckley, 2010). Conservation tourism is a 

form of ecotourism that aims to make “an ecologically significant net positive 

contribution to the effective conservation of biological diversity”. This research 

capitalises on the author’s professional experience as a former conservation tourism 

travel agent to access this exclusive niche sector and uses insider access to explore 

travel agents and conservation tourism operators’ insights. The rationale for this 

research arises from conservation activities in developing nations being increasingly 

dependent on tourism revenue, where tourism raises funds for conservation and acts as a 

powerful economic driver (Walpole & Thouless, 2005). The dynamics between the 

promotion of conservation tourism products to high-end travel agents is analysed in 

detail to explore how conservation aspects influence travel agent decision-making 

processes and sales. The promotion of environmental efforts, such as wildlife 

conservation, in tourism is an area that remains under-studied, despite the rapid growth 

of ecotourism enterprises worldwide.  

 

In the travel chain, travel agents play an important role by exercising a strong influence 

on their clients’ choices (Klenosky & Gitelson, 1998; Baloglu & Mangaloglu, 2001; 

Hudson et al., 2001; Lovelock, 2008). In conservation tourism, agents influence their 

clients’ travel choices but also play a key role in channelling funds for conservation by 
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sending their clients to specific conservation tourism operators. Therefore, this thesis is 

concerned with how agents make decisions when conservation aspects are involved. 

Travel agents are in a powerful position to influence the success or failure of a product 

by controlling sales (Lovelock, 2008), particularly where the decision-making process is 

relinquished to such agents in their capacity as experts or surrogates (Solomon, 1986). 

Key interface of the travel chain, agents are the link between tourists and operators. 

Conservation tourism is a model particularly active in Africa, where commercial 

tourism operations fund a range of different conservation initiatives (Buckley, 2010; 

Castley, 2010). 

 

There are a limited number of African countries that have the financial resources to 

address environmental issues and fund conservation programs. Therefore, the private 

sector in the form of tourism plays a critical role in filling up this gap. In Africa, more 

than 65% of the land has been cleared for agriculture as a result of the human 

population expansion (Newmark & Hough, 2000). This has led to significant habitat 

loss for wildlife populations, which have drastically declined throughout the continent. 

As a result, conservation activities linked with economic development are increasingly 

being promoted to address the challenge of conserving nature along with the rapid 

human population growth (Budowski, 1976; Tisdell & Wilson, 2001; Balmford et al., 

2002). Ecotourism has been widely proposed as a tool to fund conservation initiatives 

and protect threatened species (Valentine, 1993; Svoronou & Holden, 2005; Stronza, 

2007; Buckley et al., 2012; Buckley & Pabla, 2012; Morrison et al., 2012; Steven et al., 

2013). 

 

While there is considerable literature that considers the travel motivations and 

expectations of tourists (Fodness, 1994; Kozac, 2002; Bansal & Eiselt, 2004; Yoon & 
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Uysal, 2005; Fang Meng et al., 2008), few studies have considered the role of travel 

agents in decision-making processes. Thus, this thesis presents a novel piece of 

research, with significant marketing implications for conservation tourism operators and 

broader implications for the promotion of ecotourism.  

 

By understanding how conservation influences the travel trade industry, this study aims 

to identify how marketing strategies can be better adapted to reach travel agents and 

increase funding capacities to finance conservation mechanisms. Current research 

highlights the gap in understanding the role of the private sector in delivering 

conservation outcomes. This is particularly relevant for the African big cats, which are 

severely threatened across their range, despite being of high economic value for the 

tourism industry (Macdonald & Sillero-Zubiri, 2002; Nelson, 2009; Macdonald & 

Loveridge, 2010; Dickman et al., 2011; Lindsey et al., 2013). Lion (Panthera leo), 

leopard (Panthera pardus) and cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus) are pivotal elements of safari 

operations and are some of the  most sought-after species by tourists on a safari (Kerley 

et al., 2003; Lindsey et al., 2007; Okello et al., 2008, Stein et al., 2010; Maciejewski & 

Kerley, 2014). Habitat loss and fragmentation, poaching for body parts and conflicts 

with humans are resulting in rapid declines amongst big cat populations (Kissui, 2008; 

Macdonald & Loveridge, 2010; Dickman et al., 2011). Therefore, the promotion of 

conservation programs focusing on big cats is used in this research to identify travel 

agent responses to conservation and the implications for conservation funding. 

 

1.2 Aims 

The primary aim of this thesis is to explore how high-end travel agents selling 

conservation tourism make decisions. The dynamics between actions, cues and decision 

processes in the context of African high-end ecotourism is analysed. I explore first how 
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high-end conservation tourism operators promote themselves and secondly, which 

factors are considered and influence travel agents in their decision-making process. I 

used my travel agent experience to source data and access additional agent expertise. 

The dynamic behind decision-making processes surrounding the marketing of 

conservation tourism strategies for lion, leopard and cheetah in Southern Africa is 

explored to provide the research context. Big cats are charismatic species, frequently 

used as strategic marketing tools to increase sales, where operators use their 

conservation efforts as competitive weapons by advertising activities such as lion 

reintroduction, leopard monitoring and cheetah rehabilitation. To this end, the following 

primary key research question was formulated: 

 

How does the promotion of African big cat conservation projects in high-end wildlife 

tourism influence the decision-making process of travel agents? 

 

 

1.3 Objectives 

To answer the research question, a number of objectives are outlined and 

reflected in the seven chapters: 

i. To review the current literature on tourism practices and African big cat 

conservation, role of travel agents in the travel chain, decision-making 

processes in tourism and green marketing to provide the context and 

background for the thesis (Chapter 2).  

ii. To present key conservation tourism operators in Southern Africa and 

evaluate the success of the marketing value of their conservation efforts to 

the travel trade industry through in-depth interviews (Chapter 4). 
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iii. To explore communication channels used by conservation tourism operators 

to promote their products and analyse how conservation, and in particular 

big cat conservation, is promoted using a content analysis approach (Chapter 

5). 

iv. To establish decision power in high-end tourism and understand how travel 

agents balance the different factors involved in their decision-making 

process (Chapter 6). 

v. To develop a model for high-end travel agents decision-making process with 

specific reference to conservation (Chapter 6). 

vi. To explore how travel agents are influenced by conservation in their 

decision-making processes by applying ethical concepts (Chapter 6). 

vii. To discuss the importance and implications of conservation promotion and 

travel agents’ role in conservation, with a special reference to African big 

cats (Chapter 7). 

 

 

1.4 Study significance 

Conservation consists of a major ethical issue. It has been recognised that nature must 

be conserved for its own sake but also for the sake of humans to benefit from essential 

ecosystem services (Ehrlich, 2002; Redford & Adams, 2009). The promotion of 

conservation to generate profits, or putting a price tag on conservation, is a source of 

conflict amongst the scientific community recognising first the intrinsic, rather than the 

economic, value of species in conservation (Gutman, 2002). However, with the current 

rate of biodiversity loss (1,000 - 10,000 times higher than the natural extinction rate), 

practical solutions are required to conserve species (IUCN, 2013). As a result, cross-

disciplinary research including the social sciences is advocated to better understand and 
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conserve biodiversity. Social scientists are increasingly required to work with 

environmental scientists to address environmental challenges, giving rise to new fields 

of research such as ecological economics (Ehrlich, 2002). Significant efforts have been 

made in the economic analysis of conservation since the 1980s (Bookbinder et al., 

1998; Balmford et al., 2002; Gutman, 2002). However, despite economic factors being 

increasingly integrated into conservation, the field of conservation marketing and 

promotion is still in its infancy. 

 

The promotion of ethical values in a business context and its impact on decision-making 

processes remains poorly explored, despite the growing number of nature-tourism 

operators contributing to conservation. The commodification of nature, or neo-

liberalisation, involves the privatisation of natural assets introducing a market-based 

system, where for instance ecotourism is justified by providing a market value to natural 

resources that tourists are willing to pay for (Duffy, 2008). Wildlife can be sold as a 

product and marketable good, justifying tourism expansion in pristine areas. Nature-

based tourism has experienced a rapid growth in the last decade (Rodger et al., 2009; 

Newsome et al., 2004; 2013) with the best established and largest scale conservation 

tourism enterprises operating in East and Southern Africa (Buckley, 2010). This thesis 

contributes to current research on how conservation is neoliberalized (Van Wijk et al., 

2015), or “sold” in the travel industry. 

 

Conservation tourism operators rely heavily on flagship species such as the Big Five 

(lion, leopard, elephant, buffalo, rhinoceros) and particularly the three charismatic 

African big cats, lion, leopard and cheetah to attract tourists and promote their products 

(Castley et al., 2013). These charismatic species also have an important ecological role 

in maintaining ecosystem balance as keystone species, regulating the food chain as apex 
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predators (Terborgh et al., 2001). Big cats are however, severely threatened by habitat 

loss and conflicts with humans across their range, which directly impacts their 

persistence (Frank et al., 2006; Kissui, 2008; Dickman et al., 2011). Consequently, 

African conservation initiatives coming from tourism operators are increasingly 

important for conservation and for the success of wildlife tourism operations (Saarinen 

et al., 2009).  

 

The wildlife tourism marketing model analysed here is specific to high-end 

conservation tourism, and does not necessarily operate in a similar manner in more 

traditional travel agencies such as retail travel agencies. As travel agents act as 

information brokers and sell their expertise, they comprise the central element of the 

travel chain as they have the power to influence tourist choices. In specialised sectors 

such as conservation tourism, travel agents possess a specific type of knowledge and 

often recommend by word-of-mouth to clients. They are usually highly specialised and 

are in direct communication with operators. By adopting an interpretative emic 

approach, the author immersed herself in the realities of selling conservation tourism in 

a travel agency context. As Riley and Love highlighted in their review of qualitative 

research, the crucial stage lies in familiarisation and immersion within the data (Riley & 

Love, 2000). This research uses a mixed methods approach building on an existing 

professional network of agents and operators within the high-end African wildlife 

tourism industry. This study makes an important contribution to understanding the 

brokerage processes in the selling of upmarket sustainable tourism, and is the first study 

in this area to focus on travel agent decision-making processes. 

 

Wildlife tourists’ expectations have principally been investigated in the self-drive 

sector, where researchers interviewed or distributed questionnaires surveys to self-
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drivers at the entrance of national parks and game reserves in Southern and East Africa 

(Barnes, 1996; Barnes et al., 1997; Akama & Kieti, 2003; Kerley et al., 2003; Okello, 

2005; Boshoff et al., 2007; Okello & Yerian, 2009; Lindsey et al., 2007; Stein et al., 

2010). No studies however, have investigated travel agent expectations. High-end 

tourists represent a small portion of the wildlife tourism industry and in most cases rely 

completely on specialised travel agents to organise their safaris. This provides a unique 

opportunity to investigate the dynamics of this particular model, given its increasing 

usage by tourism providers and upmarket clients.  This market has grown in the past 

decade where there has been a significant development in the establishment of luxury 

lodge concessions in public parks, in addition to those on private land. Therefore, the 

role of travel agents is increasingly important in supporting the sales of this growing 

market. Travel agents source their information from the promotional material sent by 

operators, therefore understanding the communication flow between operators and 

travel agents is an important aspect of this research. 

 

Communication dynamics between operators, travel agents and clients 

The general communication material distributed by the operator can be accessed by 

either the client or travel agent, where operators use a range of tools such as electronic 

newsletters, Facebook posts, brochures and marketing material to promote their 

operations. In addition, operators communicate specifically to travel specialists by 

sending them agent sales manuals, liaising with sales representatives, attending travel 

trade shows, and in some cases by supplying detailed brochures highlighting their 

conservation efforts and funding benefits. In the simplest scenario, information is 

passed on by the operator directly to the travel specialist, who in turn is in direct contact 

with the client. In some cases, intermediaries such as retail travel agents and incoming 

intermediaries complicate the information flow by adding another chain link between 
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the client and the specialised agent, and between the operator and the specialised agent 

respectively. The decision power however, lies in the hands of the travel specialist 

following a complex decision-making process. The following conceptual model is 

proposed to illustrate the communication flow between agents, operators and tourists 

(Fig. 1.1). This model shows that tourist travel choices have been largely investigated in 

the literature, therefore the focus in this research is on the communication flow between 

the travel agents and the conservation tourism operators. 

 

Figure 1.1 Conceptual model of factors influencing travel agent decision-making 

processes, where the dashed arrows represent factors linked to tourist decision-

making 

 

This thesis contains different components: a literature review divided between the role 

of tourism operators in African big cat conservation, decision-making processes in 

tourism, conservation tourism and green marketing aspects. Three studies form the core 

of this thesis: a case study of five key conservation tourism operators in Southern Africa 
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promoting conservation as part of their operations, a content analysis of their 

communication channels and a qualitative analysis of travel agents decision-making 

processes in this particular context. A model illustrating the travel agents’ decision-

making process summarises the findings. Finally, a synthesis chapter reviewing each of 

the objectives and discussing conservation promotion concludes this thesis. Data on 

operators’ conservation programs and marketing approaches were obtained by on-site 

audits and interviews of operators. Data on operators marketing material are sourced 

from the content analysis of brochures and social media. Data on agents’ decision-

making processes were obtained by interviewing these travel agents in person. 
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1.5 Summary  

 

• Seeing large predators in the wild is highly rated by wildlife tourists. African big 

cats have high economic and conservation value and are often at the centre of 

conservation initiatives promoted by tourism operators  

• Many studies have highlighted the role of tourism in conservation, few have 

considered the role of travel agents in the relationship between tourism and 

conservation 

• Tourism revenues fund important conservation initiatives carried by the private 

sector through commercial tourism operators 

• The promotion of conservation in a tourism context has not been studied before 

• The role of travel agents as critical mediator in channelling funds for 

conservation is yet to be established 

• Travel agent decision-making is a complex process involving multiple factors, 

tangible as well as intangible, most previously unstudied 

• Insider access to commercially confidential information exists through previous 

experience as a specialist high-end wildlife travel agent 

 

 

 

 

 

 



29 
 

1.6 Thesis structure 

The thesis consists of seven chapters with the following structure: 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

Study background and aims 

 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Big cat conservation and tourism 

Role of travel agents, green marketing  
  

Chapter 3: Methodology 

Qualitative approach 

Insider access 

 

Chapter 4. Conservation Tourism Operators 

Description of tourism and conservation programs 

Interviews about big cat conservation marketing   

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6. Travel Agent Decision-making Processes 

Interviews with the agents 

Factors influencing agents 

Decision-making model 

       

Chapter 7. Synthesis 

Key findings 

Implications for future research  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5. Communication Channels 

Content analysis of what operators 
promote in 3 communication channels 

Analysis of big cat promotion 
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Research outputs 

 

Mossaz A. (2014) The analysis of travel agent decision-making processes in 

ecotourism: the impact of conservation marketing on sales. In Proceedings Book of the 

7th World Conference for Graduate Research in Tourism, Hospitality and Leisure 3-7 

June 2014, Istanbul, Turkey. Edited by Metin and Nazmi Kozak, Anatolia, Ankara. 

(Chapter 6) 

 

Buckley R. and Mossaz A. (2015) Hunting tourism and animal conservation. Animal 

Conservation (In press). 

 

 

Conference presentation: 

Mossaz A., Castley J.G. and Buckley R. (2014) Tourism and African big cats: a review 

of conservation practices. Presented at the 3rd Interdisciplinary Tourism Research 

Conference, Istanbul, Turkey. (Chapter 2) 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 

This review is an overview of the role of high-end tourism operators in African big cat 

conservation and how the context provides an ideal research platform to test the 

relationships between travel agent decision-making, conservation tourism marketing 

and decision-making pathways. The loss of top-order predators, such as big cats, creates 

cascading ecosystem disturbances (Terborgh, 2001), but also results in the loss of 

cultural symbols for the international community and sources of revenue for local 

communities through wildlife tourism (Dickman et al., 2011). In addition to supporting 

conservation efforts, tourism revenue also remains a powerful incentive to mitigate 

human-wildlife conflicts (Nelson, 2009; Stein et al., 2010; Lindsey et al., 2012). The 

role of the conservation tourism in Southern and East Africa is significant, as 

commercial operators manage thousands of hectares of private, communal and state 

land for conservation and tourism (Gallo et al., 2009; Pasquini et al., 2010; Castley, 

2010), with direct implications for big cat conservation (Hunter et al., 2007). 

 
2.1 Tourism and African big cat conservation 
 

African big cats are iconic species and have a high existence value (Nelson, 2009). 

Their presence can generate revenues through tourism as observing or hunting large 

carnivores in their natural habitat are sought-after activities (Ripple et al., 2014). 

Strategies to derive revenue from this market value at the local scale are therefore 

increasingly being promoted to fund conservation measures and mitigate conflicts. For 

example, local conservation efforts have been successful in facilitating the increase of 

lion numbers on private land, where the species has been reintroduced to many different 

reserves to enhance tourism (Hunter et al., 2007; Trinkel et al., 2008). Furthermore, 
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private reserves in areas where big cats have been absent for decades, for instance the 

Eastern Cape in South Africa, have been re-populated with lions and cheetahs to 

capitalise on the tourism potential of the “Big Five” (Castley et al., 2001; Sims-Castley 

et al., 2005; Hayward et al., 2007).  Tourism is an important tool for the conservation of 

flagship species. For big cats, achieving conservation goals requires the equitable 

distribution of costs and benefits through the expansion of wildlife land-use, while 

preventing illegal trade. This has been successfully implemented in areas where local 

communities are engaged in ecotourism operations (either in partnership with 

commercial operators or independently), which provide incentives to retain predators 

within the landscape as they are no longer seen as a liability (Dickman et al., 2011; 

Lindsey et al., 2013).  

 

The lion is listed as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (IUCN, 

2013). The global population has declined by at least 30% in the past two decades and is 

currently estimated at 20 000 to 32 000 (Bauer and Van Der Merwe, 2004; Riggio et al., 

2013). Lions are increasingly rare outside protected areas (Fig. 2.1) and are therefore 

heavily dependent on protected areas throughout sub-Saharan Africa as they play a vital 

role as reservoirs for large genetically diverse source populations (Hunter et al., 2007). 

There are only ten lion strongholds areas with more than 1,000 lions each in Ethiopia, 

Kenya, Tanzania, Zambia, Botswana and South Africa (Riggio et al., 2013). Most of 

these are associated with national parks and wildlife reserves (Dubach et al., 2013). The 

main threats to lions are retaliatory killing through poisoning, snaring and prey base 

depletion (Frank et al., 2006). 
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Figure 2.1 The range contraction of lion (Panthera leo) habitat in East and 

Southern Africa. The red patches show the current lion distribution, fragmented in 

pockets of sub-populations where the beige patches show the extent of previous 

lion habitat (©2013 Wildlife Conservation Society) 

 

The cryptic nature of leopards precludes the determination of reliable global population 

estimates. As a result the species is classified as Near Threatened despite significant 

habitat range contraction (IUCN, 2013). Nearly 90% of remaining leopard habitat is 

found on private land, particularly in Southern Africa where the proliferation of private 

game ranches has increased leopard habitat (Swanepoel et al., 2013). Consequently, 

when not used for trophy hunting or wildlife viewing operations, leopards are 

persecuted on farmlands where they are perceived as a threat to livestock (Balme et al., 
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2009). Poisoning carcasses targeting leopards to control livestock predation is 

increasingly popular. Therefore, resolving conflicts with ranchers by increasing the 

existence value of leopard is a major conservation priority (Balme et al., 2010).  

 

Cheetahs have lost about 76% of their historic range and are found mainly in Southern 

and East Africa, where they are listed as Vulnerable (IUCN, 2013). The global 

population size is less than 10 000 individuals, with the largest cheetah population     

(~2 500) found in Namibia (Marker et al., 2008). The majority of cheetah populations 

also occur outside protected areas where they are regularly in conflict with farmers 

(Kissui, 2008). Negative perceptions amongst cattle farmers lead to cheetah trapping 

and persecution despite relatively low cheetah predation on livestock (which equals to 

3% of livestock loss in Namibia) (Marker, 2004).  

 

There is a lack of cohesive approach in large carnivore conservation policies, where the 

application of policies into conservation actions remains problematic (Winterbach et al., 

2013). The marginalisation of local communities in the conservation process remains a 

key issue for big cat conservation (Okello, 2005). The present coexistence situation, 

where the international community benefits from the existence value of large carnivores 

while the local communities bear the costs, fails to address the challenge of conserving 

big cats (Dickman et al., 2011). Ultimately, predator conservation depends on the value 

that people place on their persistence (Gusset et al., 2009). Large carnivore conservation 

is complex and includes socio-economic, political and ecological factors (Fig. 2.2). 

Political and socio-economic aspects often dominate conservation issues, where 

ecological factors such as carrying capacity, prey-predation dynamics and distribution 

patterns are sometimes less challenging to address than human-carnivore conflicts. One 

key element differentiating lion, leopard and cheetah from other large carnivores is their 
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high value to the consumptive (trophy hunting) and non-consumptive (photo-safaris) 

tourism industry in sub-Saharan Africa, offering the potential to mitigate conflicts 

through economic benefits (Macdonald & Sillero-Zubiri, 2002). 

 

Figure 2.2 Key factors influencing big cat conservation 

 

2.1.1 Big cat tourism value 

African big cats are economic assets in the wildlife tourism industry and their presence 

attracts high numbers of international tourists, particularly in East and Southern Africa 

(Okello, 2005; Lindsey et al., 2007; Okello et al., 2008; Lindsey et al., 2012).  For 

safari operators the presence of these species can have significant commercial benefits. 

For example, private reserves without big cats are less attractive to international visitors 

than those offering lion or leopard viewing (Barnes et al., 1997). Despite a growing 

interest in ecotourism as a tool for conservation (Lindsey et al., 2005), there is little 

research that investigates the linkages between tourism activities and conservation 

outcomes. Tourism is no panacea for conservation, however it is a formidable catalyst 

to fund conservation actions, particularly in Africa (Krüger, 2005). In Southern Africa, 
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operators contribute to big cat conservation by providing funding and logistical support 

for research, reintroducing prey, increasing anti-poaching efforts and providing habitat 

and protection for threatened species. These are important contributions, particularly in 

areas where government funding for conservation is lacking. In East Africa, research 

has shown that ecotourism is a strong incentive to mitigate conflicts between lions and 

Maasais on communal land by providing employment and education (Hazzah et al., 

2009). The collaboration between conservation NGOs such as Living with Lions, 

Panthera and African Parks and commercial tourism operators is particularly powerful, 

where the NGO supervises and implements projects while the operator provides funding 

and logistics in remote areas. Specific examples from the literature as well as 

communications with conservation tourism practitioners support these conclusions, 

confirming that incentive-based conservation can be successful and sustainable (Hutton 

& Leader-Williams, 2003).   

 

2.1.2 Tourism as a tool for big cat conservation 

Human-felid conflicts dominate recent academic literature discussing big cat 

conservation. Studies recommending ecotourism focused specifically on the 

significance of viewing predators for international visitors (Lindsey et al., 2007; Okello 

& Grasty, 2009; Stein et al., 2010; Di Minin et al., 2013). These studies confirmed the 

role and importance of big cats in the success of ecotourism operations, as all three 

species are pivotal in attracting visitors to East and Southern African destinations, 

although the focus is predominantly on lions. Another important aspect discussed by 

different studies addressing ecotourism, was raising the awareness of big cat 

conservation issues amongst international tourists. Despite generating tourism revenues 

and promoting sustainable tourism in developing countries, the role of commercial 

ecotourism operators is often bypassed in the literature.  
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2.1.3 Tourism operators and big cats 

The role of tourism operators in big cat conservation is important. Underpinned by 

wildlife ownership rights, the success of conservation actions is based on the premise 

that if wildlife is valuable and the value is captured by landholders, then it is likely that 

wildlife will be conserved (Cousins et al., 2010). However, there is a dearth of literature 

analysing how tourism can successfully assist in situ conservation. The few studies 

published in tourism journals primarily address tourists’ viewing preferences while on 

safari and highlight the importance of big cats for the industry. Tourist preference and 

satisfaction, however, provides little demonstration of benefits to either big cats or local 

communities living with these predators. There are indications that tourism operators in 

sub-Saharan Africa may be making positive contributions to conservation (Castley, 

2010).  In a 2006 survey evaluating the participation of South African operators in 

responsible tourism at Indaba (an annual travel trade show hold in Durban, South 

Africa), 75% of operators indicated that they were contributing positively to local 

conservation (Spenceley, 2007). Unfortunately, details are lacking about the specifics of 

these contributions. 

 

Practitioners in the high-end wildlife tourism industry are particularly well placed to 

contribute to conservation efforts due the large scale of their operations and their impact 

on the local environment (Koelble, 2011). The development of luxury ecotourism 

operations arises from the growing market of ethical travel supporting local community 

development and biodiversity conservation (Duffy, 2008). Tourism is however, an 

economic industry driven by profits, not conservation. Therefore, marketing managers 

must trade-off environmental aspects with aspects such as high-end service and other 

guaranteed values in sales. Providing a market value for selling conservation in a 
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tourism context is challenging, as it requires putting a price tag on conservation which 

results in controversial debates (Gutman, 2002). 

 

The importance of understanding marketing approaches in conservation tourism is 

essential. Operators need to communicate an attractive conservation message to their 

distribution channels to maximise sales and generate revenues for conservation. 

Therefore, analysing how conservation aspects are promoted by commercial operators 

to tourists, particularly through travel agents, the main distribution channel in high-end 

tourism, has key implications for conservation funding. The following section reviews 

the literature necessary to understand the background context for conservation tourism 

and its marketing, environmental ethics, the role of travel agents in the supply chain, 

and travel decision-making processes.  

 

2.2 Conservation tourism 

Conservation tourism is a sub-sector of ecotourism, the fastest growing market sector of 

the tourism industry (Goodwin, 1996; Hassan, 2000; Krüger, 2005). As environmental 

issues are increasing, consumers are more concerned about their impact on the 

environment and marketers have sometimes used this trend to expand business 

opportunities (Krause, 1993). Prefixing “eco” to a product often results in an increase in 

sales, as green sells well in tourism and provides a competitive advantage (Wight, 1993; 

Peattie, 2001; Peattie & Crane, 2005). Green marketing of tourism products consists of 

promoting a company’s environmental contributions by adopting an ethical response to 

the effects of development on local communities, wildlife and environmental resources 

(Wheeler, 1995).  
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Conservation and tourism have a symbiotic relationship in sub-Saharan Africa. The 

diversity of the wildlife and landscapes provide the natural asset base exploited in 

tourism operations. Private landowners and local communities own and manage 

significant portions of land in Southern Africa. Their environmental footprint is 

considerable, however under-studied, particularly on private land. High-end operators 

offer exclusive luxury lodges in private game reserves and concessions and target high-

end tourists. They have adopted a low-impact high-revenue approach to maximise 

revenue (Watkin, 2003; Buckley, 2010; Koelble, 2011). Through large corporate 

groups, private individuals, community groups and joint partnership arrangements, a 

multitude of conservation initiatives financed by tourism revenues operate on private, 

concessions and communal land and deliver potential conservation benefits (Castley, 

2010). These efforts are particularly important in some areas where protected areas are 

under increasing pressure from human population growth and poverty. Lions and other 

charismatic species such as rhinos and elephants have benefitted from these efforts, as 

they are at the top of the list of visitor preferences (Lindsey et al., 2007). In Southern 

Africa, conservation initiatives on private land are largely restricted to South Africa, 

Namibia and Zimbabwe, whereas Botswana and Zambia have a high number of 

commercial tourism operators leasing concessions in state or communal protected areas 

(Bond et al., 2004). Private sector contributions to conservation tourism can have a 

significant impact by reducing pressure on biodiversity through the provision of 

employment opportunities in rural and remote areas, and by educating and training 

communities around conservation areas (Carlisle, 2007; Gallo et al., 2009; Snyman, 

2012). As a result, private sector tourism associations are increasingly promoting 

responsible tourism as a tool to empower local communities (Spenceley & Goodwin, 

2007).  
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Conservation tourism is a small and luxurious market sector, where service quality 

standards are exceptionally high. As the wildlife tourism industry is particularly well 

developed in East and Southern Africa, it provided the opportunity for conservation 

tourism to grow and diversify and become a niche market. In this particular market 

sector, conservation tourism is defined by being high-end, low impact, and 

conservation-focused. The strength of this market is the minimisation of the negative 

effects of mass tourism on nature and the focus on a low impact, sustainable approach. 

Sustainability in ecotourism is correlated with the social carrying capacity levels of 

protected areas (Weaver, 2001). For instance, the management of some popular national 

parks such as the Kruger National Park can be challenging during peak seasons, where 

the high volume of tourists exceeds the social carrying capacity level of the park in the 

southern area (Ferreira & Harmse, 2014). One of the most important features of 

conservation tourism operators is to maintain a low number of tourists per camp 

(average of 10 rooms per high-end camp) to avoid disturbing the wildlife and stay 

below the carrying capacity of the reserve. The major source of funding comes from a 

regular stream of international tourists sent by specialised travel agents. The majority of 

tourists to these areas arrive from Europe and the USA and are looking to experience 

the wilderness by watching the wildlife at close range in luxury conditions (Buckley, 

2010).  

 

2.2.1 Types of clients 

Similar to Herbig and O’Hara’s (1997) description of eco-tourists, conservation tourism 

clients can be categorised into four principal types. This is based primarily on a suite of 

characteristics that include; a tertiary background, a short amount of leisure time (rarely 

exceeding two weeks), a large budget, and a desire to view wildlife at close range in a 

preserved and untouched environment where the level of service is high. The majority 
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are couples between the age of 35 and 60 who are looking for a high-end wildlife 

viewing experience having been recommended to a safari travel specialist by word-of-

mouth (Type 1). The second type consists of wealthy families looking to experience the 

wilderness at close quarters in the best and safest conditions possible, often 

recommended by word-of-mouth (Type 2). Honeymooners comprise the third type, 

where African safaris are marketed by travel agents as the ultimate romantic experience 

(Type 3). Regulars and repeat visitors make up the remaining clientele (Type 4).  These 

tourists know what to expect and routinely travel to Africa on wildlife viewing safaris 

using the services of a preferred travel specialist. This conservation tourist typology 

underpins conservation tourism funding that is expected to follow a simple framework. 

The travel agent selects an operator following a complex decision-making process 

potentially influenced by conservation aspects run by specific operators.  The operator 

runs conservation projects (e.g. for big cats) that in turn have the potential to raise 

tourists’ conservation awareness and provide learning opportunities on-site (Weaver, 

2005).  

 

2.2.2 Mechanisms contributing to conservation 

By managing a network of private, communal and state land for wildlife tourism, 

tourism operators have the potential to deliver a range of direct and indirect 

conservation efforts at different levels (Table 2.1). The examples of conservation 

outcomes described in Table 2.1 can be applied to all the different types of governance. 

For instance, at the species level, funding allows reintroduction and translocation efforts 

to maximise genetic diversity and increase population numbers, while also funding 

private anti-poaching patrols (Buckley, 2010). At the landscape level, the establishment 

of protected areas on private and communal land, the management of public land on 

concessions, the removal of fences in conservancies and the creation of corridors 
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linking sub-populations are important aspects for lion and cheetah metapopulations 

(Lindsey et al., 2012). Some private operators have the financial and logistic resources 

to carry out large scale conservation efforts on public land when funds are lacking 

elsewhere. Increasing the conservation estate has been successfully achieved in South 

Africa (Castley, 2010), where private reserves can significantly contribute to 

conservation in some regions by maintaining ecological processes and protecting 

threatened biodiversity (Gallo et al., 2009). It has been recognised that partnerships with 

local communities are key to long-term conservation success, and mechanisms 

including the education of local communities, employment, and raising conservation 

awareness are critical aspects for conservation as they can be applied to mitigate 

wildlife-human conflicts (Fennell & Weaver, 2005; Nelson, 2009). Therefore, 

conservation tourism operators carry a high potential in mitigating human-big cat 

conflicts on public, private and communal land (Table 2.1). 

 

Table 2.1 Mechanisms coming from tourism contributing to conservation 
 
 
 

Conservation tourism 

Type of land 
tenure 

Lease on public 
protected areas  

Individual private 
reserves  

Conservancies on 
private land  

Conservancies on 
communal land  

Conservation 
pathways 

Direct conservation mechanisms Indirect conservation mechanisms 

Examples of 
conservation 
outcomes 
 

Species level: 
funding and logistics 
for research, 
reintroduction and 
translocation, anti-
poaching, prey 
supply 

Landscape level: 
securing habitat, 
corridor network, 
fences removal, 
maintaining 
ecological 
processes 

Community level: 
mitigating human-
wildlife conflicts 
through education 
and employment 
and funding 
compensation 
schemes 

Tourist level: 
educating guests 
through 
conservation 
programs run by 
operators: ex: 
Predator drive, 
etc. 

Practices 
(examples of 
big cat 
projects) 

Lion monitoring in 
the Kafue NP in 
Zambia funded by 
the Wilderness 
Safaris Trust in 
partnership with 
Panthera 

Phinda Private 
Reserve-Mkuze 
Corridor Project 
in South Africa 
for leopards 

Trophy hunting in 
the Save Valley in 
Zimbabwe and 
ecotourism in the 
Sabi Sand Private 
Reserve in South 
Africa 

Wilderness 
Safaris in the 
Kunene region in 
Namibia for lion 
conservation 
collaborating with 
the Trust TOSCO 
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These conservation initiatives are carried as part of the tourism operations and are often 

promoted in their marketing material. Promoting conservation aspects relates to green 

marketing, where companies claim environmental concerns and actions to maximise 

sales and align their ethical values with other economic aspects (Duffy, 2008). 

 

2.3 Green marketing  

Companies such as tourism operators must continuously reposition or introduce new 

products to maintain profits (Chacko, 1996). Consumers’ choices are based on 

perceptions of the product attributes, influenced by the marketing mix of the product. 

The classical marketing mix is based on the 4Ps (Product, Place, Price, Promotion), 

which represents the core of any marketing strategy. Marketers must consider how to 

position a product on the market, the price adjustment that will affect the demand and 

sales, the promotional methods that will be used for advertising the product and the 

place, or distribution, most convenient for consumers to access. A product can be 

repositioned based on existing results, or positioned as a new product. The 

characteristics of the market dictate product positioning (Kaul & Rao, 1995). Tourism is 

based on market segmentation and oligopoly, where marketing strategies are segmented 

according to specific types of tourists to achieve better results (Wheeler, 1995; Davies 

& Downward, 2007; Weaver & Lawton, 2007).  

 

2.3.1 Promotion of green tourism  

Studies have shown that consumers are increasingly looking for green products 

(Pomering & Dolnicar, 2009; Vermillion & Peart, 2010) and companies are routinely 

expected to address their impact on the environment by adopting an ethical approach. 

From a business perspective, ethics is closely associated with social responsibility. The 

term corporate social responsibility (CSR) is used to describe the voluntary act of 
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companies’ commitment to sustainability through social and environmental 

contributions. CSR advertising is used by many companies to shape their corporate 

reputations (McIntyre et al., 2009). For tourism operators, adopting an ethical-oriented 

marketing approach by promoting conservation aspects can potentially generate public 

support and follows the market demand for ethical products (Wight, 1993). Green 

tourism is a concept emerging from the global response to the negative impacts of mass 

tourism on the environment. The growing number of tourism operators promoting 

conservation and “greening” their products also reflects an opportunistic response to the 

market demand to boost sales by offering an exclusive wildlife viewing experience to 

high-end tourists. The high-end sector of wildlife tourism is a niche market focusing on 

the exclusivity of the tourism product and promotes a low volume – high quality 

wildlife viewing experience by operating in private reserves or concessions in vehicles 

restricted to a small number of tourists accompanied by a skilled guide. Presenting 

wildlife conservation aspects as part of tourism operations can produce a competitive 

advantage and an add-on value to the product. For the operator, it translates into a 

marketing strategy that highlights the environmental awareness of the company and 

focuses on CSR aspects (Wheeler, 1995). Tourism operators adopting a CSR policy 

gain a competitive business advantage by preserving their main business assets, which 

clients are willing to pay for (Holden, 2009). In conservation tourism, the operator’s 

commitment to conservation and local development is often highlighted in the 

marketing material as part of the operator’s CSR (Pomering & Johnson, 2009). By 

adding an emotional value to an exclusive product, marketers aim to align with 

consumers’ interest to generate a greater level of consumption (Grimmer & Woolley, 

2012). Therefore, understanding which emotional responses green marketing triggers in 

consumers behaviour is particularly important in conservation tourism.  
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2.3.2 Promotion of CSR 

The promotion of green products impacts consumer purchase behaviour, however there 

are few studies that have assessed the effectiveness of green marketing communications 

as well as ethical responses from tourism stakeholders (Fennell & Malloy, 1999; Dief & 

Font, 2010; Grimmer & Woolley, 2012). As new tourism standards require companies 

to address environmental issues as part of their operations (Marchoo et al., 2014), how 

these messages are passed on to consumers and their impact on decision-making 

choices have critical implications for sales. It can however, also backfire and threaten 

the success of these communication strategies (Pomering & Johnson, 2009). Studies 

have shown that consumers easily express scepticism when facing environmental 

claims. For example, aggressive advertising campaigns promoting CSR aspects can 

seriously undermine the credibility of the company and affect its reputation. 

“Greenwashing” is a term that has recently surfaced and is used at times to manipulate 

people’s opinions on questionable claims to flatter companies’ profiles (Laufer, 2003).  

 

A study from TEARFUND (2001), demonstrated however that tourists are increasingly 

expecting tour operators to adopt ethical responsible practices and are prepared to 

support those companies. The willingness to pay for ethical tourism exists, in particular 

in high-end niche sectors promoting responsible tourism (Goodwin & Francis, 2003). In 

Switzerland for instance, a choice experiment distributed by Kuoni in 2011 showed that 

tourists generally favoured sustainable tourism products when going on a safari in South 

Africa. However, these tourists were usually well educated and had a high income, 

specific to the high-end tourism sector (Wehrli et al., 2011). These tourists are prepared 

to pay a high price for a quality product. Therefore, communicating ethical aspects 

without invoking scepticism from consumers is challenging (Wight, 1993; Pomering & 

Johnson, 2009). In the case of conservation tourism, operators adopt as their core 
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philosophy a strong conservation ethic, but must generate profits and remain business-

oriented. As a result, generating profits out of conservation and marketing the business 

without being associated with greenwashing is a field particularly delicate to navigate. 

 

2.4 Decision-making processes in tourism 

Decision-making processes involve balancing practical and non-practical aspects, 

integrating push and pull factors. Push factors relate to the forces that lead to the travel 

decision, where pull factors consist of the specific attributes influencing the choice of a 

destination (Klenosky, 2002). Decision-making theories have not been fully developed 

in the academic literature as the process is complex and often unconscious (Sirakaya & 

Woodside, 2005). Therefore, a range of different theories have been proposed, going 

from travellers mental sets where the final preferences are influenced by positive 

emotions (Woodside & Lysonski, 1989), to choice sets approach where the decision-

maker accumulate different alternatives and eliminate them until the final decision is 

reached (Crompton, 1992). Travel decision-making involves a temporal-dynamic 

process, conceptualised as a multifaceted hierarchical process, where travellers narrow 

down choices among alternatives (Mansfeld, 1992; Dellaert et al., 1998; Payne et al., 

1993). Jeng and Fesenmaier (2002), define decision-making as the interaction of 

individual perception of different aspects through different stages.  

 

Understanding decision-making is challenging (Smallman & Moore, 2008). In the 

context of tourism, a rational approach is usually applied where alternatives are formed 

and evaluated. Decision-making is usually decomposed into four general steps (Saaty, 

2008). First it requires defining the problem and selecting the appropriate knowledge, 

then structuring the decision hierarchy and the objectives to meet the goal. Then the 
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construction of comparable alternatives is used to proceed amongst priorities. The 

process is characterised by weighing priorities for each alternative until the final 

decision is formed.  

 

In contrast to the structured approach proposed by the rational theory, the naturalistic 

decision-making is used to understand processes occurring in practice, through analyses 

of narrative and social actions (Gore et al., 2006). This pragmatic theory is applicable to 

travel decision-making and is based on variables relating to behavioural components 

such as learning, attitudes and cognition, motivation and emotion in different situational 

contexts (Smallman & Moore, 2008). As a result of the rapid growth of the tourism 

industry, a range of naturalistic theories have been developed to understand travel 

choice (Mansfeld, 1992). Rugg (1973), was the first to introduce the logistics aspects 

such as time constraint, and costs in the destination choice. Crompton (1979), Um and 

Crompton (1990) and Woodside and Lysonski (1989) investigated destination variables 

such as beliefs, attitudes, destination awareness, intentions, preferences and choice by 

investigating cognitive aspects of destination choice. Whilst a naturalistic approach to 

understanding decision-making takes into account many more factors that influence the 

decision-making process, Sirakaya and Woodside (2005), reviewed tourism decision-

making theories and concluded that the current state of the literature did not reflect the 

practical nature of tourism services. Despite being a research area heavily studied, most 

models of decision-making processes did not integrate the influence of external sources 

such as travel parties, and struggle to model a process that is built up consciously and 

unconsciously. 
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Thus, decision-making processes in tourism often include intangible aspects which are 

difficult to measure. For instance, in this study concern for conservation draws on moral 

judgments. Codes of ethics in tourism are based on deontological or teleological 

philosophical foundations (Upchurch, 1998). The deontological approach describes an 

ethical conduct motivated by a sense of duty or principles, where the teleological 

approach is motivated by the means to the end or maximization of the good, where the 

moral intent is of secondary importance. Hedonistic outcomes, concerned with the 

maximisation of pleasure, are motivated by the teleological approach. In tourism, the 

theory behind codes of ethics has been found to be motivated by deontology where 

moral judgments rule decision-making processes (Malloy & Fennell, 1998). In practice 

however, the teleological approach also applies as tourism is an industry driven by 

profits and is concerned with maximizing pleasure (Goossens, 2000). Therefore, ethical 

decision-making processes should be motivated by a sense of duty, while in reality most 

travel decisions are based on maximizing the travel experience. 

  

2.4.1 Environmental ethics in tourism 

Environmental ethics in tourism studies has received little attention (Holden, 2005). The 

demand for sustainable practices in tourism results from a growing concern about 

environmental issues, reflecting concerns over the negative impacts of population 

development (Saarinen, 2006). Sustainability and environmental ethics are closely 

connected, but the role of environmental ethics in tourism has been generally ignored, 

until the last decade where tourism practitioners increased their CSR initiatives to 

maximize sales (Holden, 2003; Marchoo et al., 2014). Despite the growth of sustainable 

tourism practices, ethical values are rarely shared in tourism, as the myth of objectivity 

still prevents critical assessments of moral positions (Tribe, 1997). Four platforms of 
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scholarship were established in 1990, and a fifth platform later emerged to address 

sustainable development. As tourism consists of a field based on anthropocentric vision, 

Macbeth (2005) argued for a sixth platform aiming for a non-anthropocentric ethical 

vision, moving away from objectivity. As discussed by Büscher (2013), conservation 

developed as a tool for economic development can be perceived as being neoliberalised, 

being exploited as a competitive land use option and commoditised. Therefore, even 

when not directly acknowledged or recognised, selling conservation in a tourism 

context involve ethical values shaping the decision-making process. 

 

2.4.2 Ethical decision-making theories 

There has been relatively little work on ethical decision-making in tourism, and only 

one study on the ethical decision-making process of travel agents (Lovelock, 2008). 

There is however, a substantial body of knowledge on ethical decision-making in an 

organizational context (Craft, 2013). Rest’s (1986) model is perhaps the best known 

where four basic components are identified: (i) recognizing a moral issue, (ii) making a 

moral judgment, (iii) establishing moral intent, and (iv) engaging in moral behaviour or 

action. More recent studies have added other dimensions such as the moral intensity of 

an issue (Jones, 1991), and cognitive effort, i.e. the degree of effort involved in 

evaluating relevant information (Street et al., 1997). Thinking styles have also been 

investigated as a variable where Groves et al., (2008) argue that employees with a 

balanced thinking style, using both linear (rational, cost-benefit) and non-linear 

(emotional, gut-feeling) approaches are the most likely to seek out ethically-relevant 

information and make ethical decisions. These theories are explained here as they are 

explored in this study to analyse how travel agents applied ethical principles when 

conservation was involved in their decision-making process. For this purpose, the role 
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of travel agents in the travel chain is reviewed, as well as travel decision-making 

processes. 

 

2.5 The role of travel agents in the travel chain 

The role of travel agents has evolved in the last decades, going from simple travel 

facilitators to information specialists (Dunfee & Black, 1996). The role of travel agents 

is principally to sell travel products to clients that match their expectations and needs, 

and provide recommendations on destinations (Michie & Sullivan, 1990). Previous 

studies have demonstrated the importance of the role of travel agents in providing travel 

recommendations (Michie & Sullivan, 1990; Lawton & Page, 1997; Klenosky & 

Gitelson, 1998; Baloglu & Mangaloglu, 2001; Hudson et al., 2001; Lovelock, 2008). 

Fundamentally, travel agent success hinges on their ability to match client’s 

expectations with what they want and shaping clients’ choice with their own perception 

of what could consist of a good product for their clients. While agents need to remain 

competitive, efficient and show a high level of empathy to their clients, agents are under 

pressure to meet their clients’ needs and expectations to ensure their satisfaction 

(McKercher et al., 2003). It is important to differentiate between retail travel agents 

who sell a range of basic products and travel specialists who possess a specific body of 

knowledge. Retail travel agencies provide a range of services such as flight tickets, 

cruises, package tours, accommodation and car rentals, while specialised travel agencies 

and tour-operators provide a specific type of service (e.g. wildlife safaris).  

 

Customer service is a key aspect lying at the root of the travel agency organisation 

where a high level of personal service is a powerful weapon to build up a regular 

clientele (Bennett, 1993). The sequence: expectation, choice, experience, satisfaction, 
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loyalty forms the basis of the clients’ overall satisfaction process with the travel agency 

sector, facilitating the development of an enduring commercial relationship between the 

agent and his or her client (Rodriguez del Bosque et al., 2006). Thus, travel agents need 

to maximise client satisfaction to ensure their loyalty (Soderlund, 1998; Brady & 

Robertson, 2001; Yu & Dean, 2001). The process of disintermediation has changed the 

relationship between clients and travel agents, where the Internet has dramatically 

impacted on the traditional intermediary role of travel agents in the distribution chain by 

facilitating the access to travel information by consumers (Castillo-Manzano & Lopez-

Valpuesta, 2010). The rise of the Internet has seen growth in the number of online travel 

agencies, allowing the general public to access travel information and book flights and 

tours directly, challenging traditional travel agencies. The advance of technology has 

added layers of complexity in tourism distribution channels, by disintermediating some 

elements of the travel chain such as a retail travel agents and increasing the competition 

between suppliers (Pearce et al., 2004). However, despite the increased use of the 

Internet in the tourism sector, travel agents still occupy a central role in recommending 

destinations (Andreu et al., 2010), and hence have a major impact on tourist destination 

choices (Michie & Sullivan, 1990; Lawton & Page, 1997; Klenosky & Gitelson, 1998; 

Lovelock, 2008). Previous studies have demonstrated the important role of travel agents 

in providing travel recommendations (Michie & Sullivan, 1990; Lawton & Page, 1997; 

Klenosky & Gitelson, 1998; Baloglu & Mangaloglu, 2001; Hudson et al., 2001; 

Lovelock, 2008). Tourism drivers have mostly been analysed through tourists 

influencing outcomes, however brokers such as travel agents have been identified as 

powerful interface. Travel agents have a relationship with their clients based on power, 

often perceived as opinion leaders (Cheong & Miller, 2000). Therefore, power in 

tourism does not necessarily always lie in the hands of tourists. Power in the context of 

this study is conceptualised as power in knowledge, tradable on the tourism market 
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(Church & Coles, 2007). Travel agent decisions thus, exert substantial influence on the 

financial success of individual tourism businesses and entire tourism destinations.  Their 

decision-making process follows a complex pathway, as agents have a multitude of 

aspects to consider in the selection of the final product. 

 

 

2.5.1 Travel agent decision-making processes 

Travel agents have the power to create limits and opportunities by supporting particular 

destinations (Lovelock, 2008). Despite the importance of their role in the travel chain, 

their decision-making processes have been poorly explored. Rather, tourists travel 

choices have been the focus of research. As a result, travel decision-making has been 

assumed to involve a temporal-dynamic process, conceptualised as a multifaceted 

hierarchical process where travellers narrow down choices among alternatives 

(Mansfeld, 1992; Dellaert et al., 1998; Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005). A widely applied 

model is the theory of attitude where the nature of decision-making relies on attitude, 

belief and value (Ajzen & Driver, 1992; Jeng & Fesenmaier, 2002; Sirakaya & 

Woodside, 2005). In addition, applying the theory of planned behaviour to tourism 

activity has been useful in understanding decision-making processes (Ajzen & Driver, 

1992). Under a classic scenario, the consumer’s attitudes influenced by relatives and 

past experiences help to understand tourist choice behaviour (Knopf & Barnes, 1980; 

Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005). Crompton (1992), proposes three key stages in tourist 

destination selection processes, based on the concept of choice sets. Choice sets can be 

applied when information is sought out and alternatives are evaluated and provide a 

conceptualisation of the decision process. Destination selection involves purchase and a 

certain level of risk associated with it. The final decision emerges after a multi-stage 

path. The first stage is the awareness stage, or problem recognition stage, which consists 



53 
 

of destinations tourists are aware of (Woodside & Lysonski, 1989). The second stage is 

the late consideration set, where the consumer narrows down their list of preferences to 

a set of destinations. The foggy set is made of destinations where the consumer lacks 

information, and the hold set is defined as the set where some logistical elements are 

lacking to form an optimal choice. The third stage is the selection of the final 

destination where the action set can influence the consumer in his choice. External 

sources such as media, friends and relatives, and travel agents are part of the action set, 

in a sub-section called the interaction set. The interaction can influence the consumer 

through communication and persuasion, and potentially overcome some mental barriers. 

The quiet set is not influenced by external sources, while the interaction set is under 

influence. Both sets end up at the final selected destination. The final destination arises 

from the efforts of gathering detailed information until a suitable destination is selected.  

 

It is interesting to note that research has focused on tourists, and not travel agent 

decision-making processes. Travel agent influence only appears in Crompton’s 

interaction set, relatively late in the decision stages. The extensive body of literature on 

travel decision choices do not clearly identify which factors are involved and how these 

factors influence final decisions. Therefore, understanding how travel agents make 

decisions is of key importance to the industry. The key strength of this research is based 

on the author being a former travel agent, allowing the necessary in-depth access to the 

practical considerations of agents in their day-to-day activities. 

 

2.5.2 Travel agent motivations 

In practice, travel agents are motivated by a range of different factors, ranging from 

financial rewards such as performance-based salary systems and familiarisation trips to 

self-interest. Klenosky and Gitelson (1998), presented a conceptual framework 
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identifying various factors influencing retail travel agents’ decision-making processes 

such as agent knowledge variables, destination variables and trip-traveller variables. 

Agents who had visited destinations provided better information than those who had 

not. Furthermore, agents who had not visited the destinations drew their knowledge 

principally from the supplier’s information. Additionally, the agent decision-making 

process is strongly influenced by the agent’s beliefs, developed by personal experience, 

client feedback and supplier recommendations. Based on these findings Klenosky and 

Gitelson (1998), concluded that agents will make recommendations by balancing factors 

such as their own beliefs and experiences to inform and influence the client’s decision. 

However, there is a significant difference between retail travel agencies and specialised 

travel agencies and tour-operators. Retail travel agents are proficient in agency 

procedures involved in booking a range of different travels, however their destination 

knowledge is not always particularly deep (McKercher et al., 2003). On the other hand, 

specialised agents and tour-operators might be less proficient in agency office 

procedures but often have a deeper knowledge of their products. The latter consist of the 

subset of agents analysed in this thesis. The information flow below highlights the 

position of the specialised travel agent in conservation tourism decision-making. The 

relationship between retail travel agents and specialised agents is simple and should be 

clarified. Retail agents can either book a safari through a specialised agent, acting as a 

broker, or book directly through the conservation tourism operator. The travel chain is 

sometimes complex and involves different intermediaries. The specialised travel agent 

acts as information broker either between the retail travel agent and the operator or 

directly between the client and the operator (Fig. 2.3). 
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Figure 2.3 Role of specialised travel agents and tour-operators in the travel chain  

 

In high-end tourism such as conservation tourism, the formal interpersonal 

communications channel provided by experts such as travel agents usually outweighs 

any other form of impersonal communications such as media communication or 

brochures (Hsieh & O’Leary, 1994; Hudson et al., 2001). The role of travel agents is 

therefore critical to the entire high-end conservation tourism model. Travel agents 

provide clients, hence funding, to conservation tourism operators allowing them to 

direct funds to finance conservation projects. High-end conservation tourism operators 

possess several characteristics which render the role of travel agents especially critical. 

Firstly, their products are expensive and aimed at wealthy, time-poor clients, who rely 

heavily on travel specialists time and expertise. Secondly, this is a specialised subsector 

where the agent’s choice of operator and product can create large differences in the 

tourist experience and satisfaction. Thirdly, many of these tourists have specific 

interests in the wildlife viewing and the associated conservation tourism subsector, to 

the extent that their safari experiences form a significant component of their own self-

image, and the ways in which they are perceived by their peers. For instance, Special 
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Interest Tourism reflects how tourism consumption patterns include new values such as 

awareness of ecological problems, self-improvement and concern for society to gain 

societal acceptance (Trauer, 2006). As a result, these customers seek out individual 

travel agents whom they see as especially well informed, to help them design their 

travel experience. 

 

In conservation tourism, a triadic business relationship exists, where specialised travel 

agencies act as intermediaries, or brokers, between the operator and the clients. Travel 

agents receive a commission on each booking and act in the interest of the client, rather 

than the supplier (Gustafson, 2012). As a result, travel agents are in a powerful position 

to decide which operator they are going to work with and decision biases can be 

influenced by different constraints. As a result, decision-making is not always rational 

(Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005), or necessarily impartial (Huang et al., 2004). In 

conservation tourism, many individual agents also have their own personal concerns 

regarding conservation, and indeed this may be one factor that led them to specialise in 

this sector. Therefore, they may also seek to book clients preferentially with operators 

whom they perceive as making the most significant contributions to conservation. 

Despite the process of disintermediation, the role of travel agents is particularly 

powerful and is one of the strongest external sources of influence on travel choices. 

Clients often relinquish the decision-making process to an expert due to a lack of time, 

and the agent is in a dominant position to exert his influence (Solomon, 1986). There is 

a gap in the understanding of how high-end travel specialists proceed to their decision-

making process, in particular when non-practical aspects such as conservation are 

involved. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to deconstruct travel agent decision-

making processes, by first identifying practical and non-practical factors and explore 

how agents balance these factors through a multi-stage decision process. 
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2.6 Conclusion 

The first section of the literature review highlights the role of conservation tourism in 

big cat conservation and provides the basis for understanding how the conservation 

tourism sector functions in sub-Saharan Africa. African big cats are iconic species and 

the ultimate key test for tourism as a conservation tool in their role of flagship species. 

The linkages between conservation tourism operations and big cat conservation 

demonstrate potential benefits arising from a variety of mechanisms. In Southern 

Africa, operators contribute by providing funding and logistical support for research, 

reintroducing predators, increasing anti-poaching efforts and providing habitat and 

protection for threatened species. These are important contributions, particularly in 

areas where government funding for conservation is lacking. 

 

Despite perceived and actual livestock losses, tourism offers the potential to reverse 

negative sentiments and mitigate human-wildlife conflicts through the provision of 

economic benefits (Macdonald & Sillero-Zubiri, 2002). The way forward appears to 

hinge on cooperation between conservation and tourism practitioners, as well as local 

communities where all parties work together to adopt a cross-disciplinary strategy for 

long-term conservation (Carlisle, 2007; Nelson, 2009; Dickman et al., 2011; Snyman, 

2012). As a general trend, when local communities are involved in tourism operations 

and remunerated, conservation benefits and wildlife increase on communal and private 

land.  

 

Conservation efforts need to be promoted as part of tourism operations to attract tourism 

funding. The section introducing green marketing highlights the increasing importance 

of CSR advertising in the private sector. Public concern for environmental issues has 

risen in the 1990s, which resulted in an increase of companies adopting an ethical 
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approach as part of their operations. In the context of tourism, the growing number of 

tourism operators promoting conservation and adopting a green strategy has 

significantly grown in the last decade in response to consumer demand for ethical 

standards (Marchoo et al., 2014). Advertising conservation efforts is regularly 

highlighted as part of operators marketing strategies, however generating profits out of 

conservation without the threat of being associated with greenwashing can sometimes 

be challenging.  As studies have established that consumers easily expressed scepticism 

towards companies’ environmental claims (Pomering & Johnson, 2009), the promotion 

of conservation, in particular to the travel trade, requires strategic skills to reach its 

goals. 

 

This leads to the role of environmental ethics and the call for a sixth ethical platform in 

tourism, resulting from a lack of research in ethical decision-making. Macbeth (2005), 

argues for ethical reflexive research in tourism and the requirement to understand moral 

non-anthropocentric positions, impacting on decision-making processes. In tourism, 

how practitioners such as travel agents proceed to ethical decision-making is unknown, 

in particular when environmental factors such as conservation are involved. Therefore, 

the ethical decision-making section introduces the six theories borrowed from the field 

of organisational studies to explore travel agents’ decision-making in conservation 

tourism. These theories draw on moral aspects, emotional judgments and social 

consensus and provide the necessary background to understand ethical aspects. 

 

The role of travel agents in the travel chain was then reviewed, highlighting the 

importance of travel agents on travel choices and establishing the transition between 

travel facilitators to information specialists (Dunfee & Black, 1996). The difference 

between retail travel agents and specialised agents is highlighted, where retail travel 
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agents usually possess a broader general knowledge and are motivated by financial 

constraints such as performance-based salaries and commission rates, while specialised 

travel agents possess specific knowledge in a particular field and are less pressurised by 

economic factors. Specialised agents have a larger degree of freedom to proceed to 

travel choices as their clients usually relinquish the decision power to these agents. This 

section highlights the fact that despite the process of disintermediation that has 

gradually taken place, the role of specialised travel agents is significant in the travel 

chain, therefore understanding their decision-making process has important implications 

for sales. 

 

To date, research efforts have focused on the tourist decision-making process addressing 

factors such as behaviour, motivation, attitudes and beliefs (Mathieson & Wall, 1982; 

Um & Crompton, 1990; Ajzen & Driver, 1992; Mansfeld, 1992; Sirakaya & Woodside, 

2005). However, there is little knowledge on, or understanding of, the travel agents’ 

decision-making process, in particular when ethical factors affect the decision-making 

dynamics. In conservation tourism, the travel agent’s personal beliefs and commitment 

towards conservation may be critically important for the success of conservation 

operations run by the tourism industry. Despite the fact that these specialised agents are 

not always aware of the impact they can have on in situ conservation efforts, as their 

professional background is in tourism and not science, they usually have a genuine 

interest in the product they are selling. The tripartite business relationship between the 

operator, the travel agent and the client underlines the complexity of travel agent 

decision-making processes, where different factors influence the agent decision such as 

moral judgments and personal decisions. The next chapter describes the research 

strategy and justifies the qualitative methodology adopted to answer the main research 

question.  
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Understanding decision-making processes involving multiple players and competing 

factors is complex, due to the intangibility of some aspects such as self-interest and 

personal beliefs. Therefore, this research adopts a mixed methods, triangulation and 

emic approach, where the data are obtained through insider access. The main purpose of 

this research is to evaluate how travel agents are influenced by conservation aspects in 

their decision process. Therefore, understanding the emotional values involved in the 

formulation of judgments favours knowledge generation through qualitative research. 

Riley and Love (2000), noted that quantitative methods were increasingly questioned as 

they could not address understanding and meaning and assumed existing knowledge. In 

qualitative research, the context of the study, the role of the researcher and the dynamics 

between the researcher and the participants are central to shape the research, whereas 

quantitative approaches fail to capture these aspects.  

 

Qualitative approaches are employed to derive values and meanings from subjects from 

emic perspectives (Weber, 2001). Emic, or insider approaches yield rich textual data 

aiming to answer the “how” and “why”, rather than “how many”. Qualitative research is 

therefore interpretative and seeks to understand behaviour and identify patterns, rather 

than quantifying facts (Draper, 2004). By describing social rather than physical 

phenomena, qualitative research is characterised by the process of analytical inductions 

made from observations (Glaser & Strauss, 1966). The degree of immersion of the 

researcher within his field, or insider access, is a central aspect to generate knowledge in 

qualitative research (Riley & Love, 2000). Therefore, this study adopts a qualitative 
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approach due to the nature of the relationship of the author with the participants 

involved in this particular sector of high-end tourism.  

 

Despite the fact that the tourism industry is driven by economic profits, which is often 

explored through quantification, qualitative research plays a key role in generating 

theories related to motivations, behaviours and decision-making  (Riley & Love, 2000). 

For instance, qualitative research in tourism has been largely employed to investigate 

tourists’ motivations and destination choices (Um & Crompton, 1990). Qualitative 

sampling reflects the diversity, rather than representativeness of the phenomena being 

studied (Kuzel, 1992). Rather than testing hypotheses, the qualitative approach permits 

the generation of new theories. In qualitative research, the nature of the data collected 

moves beyond the dominant paradigm of positivism, due to the interactive relationship 

between the researcher and the participants (Goodson & Phillimore, 2004). As a result, 

qualitative approaches have often been criticised for a lack of objectivity and raised 

credibility issues.  

 

Tourism is a field based on interactions and complex inter-relationships, therefore it has 

been argued that research methods should take in account subjectivity rather than 

criticizing it. However, it is the trustworthiness of the criteria applied to collect the data, 

rather than the usefulness of the data that has been criticized by positivists (Decrop, 

2004).  To counteract these issues, reliability and validity criteria must be employed. To 

that end, a combination of interviews, observations and content analysis are common, 

referred to method triangulation. The process of triangulation allows cross-data validity 

checks and includes multiple perspectives. By checking out the consistency of findings 

generated by different types of data collection, triangulation of methods strengthens the 

analysis and addresses the trustworthiness of the data (Decrop, 2004). Quality is vital in 
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qualitative research, as sample sizes do not usually involve large numbers. The findings 

of qualitative research are therefore more theoretical than empirical (Draper, 2004). 

 

3.2 Conceptual approach 

They are a few characteristics defining qualitative research design: an exploratory focus 

allowing an in-depth understanding, a research design that will evolve during the 

research process, purposive sampling, an emic approach, and data collected in the field 

mostly through interviews and an inductive analysis (Hobson, 2003). This research 

draws on three methods to yield textual data in a systematic approach, applied in 

triangulation (Patton, 1999): in-depth interviews, personal observations and content 

analysis of conservation promotion. It investigates naturalistic decision-making, the 

analysis of how people make decisions in the practice (Klein, 2008). The success of an 

interview depends on the researcher’s ability to establish rapport with the participants, 

based on trust and respect (Rubins & Rubins, 1995). The credibility of the researcher, a 

former travel agent, was not an issue in this study, as the participants mainly consisted 

of an existing professional network where the researcher was familiar with the 

language, work habits and issues faced by participants.  

 

As Burgess (1984) stated, “Conversation is a crucial element in field research”. In-depth 

interviewing is critical to develop a holistic view on the particular context researched. 

In-depth interviews are constructed around a general theme, followed by questions 

seeking to investigate experiences and perceptions. The philosophical underpinnings of 

qualitative interviewing require that interviews should be conducted like a conversation 

between the researcher and the participants, requiring skills to lead the conversation in a 

tactful direction (Rubins & Rubins, 1995). In this study, personal experience and in-

depth knowledge of the products permitted direction of the interviews by engaging the 
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participants in discussions around their perceptions of conservation tourism. Practical 

examples were used to illustrate situations requiring trading-off factors, guiding the 

agents in deconstructing their decision-making process. To ensure a consistent range of 

questions were covered, open-ended questions allowed flexibility in participants’ 

responses and free-flowing conversations. This approach requires active and 

interpretative listening where probing is required to further develop potential themes by 

asking the participants to elaborate on some aspects by providing practical examples. 

 

3.3 Research strategy 

The three data chapters present: 1) how tourism operators evaluate what to promote 

about their products, 2) how conservation is promoted via three different 

communication channels, 3) how at the other end travel agents respond to the marketing 

of conservation by deconstructing an internal decision-making process. Interviews are 

based on the basis of informed consent to meet research ethics clearance. All the 

participants involved in this project signed an informed consent form, allowing them to 

talk freely and not worry about disclosing commercial information. Participant and 

travel agency names have also been kept anonymous to maintain confidentiality and 

integrity. By assuming a subjective position, the researcher engages in reflexivity 

through the interviewing process, influencing the analysis of the results and the writing 

up process (Cresswell, 2002). However, this approach is the key strength of adopting an 

insider method, allowing unravelling meanings and an in-depth understanding to 

generate knowledge. 

 

Using a professional network established in my former capacity as a conservation 

tourism travel specialist, I interviewed 15 high-end travel agents in Switzerland, as well 

as five conservation tourism operators and three conservation NGOs in Southern Africa. 
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The specific conservation tourism companies operating in Southern Africa were 

selected for several reasons including: 1) they were the five operators most sold by the 

specialised Swiss travel agents, and 2) these operators are all involved in big cat 

conservation projects that are promoted in their material. Face-to-face interviews were 

conducted around extracting information related to conservation tourism, following an 

informal conversation between the researcher and participants (Kwortnik, 2003).  

 

The depth of understanding required to answer consumer-related questions such as 

“how do you evaluate what to market about your conservation programs” or “how are 

you influenced by conservation aspects in your decision process” is based on rational 

and emotional considerations. Decision-making models that are not necessarily rational 

focus on biases and heuristics, which are subjective opinions that people use to make 

decisions (Busenitz & Barney, 1997). These are strategies employed by decision-

makers in complex conditions to guide the decision-making process, which can explain 

variations in decisions. Non-rational decision-making was expected from travel agent 

responses, as personal factors influencing decisions were expected to differ from one 

agent to another. Therefore, the use of biases and heuristics in travel agent responses 

was useful in understanding how agents processed through their decisions. Capturing 

these emotional aspects is of key importance to this analysis. Quotes and themes formed 

the core data yielded from the qualitative analysis, while tables and pie charts were used 

to illustrate the results of the content analysis (Fig 3.1). This triangulation of data, 

interviews, participant observations and content analysis is applied to ensure the 

trustworthiness of the results and interpretation of the data. Inferences resulting from 

these approaches are used to identify patterns following a bottom-up approach (Draper, 

2004). 



65 
 

Figure 3.1 Triangulation of data used to analyse tourism operators’ perceptions of 

their conservation promotion strategies to influence travel agent decisions 

 

3.4 Research Phases 

This study is divided into three phases, taking place between September 2012 and July 

2014. Qualitative methods were used to investigate operator evaluations of their 

marketing strategies in Phase 1, and travel agent decision-making processes in Phase 3. 

Empirical data were collected for Phase 2, facilitating the investigation of 

communication channels between operators and agents, and between tourists and 

operators. By fracturing the data, the text was conceptually grouped into codes 

describing the information. Quotes and content analysis contained rich textual 

information that was analysed through coding, producing minor and major themes (Finn 

et al., 2000; Hall & Valentin, 2005). Content analysis allows screening entire 

documents to identify concepts (Silverman, 2011). Key themes emerged from the 

process, resulting in an emerging story that was constantly refined as the researcher 

created relationships between the data until the data were saturated (Glaser & Strauss, 

1966).  
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Phase 1: Conservation tourism operators in Southern Africa 

A description of five conservation tourism operators’ activities in Southern Africa 

contributing to big cat conservation and an exploration of their perceptions of 

conservation promotion. 

Output: a description of operators’ conservation and tourism operations with tables, 

themes and quotes from interviews. 

 

Phase 2: Operators communication channels 

A content analysis of the operators Facebook pages, brochures and websites to analyse 

how they market conservation to the general public and travel agents. 

Output: a content analysis of conservation promotion by five conservation tourism 

operators communication channels with data captured in tables and pie charts. 

 

Phase 3: Travel agent decision-making process 

In-depth interviews with 15 Swiss travel agents specialised in conservation tourism to 

analyse their decision process and the different factors involved in the process. 

Output: Themes and quotes and a decision-making model. 

 

3.4.1 Phase 1: Conservation tourism operators  

Travel agents and conservation tourism operators have a close relationship, and it is 

critical to understand how conservation tour operators evaluate the success of their 

conservation communications to their clients and travel agents.  This information is 

likely to be commercially sensitive, and can only be obtained with appropriate 

confidentiality provisions, and where an adequate level of trust exists between tour 

operators and researchers.  As a result, I conducted face-to-face interviews with 

individual representatives of selected conservation tour operators on site in South 



67 
 

Africa, Namibia, Botswana and Malawi, as well as with three conservation NGOs 

collaborating with operators on big cat conservation projects. To compile an internally 

consistent set of data for the establishment of the model, I selected one specific aspect 

of the conservation tourism sector, namely big cat conservation efforts. All five 

operators (&Beyond, Robin Pope Safaris, Okonjima, Wilderness Safaris and Great 

Plains Conservation) are involved in big cat conservation projects, funded by tourism 

revenues and donations. The three NGOs, Panthera, African Parks and TOSCO Trust 

collaborate with these operators by implementing different big cat conservation projects 

on the land managed by these companies. 

 

Most high-end travel agencies selling safaris in Southern Africa work with these 

operators and are therefore targeted by their promotional strategies. Operators were 

selected because of existing professional relationships allowing sponsorship, but also 

because these five operators are regularly used by Swiss travel agents and dominate the 

conservation tourism market in Southern Africa (pers. comm. from participants). The 

conservation footprint of these operators is significant. For instance, Wilderness Safaris 

operates more than 70 lodges in different remote regions of Southern Africa and allows 

large tracts of pristine land to be used for tourism and conservation. Key species for the 

wildlife tourism industry such as lions and rhinoceros have been reintroduced on 

private, public and communal land by these operators. 

 

3.4.2 Phase 2: Investigation of communication channels 

In this section I quantified and categorised the multiple channels of communication 

used by conservation tourism operators. As tourism is a volatile sector, the aim of a 

company is to create demand rather just meeting demand. This is achieved by 

developing new products and by being innovative (Davies & Downard, 2007). By 
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examining which conservation projects were advertised by operators and how this 

information was communicated, this phase aimed to provide an understanding of how 

operators create demand in a responsible tourism context. Communications from tour 

operators to clients and agents take place through formal and informal channels.  Formal 

sub-channels include accessible marketing materials, most notably the tour operators’ 

websites and brochures.  I obtained this material directly from websites and brochures, 

categorising the information into a database differentiating visual and textual 

communications.  The second sub-channel is via more focused materials which are 

publicly available, but distributed only to existing and identified prospective customers.  

Examples include social media materials such as Facebook® pages.  I compiled this 

sub-channel by searching relevant third-party websites, and connected to relevant social 

media pages.  The third sub-channel is informal, via the operator direct communication 

to individual current or former clients, with the intention of securing repeat business or 

word-of-mouth recommendations.   

 

3.4.3 Phase 3: Investigation of travel agents decision-making process 

The totality of travel specialists selling high-end African wildlife safaris based in the 

region of Geneva, in the French-speaking part of Switzerland, were interviewed where a 

demand for high-end tourism products exist (Dolnicar & Laesser, 2007). There are 

precisely 15 specialist French-speaking Swiss travel agents booking these particular 

operators for these particular clients. This study included all 15 of these agents, 

consisting of a population, not a sample. Semi-structured interviews via Skype® were 

conducted in September-October 2012, followed by face-to-face interviews in January-

February 2013.  Each interview started with a short informal introduction to the caller’s 

current role as a researcher, and a brief summary of the topic. Open-ended questions 

were then asked on the various factors influencing individual wildlife tourism travel 
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recommendations by the agent concerned.  Once these factors were identified, I asked 

the respondent to comment on the relative significance of each.  If the agents did not 

mention any conservation activities I specifically asked them what they thought about 

these aspects to assess their knowledge on this topic. Agents’ appreciation of 

conservation activities in general were investigated before exploring their perceptions of 

big cat conservation and willingness to contribute to conservation efforts. I also 

investigated how much of the conservation related information was passed to the clients 

and whether clients were informed about the conservation aspects of the recommended 

operators. A validation round of interviews followed up this section to consolidate the 

data and allow finalisation of the decision-making model. 

 

3.5 Summary 

Having knowledge and professional experience in the field allowed me to access 

commercially confidential information, forming the core basis of this thesis and 

justifying a qualitative approach. Triangulation of data was applied to ensure the 

validity of the results. The data obtained allow understanding, rather than measures of 

how travel agents are influenced by conservation in complex decision-making 

processes. By traveling to some of the operators camps in Southern Africa, I built up 

trust and respect with informants where I could fully appreciate the nature of the 

products by taking part on some tours and blending amongst tourists. Infiltrating Swiss 

travel agents and African tourism operators using empathy and affinity permitted 

conversations with informants on an informal basis, yielding rich information and an in-

depth understanding of the communication dynamics and potential clashes between 

operators and agents. As the results will show, agents felt free to express their concerns 

about the lack of clarity of the conservation marketing messages of some operators and 

operators felt comfortable enough to share some of their doubts about travel agents 
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commitment towards conservation. These informal conversations were critical for this 

research, and a formal sterile outsider approach would have failed to obtain the key 

information necessary to obtain an in-depth access to this niche sector. 
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Chapter 4. Insights of Conservation Promotion by Five Conservation 

Tourism Operators in Southern Africa 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the first data chapter, where on-site audits and interviews with 

conservation tourism operators capture the results. The purpose of this chapter is to 

provide the context of the research by presenting five key conservation tourism 

operators and exploring their perceptions of the marketing of conservation to travel 

agents and the general public. This chapter adopts a case study approach, where each 

operator is presented. Each case study starts with a descriptive table of conservation and 

tourism programs, followed by a specific big cat conservation project. The last section 

of the results is formed by interviews with conservation and marketing managers, 

offering an in-depth analysis of operators’ evaluation of conservation promotion. 

 

In Southern Africa, nature-based tourism is becoming one of the most important 

industries, having been estimated to increase by 20% per year (Loon & Polakow, 2001; 

Spenceley, 2008; UNWTO, 2015). The rapid expansion of tourism operators in the last 

decade confirms the viability of this market sector in East and Southern Africa, where 

protected areas contain a high density of charismatic fauna (Jones et al., 2006). Tourism 

and conservation have a long history on the African continent. The exceptional African 

fauna and diversity of ecosystems embedded in a rich cultural setting attract millions of 

visitors each year (Newsome et al., 2013). The tourism sector is a critical source of 

income and significant foreign exchange earner (Spenceley & Meyer, 2012). In 

Southern Africa, the simultaneous growth of ecotourism and community-based 

conservation resulted in the development of public-private partnerships including 
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conservation initiatives coming from the private sector. Tourism acts as an important 

tool for community developing in rural areas (Rogerson, 1997; Saarinen et al., 2009; 

Snyman, 2014). 

 

High-end tourism ecotourism operations are particularly well placed to contribute to 

conservation, as they manage large tracts of preserved land and employ principally local 

members of rural communities in their operations. The regional economic impacts are 

significant as these companies often operate camps in remote areas where there are 

limited employment opportunities for local communities. Therefore, ecotourism offers a 

sustainable land use opportunity in rural areas. Additionally, most of these high-end 

operators run education programs in local schools to raise community conservation 

awareness and mitigate human-wildlife conflicts (Snyman, 2014). These operators 

secure an extensive network of concessions, conservancies, hunting blocks and private 

reserves being promoted as a tool for biodiversity conservation and rural development 

(Emerton et al., 2006; Carter et al., 2008, Spenceley, 2008). Today, in sub-Saharan 

Africa a multitude of conservation initiatives financed by tourism revenues are run on 

private protected areas through large corporate groups, private individuals, community 

groups and joint partnership arrangements under the banner of conservation tourism 

(Castley, 2010).  

 

4.2 Aims and Objectives 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe how five key conservation tourism companies 

operating in Southern Africa decide what to promote about their products to travel 

agents and tourists. The conservation tourism industry is dominated by a few operators 

in Southern Africa. These companies are key players in the industry and constitute a 
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mix of large groups operating in different countries (Wilderness Safaris, &Beyond) and 

smaller structures within two or three countries (Robin Pope Safaris, Great Plains 

Conservation) and a private landowner operating in one area (Okonjima). They have 

been selected because they all operate in the same region (Botswana, Namibia, Zambia, 

Malawi, Tanzania, South Africa) on different types of land tenures (concessions, 

communal and private land). They have all adopted a strong conservation ethic, 

promoted in their marketing. African Parks, Panthera, AfriCat and TOSCO are non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) and Trusts collaborating with tourism operators, 

therefore their participation was important for a holistic picture of tourism and 

conservation in some of the regions presented in this chapter. Describing what operators 

do for conservation and how they decide what to promote about their products provides 

the basis of this chapter. The results of this chapter provide an overview of how 

conservation tourism operators function.  

 

The aims of this chapter are to: 

1. Present five key conservation tourism operators in Southern Africa using a case 

study approach 

2. Detail how conservation programmes are operated 

3. Extract the “big cat conservation” component of each operator 

4. Present conservation managers views of travel agents and what sells in 

conservation 
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Table 4.1 Summary table of participants  

Operators/ 
organisations 

Participant
s 

Position Location of survey Nbr of 
interviews 

& Beyond/ 
Panthera  

# 1 Conservation 
Manager at Phinda 

Phinda Private Game 
Reserve, South Africa 

1 

African Parks # 2 Operations 
Manager 

Majete Reserve, 
Malawi 

1 

Robin Pope Safaris 
 
 
Okonjima AfriCat 
 

# 3 
 
 
# 4 
 

Director 
 
 
Marketing and 
Conservation 
 

Lilongwe, Malawi 
 
 
Okonjima Reserve, 
Namibia 
 

1 
 
 
1 
 

Wilderness Safaris 
 
 

# 5 
 
# 6 
 
# 7 
 
# 8 

Conservation 
managers  
Social media 
 
Sustainability 
Manager 
Biodiversity 
Manager 
 

Maun                                
Botswana 
Mombo Camp                  
 
Johannesburg                  1 
 
Johannesburg                  1 
 
 

1 
 
1 
 
1 
 
1 

Great Plains 
Conservation 
 
 
 
Ezemvelo KZN- 
Natal 
 
TOSCO 

# 9 
# 10 
# 11 
 
 
# 12 
 
 
# 13 
 

Director 
Sales 
representatives 
Europe 
 
Conservation 
Manager 
 
Trust Director 

Maun 
Botswana and 
London, UK 
 
 
Durban, 
South Africa 
 
Windhoek, 
Namibia 

1 
1 
1 
 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 

 

4.3 Methods 

Operators were selected because of existing professional relationships allowing on-site 

sponsorship in Southern Africa and through purposive sampling. All five tourism 

operators (&Beyond, Robin Pope Safaris, Okonjima, Wilderness Safaris and Great 

Plains Conservation) are actively involved in conservation projects, funded by tourism 

revenues and donations. All five conduct conservation projects for lion, or leopard or 

cheetah. These operators dominate the high-end market in Southern Africa. Therefore, 

most high-end travel agencies selling safaris in Southern Africa work with these 
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operators as they manage large portfolios of camps across key areas such as the 

Okavango Delta in Botswana, the Kunene region in Namibia or the South Luangwa 

Valley in Zambia (Table 4.1).  

 

This first phase aimed to develop an understanding of whether tourist and agent 

expectations were driving conservation activities through positive feedback loops, or 

whether operators run conservation projects independently.  As this information is 

sensitive and not communicated over the phone by operators, I interviewed the 

conservation manager of each operator on-site using open-ended questions. I conducted 

face-to-face semi-structured interviews with five conservation tourism operator 

managers and three conservation NGOs (Panthera, TOSCO, African Parks) 

collaborating on big cat conservation projects to get an in-depth picture of conservation 

programs. Interviews were conducted on-site, following an open-ended approach to 

assess the conservation manager’s perceptions of what to market to agents, or the “why” 

behind the company’s decision to conduct and promote a particular conservation 

program (Easley et al., 2000). 

 

For this section, interviews were divided into three parts and averaged one hour in 

length or until saturation was reached where no new information was provided by the 

participant. The key parts of the answers have been highlighted in bold to further 

explore and categorise. First, a general introduction allows the participants to talk about 

their company’s tourism and conservation operations and present the company’s 

conservation commitment. The second part was centred on marketing aspects and which 

conservation activities were promoted, how and why. The role of big cats in the 

operator’s marketing was investigated. The third and last part focused on conservation 
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aspects and the importance of big cats in the operator’s operations. A key question 

allowed the participant to talk about their conservation outcomes and their definition 

and measures of conservation success. These two aspects are important for this study, as 

they allow understanding of how the operator evaluates and defines their own 

conservation success and how this will be communicated through their promotional 

channels. For instance, if a conservation project is defined as being successful, a) will it 

necessarily be promoted? b) how will the significance of the project be communicated? 

c) what kind of projects are selected, or in other words, what do operators think sells the 

most? and d) do operators promote big cat conservation more than other projects and if 

yes, why?  

 

Interviews were informal and semi-structured where operators were viewed as 

conversational partners suggesting an open and cooperative relationship.  The 

interviewer participated and shared information with respondents rather than just asking 

questions. The researcher’s empathy, emotion, interest and experience in this market 

sector were used as tools to build trust to enhance operator participation (Rubins & 

Rubins, 1995). When possible interviews were recorded, however due to the nature of 

the participants’ work some interviews were performed by shadowing the participants in 

their tasks and taking notes. Recordings of interviews were listened to multiple times 

for meaning and connections where characteristics were interpreted through an internal 

mapping process based on the totality of the interviews (Yuksel et al., 1999).  

 

Field notes were incorporated into the mapping process, supporting the identification of 

themes. By looking for repetitions, similarities and differences, a list of words can be 

produced forming the core of themes identification. Thus, a list of themes arose from 

listening several times to the recordings and reading the notes to identify the repetition 
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of concepts (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Each concept was categorised where quotes were 

assembled under each theme, reinforcing the overall story. A category is considered 

saturated when the addition of further information does not provide further explanation 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1966). 

 

Observations 

Participant observations were mainly undertaken to gain interviewees trust by joining 

activities and showing interest in conservation projects. By taking part in game-drives 

or joining the conservation staff on monitoring surveys, the researcher was able to 

obtain informal information about the participants’ views of conservation and tourism 

aspects, as well as getting familiar with the camp’s features. On-site observations 

determined whether conservation messages were passed on to guests during safari 

activities and whether big cat conservation issues were brought up by the ranger while 

observing lions, leopards or cheetahs. Observations were recorded in a field book and 

assisted the analysis of the interviews by providing a deeper understanding of tourism 

and conservation operations, as well as helping to build trust between the researcher and 

the operator.  
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4.4 Case Study 1. &Beyond 

Background presentation 

&Beyond is presented as a “conservation-led luxury experiential travel company with 

our roots deeply in Africa, where our experience spans many decades” (&Beyond, 

2013). Formerly known as Conservation Corporation Africa (CC Africa), &Beyond is a 

pioneer in conservation tourism (Buckley, 2010). Operating 33 lodges (in 2013) located 

in strategic areas famous for wildlife sightings, the company has earned a well-

recognised reputation in the high-end tourism sector. With an important portfolio of 

luxury camps in the Kruger area, Okavango Delta and Serengeti, including the world-

class famous Ngorongoro Crater Lodge, &Beyond has a significant conservation 

footprint in Africa. The operator’s philosophy is based on a three legged model for a 

care of the land, the people and the wildlife (Carlisle, 2007). Wildlife conservation and 

community upliftment through employment and joint-venture operations form the basis 

of their sustainable business model. They run private conservation projects on their land 

and fund their own charity, The Africa Foundation, channelling donations from guests 

and organisations to local community projects. Each lodge has a Green Team working 

on conservation and community aspects in the areas where they operate (Spenceley, 

2008). &Beyond has won many conservation awards from the tourism industry and is 

perceived by the travel industry as one of the top high-end conservation tourism 

operators. The company is based in Johannesburg, South Africa, and is composed of a 

marketing team, a reservation team, sales representatives and a conservation manager 

based in Johannesburg (&Beyond, 2013). Phinda Private Game Reserve is the 

operator’s flagship camp, where several important conservation programs are run. For 

the purpose of this study, and due to the high number of camps operated by the 

company, Phinda Private Game Reserve has been selected as the case study. 
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Table 4.2 &Beyond tourism and conservation operations (sourced in 2013) 
 

Variables &Beyond 

Size 
 

33 lodges in 7 countries 

Location 
 

South Africa (Kruger and Phinda areas), Botswana (Okavango), Namibia (Sossuvlei), Tanzania 
(Serengeti and Zanzibar), Kenya (Masai Mara), Mozambique (Benguerra Isl.), India 
 

Area of 
influence in 
Africa 

400 000 hectares 

Years of 
operation 

25 years 

Ownership 
 

Two major shareholders 

Land tenures 
 

Leases, joint-ventures and ownership 

Mission 
 

“Care of the land, care of the wildlife, care of the people” 

Conservation 
funding 
investment 

US$ 6 million per year for conservation and community empowerment 

Conservation 
Strategy 
 

-Environmental footprint 
-Community development 
-Environmental awareness 
-Staff education 
-Collaboration with conservation organisations 
-Species conservation 
 

Flagship camp Phinda Private Game Reserve, Kwazulu-Natal, South Africa 
 

Conservation 
flagship 
project 

Rhino reintroduction project from Phinda to the Okavango  
Leopard and cheetah conservation projects 
Gaur relocation in India 
 

Big cat 
conservation 
project 

Munyawana Leopard Project in collaboration with the NGO Panthera increased the leopard 
population by 30% in the area. Cheetah conservation project and lion behavioural research project at 
Phinda. 
 

Conservation 
manager 

Yes 

Marketing 
focus 

Luxury up-market service 

Average US$ 
per night /per 
person 

US$700-1000 

Reservation 
structure 

Have their own reservation team and internal travel agents + a team of different sales representatives 
per geographical region (eg. USA, UK, Germany and Switzerland) 
 

 

 

 

 



80 
 

Phinda Private Game Reserve  

Phinda Private Game Reserve is located in Kwazulu-Natal, South Africa (Fig. 4.1). 

Phinda means “the return” in Zulu and is the result of a joint-venture between the 

operator and the local communities living around the reserve, following the land claim 

process in South Africa in the 1990s. &Beyond leases a portion of the land from two 

different communities and owns a small fraction of it. The local communities receive an 

average of R262 per ha and have a traversing agreement (Spenceley, 2008). The reserve 

consists of 56 000 acres of rehabilitated land, previously comprised of pineapple 

plantations and agricultural land. Phinda links Mkuze Game Reserve to St Lucia 

wetlands and is therefore an important corridor for migrating species. Today home of 

the Big Five, the reserve operates six luxury lodges and is involved with different 

community and conservation projects. Phinda is a key example of &Beyond’s 

philosophy: care for the land (rehabilitation of an agricultural parcel of land into a 

privately protected area), care for the people (joint-venture where the local communities 

benefit economically from the operator as well from educational programs) and care for 

the wildlife (diverse conservation projects with some metapopulation aspects) 

(Spenceley, 2008; &Beyond, 2013). 

 

Figure 4.1 Location of Phinda Private Game Reserve in South Africa (Uncharted 
outposts Safari & Travel CO. ©) 
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Conservation programs run at Phinda 

In 2004, Phinda was one of the first private reserves to be selected as part of the 

Ezemvelo KZN-Wildlife Black Rhino Range Expansion Project, aiming to disperse 

black rhinos into different protected areas in South Africa to ensure their conservation 

and increase the availability of their habitat. Eighty-five rhinos have been translocated 

into different sites in partnership with landowners and conservation organisations. Black 

rhinos are critically endangered and this project aims to obtain a viable metapopulation 

of more than 1,000 individuals across their former range (Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, 

2013).  

 

Different big cat projects have been conducted and promoted at Phinda. Firstly, the Lion 

Reintroduction Research allowed the translocation of 15 lions into Phinda between 1992 

and 2003 in partnership with the NGO Panthera. The aims of the project were to 

conduct a behavioural analysis of the released lions to understand the general patterns of 

success and failures of lion reintroduction efforts. The project allowed knowledge 

gathering on reintroduced lion population dynamics and formed part of a PhD research 

project. Phinda is famous for its cheetah population, with a population estimate of ~ 20 

cheetahs in 2012. Cheetahs were introduced in the reserve in 1992 from Namibia and 

the population settled well. Phinda is today home to the fourth largest cheetah 

population in South Africa and which have been habituated to game viewing vehicles 

(&Beyond, 2013). With a lion population of ~ 25 individuals, the extra cheetahs are sent 

to other reserves in South Africa as part of a metapopulation plan to maintain a strong 

bloodline.  

 “We manage our lion population at a level that is enough for tourism, but not in excess 

for cheetahs as lions kill cheetahs” (Participant #1). 
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Munyawana Leopard Project 

Phinda’s flagship big cat project is the Munyawana Leopard Project, a long-term 

monitoring research conducted by the NGO Panthera for 10 years. The project was first 

initiated by &Beyond but after a few years funding became scarce and Panthera assured 

the continuation of the research.  Intensive monitoring through GPS collared leopards 

and camera traps allowed Panthera to determine leopard numbers and movements. 

Leopards are at risk in the area due to habitat loss and poaching from neighbouring 

communities and ranchers. The reproductive behaviour of leopards in the fragmented 

landscape was studied and reported in scientific articles while conflicts with ranchers 

were addressed through intensive education and support. As a result of extensive 

research, the leopard population has increased by 30% within 5 years and there are now 

~ 30 leopards in Phinda. Conservation interventions were carefully evaluated and the 

NGO implemented policies for sustainable trophy hunting in partnership with Ezemvelo 

KwaZulu-Natal (pers. comm. Participant #12). A reduction in poaching by local 

communities was achieved.  A leopard management programme for ranchers with 

training and support was implemented to help with livestock protection. Panthera 

demonstrated positive outcomes for leopards through their interventions and the 

incorporation of conservation practices in management plans (Balme et al., 2009; 

2010). The model has now been extended to other regions near the Kruger and countries 

such as Mozambique and Zimbabwe. This project is a successful collaboration between 

&Beyond who provided the logistics and the land and Panthera who brought the 

scientific expertise. Tourists were also able to pay an extra fee to go on a leopard 

tracking activity and learn more about leopard conservation. For &Beyond, the 

Munyawana Leopard Project is an example of conservation success, where measures are 

defined by the long-term scale and metapopulation aspects of the project.  
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RESULTS 

B. Interview with Participant #1, Phinda Conservation manager combined 

with on-site observations 

Participant #1 is in charge of the Leopard Program at Phinda Private Game Reserve. 

This South African zoologist is employed by &Beyond as the conservation manager on-

site and coordinates different conservation projects. His interest in predator 

conservation led him to conduct research on leopards with Panthera involving 

behavioural studies and conflict mitigation with the local communities living around 

Phinda. Participant #1 is the most experienced person on-site to talk about predator 

conservation at Phinda, as he has been involved in these projects for several years. 

 

Marketing importance: 

This section reports on the marketing perceptions of the conservation manager. Revenue 

from tourists is the main funding mechanism behind conservation efforts and following 

the economic recession in 2009, the tourism sector took a blow with the majority of 

tourism operators seeing decreased sales. &Beyond amongst others saw their regular 

flow of tourists decrease and funding for conservation being suspended. Tourism 

revenues provide a large portion of the overall conservation budget and allow the 

reserve to exist. The marketing, reservations, operations and conservation team work 

together to make the company profitable and ensure a regular stream of tourists, 

however each group has their own objectives. 

“The land runs its own business and so does the tourism. They have to look after 

themselves first to be compatible” (Participant #1).  
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These quotes summarise well the overall vision of a commercial tourism operator 

towards conservation. A regular flow of tourists is essential to fund conservation 

programs, but each sector has their own objectives. According to Participant #1, 

marketing conservation is a unique field and is challenging. Within a single company 

there could be different perceptions of what is marketable and is not.  

“We, conservation team, forget about marketing aspects, we are too busy here with our 

daily  work commitments, but the marketing team regularly ask us to feed them with 

wildlife stories” (Participant #1). 

At Phinda, similarly to the majority of private fenced reserves in South Africa, the 

conservation staff manages the reserve as a closed habitat where the carrying capacity 

of the predators and herbivores must be carefully controlled for tourism viewing and to 

maintaining an ecological balance. Conservation projects are run by a small team of 

dedicated people, who pass on conservation aspects to the marketing team. It is the 

conservation manager who is the link between on-site conservation and the head office 

and who selects the information passed to the marketing team. Flagship species such as 

big cats, rhinos and elephants form 80% of the conservation marketing information as 

big cats and rhinos are key drawcards for Phinda (Participant #1). 

“Our cheetahs are famous and well renown in South Africa, tourists come to see them” 

(Participant #1). 

 

 

 

 



85 
 

Role of travel agents 

Travel agents are perceived as very useful for booking guests to Phinda, however not 

linked to conservation aspects. 

“We need travel agents to send us tourists, but agents must be informed about the 

camps and logistics first so we, conservation team, rarely deal with them when they are 

on-site”. 

The gap between agents and operators is evident, where travel agents are bypassed in 

the operator’s conservation activities. Table 4.3 below illustrates the results obtained 

after coding Participant #1 responses. 

 

Table 4.3.  Key themes identified in interview with Participant #1 

Themes 
 

Related views 

Clash marketing 
versus conservation 
 

There are conflicts between the conservation and marketing 
team for conservation information that sells well. The 
marketing team are looking for information that will attract 
attention and sell while the conservation team expressed a 
feeling of not being understood by their own people in the 
conservation work they were carrying out 

Role of travel agents A certain sense of reluctance arose from the interview to deal 
with travel agents as they were perceived as booking 
facilitators only and not decision-makers. The client is valued 
but not the travel agent 
 

Pressure from 
marketing team 
 

A pressure felt by the conservation manager to feed regular 
stories about conservation success to the marketing team 

The land as a business 
 

Phinda is managed as a business first where the land must be 
economically profitable. Then, conservation comes in second 
position 
 

Impact of tourists’ 
expectations  
 

Tourists expectations drive the tourism and conservation 
operations and dictate the way the reserve and its wildlife is 
carefully managed. For instance the number of lions is 
regularly controlled to prevent cheetahs being killed and to 
meet guest viewing expectations 
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Summary 

While interviewing Participant #1, it was evident that big cat conservation was 

significant for tourism operations. Not only did big cats play an important role as 

drawcards to attract high-end tourists, but Phinda was at the centre of lion, cheetah and 

leopard conservation initiatives. Phinda is the home of important leopard conservation 

efforts and the collaboration between &Beyond and Panthera is particularly significant 

for the long-term conservation of the species in South Africa. The scale of conservation 

efforts run by the Phinda team is important and it is surprising that this information 

were not communicated to travel agents or that the conservation team was rarely in 

contact with travel agents. This could be explained by the fact that travel agents’ role is 

first perceived as booking facilitators, mostly concerned with the high-end aspect of the 

product rather than the conservation side.  

 

The marketing of conservation is directed to tourists. As a result, conservation is not 

considered as a priority to pass on to the travel trade sector, despite the operator 

defining itself as conservation being at the core value of their ethics. The question that 

can be asked is why conservation is not perceived as a selling tool. Tourism and 

conservation are two separate fields, run by practitioners following different goals 

within the same company. From the conservation manager’s perspective, the evaluation 

of what messages to pass on in promotional material is left to the marketing team, 

which tends to simplify conservation message and focus on the large charismatic 

species. Therefore, clashes between different attitudes or philosophies can sometimes 

occur within a single company. Conflicting interests within the same company could 

arise when the company is large and the marketing and reservation staff is disconnected 

from the on-ground conservation operations. This is illustrated in this case study, where 

the conservation team feels pressurised by the marketing team to come up with wildlife 
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stories that can be used for marketing purposes. For that, big cats and rhinos play a key 

role as drawcards, and are assets to ensure the success of tourism operations. 
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4.5 Case Study 2. Robin Pope Safaris 

Background presentation 

Robin Pope Safaris, or RPS, is a privately owned medium-sized operator based in 

Lilongwe, Malawi. Formerly based in the South Luangwa Valley in Zambia, RPS is one 

of the oldest companies operating high-end safaris in Zambia. Robin Pope founded the 

company in 1986 and is a well-known figure in the South Luangwa Valley. Famous for 

their mobile walking safaris, RPS owns six lodges in concessions and private land in 

Zambia’s South Luangwa National Park and acquired two lodges in Malawi. Safaris can 

be combined within the two countries. RPS is a pioneer in responsible tourism in 

Zambia, and has a significant impact on community development in the Luangwa 

Valley. The operator won the 2011 Virgin Holidays Responsible Tourism Awards, 

rewarding their efforts for local community upliftment through tourism (Goodwin, 

2011). RPS supports different community projects ensuring that the local communities 

benefit from tourism through education and development initiatives. The company also 

adds a US$10 charge for every bednight, directed to conservation and community 

programs in the Luangwa Valley. From this funding source, US$5 go to a community 

fund called Project Luangwa running healthcare and education programs and the other 

US$5 go to the Zambian Carnivore Programme or the South Luangwa Conservation 

Society for conservation. The Zambian Carnivore Programme conducts research on 

large carnivore populations in the Luangwa, Kafue and Liuwa ecosystems by 

monitoring radio-collared lions, wild dogs, leopards and hyenas. The Luangwa 

ecosystem is home to an important lion stronghold, a significant wild dog population as 

well as an important leopard population (Zambian Carnivore Programme, 2013). 

Through partnerships between the South Luangwa Conservation Society (SLCS) and 

safari operators such as RPS, big cats benefit from increased anti-poaching and 
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monitoring efforts as well as habitat conservation efforts. Poaching is an important 

conservation issue in Zambia and Malawi, and tourism operators have taken action to 

reduce these threats by partially financing private anti-poaching efforts and educating 

local communities about conservation. A critical collaboration with African Parks in 

Malawi allowed lions and leopards to be reintroduced in Majete Wildlife Reserve, 

allowing Majete to be the first Big Five reserve in the country. RPS also participates in 

big cat monitoring where tourists can assist in conservation efforts by recording 

sightings and habitat use accompanied by rangers as part of walking safaris and game-

drives. 

Table 4.4 Robin Pope Safaris tourism and conservation operations (sourced in 
2013) 
 

Variables RPS 

Size 
 

7 camps in 2 countries 

Location 
 

Zambia (South Luangwa Valley) and Malawi (Majete Wildlife Reserve and Lake Malawi) 

Area of influence in 
Africa 

South Luangwa NP, Majete Reserve 

Years of operation 27 years 
Ownership 
 

Private 

Land tenures 
 

Concessions and private land 

Mission 
 

“Get addicted to Africa” 

Conservation funding 
investment 

Not available 

Conservation Strategy 
 

Community upliftment 
Financial support to local conservation and community NGOs 

Flagship camp Nkwali and Robin’s House in South Luangwa NP, Zambia (first camp) 
 

Conservation flagship 
project 

Contributing to making Majete the first Big Five reserve in Malawi by funding the lion 
reintroduction operation 

Big cat conservation 
project 

Majete lion reintroduction in 2011 

Conservation manager Collaboration with different NGOs 
 

Marketing focus Service and adventure 
 

Average US$ per night 
/per person 

~ US$450 

Reservation structure 
 

Rely mostly on travel agents in Europe. The director visits agents himself to present the 
products. Hires a marketing consultant in London to market sustainability and 
conservation aspects 
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Mkulumadzi Lodge, Majete Wildlife Reserve 

 

RPS promotes responsible tourism rather than conservation tourism, where the focus of 

tourism benefits is on local community upliftment in Zambia and Malawi. The recent 

reintroduction of lions in Majete Wildlife Reserve in Malawi however, was widely 

promoted by the operator. For the purpose of this analysis, I focus on Mkulumadzi as 

the camp is a recent addition to the RPS portfolio and is promoted as one of the flagship 

conservation products of the operator. African Parks is a non-profit organisation that has 

rehabilitated Majete over the long-term, as well as a number of parks and reserves in 

Africa. Majete Wildlife Reserve is an example of a successful conservation story and 

collaboration with RPS, where African Parks started to restore the reserve in 2003 and 

turned it into the first “Big Five Reserve” and national asset. Majete Wildlife Reserve 

went from the status of “paper park” 10 years ago to a proper wildlife reserve acting as 

a major economic driver for Malawi’s tourism industry and is a successful example of a 

private-public partnership between a tourism operator and a non-profit organisation. 

The reserve was created in 1955 but suffered from heavy poaching resulting in the 

depletion of wildlife in the area. African Parks reintroduced more than 2,550 animals 

and 14 species into two areas of the 70,000 ha reserve, becoming a safe haven for these 

species. Elephants, giraffes, nyalas, sable antelopes, black rhinos, leopards and lions 

were reintroduced into their former range. African Parks trained their own anti-poaching 

team patrolling the fence 24 hr per day. They also run educational programs for the 

local communities living around the reserve to raise conservation awareness and 

mitigate conflicts with wildlife. Malawi is a small, heavily populated country. As a 

result, Majete is surrounded by a high human density population, posing a potential 

poaching threat for species in the reserve. Today the park employs 117 people, has two 

tourism lodges and received 4,600 visitors in 2011. RPS was the first private operator to 
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lease a concession within the reserve, investing over US$1.5 million by opening 

Mkulumadzi in 2011. The lodge generates local employment and revenue, marking a 

milestone in Majete’s development (African Parks, 2011). For the purpose of this case 

study, the views of both RPS and African Parks are presented here with the participation 

of two central actors sharing their visions of the promotion of conservation.  

 

Figure 4.2 Location of Mkulumadzi Lodge in Majete Wildlife Reserve, Malawi 

(Robin Pope Safaris, 2013) 

 



92 
 

RESULTS 

A. Conservation programs at Majete: Interview with Participant #2, Majete’s 

Field operation manager 

Participant #2 occupied the position of Majete’s Field Operation Manager until June 

2013. He supervised the leopard and lion reintroduction operation and was in charge of 

monitoring the carnivores across the park. He runs all the operations on the ground and 

managed the anti-poaching patrols (law enforcement). Ninety people worked under his 

management. Participant #2 worked previously in the safari industry in Zambia and 

possesses an extensive knowledge of tourism and conservation in these areas. His 

knowledge of conservation issues and involvement with Mkulumadzi Lodge and RPS 

lead him to participate into this study. 

 

The highlight of Majete’s wildlife reintroduction operation was the arrival of six 

leopards and three lions (two males and one female) in 2011-2012. The lions of Majete 

have become a major tourism drawcard. The arrival of the top-order predators 

represented the final step in the rehabilitation of the reserve and the missing elements to 

promote the reserve as a “Big Five” area.  The individual animals are all fitted with 

satellite collars allowing following their movements by GPS every four hours. Four 

lions were initially planned for the reintroduction from Pilanesberg NP in South Africa, 

however, one of the lionesses died during transport. The three remaining lions were 

released in the area of Mkulumadzi and have successfully adapted to their new 

environment and producing two cubs in 2014. The leopards are also a highlight for 

tourists and Mkulumadzi guests can sometimes see them on night-drives. When 

leopards and lions approach the lodge, African Park staff share their location with 

Mkulumadzi rangers so they can drive tourists to the area. The other drawcard species at 

Majete is the black rhino, which can be sometimes observed drinking at the water point 
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from one of the Mkulumadzi hides. Today, there is a small population of black rhinos in 

the reserve, carefully protected from poaching by an active team trained by African 

Parks. All the rhinos are fitted with a GPS tracker inserted in the horn and are monitored 

daily (Participant #2). 

 

Participant #2 views tourism as a mechanism to allow Majete to exist and be 

operational. He coordinates all the operations between African Parks and the tourism 

operators.  

 

Conservation at Majete 

“Conservation at Majete means law enforcement; the fence is the main mechanism to 

reduce conflicts with local communities and poaching threats. Leopards can get out of 

the reserve as no fence can resist them, however once they venture outside into the 

heavily populated areas surrounding the reserve they quickly came back !” (Participant 

#2). 

 

 “Tourism is the key to make our parks sustainable. Our job is to develop the wildlife 

product and attract tourism concessionaires to develop tourism in remote areas. We 

provide the infrastructure for tourism by building game-viewing hides, gates, tracks, 

etc.” (Participant #2). 

 

Tourism generates currently 20% of operation costs and the aim is to generate 50% to 

function without the support of African Parks. The totality of tourism revenue goes to 

running operations. They are in process of writing a tourism management plan as 

African Park would like to develop other concession areas once the number of animal 

have built up. They have hired a tourism team to promote the reserve. 
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“We are park managers, not tourism practitioners, we don’t really do tourism but need 

its revenues, it is a necessary evil. Tourism is not yet a profitable endeavour in Malawi, 

we do it because it is a passion.” (Participant #2). 

 

According to him, big cats are the pinnacle of Majete’s restoration efforts as they attract 

a lot of attention. However, the primary aim was to restore Majete as an ecological 

entity, and the predators were missing to achieve this balance. 

 

“To bring lions in, it requires some political manoeuvring so we are waiting to bring 

more lions. Of course three lions are not sufficient to start a population. RPS funded the 

cost of the operation as we needed the funding rapidly or the deal with South Africa was 

down. The big sexy stuff like lions and leopards attract a lot attention. The release of 

the lions were widely promoted for PR, it is already bringing us more visitors” 

(Participant #2). 

 

From a conservation perspective, relocating three lions from South Africa to Malawi 

might not seem meaningful, however the economic impacts of this action for boosting 

tourism operations was successful. Not only have more tourists have arrived at Majete 

to see the Big Five, but Malawi, the country itself, was recognised and promoted as a 

wildlife destination where predators could be viewed. The translocation operation was 

heavily promoted on social media and through PR, bringing tourist attention to this 

destination. This example demonstrates the importance of flagship species for 

conservation, in particular big cats whose population growth can be easily followed 

through social media in opposition to rhinos, whose numbers must be kept confidential 

to avoid poaching threats. 
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Table 4.5 Key themes identified in interview with Participant #2 
 
Themes 
 

Related views 

Clash between 
tourism  and 
conservation 
 

Differences in perspective between tourism and conservation 
practitioners: “tourism as a necessary evil”. Tourism is 
necessary to fund conservation actions but has also negative 
impacts. 

Role of travel agents Travel agent role and importance in funding conservation 
efforts through sending clients to Majete is ignored, the value 
of tourism decision-makers is not recognised 

Tourism reluctance Would prefer to focus the efforts on conservation aspects and 
leave to tourism operators the aspects related to tourism. 
Tourists need to be educated about conservation and often do 
not understand conservation issues and what is behind the 
luxury and service aspects. 

Big cats as drawcards 
 

Lions being exploited for marketing purposes. The 
reintroduction of the lions in Majete is used for PR, on FB, 
website and any communication material. The lions are named 
and their monthly whereabouts are communicated through 
these media with pictures. 

Passion as a business 
driver 
 

Tourism is not a profitable business in Malawi, operations are 
conducted for a passion for wildlife and for conservation first. 

 

The following section involves the marketing aspects of Mkulumadzi, where the 

director of Robin Pope Safaris was interviewed about marketing aspects in Lilongwe, 

Malawi. 

 

B. Marketing aspects, Interview with Participant #3, Managing Director of RPS 

The Managing Director of Robin Pope Safaris took over in 2010 from Robin Pope and 

expended the business to Malawi. Possessing an extensive knowledge of the safari 

industry in Zambia, Participant #3 offers key insights of conservation tourism in these 

remote areas. As RPS is a relatively small operator, he visits the travel agents in Europe 

himself and represents the company at the different travel trade shows. Participant #3 

comes from a business background and supervises the logistics and smooth running of 

the operations, as well as all the PR aspects. 
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According to Participant #3, conservation is at the core of the product and does not need 

marketing. “Without conservation, the product does not exist. Tourists do not realise 

that they want to see conservation. My product is 100% conservation so is there really 

a need to market conservation? First of all, we are a tourism operator and an 

impeccable service is what tourists want, that’s why they come back with us. In Africa, 

conservation tourism is any form of tourism that has to do with nature” (Participant #3). 

 

In his view, it is the service aspects that are the most important.  Satisfied tourists will 

bring back more tourists than any other marketing tool through a positive feedback 

loop. The marketing strategy of RPS is to provide an exceptional service and develop a 

regular repeated clientele by word-of-mouth. 

 

Role of travel agents 

In general, the marketing is directed to tourists, not travel agents. 

“We work with key travel agents and target them too but really the PR is directed to 

clients. We create a demand so the clients will go see his agent to obtain information 

about our product. Good agents are rare and they cost a lot of money to host on 

familiarisation trips, but they sell information that the clients do not have access to” 

(Participant #3). 

 

Therefore, travel agents role is clearly perceived as booking facilitators and the client as 

decision-maker. 
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Conservation is perceived as a business, where all actions should first make business 

sense. However, providing the funding to African Parks for the Majete lion 

reintroduction project was motivated by personal factors. 

 

“You need to have the passion for the product to be in this business. Bringing the lions 

did not necessarily make some business sense. We provided ~US$ 60,000 to bring these 

lions and we believed it something we needed to do. The lions will help Malawi by 

developing tourism, Majete is now a Big Five reserve and is doing three times better 

than we had first expected. But African Parks would have reintroduced the lions 

anyway, our conservation knowledge is limited and we trust our partners” (Participant 

#3). 

“We market that we care about conservation the return of conservation marketing is 

unmeasurable. Yes, we have used lions in our PR to attract tourists’ attention. A lion 

attracts attention in a brochure. Mkulumadzi is the link between conservation and 

business, if we can help financially African Parks for conservation we will do it because 

we agree with the long-term vision, but that’s a personal choice that we have decided to 

make” (Participant #3). 
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Table 4.6 Key themes identified in interview with Participant #3 

Themes 
 

Related views 

Conservation as a 
business 

Conservation is perceived as being at the core of the product 
and must make business sense to be marketable  
 

Passion for the 
product 

It is the passion for African wildlife and a commitment to 
service that drives RPS operations in Zambia and Malawi 
 

The lodge as the link 
between the business 
and conservation 

Mkulumadzi is a mechanism raising revenue from tourism to 
support conservation in an area where no other sources of 
funding are available for conservation 
 

PR as a trigger RPS marketing strategy is focused entirely on PR, talking to as 
many clients as possible and by word-of-mouth. Good PR 
brings clients to their travel agents 
 

Role of travel agents  Travel agents are perceived as facilitating the booking process 
and logistics, not as decision-makers. It is the client that goes 
to the agent asking to book a specific product 
 

Big cats as drawcards 
 

Lions are drawcards for Mkulumadzi and attract attention, 
being part of the Big Five. Marketing of lion reintroduction is 
used to increase sales 
 

Conservation return 
 

The investment into marketing conservation is unclear because 
non-measurable, therefore risky. As a result, conservation 
return is judged to be low and aspects such as service and 
activities are promoted first 

 

Summary  

Tourism and conservation are perceived has two separate entities by the two 

participants. Participant #2 (African Parks) focuses on conservation first, and tourism is 

perceived as a necessary tool for Majete to exist by developing a wildlife product and 

funding conservation efforts. Participant #3 (RPS) on the other hand, sees conservation 

already packaged in the wildlife tourism product and therefore focuses on service. For 

RPS, the reintroduction of lions was not motivated by conservation, but by personal 

interest. However, lions are seen as necessary elements to lift Majete to the level of a 

top-five tourism destination. Despite the two participants having different objectives 

and perceptions about conservation tourism, this case study highlights the conservation 
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potential of a collaboration between a commercial tourism operator and a non-profit 

conservation organisation where both parties can benefit from each other. Majete is 

referred to as a conservation success, where African Parks restored the ecological 

balance of a heavily depleted park. Also an estimated 130,000 people living at the 

border of the park have benefited from the tourist boom with rising employment rates 

reducing poaching incidents. The 142 km long electrical fence is a redoubtable 

mechanism to protect the wildlife from poaching, and is a tangible example of what 

tourism revenues can fund for conservation. The alliance of tourism experts working 

with conservation experts is a powerful strategy, where practitioners work together to 

deliver conservation outcomes. Interestingly, both participants used the term passion to 

describe their jobs: passion for service (RPS) versus passion for conservation (African 

Park). In both cases, passion is the driver to conduct conservation tourism operations in 

a region where the wildlife tourism product is not as developed as in Botswana or South 

Africa, therefore representing a challenge. The interview with RPS highlighted 

operators’ general perceptions of travel agents as booking facilitators, rather than 

decision-makers, where conservation information is not designed to be passed on to 

travel agents but to tourists directly. Conservation is perceived as an add-on value to 

wildlife viewing, complementing the tourist experience while on safari. An interesting 

concept emerging from the interview with RPS was the perception of conservation 

being risky to promote. As it is difficult to measure the return in marketing investment, 

conservation is an aspect that is not particularly used by Robin Pope Safaris. Rather, it 

is service, attractions and activities that are used in the marketing. Big cats however, 

retain a central role in both tourism operations as drawcards, and conservation efforts as 

the pinnacle of restoring ecological integrity. Despite ~ 2500 various animals being 

reintroduced, it is the leopards and lions that are the focus of the marketing and that are 

intensively monitored with GPS collars.   
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4.6 Case Study 3. Okonjima Game Reserve 

 

Background presentation 

Okonjima Game Reserve is a private game reserve, home of the AfriCat Foundation in 

Namibia. Okonjima Lodge hosts tourists and organises game-drives, while AfriCat 

focuses on conservation efforts. The tourism revenues derived from the lodge finance 

AfriCat’s conservation actions. Both entities are managed by the same team. Located on 

a former cattle farm, Okonjima consists of 200 km2 of private protected area where 

cheetah and leopard rehabilitation is the focus of conservation efforts. Okonjima Lodge 

is a family-run business operated by the Hanssen family, dedicated to the conservation 

of carnivores. Concerned by the rate of carnivore persecution in response to cattle 

losses, in particular cheetah, the Hanssen family decided to offer a sanctuary to 

threatened carnivores at the same time that Namibia was developing its tourism 

potential after independence in 1990. Operating first as a “cheetah farm”, AfriCat has 

rehabilitated more than 1,000 carnivores into the wild since 1993. Today, Okonjima 

consists of a refuge from farmers’ persecution for leopards, cheetahs, hyenas and wild 

dogs, while offering good conditions for tourists to view these carnivores in a natural 

environment. The mutualistic relationship between the lodge and the Foundation is a 

powerful mechanism for achieving conservation goals. Okonjima tourism operations 

benefit from AfriCat’s research for big cat safaris, while the Foundation is funded by 

tourism revenue. AfriCat does not have the practical resources to cater for tourists but 

Okonjima Lodge can provide the level of service expected by tourists. The combination 

is symbiotic and coupled with strategic marketing. Within the tourism industry, 

Okonjima Lodge is well known for its cheetah and leopard viewing opportunities and 

can compete with other high-end tourism products. Although Etosha National Park is 
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the carnivores’ stronghold in Namibia, Okonjima offers tourists a different and 

personalised photo-safari experience at a smaller scale, where conservation through 

education is emphasised (Okonjima, 2013). 

 

Table 4.7 Okonjima tourism and conservation operations (sourced in 2013) 
 

Variables Okonjima 

Size 
 

1 lodge offering different camps for a range of budgets 

Location 
 

Namibia, Otjiwarongo 

Area of 
influence in 
Africa 

200 km2 

Years of 
operation 

21 years since AfriCat-Okonjima was established 

Ownership 
 

Private, family business 

Land tenures 
 

Private 

Mission 
 

THE destination in Namibia for cheetahs and leopards 

Conservation 
funding 
investment 

Not available 

Conservation 
Strategy 
 

Conservation through education 

Flagship camp Main Camp 
 

Conservation 
flagship 
project 

Cheetah conservation through rescue and rehabilitation 

Big cat 
conservation 
project 

Cheetah and leopard rescue from conflicts on farmlands, rehabilitation and monitoring 

Conservation 
manager 

Yes 

Marketing 
focus 

Middle range product 

Average US$ 
per night /per 
person 

~ US$300 

Reservation 
structure 

Direct and via travel agents. Part of the Naturally Namibia network, a collaboration between 
independent lodges 
 

 

 

http://www.okonjima.com/
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Part I. Okonjima Private Reserve 

Okonjima is a well-known tourist destination in Namibia, offering mid-range to luxury 

accommodation. Activities at Okonjima consist primarily of tracking large carnivores 

on foot and by 4WD and participating in monitoring efforts within the reserve. Tourists 

are educated about big cat conservation issues, where a visit to AfriCat headquarters 

closes a typical 2-3 day stay. Education through conservation is one of the key 

principles of the operator. Tourists receive detailed information about carnivore 

research and the role of AfriCat in farmer-carnivore conflicts in the region. The role 

played by tourists and the importance of this main source of funding for conservation is 

emphasized to visitors. Okonjima is located strategically on the main road between the 

capital Windhoek and Etosha National Park, making it a convenient stop for tourists 

travelling between these two tourism hotspots (Fig 4.3). 

 

 

Figure 4.3 Location of Okonjima Private Reserve in Namibia (© 2013 Okonjima) 
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RESULTS 

A. Interview with Participant #4, AfriCat Marketing and Okonjima 

Conservation Director 

Participant #4 is the daughter of the Okonjima founders and was raised on the farm. Her 

passion for wildlife and knowledge of carnivore conservation led her and her siblings to 

register AfriCat in the 1990s. She studied media and brought her skills to the creation of 

a conservation project based on a tourism operation. She built up AfriCat’s international 

profile and leads the marketing strategies of the company. Participant #4 is Okonjima 

and AfriCat’s public face and her extensive knowledge of tourism and conservation 

operations make her the ideal participant for this interview. 

 

AfriCat was founded in 1993 and started by rescuing leopards and cheetahs from 

farmers’ persecution in the neighbouring properties. Carnivores were rehabilitated in the 

reserve or relocated to carnivore-friendly areas. Rescue operations involved significant 

funding as conflicts between big cats and farmers were increasing and posing a threat to 

cheetah survival. The released carnivores were used as drawcards for tourism purposes, 

and the reputation of Okonjima-AfriCat as one of the few “cheetah farms” where 

tourists could take close photo-shots of big cats grew over time. The Hanssen family 

decided to dedicate their resources to the long-term conservation of Namibia’s large 

carnivores and developed a conservation-oriented tourism product focusing on tourists’ 

conservation education (Okonjima, 2013). 

 

 

 

http://www.okonjima.com/
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Conservation tourism definition 

“Tourism and conservation is the most compatible relationship in Africa. At Okonjima, 

tourists pay for conservation by sponsoring the research. Responsible tourism is about 

making a difference. Our guests make a difference for Namibian carnivores and we 

make sure we share our knowledge with them so they go home with an experience” 

(Participant #4). 

 

Human-felid conflicts 

Today AfriCat runs different research projects from the cheetah and leopard “Rescue 

and Release” programme to establish new territory behavioural patterns in the reserve, 

as well as contributing to a national leopard survey conducted by the Ministry of 

Environment and Tourism and assisting with lion research in North Namibia. However, 

due to the increasing number of conflicts between big cats and farmers in the region, 

AfriCat decided to focus on farmers’ education rather than rescue operations 

(Okonjima, 2013). 

“Farmers were killing cheetahs to punish them for attacking their cattle. We started our 

rescue and release operations, but then realised that this wasn’t conservation, we were 

not changing farmers attitudes towards big cats. So we registered AfriCat to be able to 

have some support and credit in our conservation actions and share our efforts with the 

lodge’s guests” (Participant #4). 

“Changing negative perceptions is now the main goal of the foundation to address 

carnivore persecution. Workshops, seminars and children educational programs are 

provided to farmers living around Okonjima in the hope that the new generations will 

co-exist rather than destroy carnivores” (Participant #4). 

http://www.okonjima.com/
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 “Nature is the biggest threat to Namibian farmers and they rarely think long-term. The 

difference in perceptions of what consists of a threat is the primary source of conflicts 

for conservation. Farmers in Africa fight for survival and people from developed 

countries are very quick to judge and do not always grasp the reality of living in Africa. 

The truth is that after 20 years is that the rescue and release program was not working 

that well, we needed to think long-term. We looked at how many farmers we reached 

and changed attitudes towards predators and realised than the figure consisted of only 

a very small percentage! So we decided to focus on education to change the next 

generation’s perception of carnivores so they can co-exist with carnivores on the land 

they share” (Participant #4). 

 

Marketing aspects  

The AfriCat Foundation is used as a main marketing tool for Okonjima, attracting 

tourists to the lodge to see the cats.  

“The marketing material of Okonjima uses all the information collected by AfriCat 

about the predators and blends it with the service and accommodation aspects. 

However, tourists do not come to Namibia just to stay at Okonjima, they come to see the 

country, hence Okonjima consists of a stopover offering a unique conservation 

product.” 

“Tourists want to see the big cats in Africa and lion is the big attraction. Okonjima 

needs AfriCat for marketing. Everybody wants to see lions. In Namibia, we do not have 

many lions and they are much more threatened than our cheetahs. But if people can see 

big cats at once living up and hunting, it’s definitely the attraction” (Participant #4). 
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According to Participant #4, the marketing of conservation is difficult because of 

differences between European and African perceptions of the meaning of conservation. 

“Some tourists from Europe and elsewhere complain about the collars on the cheetahs 

because the animals are used for research and do not appear wild enough on the 

pictures. But this is conflicting with the fact that people want to see elusive animals 

within a very short timeframe. It is hard to sell conservation because it is a green 

word, and the reality of what conservation means in Africa is too complex to grasp for 

tourists staying a short time in Namibia. Media sources such as films and 

documentaries promoting Namibia and conservation in an interactive way are good to 

pass on these messages” (Participant #4). 

 

Role of travel agents 

To the question, how do you present the conservation aspect to travel agents, the 

response was divided into two sides. In a general way, travel agents were perceived as 

“a lot of work for little return”. The specialist agent is worthy to invest time and 

efforts to be educated about conservation but not the generalist travel agent. However, 

they are critical for booking the guests. Specialised agents are the ones that make a 

difference for the clients. It is only the operator or agent that has been on-site that will 

be able to make it long-term. For this category of agents, it is important that they 

understand what Okonjima is about and we want to invite them over” (Participant #4). 

“Travel agents like our product because it is easy to book. They can choose between 

different types of accommodation between the lodge (Main Camp, Bush Camp and 

Villas) and because Okonjima is conveniently located between Windhoek and Etosha. I 

try to push the conservation aspects to agents but the turnover is high in the industry, 
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we invite a lot of agents every year and it cost us a lot of money. I think operators and 

agents are always looking for something new to sell. Jumping in the green banner 

wagon and getting their clients involve in an eco-friendly holiday is a nice concept for 

them to use but I am not sure about how they feel really about conservation” 

(Participant #4). 

Again, travel agents are perceived as part of the booking dynamic to send tourists to 

Okonjima, but not as decision-makers. Raising travel agent conservation awareness is 

perceived as less important than raising tourist conservation awareness. 

 

Table 4.8 Key themes identified in interview with Participant #4 

Themes 
 

Related views 

Big cats as attractions Big cats are the drawcards and attract tourists to a destination 
 

Trading conservation  
 

Conservation knowledge and experience is traded to tourists 
during their stay in exchange for their funding 
 

Specialised agents 
have a high value 
 

Specialised agents are worthy to invest in compared to general 
travel agents who are needed for booking procedures but not to 
pass on conservation messages or influence their clients 
 

Role of travel agents Inviting travel agents to visit the product requires deciding 
whether the investment is worth it but some specialised travel 
agents are important to invest in as they send a lot of clients 
 

Conservation as a 
competitive advantage 
 

If the conservation message is well understood and can be sold 
by agents then it’s a competitive advantage for Okonjima to 
differentiate their product from other game lodges offering 
wildlife viewing safaris 
 

Conservation as a 
green word 

Tourism operators must be careful when using conservation to 
promote their products as it often perceived as a green word for 
marketing but with no tangible results 
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Summary  

For Participant #4, public relations are a strategic tool to promote Okonjima and 

journalists are regularly invited to the lodge as well as specialised travel agents. 

However, she emphasizes the difference between the specialised travel agent and the 

generalist. The specialised travel agent is worth investing time in but not the generalist, 

perceived as costly to educate without a clear guarantee to send clients and have a return 

on the investment. To the specialised agents, conservation can be used as a competitive 

advantage to increase sales. However, it should not be oversold to undermine the 

credibility of the operator. An interesting concept arising from the interview is trading 

conservation to tourists versus knowledge and experience. Conservation is perceived as 

something valuable that tourists pay for to be able to go back home with knowledge that 

they can share with their social circle. Okonjima is different from the other operators as 

it offers a 2-3 day stay, where tourists will visit other places as part of their trip to 

Namibia. Therefore, the operator focused their marketing on the opportunity to see 

predators in the wild, while contributing to their conservation via tourism. It consists of 

a wildlife product differentiated from the others by this conservation through education 

component. In comparison to some other operators, there is no reluctance from 

Okonjima to push the conservation message to tourists and agents. Conservation 

through education is the key message and is promoted as widely as possible. In 

Namibia, free ranging cheetahs and leopards are severely threatened by farmers’ 

persecution on private land. Changing the negative perceptions of the new generation of 

farmers is the priority and tourists play a key role by funding these initiatives. 
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4.7 Case Study 4. Wilderness Safaris 

Background presentation 

Wilderness Safaris is the largest conservation tourism operator in Southern Africa. 

Founded in 1983 in Botswana, the company manages an extensive network of high-end 

camps across seven different countries. Possessing a significant track record of 

conservation projects, Wilderness Safaris is a key player in the African conservation 

area and presents itself as a “conservation organisation and ecotourism company 

dedicated to responsible tourism” (Wilderness Safaris, 2013). The company promotes a 

simultaneous approach of conservation and community development. The three 

strategic pillars forming the core of the operator are tourism, conservation and 

awareness. The company is divided into four different brands each offering different 

products: Wilderness Safaris is the original brand offering high-end safaris in Classic, 

Premier and Collection camps (Wilderness Safaris, 2013). Their conservation ethic 

focuses on biodiversity conservation, improving the camps carbon footprint by 

maximising sustainability and caring for local communities through education, 

employment and empowerment. The awareness aspect is about sharing knowledge, 

experience and learning both internally and externally. Each year a minimum of 5% of 

profits is channelled to conservation.  Wilderness’ approach to sustainability is captured 

by the concept of the “4Cs”, adopted from the Zeitz Foundation. This concept is based 

on four dimensions: Conservation, Community, Culture and Commerce, providing a 

framework for the selection of new destinations. These four dimensions form the 

company’s backbone and are presented in the different promotional materials. 

Conservation is the central aspect illustrated by the quote “Without the wilderness – 

there is no Wilderness”. Conservation is divided into Environmental Management 

Systems, focusing on sustainability aspects and Biodiversity Conservation, focusing on 
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the management and protection of the wildlife and ecosystems within which the 

operator is involved. Community is about engaging with rural communities in areas 

where operations take place. Culture is about respecting the people involved or 

impacted by the company’s operations and Commerce is about adopting a sound 

business model (Spenceley, 2008; Wilderness Safaris, 2013). Wilderness Safaris is a 

key player in sustainable tourism in Southern Africa, leasing a significant portion of 

land for tourism and conservation. 

 

Table 4.9 Wilderness Safaris tourism and conservation operations (sourced in 2013) 
 

Variables Wilderness Safaris 

Size 
 

>70 camps in 9 countries 

Location 
 

South Africa (Kruger and Rocktail Beach), Botswana (Okavango and Kalahari), Namibia 
(Sossuvlei, Kunene, Etosha), Zambia (Kafue, South Luangwa), Zimbabwe (Hwange, Mana 
Pools, Victoria Falls), Seychelles (North Island), Malawi (Nyika, Liwonde, Lake Malawi), 
Congo (Odzala-Kokoua), Kenya (Segera) 
 

Area of influence in 
Africa 

3 million ha  

Years of operation 31 years 
Ownership 
 

Public (listed on stock market) 

Land tenures 
 

Leases, joint-ventures, private 

Mission 
 

“We give our guests life-changing journeys in some of the most remote and pristine areas in 
Africa and in so doing help conserve Africa’s spectacular biodiversity and share ecotourism 
benefits with rural people”. 
 

Conservation 
funding investment 

Financed by tourism revenues and the Wilderness Wildlife Trust 

Conservation 
Strategy 
 

-Research and conservation 
-Community empowerment and education 
-Anti-poaching management 
 

Flagship camp Mombo Camp, Okavango Delta, Botswana 
 

Conservation 
flagship project 
 

Botswana Rhino Reintroduction Project 
Namibia Black Rhino range expansion project 

Big cat conservation 
project 

Botswana Lion Genetics Project 
Hwange Cheetah Conservation Project 
Kafue Lion Project 
 

Conservation 
manager 

Yes, one per country 
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Marketing focus Luxury up-market service 
 
 

Average US$ per 
night /per person 

~ US $700-1000 

Reservation 
structure 

Via specialised tour-operators and travel agents only. Have different sales representatives for 
each geographical region regularly updating agents about the products 
 

 

 

Figure 4.4 Wilderness Safaris camps in the Okavango Delta, Botswana (© 2013 

Wilderness Safaris) 

 

Part 1. Wilderness Conservation Programs 

Wilderness Safaris operates on 2.9 million hectares of land and has a significant 

environmental footprint on private, communal and state land. A variety of conservation 

projects are supported by the Wilderness Wildlife Trust, an independent entity 

providing funding for a range of different conservation projects. The Trust focuses on 

delivering conservation and community benefits from tourism operations within the 

Wilderness Group. For example, in 2011 the Trust supported 35 different projects 

varying from research on sable antelopes in Botswana to sea turtle monitoring in South 
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Africa. Rhinoceros and big cat projects form a large part of conservation programs, 

where reintroduction, monitoring and anti-poaching efforts are carried out in the 

different concessions managed by the operator. In these remote areas, where 

government funding for conservation is often lacking, these conservation efforts are 

critical for threatened species, particularly when projects are conducted in collaboration 

with local or international NGOs. The Wilderness Trust obtains funding through 

donations and tourism revenues and Wilderness Safaris provides logistics and in-kind 

support (meals and accommodation at the different research sites, vehicles, manpower). 

Thus, the combination is symbiotic. The Trust has three different areas of expertise: (i) 

research and conservation, (ii) community empowerment and education, and (iii) anti-

poaching and management. Projects are conducted in Botswana (11 projects), Namibia 

(five projects), Zambia (three projects), South Africa (six projects), Zimbabwe (four 

projects) and Malawi (two projects). In 2011, 57% of the funding was allocated to 

research and conservation, 20% to community and 17% to anti-poaching. Almost half 

(48%) of the funding comes from guest donations, 33% from funding agencies, 13% 

from Wilderness Safaris and 6% from other sources (Wilderness Safaris, 2011). The 

research and conservation areas concentrate on projects at the species level where 

monitoring, migration patterns and human-wildlife conflicts are the focus of 

conservation efforts.  

 

For big cats, projects such as the Kafue Lion Project in Zambia are significant for the 

national lion population. Zambia is one of the seven countries in Africa containing more 

than 1,000 lions and Kafue National Park could constitute an important stronghold. 

However, the lion population in this area has never been studied. Poaching is a key 

issue for the species, however the impact of snaring lions in this area remains unknown. 
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The objectives are to assess the conservation status of the lion population and establish 

a management plan. Density, pride composition, rates of mortality, spatial distribution 

and poaching patterns are analysed where a number of lions have been fitted with 

satellite collars for monitoring purposes. The project is conducted in collaboration with 

the NGO Panthera.  

 

The Botswana Lion Genetics Project is another key project and aims to determine the 

genetic structure of the Okavango Delta’s lion population. The Okavango Delta is home 

to ~ 1,000-1,500 lions and is a major lion stronghold. However, inbreeding is one of the 

key threats faced by lions in this area where water limitations restrict lion distribution. 

Therefore, gathering knowledge on breeding patterns has implications for long-term 

conservation. Future genetic trends and potential risks could then be identified for better 

management of the Okavango lion population. The economic implications of lion 

conservation in this region are important. Wilderness Safaris operates large concessions 

in the Delta, where lions are one of the major attractions for tourists on game-drives. 

Hence, maintaining a healthy lion population not only has strong ecological benefits, 

but also economic ones for tourism (Wilderness Safaris, 2011). 

 

With less than 10,000 cheetahs remaining in the wild, the Hwange Cheetah 

Conservation Project contributes to the species’ conservation in an area where little 

research exists.  The project started in 2013 and aims to collect information on the 

existing cheetah population and conservation issues in Hwange National Park, 

Zimbabwe, to improve regional conservation strategies and assess the level of cheetah-

human conflicts. A national ID database has been developed from the research and 

conservation hotspots have been identified for future conservation and education 
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projects. Another key big cat project supported in the past by the Trust was the Hwange 

Leopard Population Dynamics project. This project conducted by Oxford University 

researchers looked at trophy hunting impacts on leopards to determine whether the 

utilisation of the species in this region was sustainable. The population dynamics of 

leopards in this region was unknown and was assessed. The Trust provided camera traps 

allowing the creation of a leopard atlas map and key leopard areas were determined 

through monitoring efforts. The Trust also provided logistics support to the Desert Lion 

Project in the Kunene in Namibia. The lions hold a high potential for tourism in the 

different conservancies managed in joint partnership between Wilderness Safaris and 

the local communities. Mitigating human-lion conflicts is essential for the survival of 

this small free-ranging lion population. The Trust provided funding for the purchase of 

satellite collars and logistics support when the research was conducted in the 

Wilderness conservancies (Wilderness Safaris, 2011). The lion population (~120 

animals) moves between different conservancies such as Purros, Torra and Palmwag. 

TOSCO Trust supports lion long-term monitoring efforts and collaborates with 

Wilderness Safaris when the lions are in proximity of a camp, so tourists can enjoy lion 

tracking game-drives. To summarise, conservation actions are delivered by local NGOs 

and Wilderness supports them through logistics, manpower and community upliftment, 

and brings a regular stream of tourists to these areas (TOSCO, 2013). The lion 

population is a critical component of tourism development in the Kunene (Participant 

#13). 

 

The Anti-poaching and management section also has important implications for 

conservation as poaching is a key issue in rural Africa. The Trust supports a number of 

initiatives. Human-wildlife conflict research includes projects such as elephant-human 
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conflicts in the Okavango Delta, human-carnivore conflicts in the Limpopo 

Transfrontier National Park in Mozambique and in the Caprivi Strip in Namibia. These 

projects aim to mitigate conflicts between wildlife and local communities by first 

conducting surveys to determine the status of these species in these regions, 

investigating the nature of human-carnivore interactions and empowering local 

communities to protect their fields/livestock from losses. Another project supported by 

the Trust is the production of a predator management manual in English and Afrikaans 

for distribution to more than 20,000 livestock farmers in South Africa to mitigate 

human-carnivore conflicts and address leopard persecution (Wilderness Trust, 2011). 

Each country where the company operates has a small conservation team, supervised by 

a conservation manager located at the headquarters in Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Camps are located in community-owned conservancies, private land and state 

concession lands. Each different land tenure model requires different conservation 

approaches. 

 

In Botswana, Wilderness Safaris leases a number of different concessions in the 

Okavango Delta. Under the supervision of the manager based in Maun, a small 

conservation team works on different projects in Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe and 

Malawi. Rhinoceros reintroduction and carnivore long-term conservation are the focus 

of conservation efforts. For carnivores, projects range from the Botswana Lion Genetics 

Project (see previous section) to wild dog conservation at Chitabe Camp, to long-term 

lion monitoring in the Jao Concession (the Jao Concession is operated by Ngamiland 

Adventure Safaris but marketed by Wilderness Safaris). Jao operates four high-end 

camps, where lion sightings and movements have been recorded for a period of eight 

years, allowing records of important declines potentially due to poaching by the local 
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communities living on the edge of the concession. Wilderness Safaris also play a key 

role in reintroducing rhinos to the Okavango Delta, through a joint initiative with the 

Department of Wildlife and National Parks.  

 

In Zambia, conservation efforts are focused in the Kafue NP where game scouts are 

employed for anti-poaching patrols based at the camps. The key conservation project is 

the Kafue Lion Project as described in the previous section, as well as providing support 

to the South Luangwa Conservation Society. In Zimbabwe, the economic crisis and 

political instability have resulted in significant wildlife declines in protected areas such 

as Hwange National Park. Therefore, conservation initiatives coming from the private 

sector are critical. Wilderness Safaris participated in the management of Hwange by 

maintaining boreholes beyond their concession and fighting poaching threats by 

supporting the anti-poaching units of the national park. Snaring is a key issue for 

elephants, buffaloes, rhinoceros and carnivores in Hwange. Lion trophy hunting in 

Hwange was the object of a study conducted by Oxford University, determining 

sustainable quotas and addressing the impact of hunting on lion sex ratios (Loveridge et 

al., 2007). The research was partially supported by Wilderness in terms of logistics and 

monitoring contributions. Hwange Leopard Population Dynamics was also a key project 

conducted in collaboration with the Zambezi Society in the Makalolo Concession 

managed by Wilderness Safaris. In Malawi, conservation efforts are concentrated in 

Liwonde National Park, where Wilderness Safaris operates Mvuu Camp. Malawi is a 

heavily populated country where poverty and health pose a challenge to the growing 

human population. Developing sustainable ecotourism initiatives is crucial for the 

country’s economic growth, and high-profile tourism operators such as Wilderness 

Safaris play a key role in developing tourism potential.  
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RESULTS 

Case study: Mombo Camp, Botswana 

Mombo Camp is one of Wilderness flagship conservation camps located in the Mombo 

Concession, on Chief Island. Mombo Camp has a reputation of being one of the best 

game viewing camps in Africa and is on the top of the list of African high-end camps. 

Located in the drier section of the Delta, the camp is surrounded by herbivores and 

predators. Mombo is classified as a Premier Camp and rates can reach US$2,500 per 

person per night in high season. The camp is open all year around and tourism revenues 

paid at Mombo finance Wilderness operations and the maintenance of other, less 

popular camps in Zambia or South Africa. Therefore, Mombo holds a central role in 

Wilderness Safaris operations. In 1999, Wilderness Safaris obtained the lease for the 

concession. The management plan for the lease tender included a proposal for the 

reintroduction of rhinos. In 2001, the Department of Wildlife and National Parks gave 

their approval for the reintroduction of the species. The Botswana Rhino Reintroduction 

Project allowed the first rhinos to be reintroduced. Conservation activities at Mombo are 

centred on rhino monitoring and anti-poaching, where guests are educated on-site about 

rhino conservation. Mombo is also one of the key research areas hosting the Lion 

Genetics Project, and serves as a platform for different conservation projects in the 

Okavango such as mitigating elephant-human conflicts. The concession has also hosted 

many wildlife documentaries, such as National Geographic’s “Eye of the Leopard” by 

Dereck and Beverly Joubert, where the life of a young female leopard “Legadema” was 

filmed along the different stages of her life. Legadema can still be sometimes seen 

sleeping in the tree branches around the camp and acts as a flagship for tourists staying 

at the camp. Mombo Camp won the Condé Nast Traveler Reader’s Choice Awards in 

2013. 



118 
 

 

Figure 4.5 Location of Mombo Camp on Chief Island in the Okavango Delta, 
Botswana (© 2013 Wilderness Safaris) 

 

Interviews with Wilderness Safaris involved four different participants occupying 

different positions in Botswana and South Africa, actively involved in tourism and 

conservation operations. 
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A. Interview with Participant #5, Botswana’s Environmental Manager, combined 

with on-site observations at Mombo Camp, Botswana 

Participant #5 is Wilderness Safaris’ Environmental Manager in Botswana. Born in 

Botswana, he worked as a professional licensed guide for more than 40 years. He 

supervises all the different conservation projects taking place in Botswana, but also 

influences conservation actions in Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Participant #5 

contributed to the creation of the Okavango Delta Management Plan, the first document 

integrating government planning into the management of the Delta’s natural resources. 

He is also actively involved in the reintroduction effort of rhinoceros in Botswana. 

Participant #5 has a strong influence on Wilderness Safaris conservation projects and 

his experience and knowledge led him to be the best candidate for this interview. 

 

Conservation tourism in Botswana 

 “In Botswana the private sector is the backbone of conservation, the government does 

not have the funding. We are strong in marketing tourism products where there is a 

weakness from local communities to conduct these business aspects. Wilderness Safaris 

is a big and complex machine, we have so many partnerships with NGOs and 

universities in the world, and we try to see the big picture in conservation. Our 

environmental footprint is extensive, we are out there carrying out conservation in 

areas where no one else is involved. Here in Botswana, we have a significant ecological 

footprint. We channel tourism revenues into conservation and are on the front line, we 

are the ones who are taking the risk” (Participant #5). 
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Role of flagship species 

“Ecotourism funds projects like the Lion Genetic Projects and the Botswana Rhino 

Reintroduction in the Okavango and these are high profile projects. Everyone wants to 

see lions, every time they go out on a safari! As a company, we are going to have a look 

at our flagships. From what we see, it has been a success to focus on flagships, as it 

attracts tourists’ interests. It is a smart business way of marketing our conservation 

efforts and serves other less marketable projects. The flagship species are the ones that 

bring the money, there is much less interest for projects such as giraffe conservation in 

Etosha than for lion, for example. This focus benefits other projects such as the 

Okavango Delta Management Plan, which is the biggest achievement for conservation 

in this region. Tourism is included in the plan too, we achieved a framework accepted 

by the government and has achieved recognition by international organisations. 

Protecting this ecosystem has huge economic and ecological implications and we 

played a part in contributing to this success” (Participant #5). 

This quote illustrates well the importance of flagship species in conservation tourism 

operations. Flagship species, and especially big cats, attract tourists and hence funding. 

They can be exploited to conserve less charismatic species or land restoration projects. 

 

Tourists’ conservation awareness 

“We play a key role for conservation in Botswana by promoting this destination and 

attracting high-end tourists. First the area is conserved, then tourism operations are 

developed and the operator gets involved into conservation practices. We make people 

aware of conservation and by just being in these areas we are generating local 

revenues. People come here because they already have an interest in conservation, even 
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if they don’t know it yet. As a guide, when I talk about animals to tourists, I can see 

people’s interest for conservation and ecotourism. They get excited and want to know 

more about the company. That’s important, making people aware about conservation 

is one of our responsibility.” (Participant #5). 

This quote identifies one of the central themes emerging from this analysis. Selling 

conservation is not straightforward; it must be unpacked, or explained in detail, on-site 

to tourists and travel agents. 

 

B. Interview with Participant #6, Wilderness Safaris Marketing Team, Mombo 

Camp 

Participant #6 is an independent photographer that has contributed to many magazines 

articles and books about African wildlife. Based in Mombo Camp, he produces 

marketing imagery for Wilderness Safaris, as well as writing short stories promoted on 

social media. Based in Mombo to collaborate with Wilderness Safaris for several years, 

he is a wildlife expert and has experience in the material to produce for marketing 

purposes. He contributes to Wilderness Safaris Facebook pages by writing and posting 

updates about wildlife sightings. 

 

Conservation tourism definition 

The definition of conservation tourism by Participant # 6 consists of “Conservation 

tourism is about making wilderness areas economically viable. It is photo-tourism with 

a conservation message. Wilderness Safaris is all about conservation, we are moving 

away from the luxury aspects to focus our promotion on the 4Cs (Conservation, 
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Community, Commerce and Culture). That’s what we are really about and want to 

promote in our marketing”. (Participant #6). 

This quote illustrates the desire of the operator to move away from service and luxury 

aspects to focus on conservation and align the marketing with the core ethic of the 

company. 

 

Marketing aspects 

 “Marketing is about keeping a level of excitement. People want to hear about big cats. 

Cats fascinate people and we used this in at our advantage in our marketing. Cat 

conservation will always sell. People want to see pictures of lions, more particularly. 

We want to have our guests wanting to know more about conservation and to get 

excited about it. Drama on the internet works well now to get people’s attention. Social 

media are the new way to promote ourselves, and we have to keep a certain level of 

drama. I think social media is today the best way to pass on conservation messages as it 

gets people involved. People are now connected and stories can be spread fast through 

the Internet. However, the level of excitement is about  two min per page on Facebook.”  

“Our marketing success is evaluated in terms of visitor numbers every year. I think 

word-of-mouth is critical and it works really well. We need to create a trigger for 

tourists so they want to know more about conservation. For one person who is 

travelling with us, will at least tell 10 people around them and will plant the seed in 

people’s mind.” (Participant #6). 

Facebook is identified here as a key communication channel to promote the camps and 

conservation to guests, where posting pictures of big cats attract attention and help sell 
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the product. Word-of-mouth is also important in bringing more reservations through a 

positive feedback loop. 

 

Role of travel agents 

 “The conservation message is reinforced more and more and we are moving away from 

the concept of luxury and beautiful accommodations to focus on the concept of the 4Cs. 

The travel agents must be receptive to the 4Cs to be able to sell our product and I think 

we need to educate them more about these conservation aspects. Conservation should 

not just be a buzz word, the message should be sustained across a long-term strategy 

and must be results driven. So I think we should expose the agents to the 4Cs while they 

experience our products. The problem is that agents only have a week to visit a large 

number of properties and it is too short to understand the big picture of our 

conservation efforts, the size of the concession, the sustainability aspects, the challenge 

of wildlife conservation and the reality of conservation practices in Africa. The 

conservation message is a tricky one to sell to agents because they are here first for the 

service.” (Participant #6). 

The view of Participant #6 offers insights into the challenge to sell conservation to 

travel agents. The key issue identified here is the lack of time that agents have when 

visiting the camps and the belief that agents are mostly interested in service aspects. 
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C. Interview with Participant #7, Environmental Sustainability Coordinator, 

Wilderness Safaris, Johannesburg 

Participant #7 is Wilderness Safaris Group Sustainability Coordinator, based at the 

headquarters in Johannesburg. He coordinates all the different sustainability projects of 

the company and has an academic background in Environment and Conservation. 

Participant #7 joined the Wilderness group in 2011 and was influential in leading the 

company towards the 4Cs approach. In 2012, he created the first “sustainability” trip, 

the 4Cs Safari, allowing tourists to go behind the scene and learn more about 

sustainability aspects across Namibia, Botswana and Zambia. 

 

Wilderness Safaris won the Tourism for Tomorrow Awards in 2012, recognising best 

practices in responsible tourism. While presenting the different camps best representing 

the company’s commitment to responsible tourism to the judge, Participant #7 realised 

that tourists should also be exposed to what was behind the company’s ethics. This 

initiative gave birth to the 4Cs safari, a two week trip where Conservation (Rhino Camp 

and Vumbura), Community (Damaraland Camp), Commerce (DumaTau, Botswana), 

and Culture (Kalahari Plains) are presented to tourists, so they can have a better 

understanding of the operator’s core values. Participant #7 leads the tour and provides 

details on each of the four concepts. At the end of the trip, the tourists can plant the 

number of trees equivalent to their trip’s carbon footprint in Livingstone, Zambia. This 

product responds to a demand from certain tourists to move away from the luxury 

concept to get more involved in responsible tourism. The marketing steps of this 

product started with the dissemination of Facebook posts about the trip, then a two- 

page leaflet was distributed to travel agents at the World Travel Market 2012 in 
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London, and finally the different sales representatives visited or contacted travel agents 

about the trip.  

 

Definition of Conservation Tourism 

 “Conservation tourism defines tourism used as a tool to fund conservation. I think that 

ecotourism destinations are critical for conservation. For example, one of the things 

that Wilderness does really well is conserving nine different biomes on the land we 

manage, because endemism is vital in conservation. Conserving the land and 

reintroducing the rhinos, for example, is one of our biggest conservation successes. 

In the nine biomes we protect through concessions, we have many threatened species 

that depend on the habitat conserved. That is a measure we also use to assess our 

conservation success and evaluate how we are doing. We also have now two years of 

measurements data for all the sustainability aspects so we can set targets. Our 

standards for Environmental Impact Assessments are higher than the government 

standards” (Participant #7). 

 

Raising tourists’ conservation awareness 

 “The idea between the 4Cs Safari came from the Tourism for Tomorrow Awards. When 

I was taking the judge around for the finalist selection I realised that many people were 

not aware of what we do, and our marketing needed to promote the 4Cs in a better 

way. The idea was to show a few camps on a trip to make people aware of our efforts 

and highlight each of our Cs. One camp per C was selected to create a special trip for 

the guest to understand what the camp is really about in a fun way. For example, we 

wanted the guests to learn about our people skills while tracking rhinos in the Kunene 
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in Namibia, and to understand that by spending a night at this specific camp they 

contribute to conservation. The role played by tourists in funding our conservation 

initiatives is central, but many tourists see only the service and luxury aspects of our 

product, so we want this to change” (Participant #7). 

In this quote, Participant #7 recognise that guests are rarely aware of conservation 

aspects and that the marketing efforts should better promote aspects such as the 4Cs and 

again, the operator expresses a desire to move away from service and luxury aspects. 

Raising tourists’ conservation awareness is identified as being of key importance. 

 

Travel agents role 

“Ideally each trip that tourists go on should have these conservation messages 

promoted and that’s what I’m trying to do with the marketing team. We have our sales 

people emailing the guests and promoting the trip to travel agents. How I see it it’s the 

tourists that go to the agents with a project of travelling with us and the agent 

organises the trip so it’s important to have the agents informed about all our new 

products.  I think that tourists already know where they want to go and have an idea of 

the camps they want to stay at” (Participant #7). 

Travel agents are perceived here as booking the products for tourists who already know 

where they want to go, not as decision-makers. 
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D. Participant #8, Biodiversity Specialist, Wilderness Safaris Creative Team, 

Johannesburg 

Participant #8 worked for eight years as a guide and guide trainer before joining 

Wilderness Safaris in 2005. Head of the Biodiversity Conservation team, he has 

extensive knowledge in conservation tourism and marketing and liaises between the two 

teams from the headquarters. Playing a key role in the different conservation operations, 

he contributed to the setup of the operator’s latest acquisition, Odzala Camp in the 

Odzala-Kokoua National Park in Congo. Odzala’s vision is to use responsible lowland 

gorilla-orientated tourism as a catalyst to spread the rainforest conservation message 

both locally and globally. Participant #8 is the person in charge of selecting what to pass 

on to the marketing team about conservation and is a key informant for this research. 

 

Conservation tourism  

“We believe it is our responsibility to extend the successful savannah ecotourism model 

to less protected ecosystems in Africa. We want this to be successful to the point that 

others follow us into new biomes and habitats to attract ecotourists to remote areas 

such as west-central Africa. We’d like to see ecotourism extend to the Upper Guinea 

forests as well… places like Tai in Cote d’Ivoire. Certainly ecotourism to destinations 

like the Sahara and Aïr and Ténéré in Niger would help protect the last surviving wild 

populations of addax, for example. The same would apply to bonobo in Lomako, DRC, 

or Hirola in the Tana River area in Kenya. The bottom line however remains the 

important one. To be truly sustainable we believe these business ventures need to be 

profitable. Donor funding and aid cannot be seen as the answers to these challenges. It 

is relatively easy to get well-meaning foreign aid to finance the construction and 

development of a facility. It is far harder to develop supporting infrastructure, country 
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marketing plans and structures, to finance establishment and operating costs in the 

initial period and so on. Thus, it is undoubtedly the safe and trusted model that the 

majority of our industry will stick to. If we can prove that a destination like Odzala can 

be run profitably, then others will follow us. Until that time destinations like Odzala, 

Tai, Lomako, Aïr, Tana River etc will simply be seen as too risky” (Participant #8, 

Wilderness Safaris, Safaritalk  2012). 

This quote identifies tourism as a tool for conservation in challenging areas and the 

notion of risk is discussed. Conservation tourism is risky when the financial return is not 

guaranteed.  

 

Communication with the marketing team 

 “The marketing team wants over-simplified information that sells nicely. I would like 

to promote biomes, birds and smaller species, but it often comes back to the flagship 

species. Big cats in particular, are the key attraction. Look at safari operators brochure 

covers, it is all about big cats! Last year our cover was a Pel’s fishing-owl, but this year 

it is back to the flagship with a picture of a leopard head. We have to adapt our 

language for marketing purposes, the word biome, for example, is too scientific for the 

marketing team that wants us to use something simpler.  The questions are, what is 

marketable in conservation? Then how do you sell it? How do you educate travel 

agents about conservation? And how do you educate tourists? I think big cats and 

rhinos get people’s attention, then once on-site we can educate agents and tourists 

about endemism, threatened species, biomes, etc.” (Participant #8). 
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The role of flagship species is recognised here as critical for the overall marketing of a 

conservation tourism operator. The clash between marketing and conservation is also 

highlighted, where the differences of perceptions of what sells about conservation can 

be an issue within the same company. 

 

Role of travel agents 

“The trade industry is vital for us and we rely on them to send us bookings, however I 

think that travel agents and tour-operators do not know much about conservation 

aspects and should be educated further. It would be great if we were able to know if 

travel agents pay attention to conservation aspects in their sales so we could push these 

aspects further!” (Participant #8). 

Travel agents are recognised here as vital for the operator, with the hope that they 

actually are attracted by the conservation aspects in their sales, so they could be further 

educated about these aspects. At present, it is still unclear for the operator to evaluate if 

agents do pay attention to conservation or not. 
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Table 4.10 Key themes identified in the interviews with the Wilderness Safaris 
participants 

Themes 
 

Related views 

Flagships as 
drawcards 
 

Big cats are the drawcards and attract tourists to a destination, 
they fascinate people, in particular lions. Charismatic species 
conservation sells well in tourism 
 

Tourism experience 
finance conservation 
 

Tourism as a mechanism to fund Wilderness conservation 
projects, tourist experiences must be maximised to bring funds 

Responsibility in 
raising conservation 
awareness 

Raising tourist conservation awareness when they are staying 
at the camps is the company’s responsibility, their “duty” 

Role of marketing for 
conservation 
 

A strong marketing team must attract high-end tourists to 
countries such as Botswana, contributing to the country’s 
economy and national conservation initiatives 
 

Marketing steps 
 

Public relations first through media, then sales representatives 
visiting the agents and presenting at trade shows. Face-to-face 
contacts are privileged  

Clash marketing 
versus conservation 
 

The marketing wants conservation information easy to sell and 
over-simplified, which can sometimes cause internal clashes 

Conservation as a 
business 
 

Wilderness Safaris’ interest is conservation but we must make 
sure it is profitable and marketable to sustain the company’s 
operations. Conservation in the private sector must be smart 
and business-oriented to be sustainable 
 

Conservation 
promotion as risky 

Focusing too much on conservation can be risky for business 
as it can be overwhelming for the consumer and the return is 
unknown 
 

Drama on social 
media 
 

Selling conservation on social medias is about creating drama 
and sustaining excitement, big cats being charismatic predators 
create the excitement 
 

Challenge for 
exposing travel agents 
to conservation 

Agents need to be educated about conservation but it is 
challenging as there are so many aspects they need to digest in 
a very short amount of time  
 

Tourists decision-
making 

Tourists book via agents with the idea that they want to travel 
with a specific operator already selected and that the agents 
just proceed to the booking and organise the logistics 
 

Travel agents role 
 

Travel agents are vital in our selling dynamics but they do not 
know enough about conservation. The marketing team focuses 
on service to sell to agents while they should push 
conservation aspects too. Agents are identified as the key  
interface 
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Summary 

Wilderness Safaris highlights the importance of educating travel agents about 

conservation and the desire to move away from service and luxury aspects to focus on 

the promotion of the 4Cs (Conservation, Community, Culture and Commerce). The 

interviews with Wilderness Safaris participants illustrate how marketing and 

conservation staff can have different perspectives on what to promote to travel agents. 

Conservation aspects can be complex to promote as understanding the impact of habitat 

loss, human-wildlife conflicts and poaching require some background information. To 

make this information attractive can sometimes be challenging, as it is not always 

dramatic and exciting. Social media have been identified here as the most attractive 

platform to sell conservation, as it sustains the level of drama required to create the 

excitement. Big cats for example, play a central role in Wilderness Safaris social media 

by attracting the public’s attention by posting pictures of cats accompanied by short 

stories. Conservation messages passed via social media and through word-of-mouth are 

the first step in promotion, followed by sales representatives informing the travel agents 

face-to-face and by email. However, it is recognised that travel agents, despite the key 

role that they play in sustaining a regular flow of tourists, still lack basic information on 

conservation aspects. But as prompted by Participant #8, the key question is how to 

determine what is marketable in conservation and how to sell it to agents. One of the 

issues recognised in these interviews is the lack of time that agents have on-site while 

visiting the camps to be exposed to conservation aspects. The promotion of 

conservation is also perceived as risky and must be business-oriented to generate 

profits. The right balance between luxury (service), activities and attractions proposed 

for each camp and conservation is the ideal where conservation aspects must be blended 

to be successfully promoted in marketing strategies. 
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4.8 Case Study 5. Great Plains Conservation 

Background presentation 

Great Plains Conservation is the most big cat conservation-oriented tourism operator. 

Based in Botswana, Great Plains was founded in 2006 by Dereck Joubert, acclaimed 

conservationist and filmmaker. Dereck and his wife Beverley Joubert, are based in 

Botswana and are well known for their films and photography achievements for the 

National Geographic Magazine. Their documentaries focus on big cat conservation and 

have won many awards. The Jouberts are dedicated to conservation and raise awareness 

for the plight of big cats across the world. The expansion of their work via their 

conservation tourism company is defined as “the mission to find the right formula 

between conservation, communities and commerce by taking stressed and threatened 

environments and surrounding them with compassionate protection and intelligent 

management.” Great Plains is a relatively small operator in comparison to &Beyond and 

Wilderness Safaris. They operate three high-end camps in the Okavango Delta and three 

camps on communal land in Kenya. The operator won the 2013 Safari Award and 

focuses on high-end tourism for conservation. The three camps located in Botswana, 

namely Selinda, Duba Plains and Zarafa, were formerly operated by Wilderness Safaris. 

The Selinda concession is a former hunting block transformed into an ecotourism area, 

where the wildlife successfully re-colonised the area after the cessation of hunting 

activities. At Selinda, 80% of the revenue came from hunting and 20% from ecotourism 

before Great Plains management. Today, it is 100% ecotourism. The operator focuses 

on securing land for conservation and creating corridors for big cats and elephants. 

Great Plains is engaged in various conservation projects and linked to different NGOs 

such as the National Geographic’s Big Cat Initiative. For example, for each guest 

staying four nights or more in a camp in Botswana, US$25 goes to the Big Cat 
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Initiative. The primary goal of the operator is to develop different flagship conservation 

projects in sensitive areas and to involve local communities in these initiatives so they 

can benefit from tourism revenues. Raising international visitors’ conservation 

awareness and spreading the big cat conservation message across various audiences is 

then the focus of the Jouberts. 

 

Table 4.11 Great Plains Conservation tourism and conservation operations 
(sourced in 2013) 
 

Variables Great Plains Conservation 
 

Size 
 

6 camps in 2 countries 

Location 
 

Botswana (Okavango), Kenya (Masai Mara and Chyulu Hills NP) 

Area of influence in 
Africa 

1.8 million acres 

Years of operation 8 years 
 

Ownership 
 

Four shareholders 

Land tenures 
 

Leases, joint-ventures and ownership 

Mission 
 

“Conserving and expanding natural habitats” 

Conservation funding 
investment 

Not available 

Conservation 
Strategy 
 

-Environmental footprint 
-Community development 
-Big cat conservation awareness 
 

Flagship camp Duba Plains for lion conservation 
 

Conservation flagship 
project 

The Big Cat Initiative 

Big cat conservation 
project 

Lion corridor and anti-poaching 

Conservation 
manager 

Yes 

Marketing focus Luxury up-market service 
Average US$ per 
night /per person 

US$700-1000 

Reservation structure Rely on specialised travel agents but also have they own reservation team and a team of 
different sales representative per geographical region (e.g. USA, UK, Europe and Australia) 
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Part 1. Conservation programs 

Great Plains presents itself as a conservation organisation first, operating ecotourism 

camps to maintain habitat for wildlife as a sustainable form of land use. Tourism as an 

economic driver for conservation and local development is at the core of the company’s 

philosophy. Great Plains focuses on the protection of landscapes for conservation. By 

operating low-impact camps in conservancies in Kenya and concessions in Botswana, 

the operator promotes conservation tourism with a particular focus on big cats. The Big 

Cat Initiative was founded by Dereck Joubert and is an initiative supported by the 

National Geographic. Pledging the conservation of all threatened big cats, the 

programme focuses on reducing threats, maintaining co-habitation with local 

communities and educating future generations about wildlife conservation. This funding 

mechanism supports a range of big cat conservation projects through delivering grants 

for research projects. Projects aiming to reduce lion poaching by addressing conflicts 

with local communities in Tanzania, Kenya and Zambia are currently being carried out. 

For example, the programme supports lion anti-poaching patrols in Zambia where 

snaring is a key issue for the species in the Luangwa Valley. The Big Cat Initiative 

receives financial support through the National Geographic and Great Plains channels a 

small fraction of tourism revenues to the Initiative. The Great Plains Foundation was 

formed in 2010 specifically for the operator’s guests to financially contribute to 

conservation (National Geographic, 2013). The Foundation provides funding for 

projects such as educating the local communities living at the border of the Selinda 

concession. This project aims to educate the villagers about conservation, health and 

economic development.  
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Another aspect of conservation contribution is raising international community 

conservation awareness by spreading the message through different big cat 

documentaries filmed by the Jouberts. The Duba concession is a community project, 

where the land is leased from five different communities. Different National Geographic 

documentaries focusing on lion conservation have been filmed in the concession, such 

as “The Last Lions” and “Relentless Enemies”. In the Mombo concession, where the 

Jouberts used to reside, documentaries on leopards were filmed such as “Eye of the 

Leopard”. The Jouberts have been strongly opposed to big cat trophy hunting in 

Botswana and exerted a certain level of influence on Botswana’s government decision 

to ban lion trophy hunting in 2014. The Jouberts are at the core of the conservation 

arena in Botswana and are well-known figures in the wildlife film, photography and 

publishing sectors. 

 

RESULTS 

Interviews with the Great Plains Conservation team, via email 

Participant #9 and his wife are world-renowned filmmakers and conservationists who 

have worked in Africa for over 25 years. Their work and passion for conservation drove 

them to found Great Plains Conservation in Botswana and promote conservation 

tourism. Participant #9 is Great Plains’ director of sales and marketing and is based in 

South Africa. He is responsible for the marketing of all the different camps. He has 

more than 20 years of experience in the sales and marketing of safari products. 

Participant #10 and #11 are the Europe and America Sales and Marketing managers. As 

a sales representative for the European market, participant #10 is the person in charge of 

visiting the Swiss travel agents. 
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 As it was not possible to interview the Great Plains team on-site, the interview was carried out by 

email where each member of the team commented on the questions.  

 

Conservation tourism and travel agents  

 “So my philosophy is that we get coverage first, PR, articles, stories, lectures, films, 

etc (broad strokes first) with the story of the place first and why we choose these places. 

If the PR is good enough and often enough, no agent will be able to deflect a 

potential client “(Participant #9). 

 “Next we have to make the conditions for the agent to book easily, and make them the 

hero. That is marketing. We need to have a reservation office that is reactive and a 

great experience for agents (sales). We have to have camps and safaris that NEVER get 

negative reviews, so that agents only get great feedback. Getting the conservation 

ethic out has to be a PR and marketing exercise” (Participant #9). 

 

“This is also true – agents feel comfortable booking camps where their past guests 

always rave about the experience as this makes them feel safe on rebooking that 

property. This is in conjunction with a seamless reservations process and where they 

feel they are getting great support in terms of rates and commissions” (Participant 

#10). 

 

These quotes reveal interesting perspectives on how to sell the product to travel agents, 

with the assumption that it is the client who visits the agents to book their safari, after 

having being exposed to Great Plains PR. Combined with an efficient and supportive 

reservation team, the notion that the agent must feel safe sending his clients to this 

operator emerges from the interview and is a key parameter part of the agent decision-

making process. 
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Marketing strategy of conservation tourism operations 

“A listed company has to show growth and increased commercial viability and at times 

that has to be in conflict with conservation decisions. It is not an unwise strategy, in 

that conservation without money is just conversation. It was a way to recapitalise the 

company. However, conservation as a commercial entity unless 100% focused is 

doomed to a grey zone because they are at many junctures in conflict philosophically 

and it takes huge discipline to stay inside of those tram lines. Great Plains however is 

at its core different. We have a check list of 10 items or filters that unless they are 

checked we do not invest or proceed. The first is if it will make a significant change to 

the conservation of the area. This means that great business opportunities should be 

passed by unless it is for conservation “(Participant #9). 

 

Conservation tourism must generate profits to be sustainable which can sometimes clash 

with the core ethic of the business, potentially resulting in being sometimes in a grey 

zone. Ideally, conservation should always be the priority. 

 

Role of travel agents 

 “We select agents by a fairly traditional list of Africa specialists, the usual suspects but 

I do want to start widening this so we compete less within a set group and reach out and 

find new markets. Unfortunately, if you want to go to Africa, you call your agent, she 

calls an African specialist outbound and that is a handful of the usual suspects. More 

and more agents are booking direct to safari operators, and the market is booking 

direct, like they do airlines, but there will always be a section of the market that wants 

expert advice and complex arrangements made easy, so our relationship is with those 

operators and agents (Participant #9)." 
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“From my experience most of the tour operators in the UK are not communicating to 

the travel trade, they're focussed on communicating to their clients. There's very little 

movement of information regarding their chosen charities or preferred conservation 

projects to the travel trade.” (Participant #11). 

 

Factors influencing travel agents’ decision-making 

“I do think agents all just want a good deal BUT mostly they don’t want a complaint, 

and hence to convert that experience into a client that returns again and again to them. 

If we create something amazing, they go back and rave and call the agent again next 

year. It’s loyalty between us and the agent, and the client and the agent. And that 

starts with agents hearing (Conde Nast, etc.) that Zarafa is amazing, and seeing on 

Trip Advisor etc. that it is a low risk test camp for them, and then booking, then 

getting a review from a client and then booking again and again” (Participant #9). 

“We bring our social media into this too where agents look at what other agents and 

guests are saying in our posts such as Facebook and Twitter “(Participant #10). 

“Each agent is approached differently – as individuals – so there is no cookie cutter 

presentation. Each meeting/presentation/pitch/follow up is geared and centred around 

what makes them tick. The aim is to find the drivers that fire them up and then hone in 

on those – this is what closes sales”. (Participant #10). 

 

 “I think, today (and it is different with each one) more and more, agents make the call 

based on what an ever more informed public/guest wants. So PR does it again. We 

discuss here that we sell two things: A) intangibles to the potential guest, and tangibles 

to the agent. So to the guest we send messages (via presentations agents can use, or 

brochures) about romance, the ultimate safari, what it is like to see a lion roaring at 

dawn, or a million wildebeest....and let’s face it, these are awe inspiring. B) But to the 
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agent, we have to tell them we have double vanities, private vehicles, cameras and 

binos are in the ‘both’ zone but largely to agents, it’s about distance to camp from 

airfield, how many Wilderness Air hops make up a trip from Maun to camp, or is 

there a direct charter flight, at what cost, ...those sorts of things (Participant #9).” 

 

“First of all familiarisation trips are key, for the right agents who we feel are good 

supporters or have the potential to be good supporters in the future. This is the most 

important way of getting bednights into camps from a tour operators point of view in 

recommending the camp. Second best is training, from the likes of presentations in their 

offices, from trade shows, or workshops, etc. 

If there's a 10% difference then the operator may well chose an alternative camp, so 

commission does come into play. It shouldn't affect the destination, but it may affect 

which camp is chosen in that destination. So we do need to be on top of our 

commission and be competitive against other suppliers. 

And of course price is important and perceived value for money. If a client has not got 

the budget for Zarafa Camp, they may well have for Selinda Canoe Trail or Selinda 

Explorers Camp for example. Of if they aspire to Zarafa but chose Selinda Camp 

instead, they won't be disappointed.” (Participant #11). 

 

These quotes illustrate the importance of agents’ knowledge and experience of the 

products to selling conservation tourism. However, it is interesting to note the 

difference in the promotional strategies whether it is directed at agents or clients: 

intangible and emotional aspects to the clients and rational practical aspects to the 

agents. Not presenting the emotional aspect to the agents could be a missed opportunity 

by again bypassing the role of the agents in the decision process. The quality of the 
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relationship with the operator and the sales representatives is also perceived as a key 

aspect that can influence travel agents sales. 

 

Travel agents and conservation ethic 

 “If I'm talking to specialised agents they are more knowledgeable of the camps and 

destinations, they ask far more questions about conservation or practicalities of the 

camps and game experiences. I do say that each of the investors do not take any 

dividend from the company and that profits are ploughed back into conservation 

projects and that is precisely why National Geographic have invested into Great Plains 

as there is a common cause and ethos - the expand and protect wildlife habitat. That's 

the start and I do think it differentiates Great Plains from any other wildlife company 

out there in the marketplace. The lodges or camps are always presented after the 

reasons why to go there.” (Participant #11). 

 

 “I hope that the conservation message and reasons for going there are foremost in 

product manager's minds when selecting the camps for their website and brochures, 

rather than gold taps. However in my experience (I've been a product manager and 

sales consultant for various companies for some 15 years before) when the travel agent 

receives a quote and itinerary and does know the conservation story of an area and 

associated camp, then there's a chance of it being passed onto the client, but I'd say that 

if there is a travel agent then in the chain there is a slim chance that message is passed 

on as the Chinese whispers effect is lost and it will all be down to copper baths, etc. I 

suspect is often lost through the Chinese-whisper effect. If however the travel agent 

requests a camp because it has a great conservation ethic, then the conservation 

message will likely to get down to the client. Better still if the client has specifically 
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requested the camp for the tour operator to book then they have probably done their 

own research on the internet, through word of mouth, through PR and magazine 

articles they may have read. It's a multi-pronged effort which will involve a mix of 

targeting direct clients and travel agents.” (Participant #11). 

“The other thing I would say on this, as having been that sales consultant at the other 

end of the phone, whilst conservation and ethics may help put a camp at the forefront 

of my mind when pushing the camp to the client, the sales consultant does not always 

have the time to get the conservation message across to the client on the phone, 

especially as typically in Africa there may be five or six properties involved in a two 

week trip.” (Participant #11). 

These quotes provide key insights of how the operator perceives travel agent integration 

of conservation aspects in their decision process. As highlighted, conservation is likely 

to be bypassed by agents unless being specifically requested by clients. 

 

Big Cat Conservation Aspects 

“Everyone on safari, especially for the first time wants to see big cats. If you can 

protect the big cats you should be able to protect all the other species of the ecosystem. 

I've seen cheetah both times I've been, which happen to be my favourite of the big cats 

so I love talking about them. Leopards are often seen along the tree-line around Zarafa 

from the Dispatches that are posted by the camp management on our website. And good 

lion populations too. 

Duba Plains - lions and buffalo. 85% of all hunts and kills at Duba happen during 

daylight hours, and 90% of their diet is buffalo. Why they hunt during the day is also 
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very interesting and really helps agents to remember Duba. I introduce a trailer for the 

Last Lions during my presentation of Duba as it shows the landscape so well and the 

lions active during the day. However, Duba in particular is recognised as one of the 

very best places on seeing lion, but I do have to remind them of all the other animals 

that clients can see there.” (Participant #11). 

The role of big cats as drawcards for tourism operations and focus of attention of the 

sales team are highlighted in these quotes. For example, the lions of Duba Plains Camp 

as they key attraction and marketing feature of the camp. The following table (Table 

4.12) identifies the main themes identified through data analysis. 
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Table 4.12 Key themes identified in the interviews with the Great Plains team 

Themes 

 

Related views 

PR as the key strategy 

to sell 

PR through different media is what brings clients to book 

Great Plains. Getting coverage first to get clients, PR is the 

first critical step in selling the products 

The client  is the 

decision-maker 

Assumption that clients know already where they want to go 

and visit the agent to proceed with the booking 

Role of travel agents Specialised agents are recognised as the key interface, however 

most conservation information is promoted to clients rather 

than travel agents  

Commercial viability 

in conflict with 

conservation 

“Conservation without money is just conversation”. 

Generating economic benefits comes before conservation 

aspects, which can be conflicting and pose ethical problems 

Loyalty between 

operator/agent 

These loyalty aspects are important as they form the basis of 

the relationship between the operator and agents, potentially 

influencing sales 

Intangible versus 

tangible information 

 

The guest is sent intangible information such as safari romance 

while the agent is sent tangible logistics information such as 

flight distance, etc. 

Communication  clash 

between operators and 

the travel trade 

Most operators are not communicating with the travel trade, 

focussing on communicating with their clients. Travel agents 

are often bypassed 

Conservation message 

not always passed on 

The conservation message will not always be passed from the 

operator to the agent, and from the agent to the client. The 

agent also does not have the time to get the conservation 

message across to the client, it is an added value but not central 

Big cats as drawcards The cats are used as selling bait to attract attention to the 

products, e.g. the lions of Duba Plains 
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Summary 

The interviews with the Great Plains team provided an insider view of the perception of 

a conservation tourism operator on travel agents’ receptivity to conservation marketing. 

This last case study sourced key information for understanding how an operator 

perceives what to sell to travel agents. First, capturing agents’ interest with attractive PR 

around big cats (lions and leopards for Great Plains), and then facilitating booking 

procedures for the agents. Thus, it is about being competitive and sustaining agents’ 

interest for the products by making it as attractive as possible. The idea that agents are 

not taking any risks by exposing their clients to a potential disappointment and negative 

feedback for which they will have to take responsibility, is central for the operator. 

Travel agents are first presented tangible aspects such as logistics and then if time 

permits, conservation messages are passed on. The sales representatives classified 

agents in different categories and adapt their promotional technique according to this 

unofficial classification to be cost-effective. As the participants revealed, the trick is to 

get across a conservation message that is not a commercial one and that will not get lost 

in “Chinese whispers”. In short the aim is conservation, rather than copper baths 

(service). However, copper baths are the shopfront of conservation and are necessary to 

sell such high-end products and maintain business viability. 
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4.9 Conclusions 

 

This chapter adopted a case study approach to present five main conservation tourism 

operators in Southern Africa. The tourism operations of &Beyond, Robin Pope Safaris, 

Okonjima, Wilderness Safaris and Great Plains Conservation are presented, with a focus 

on their big cat conservation projects. The results present an overview of each 

operator’s conservation tourism activities, the core ethic of the operator and then focus 

on a particular big cat conservation project. Results have identified the collaboration 

between the private sector and NGOs such as Panthera, African Parks or AfriCat as 

particularly powerful for big cat conservation. The mechanism is simple, the operator 

provides the funding and logistics through tourism operations while the NGO focuses 

on implementing the conservation project. The operator ensures a regular cash flow 

from tourism to conduct the conservation projects in collaboration with the NGO. The 

chapter establishes first the role of these five conservation tourism operators in 

conservation. It highlights the scale of these operations on private, communal and state 

land located in areas where the economic impact of tourism activities is important for 

local development. The presence of these tourism operators allows conserving natural 

habitats and local wildlife threatened by the human population growth and poaching. 

Despite the fact that most private reserves are managed specifically for wildlife viewing 

operations, the involvement of these operators in conservation is not-negligible. In some 

areas, when there is no tourism there is simply no wildlife left. 

 

Different key themes were identified from the interviews with the operators: 

1. The conservation footprint of high-end tourism operators in Southern Africa is 

important and should not be underestimated 
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2. Big cats act as drawcards in conservation tourism marketing, often used as 

selling bait 

3. PR is the key strategy to sell the products. Through good PR, the tourist visits 

the travel agents to request specific camps 

4. Internal clashes between marketing and conservation team due to different 

perceptions of what to promote 

5. Conservation is perceived as an added-value to the product 

6. The return of conservation promotion is unknown, hence risky. Service and 

luxury aspects are guaranteed values in the high-end sector 

7. Travel agents are bypassed in the promotion of conservation, the marketing is 

directed to tourists while agents are exposed to practical aspects 

8. Travel agents are perceived as booking facilitators, rather than decision-makers 

 

Conservation aspects focusing on big cats have been presented here, however it is 

important to acknowledge that a range of different actions for other species, in particular 

rhinos, are undertaken by these operators. Despite the fact that big cats, rhinos and 

elephants are easy to market as they attract tourist attention, these species occupy an 

important role as keystone species in maintaining an ecological equilibrium in diverse 

ecosystems. Therefore, actions contributing to their conservation are significant at a 

regional, but also national level. The economic impact of conserving charismatic 

species in countries such as Namibia, Zambia, Malawi and Botswana has also critical 

implications for the local communities dependent on tourism for employment. The 

wildlife tourism sector in general plays an important role in generating foreign exchange 

currencies and contributes to community upliftment aspects. 
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The results provide the necessary context to understand the relationship between 

conservation tourism operators and travel agents. A key point emerging from the 

interviews identified agents as being perceived as booking facilitators rather than 

powerful decision-makers. There is a contradiction between the operators recognising 

the importance of travel agents having a good knowledge of the product to sell it and 

the lack of conservation promotion to the agents. The role of travel agents is not fully 

understood by operators who underestimate the power that lies in the hands of the 

agents. The promotion of conservation is mainly directed to tourists, rather than agents, 

through PR and social media platforms such as Facebook. PR came out as being of key 

importance for operators, where good publicity around their products brings tourists 

through a positive feedback loop. Facebook is identified here as an important 

communication channel to promote conservation to tourists. 

 

Operators perceive that agents need to be educated further about conservation, however 

it is not a priority for selling the product. It is an add-on value to the wildlife product, 

which can be exploited further if the time allows it and if the agents are receptive. 

Therefore, most conservation aspects are bypassed. However, when conservation can be 

used as a drawcard to attract attention, it is used in promotional strategies by promoting 

charismatic species projects. This is where big cats play a central role, by sustaining 

attention due to their status of charismatic and popular species. All the interviewees 

confirmed that big cats are vital elements of the wildlife tourism industry in Africa, and 

considered as assets that are largely exploited in the marketing of conservation. Being 

the focus of agent and tourist attention, big cats and their conservation are easy to sell. 

Internal clashes were also identified in this chapter. The marketing team tends to focus 

on the charismatic species to attract attention, and the conservation team can sometimes 

be frustrated by the over-simplified messages employed to promote conservation 
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tourism efforts. As a result, clashes arise even within the same company, due to the 

differences in background and perspectives of practitioners involved in conservation 

tourism. 

 

The significance of these results is important for the following chapters. First, it 

demonstrates the challenge of unpacking conservation within a commercial product and 

making it attractive without overselling it. For example, a packed option may be “this 

lodge supports conservation”, whilst an unpacked option might be “this lodge supports 

an important cheetah conservation program, where ten cheetahs have been reintroduced 

and are actively monitored to establish new territory patterns”.  Then, it establishes how 

travel agents are perceived by conservation tourism operators, and why agents are 

bypassed when it comes to conservation aspects. Most operators, however, have 

formulated a desire to promote conservation further and align their image with their 

core conservation ethic. To this end, the next chapter explores what operators promote 

about their products and how conservation is presented in their main communication 

channels. Consumers make choices based on their perceptions of a product, often 

influenced by the promotion strategy of the supplier (Kaul & Rao, 1995). The following 

chapter is a major step in understanding how conservation activities potentially 

influence decision-making processes. 
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Chapter 5. Conservation Tourism Promotion: Analysis of Operator 

Communication Channels 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Tourism distribution channels facilitate the sales of tourism products to consumers and 

link supply to demand. Mostly, promotional material is designed to influence 

consumers’ purchasing behaviour by inducing a favourable image (Singh & Formica, 

2007). Having established in Chapter 4 the importance of conservation in operators’ 

tourism operations, Chapter 5 presents a content analysis of operators promotional 

material directed to travel agents and tourists. This chapter’s role is to link what 

operators say they promote to what they actually promote in their material. These 

distribution or communication channels are critical tools, as they contribute to the 

formation of destination images and support consumers’ projection of a mental 

representation of the destination (Govers et al., 2007). Destination images are 

increasingly formed through online information (Sparks & Browning, 2011). Therefore, 

social media play a key role in operator promotions. Brochures are traditional tools 

reflecting the destination attributes (Brito & Pratas, 2015). For instance, travel agents 

draw largely on brochures to support their sales, using the pictures to support their sales 

(Swiss travel agent, pers. comm.).  

 

Conservation tourism operators use a range of different promotional materials to sell 

their products to agents. Tourism operators mainly promote their products through the 

distribution of brochures, social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter or 

YouTube, and their websites. Therefore, promotional material serves different roles 

(Coghlan, 2007). First, it offers a brief presentation of the operator and the tourism 

product. Secondly, it details the operator’ portfolio of camps and activities with the 
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associated price ranges. Then, it describes the company’s philosophy by presenting their 

commitment to environmental and social upliftment aspects. This chapter is designed to 

explore promotional content in conservation tourism by determining how conservation 

is communicated through the different distribution channels to influence decision-

making processes.  The promotion of conservation tourism has not been explored, 

despite the growing number of operators involved in conservation. Big cats being 

flagship species in the wildlife tourism sector, this analysis provides an understanding 

of how charismatic species conservation is exploited in tourism marketing. Using a case 

study approach, this study contributes to the development of a model of the marketing 

dynamics of conservation tourism operators and identifies potential gaps in their 

communication strategies. 

 

5.2 Aims and Objectives 

The primary aim of this study is to provide an overview of how conservation tourism 

operators promote their products. A content analysis of three main sources of 

communication channels was conducted. This approach permits extracting the 

conservation component of the material and exploring how it is communicated. 

Understanding what operators promote to travel agents is a key component of the 

overall thesis, determining the marketing characteristics of this sector and identifying 

which aspects are promoted first. This provides a basis to determine the factors 

influencing agent decision-making processes. Decision-making is complex and can be 

influenced by a range of different factors acting as stimuli. These stimuli, or pull factors 

(Crompton, 1992), are widely used in marketing strategies to trigger an emotional 

response. This chapter focuses on extracting which pull factors are used in conservation 

tourism to influence travel agents and maximise sales. The conservation component is 
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focused on big cat projects to allow a comparative approach between the operators 

selected for this study. 

 

The specific objectives of this study are to: 

1. Analyse how conservation is presented in brochures, websites and Facebook 

and what is the proportion of conservation compared to other aspects  

2. Extract how big cats and their conservation are used in operators 

promotional material  

3. Discuss differences and similarities between promotional tactics of different 

operators 

4. Discuss differences in promotional messages between the different 

communication channels 

 

5.3 Methods 

The purpose of this study is to describe how the five conservation tourism companies 

presented in Chapter Four promote their products across their main communication 

channels. This component is based on pictures and text material, following a content 

analysis approach. Conservation promotion is extracted by categorising the information 

following specific codes. Tourism operators often use a mix of traditional tools such as 

brochures combined with social media to promote their products. Therefore, I selected 

three key communication channels: brochures, websites and Facebook pages. I first 

looked at how conservation efforts in general are promoted by operators by analysing 

all types of information coming from operators. I then evaluated the relative importance 

of big cat projects compared to other efforts to test the hypothesis that operators put 
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more effort into big cat conservation promotions since the cats are significant wildlife 

drawcards.  

 

Content analysis allows summarising and categorising large quantities of information 

collected from promotional material (Hall & Valentin, 2005; Govers et al., 2007). It 

permits the analysis of words, images or characters following a systematic approach to 

explore concepts emerging from the data (Singh & Formica, 2007; Silverman, 2011). 

Content analysis is applied here to analyse how conservation is promoted. The material 

was obtained directly from operators, where brochures were sent to the author in her 

role of travel agent and by attending the World Travel Market 2012 in London. 

Brochures were sampled in their totality, to account for different lengths and types of 

brochures found between the five operators. Images and text were analysed separately 

where the number of images were counted and categorised by theme, and the number of 

paragraphs was used as a measure for the text analysis.  

 

Creating categories is the main feature of content analysis. Inter-coder reliability is an 

important criterion to respect categories and several trials of coding practices were 

performed before identifying the categories that could be applied to the three different 

source materials. Three main categories captured the data: Service, Attractions & 

Activities and Conservation. Within these themes, a sub- “Big Cats”- category was 

created to separate the big cat conservation component. The “Service” theme represents 

everything linked to service in a high-end camp: rooms, bathrooms, meal facilities, 

staff, living rooms, etc. The “Attraction & Activities” theme represents the landscape, 

maps, the wildlife (except big cats), the activities (game-drives, walking safaris, river 

cruises and other). The “Attraction & Activities Big Cats” represents pictures and text 

about big cat sightings with no mention of conservation aspects. The “Conservation” 
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category encompasses all aspects of conservation that are not specific to big cats or 

local community upliftment, mostly consisting of the conservation ethics of the 

operator. The “Conservation Big Cats” category is specific to lion, leopard and cheetah 

conservation and most of the time presents big cat reintroduction and monitoring 

projects. The “Conservation Community” theme categorises all the aspects linked to 

local communities: health, employment and education aspects. The proportion of “big 

cats” was calculated within each category to determine the importance of lion, cheetah 

and leopard in the operator promotional strategies. Conservation aspects were detailed 

to capture the type of message promoted by categorising the most common conservation 

initiatives such as reintroduction, monitoring, anti-poaching, human-wildlife conflicts. 

This step allowed permitted identification of conservation aspects are promoted first. 

 

Table 5.1 Summary of coding codes used for the different categories 

Codes 
 

Example Picture Example Text Coding scheme 

Service 
 

 

“Mobile safari tents with 
ensuite bathrooms are 
positioned at secluded 
sites in the game-rich 
Chobe NP” 

-High-end 
facilities 
-Rooms, 
bathrooms, dining 
facilities 

Attraction & 
Activities 

 

“The many national 
parks boast a huge 
variety of wildlife in a 
kaleidoscope of 
differing environments” 

-Game 
walks/drives with 
species other than 
big cats 
-Location, camps, 
wildlife attributes 

Attraction & 
Activities Big 
Cats 

 

“Leopards are 
frequently seen, giving 
you an opportunity to 
observe these 
magnificent predators 
that are radio-tracked 
from our game-viewing 
vehicles” 

-Game 
walk/drives with 
big cat species 
-Location of 
camps with big 
cats 
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Conservation 
 

 

“Hope all our GP 
friends here caught 
today's press release - 
exciting times in 
conservation! And 
watch this space for 
additional 'calls to 
action'. This truly will 
take each one of us, so 
let's mobilize our 
networks to secure this 
species' future. 
PRESS RELEASE: 
GREAT PLAINS 
CONSERVATION 
AND andBEYOND 
JOIN FORCES TO 
TRANSLOCATE UP 
TO 100 RHINO” 
 

-Any 
conservation-
related 
information on: 
monitoring (such 
as fixing tracking 
devices), anti-
poaching, 
research, vet  

Conservation 
Big Cats 

 

“Can you imagine 
Namibia without lions, 
if we had lost all of our 
lions to persecution, 
illegal trade and 
unsustainable off-take? 
Some farmers might say 
good riddance, others 
may be indifferent, but I 
am convinced that the 
majority of Namibians 
would regret not having 
done more to ensure the 
lions’ long-term 
survival.” 

-Conservation 
projects 
information about 
big cats (e.g. 
pictures of big cat 
species with a 
tracking collar) 

Conservation 
Community 

 

“We believe in honest, 
mutually and dignified 
relationships with our 
rural community 
partners in ways that 
deliver a meaningful and 
life-changing share of 
the proceeds of 
responsible tourism to 
all stakeholders” 

-All community 
aspects, children 
education, staff 
employment, 
health facilities 

 
 

Images and text were analysed separately where the number of images were counted 

and categorised into the same themes (Service, Attraction & Activities, Conservation), 

and the number of paragraphs was used as a measure for the text analysis. Social media 

content was captured by running searches on the Internet and subscribing to operators’ 
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Facebook pages. Operator posting patterns were relatively similar in terms of regularity 

despite Wilderness Safaris being the operator posting most often. Because of the high 

number of posts on some operator’s page, a sampling technique was employed to 

capture a manageable, yet representative number of posts. For example, Wilderness 

Safaris had 62 posts in January 2013, where Okonjima had 8 posts (Table 5.2). All posts 

in January 2013 were sampled, captured into a Word document and categorised into an 

Excel database. The usage of NVivo or other software packages was not required for 

this analysis. January was selected because it is one of the busiest months of the year 

where agents receive a high number of requests from potential clients for the planning 

of the European summer holidays (July and August). This period consists of the high 

season in Botswana, Namibia and Zambia where camps, as they are small-size (average 

of 10 rooms) fill up rapidly. Operator sales representatives often schedule a visit to the 

agents in January to provide the latest updates and support the agents in their sales. 

Thus, January is a month where agents will process a large number of bookings and go 

through the different promotion channels to make their decisions. Websites were 

analysed by first counting the number of clicks before landing on the conservation-

related page, and then a detailed content analysis of this section was undertaken and 

summarised into an Excel table. From the results, it was possible to make some 

inferences about conservation marketing in a tourism context.  
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Table 5.2 Conservation tourism operators’ promotional material  

Operators Brochures 
(nbr) 

Website 
(nbr of clicks for 
conservation page) 

 Facebook 
(total nbr of posts 
for January 2013) 

 
&Beyond  

 
2 

 
 4 

  
 11 

Robin Pope Safaris 
 

1  3   12 

Okonjima AfriCAT 1 3   8 

Wilderness Safaris 2 3   62 

Great Plains 
Conservation 

8 3  29 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1 Brochure picture covers of Wilderness Safaris, Robin Pope Safaris and 

Okonjima 

 

The following case studies are presented, analysing the five operators’ communication 

channels for conservation promotion. 
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5.4 Case Study 1. &Beyond 

&Beyond is positioned as a luxury tourism operator. Tourists and travel agents receive 

the same information, communicated through the brochure, the website and Facebook. 

A general printed guest brochure is distributed to agents and sent to direct clients, an e-

brochure “Sustainability” presenting the conservation aspects is available to download 

on the website, as well as individual fact sheets for each lodge. Fact sheets are a recent 

promotional tool, introduced in 2013. According to the &Beyond sales representative 

for the Switzerland-Germany region, travel agents mainly use the camps fact sheets, 

available for each lodge. The fact sheets are also available to direct clients and can be 

downloaded from the website. The fact sheets consist of a four-page bullet-point 

document condensing all the information required by the agent to sell the product and 

for a client to obtain basic information. Service and activities are the focus of the fact 

sheet, with a table of facts on the last page containing all the logistical aspects such as 

“air conditioning: yes” and other details. Conservation aspects are not mentioned 

anywhere except in the “At an additional charge” paragraph, where “Specialist safaris” 

include rhino capture and research and visits to endangered big cat projects. The 

factsheets condense the brochure and website information for each camp, however do 

not include conservation aspects. To run an in-depth content analysis of &Beyond’s 

promotion of conservation, the two brochures (general and sustainability e-brochure), 

the “Sustainability” tab of the website and Facebook posts in January 2013 were 

analysed. 
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Table 5.3 Content Analysis of &Beyond promotional material  
 
 BROCHURES (n=2) WEBSITE FACEBOOK 

 General e-Sustainability 

4 clicks 
(Conservation 

tab) 
1 month 

(Jan) 
Total nbr of pages 51 66    
Topic Pic. Text Pic. Text Pic. Text Posts 

        
Service 67 35 15 17 0 0 1 

Attraction & Activities 
(Other) 31 5 11 0 1 1 3 

Attraction & Activities      
Big cats 4 30 1 0 0 0 4 

Conservation (general) 
 1 2 30 88 0 23 3 

Conservation Big cats 
 0 0 3 17 0 5 0 

Conservation community 
 0 0 31 55 0 2 0 

Feedback (tourists) 
 0 5 0 0 0 0 0 
        

Other 0 0 0 31 0 2 0 
 

Total (nbr) 103 77 94 208 1 33 11 
        

 

Brochures: 

&Beyond distributes a general brochure to travel agents and direct clients, presenting 

their portfolio of lodges. Moreover on their website, a Sustainability e-brochure is 

available to download, providing details on their conservation and community 

involvement.  

1. General brochure 

The general brochure contains 51 pages and 103 large pictures (often a whole page). 

Sixty-seven pictures categorised under the Service theme (65%), show mainly 

bedrooms, bathrooms and dining tables. The high-end luxury aspects are heavily 

promoted. The second theme, Attraction and Activities, offered 35 (34%) pictures of 
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tourists on game-drives, maps of the camps and mostly pictures of wildlife (rhinos, wild 

dogs, elephants, great migration of wildebeests and zebras in the Serengeti). Four 

pictures of big cats are presented (one lioness, one leopard, one cheetah with cubs, and 

one tiger) categorised as Attraction & Activities Big Cats. There was only one picture 

classified under the Conservation theme, showing a ranger educating a group of tourists 

(children) kneeling in front of a turtle crossing a track.  

 

Figure 5.2 Proportion of themes for the picture content analysis of &Beyond’s 

general brochure: dominance of Service theme 

 

Figure 5.3 Proportion of themes for the text content analysis of &Beyond’s general 

brochure: dominance of Service theme 

65% 

30% 

4% 1% 0% 0% 0% 
Service

Attraction &
Activities (Other)

Attraction &
Activities      Big cats

Conservation
(general)

Conservation Big
cats

45% 

7% 

39% 

3% 
0% 0% 

6% 
Service

Attraction &
Activities (Other)

Attraction &
Activities      Big cats

Conservation
(general)

Conservation Big cats
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Figure 5.4 Example of pictures categorised under Service in &Beyond general 

brochure (© 2013 &Beyond) 

 

For the text analysis, the brochure consists of 77 paragraphs, with 35 Service and 35 

Attraction paragraphs. The Service paragraphs present the different lodge features such 

as plunge pools, wine cellars and private decks. The Attraction paragraphs present the 

different activities offered, the advantages of the location chosen and the wildlife 

viewing opportunities. Within 30 of the 35 Attraction paragraphs, lion, leopard or 

cheetah viewing are mentioned. Five paragraphs were quotes from guests describing 

their positive experience travelling with the operator. Only two paragraphs at the 

beginning of the brochure presented the company commitment towards conservation 

and philosophy, with a paragraph on the different accolades won by the company in 

2012. The other paragraph presents the company conservation ethics and their affiliated 

non-profit organisation, Africa Foundation.  
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“&Beyond’s community development partner, Africa Foundation, is an independent 

tax-exempt non-profit organisation registered in South Africa, the United States and the 

United Kingdom. Working together with &Beyond and in consultation with the 

communities themselves, Africa Foundation facilitates the socio-economic development 

of rural communities living in or close to the continent’s conservation areas. For 

&Beyond, our involvement with Africa Foundation represents our core tenet of Care of 

the People.” (&Beyond, 2013) 

 

2. Sustainability brochure 

The Sustainability e-brochure is 66 pages long, with a focus on community and 

conservation projects. Of the 94 pictures, 30 images were associated with conservation 

messages (30%). Most of them showed wildlife in their natural habitat, landscapes and 

the rhino reintroduction operation in Botswana. Only three pictures showed big cats, but 

not specifically conservation actions. The pictures however, were associated with 

conservation paragraphs detailing the different projects. Thirty-one pictures represent 

local community projects with members of the different local communities. Fifteen 

pictures were about Service, presenting some of the rangers working for the company. 

For the text analysis, there were a total of 208 paragraphs. Eighty-eight of them (42%) 

were about &Beyond’s conservation commitment and detailing the different projects 

ranging from planting trees, lowering their footprint impact and conservation success. 

The leopard project is cited as a successful project under “A decade of leopard 

research”. Seventeen paragraphs were about lion, leopard and cheetah conservation at 

Phinda. Fifty five (26%) paragraphs were about local communities’ upliftment 

describing health, education and employment contribution by the operator. 

 

http://www.africafoundation.org.za/
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Figure 5.5 Proportion of themes for the picture content analysis of &Beyond’s e-

Sustainability brochure: dominance of Conservation community theme 

 

 

Figure 5.6 Proportion of themes for the text content analysis of &Beyond’s e-

Sustainability brochure: dominance of Conservation general theme 
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Website: 

The website regroups all the existing information about the company. Two clicks are 

required to land on the Sustainability tab and two more are required to see the page 

detailing conservation aspects under Wildlife. The Sustainability tab has four sections: 

Overview, Land, Wildlife, People and Recognition. The Overview section presents the 

company’s model of “responsible luxury experiential tourism” in two paragraphs with a 

link to access the Africa Foundation. The Care of the Land page presents general 

sustainability aspects and the company’s commitment to minimise its environmental 

impacts. The Wildlife section has four pages starting with an overview and statements 

such as “We promote a greater consciousness of the possibilities and responsibilities of 

managing the wildlife resources on our planet, demonstrating that they can be conserved 

on a sustainable basis if we all respect and value them”. Then a “&Beyond 

Conservation Firsts” details the different conservation initiatives undertaken by the 

operator such as “First free-ranging cheetah reintroduction on private land in KwaZulu-

Natal (Phinda Private Game Reserve)” and “First unified lion pride to be formed from 

members of different prides (Phinda Private Game Reserve)”. Then a Wildlife Victories 

tab presents successful projects such as the 2013 rhino translocation project in 

Botswana and the leopard monitoring project at Phinda.  
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Figure 5.7 &Beyond website presenting conservation aspects (© 2013 &Beyond TM) 

 

The last tab presents &Beyond partners in conservation such as WWF South Africa or 

Birdlife South Africa. At the end of the page, the conservation blog is highlighted where 

readers can click on the link to catch up with the latest news about conservation. Les 

Carlisle, &Beyond’s conservation manager, regularly provides updates on conservation 

news happening at the different camps. The text analysis of the Wildlife Conservation 

section shows that 12 paragraphs out of 33 (36%) are about conservation ethics and 

general aspects, no specifics. 

 



165 
 

 

Figure 5.8 Proportion of themes for the text content analysis of &Beyond’s 

Conservation tab: dominance of Conservation general theme 

 

Facebook: 

There were a total of 11 Facebook posts collected in January 2013. Seven posts 

consisted of images of wildlife found in the different reserves. Five of the eight images 

were close-up pictures of big cats (two leopards, one lion and one cheetah). The 

sightings of the cats are always associated with the name of the camp where they were 

found, and sometimes a short story about the animal is presented with the picture. For 

example a lion was climbing up a tree at Phinda for a vantage point, or a leopard named 

“Schotia” patrolling in the camp by night at Kirkman’s Kamp. There were three 

conservation posts out of the eleven, which promoted the same information about the 

rhino translocation project from Phinda to Botswana with a link to access the blog 

detailing the project. Five of the wildlife pictures were sightings from guests shared by 

&Beyond. The focus of Facebook posts is the Attraction theme. 
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“A stand-off between a male cheetah and a male leopard at andBeyond's Phinda Private 

Game Reserve. Needless to say, the leopard was victorious. Picture by Warrick Davey” 

 

Figure 5.9 Example of post categorised into Attraction & Activities Big Cats (© 

2013 &Beyond) 

 

Summary 

The content analysis performed on &Beyond promotional material revealed that 

conservation is promoted, but the service and attractions aspects are the focus of the 

material. The disjuncture between the relative lack of conservation message in the 

promotional material versus the core ethics of the company indicates that the operator is 

focusing on high-end service, rather than conservation ethics in their marketing. While 

interviewing Phinda’s conservation manager, it was evident that conservation and in 

particular big cat conservation, was significant. Not only do big cats play an important 

role as drawcards to attract high-end tourists, but Phinda was at the centre of lion, 

cheetah and leopard conservation initiatives. This conservation-related information 

appears in the Sustainability e-brochure located in the Sustainability tab of the website. 

The focus of the conservation messages is on Big Five species reintroduction and 

monitoring programs, as well as support to local communities in terms of health and 

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Phinda-Private-Game-Reserve/353757147979401?directed_target_id=0
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Phinda-Private-Game-Reserve/353757147979401?directed_target_id=0
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10152419507245193&set=a.296269365192.317207.236892755192&type=1&relevant_count=1
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10152419507245193&set=a.296269365192.317207.236892755192&type=1&relevant_count=1
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10152419507245193&set=a.296269365192.317207.236892755192&type=1&relevant_count=1
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education programs. Close-up pictures of big cats are associated with camp locations, 

but do not dominate the material. Rhino conservation is however, promoted in the three 

different channels. It can be concluded that &Beyond is missing a selling opportunity 

by not promoting conservation in the travel agents’ main promotional tools, the 

factsheets and the general brochure.  
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5.5 Case Study 2. Robin Pope Safaris 

 

RPS is positioned as an adventure tourism operator promoting a high level of service 

and unique safari experience. The focus of their marketing is on exceptional customer 

service. A general brochure is distributed to tourists and travel agents detailing the 

camps and activities. A website containing all the information about the company and 

the camps presents RPS commitment to responsible tourism. An agent login tab allows 

travel agents to access rates and information about the different camps. A Facebook 

page with regular posts provides updates about camps and the associated wildlife. The 

unique feature of RPS communication strategy is a weekly “It’s Monday and..” 

newsletter written by the different camp managers. This short newsletter is emailed each 

Monday with a story about what’s happening at one of the camps, focusing mostly on 

sightings of the local wildlife. Majete’s lion and leopard release were detailed in these 

newsletters with different pictures of the cats. This newsletter contains different 

information and is an interactive way of keeping tourists and agents updated on the 

products and on what’s happening at the different RPS camps. The newsletter is 

replicated on Facebook every Monday. According to RPS, the aim of the newsletter is 

not to sell or push products but to keep agents and tourists connected with the company. 

However, in the interview it was recognised as one of their best promotional tools. To 

analyse RPS promotion of conservation, the general brochure, website ‘Responsible 

Tourism” tab and a sample of Facebook posts were analysed. 
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Table 5.4. Content Analysis of RPS promotional material  
 
 BROCHURES (n=1) WEBSITE FACEBOOK 

 General 
3 clicks 

(Conservation tab) 1 month (Jan) 
Total nbr of pages 25    

Topic Pic. Text Pic. Text Posts 

      
Service 19 18 0 1 4 

Attraction & Activities 
(Other) 27 22 0 0 3 

Attraction & Activities      
Big cats 2 4 0 0 2 

Conservation (general) 
 0 1 0 4 1 

Conservation Big cats 
 0 0 0 3 1 

Conservation community 
 2 1 1 2 0 

Feedback (tourists) 
 0 10 0 0 1 
      

Other 0 0 0 0 0 
 

Total (nbr) 50 56 1 10 12 
        

 

Brochure: 

RPS distributes a general brochure to clients and travel agents, also available in each 

bedroom at the camps. The brochure is relatively short (25 pages) and presents basic 

information about the camps, their location and available activities. With a total of 50 

pictures and 56 paragraphs, the brochure focuses on the activities offered at the different 

camps. 

 

The front cover of the brochure consists of a close-up shot of a lioness lying in the 

grass. This is the only picture of a lion found in the RPS brochure. Fifty-four percent of 

the pictures are categorised under the Attraction & Activities (other than big cats) 



170 
 

theme, where pictures of walking safaris, game-drives and wildlife species such as 

giraffes and elephants are portrayed. Thirty-eight percent of the pictures were 

categorised under Service, where pictures of bedrooms and camp facilities were 

presented. In total there are only two pictures of big cats in the whole brochure, the front 

page lioness and a leopard in a tree. For the conservation section there were two pictures 

classified under the Conservation community theme. 

 

 

Figure 5.10 Proportion of themes for the picture analysis of RPS general brochure: 

dominance of Attraction & Activities  

 

 

Figure 5.11 Example of picture categorised into Attraction & Activities theme (© 

2013 Robin Pope Safaris) 
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For the text analysis, Attraction and Activities was found to be the dominant theme 

(39%), followed closely by Service (32%). Each camp is presented, highlighting the 

unique and adventurous aspect of a safari in Zambia and Malawi.  The activities and 

attractions available are detailed for each region, focusing on the landscape/wilderness 

and wildlife species to observe. Attraction and Activities mentioning leopard viewing in 

specific camps represents 7% of the 56 paragraphs contained in the brochure. 

Conservation aspects presenting the company ethics and commitment to responsible 

tourism represent only 2% of the material, where big cat conservation represents 18% 

by promoting Mkulumadzi Lodge and Majete’s lion reintroduction program. 

 

 

Figure 5.12 Proportion of themes for the text analysis of RPS general brochure: 

dominance of Attraction & Activities, followed by Service 

 

Website: 

RPS’ website offers a complete set of information that is not available in the brochure, 

such as the history of the company, details of a typical safari day and the presentation of 

the team. Under the “About Us” tab, the “Responsible Tourism” tab is positioned in 

fourth position and offers an overview of RPS’ commitment to responsible tourism, 

guided by their “Responsible Tourism Policy”. Within this tab, a sub-tab called 
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“Wildlife Conservation” presents in 10 paragraphs RPS’ support of conservation. 

Examples of conservation commitment consist of support to de-snaring and anti-

poaching patrols, and the mitigation of environmental impacts on species habitat. Anti-

poaching support is detailed in a paragraph presenting the South Luangwa Conservation 

Society and RPS financial support to this organisation. A paragraph on carnivore 

research introduces the Zambian Carnivore Programme and highlights RPS’ financial 

contribution and material support to the NGO. The next two paragraphs introduce the 

Majete reintroduction operation and RPS’ role in supporting African Parks. Big cat 

conservation messages formed 30% of the information. Local community involvement 

formed 20% of the page, while 40% was made of general information such responsible 

behaviour and raising guest conservation awareness while on safari. 

 

 

Figure 5.13 RPS’ website text content analysis of the Conservation tab 

 

Facebook: 

There were 12 posts collected in January 2013. Five of them were pictures of wildlife 

with two of them showing a leopard, appearing in the “It’s Monday newsletter”.  The 

profile picture of the company portrays a leopard lying in a tree. The “It’s Monday” 
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newsletter was posted on Facebook every week. There were two posts categorised into 

the Conservation theme, both of which featured the lion reintroduction in Majete 

through the newsletter. There was no new conservation message posted exclusively on 

the Facebook channel.  The information specific to the Facebook channel were mostly 

about service and camp information, with some pictures of wildlife. 

 

“Happy New Year everyone! Hope 2013 is a 'roaring' one...” 

 

Figure 5.14 Example of Facebook post categorised into Attraction & Activities Big 

Cat (© 2013 Robin Pope Safaris) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=440505986004916&set=a.212878892100961.81053.202739829781534&type=1&relevant_count=1
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=440505986004916&set=a.212878892100961.81053.202739829781534&type=1&relevant_count=1
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=440505986004916&set=a.212878892100961.81053.202739829781534&type=1&relevant_count=1
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Summary 

The analysis of RPS’ promotion of conservation revealed that the theme Activities & 

Attraction was the focus of the operator’s marketing. However, responsible tourism is 

well presented on the company’s website, detailing the benefits of their tourism 

operations for local communities in the regions where they operate. The Majete lion 

reintroduction project was widely promoted through Facebook and in the media. To 

summarise RPS’ usage of communication channels to promote conservation, the 

message is well presented on the website, poorly in the brochure and in an interactive 

way via the newsletter. The “It’s Monday” newsletter was a powerful strategy to 

highlight RPS’ role in supporting African Parks restocking Majete Reserve and promote 

any other aspects of the operator. Delivering a short message accompanied with pictures 

of wildlife, it consists of a few paragraphs depicting an event or updating consumers 

about what is happening on the ground. With the Facebook channel, the lions and 

leopards are also followed on Majete Wildlife Reserve’s page, where pictures are 

regularly posted updating consumers on the cats’ movements.  
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5.6 Case Study 3. Okonjima Game Reserve 

Okonjima is positioned as a mid-range tourism product, offering a conservation 

experience to be incorporated as a part of a larger tour in Namibia. The operator 

promotes the opportunity to approach cheetahs and leopards in the wild and learn about 

their conservation via the AfriCat Foundation. Okonjima promotes AfriCat conservation 

initiatives and AfriCat uses the facilities provided by Okonjima Lodge. Cheetah 

tracking on foot is the highlight of the experience. Therefore, pictures of cheetahs and 

leopards are the principal visual representation of the product. A general brochure is 

distributed to agents and direct clients with basic information. A website details all the 

information about Okonjima Lodge, linking it to AfriCat’s website. Both websites are 

comprehensive and provide all the necessary elements for bookings such as location, 

price, accommodation types, activities offered, etc. A Facebook page presented as 

“Okonjima, Namibia-Home of AfriCat” is regularly updated with pictures and 

information about what is happening with the cats. Okonjima is a private reserve and 

therefore functions differently to the other case studies presented in this chapter. There 

is only one product offered, compared to the operators who run different camps in 

different reserves and conservancies. The marketing, sales, reservations and operations 

are run directly by the owners who live on the land. 
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Table 5.5 Content Analysis of Okonjima promotional material  
 
 BROCHURES (n=1) WEBSITE FACEBOOK 

 General 2 clicks (AfriCat tab) 1 month (Jan) 
Total nbr of pages 19    
Topic Pic. Text Pic. Text Posts 

      
Service 31 11 0 0 1 

Attraction & Activities 
(Other) 1 4 4 0 1 

Attraction & Activities      
Big cats 4 3 0 0 0 

Conservation (general) 
 2 5 4 1 1 

Conservation Big cats 
 9 10 10 5 2 

Conservation community 
 1 1 4 1 0 

Feedback (tourists) 
 0 0 0 0 2 
      

Other 1 0 0 0 1 
 

Total (nbr) 49 34 22 7 8 
 

Brochure: 

Okonjima provides a small brochure presenting principally the different types of 

accommodation available. The brochure is distributed to direct clients and travel agents. 

The brochure is short (19 pages in total) and contains a majority of pictures of service 

and facilities (31). With a total of 49 pictures and 34 paragraphs, the focus is on Service, 

describing the different types of accommodation available. Cheetah, leopard and wild 

dog conservation is illustrated in pictures where we can see animals collared and 

tourists in the background tracking them on foot or by 4WD. The page presenting 

AfriCat is illustrated by a cheetah lying in the grass and four paragraphs about 

conservation, the importance of carnivores for ecological equilibrium and a few lines 

presenting the AfriCat Foundation.  
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The text analysis revealed that 29% of the paragraphs were about big cat conservation, 

describing AfriCat’s work and the activities available contributing to conservation.  

Thirty-two percent of the text was about Service. Hence, there were many more pictures 

about Service than text, and more textual information about big cat conservation than 

pictures. 

 

Figure 5.15 Content analysis of Okonjima’s brochure, with 65% of the pictures 

about Service 

 

Figure 5.16 Example of picture categorised under the theme Service (© 2013 

Okonjima) 
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Figure 5.17 Content analysis of Okonjima’s brochure, with 32% of the paragraphs 

about Service and 29% about big cat conservation 

 

Website: 

The website offers an extensive source of information about the lodge, the reserve, the 

type of experience offered and the role of AfriCat. Two clicks are required to land on 

the tab specific to AfriCat. With a total of 22 pictures, the page has a large number of 

links to specific aspects such as donations, the program “Adopt a cheetah, leopard or 

lion” or AfriCat Newsletters. The donation program is presented as “Adopt a cheetah, 

leopard or lion…Or would you like to adopt a big cat for a friend…”, where people can 

donate money for a specific cat conservation project. The AfriCat Newsletter is 

published regularly and provides follow-up of conservation programs. Conservation 

messages in the visual analysis (10 pictures) are represented by a picture of the research 

centre, staff performing health checks on cheetahs in the vet clinic, wild dogs with 

collars, local communities being educated about predator conservation around pictures 

of big cats and a staff member radio-tracking an animal from an Okonjima vehicle. 

Conservation messages in the text analysis consist of different short paragraphs with 
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headings describing the main research programs: “Rescue & Release”, “Rehabilitation”, 

“Human-Wildlife conflict mitigation & community support”, “Education”, “Research” 

and “Welfare”. Seven paragraphs in total present the conservation aspects with 

numerous different links going into further detail.  

 

Figure 5.18 Content analysis of Okonjima’s website, with 46% of the pictures 

representing big cat conservation projects such as cheetah monitoring 

 

Facebook: 

Okonjima’s Facebook page is regularly updated with pictures of the carnivores, with 

leopards and cheetahs being most represented. There were eight posts in January 2013, 

three of which were conservation-oriented. One of them promoted the AfriCat 

newsletter “Okonjima/AfriCat cat’s whisper”, one of them updating followers on the 

closure of AfriCat’s volunteer program “Paws”, and one of them promoting Okonjima 

with a large picture of a leopard in a tree under the heading “ Track leopards in the 20, 

000 ha Okonjima Private Reserve, when you stay with us at any one of our four camps”, 

with a link directing the reader to the Activities available at the lodge. This post was 
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posted twice on the same day. The rest of the posts were two guest feedbacks describing 

their experience while staying at Okonjima. One post promoted the lodge through an 

article where a journalist, Chris Packham, described his experience under the heading 

“where are you going for a holiday to remember in 2013”. Chris Packham is a TV 

presenter from the UK who regularly visits the lodge and promotes conservation and 

AfriCat’s work with big cats on short videos available on Youtube. These videos and 

articles are regularly shared via the Facebook channel. 

 

TRACK LEOPARDS IN THE 20 000ha OKONJIMA PRIVATE RESERVE - WHEN 
YOU STAY WITH US AT ANY ONE OF OUR 4 CAMPS . . . .  

http://www.okonjima.com/content/Activities — at OKONJIMA NATURE RESERVE - 
NAMIBIA. 

CATCH UP WITH THE OKONJIMA/AFRICAT, " 
CAT'S WHISPER!!! 

THE DEC JAN NEWS ISSUE OF CAT & CONSERVATION ACTION!! 
SEE: http://www.okonjima.com/news_detail.php?news_id=77 

 

 

Figure 5.19 Example of Facebook post categorised into Conservation Big Cats (© 

2013 Okonjima) 

 

 

 

http://www.okonjima.com/content/Activities
http://www.okonjima.com/news_detail.php?news_id=77
http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=302882809814583&set=a.251281764974688.36799.251268871642644&type=1
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Summary 

The analysis of Okonjima’s promotion of conservation shows that tracking large 

carnivores is the key line used in the different channels to attract consumer attention. 

Documentaries and Youtube videos about Okonjima are also released via Facebook. 

Conservation actions are promoted through AfriCat, where the information is shared 

through newsletters available on the website and Facebook, pictures of the collared 

animals released through the three channels and journalist’s videos. The brochure 

however, focuses on Service with a large number of pictures of the different types of 

accommodation and the facilities available at the lodge. The theme Attraction & 

Activities was poorly represented, as all activities such as game-drives or bush walks 

were associated with a conservation message. Service and Big Cat Conservation were 

the themes the most present. The relationship between Okonjima and AfriCat is well 

explained and the role of tourists in the funding mechanism for conservation is clear. PR 

and promotion through media are used as a main promotional tool. 
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5.7 Case Study 4. Wilderness Safaris 

 

Wilderness Safaris relies solely on travel agents and tour operators for their bookings 

and do not take direct enquiries from tourists. Therefore, their promotional material is 

more detailed than any other operators and comprises different brochures to provide the 

agents with strong selling tools to maximise the sales. Tourists do not receive brochures 

directly. However, tourists can follow Wilderness posts on Facebook and visit the 

website for information on the products. Three different brochures are usually 

distributed to travel agents. A general brochure presenting the different camps is 

updated every year and distributed. The general brochure used for this analysis, 

collected at WTM London 2012, presents a picture of a leopard on the cover page. The 

brochure uses two pages per camp, one page shows different pictures of the camp’s 

facilities and the local wildlife, and the other page contains text describing the camp and 

activities. The agent brochure is very similar to the general brochure, containing the 

same information but with more details on the differences between camp categories and 

suggestions for itineraries combining different camps. The front cover of the agent 

brochure presents a male lion standing in front of a camp in the Okavango Delta in 

Botswana. The brochure presents the different concessions, their locations and the 

activities available at each camp. The 4Cs concept is presented in the agent brochure in 

the introductory pages, and at the end of the general brochure. The Wilderness Trust and 

Children in the Wilderness are both presented in the general and agent brochures, 

providing the same information/text but accompanied by different pictures. The third 

brochure consists of the Wilderness Wildlife Trust and Children in the Wilderness 

Annual Report, which is printed each year detailing the different projects. The brochure 

also presents a map of where the different projects are conducted and each project is 
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presented on one page. For the purpose of this study, the general brochure and 

Wilderness Trust brochure were analysed. As no other operator provides a travel agent 

brochure, no comparison is possible and the agent brochure was removed from the 

sample. 

 

Table 5.6 Content Analysis of Wilderness Safaris promotional material  
 
 BROCHURES (n=2) WEBSITE FACEBOOK 

 General Agent 

Wilderness 
Trust Annual 

Report 

3 clicks 
(Conservation 

tab) 1 month (Jan) 
Total nbr of pages 118  84    

Topic Pic. Text Pic. Text Pic. Text Pic. Text  Posts 

 
105 40 / / 0 0 0 0 1 Service 

Attraction & 
Activities (Other) 84 142 / / 0 0 2 0 34 

Attraction & 
Activities      Big 

cats 22 2 / / 0 0 0 0 20 
Conservation 

(general) 0 18 / / 59 137 2 3 4 
Conservation Big 

cats 1 0 / / 9 13 1 0 1 
Conservation 
community 7 5 / / 72 122 2 0 1 

 
0 0 / / 0 16 0 0 0 Other 

 
Total (nbr) 219 207 / / 140 288 7 3 62 

 

Brochures: 

1. General brochure 

The general brochure is divided into three distinct parts. The first ten pages provide 

general information. The camp categories (Premier and Classic) are presented, 

accompanied by pictures of the local wildlife on full pages. Then the different operating 



184 
 

countries are presented, starting with Botswana. A map of the different camps is shown 

for each country with the different concessions localised. The camps are then detailed 

on two pages, one showing different pictures of the bedroom, bathroom, dining facilities 

and local wildlife and one page with some text about service, activities and attractions 

contained within three paragraphs. The three paragraphs follow the same structure: 

“About xxx Camp” (detailing service), “Environment and Wildlife” (presenting the 

local environment and wildlife viewing possibilities) and a last paragraph 

“Experiencing xxx Camp”, which presents activities specific to the camp such as 

“guided walk” or “cultural tour”.  The camps presentation section takes up the bulk of 

the brochure. The third section presents the Wilderness Trust, Children in the 

Wilderness and Sustainability: the 4Cs. This section represents six pages in total. The 

project chosen to illustrate the Wilderness Trust is the Kafue Lion project in Zambia, 

where one page has a picture of the research vehicle with a lioness lying in the grass in 

front of the car.  

 

 

Fig 5.20 The distribution of themes for the general brochure in the picture analysis 
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Fig 5.21 Example of picture for the theme Service (© 2013 Wilderness Safaris) 

 

 

 

Fig 5.22 The general brochure distribution of themes for the text analysis 
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by the operator. The first six pages introduce the Trust and the distribution of funds. The 

three different sections of the Trust are differentiated between the Research and 

Conservation area, the Community Empowerment and Education area and the Anti-

poaching and Management area. For the Wilderness Trust, the majority of the funds go 

to the Research and Conservation area and Botswana is the country where the most 

conservation projects are supported. After the introduction pages, the different 

conservation projects are presented. The first project detailed is the Botswana Lion 

Genetics Project.  Four paragraphs present the background, aims, methods and results. 

At the end of the page, two pictures show the researcher sitting on his vehicle ready to 

dart a lion, and a picture of a one-eyed lioness, famous in the Okavango for her “silver” 

blind eye. The second project presented is the Botswana Rhino Relocation and 

Reintroduction Project, showing the relocation Wilderness team in action with a white 

rhinoceros. In the picture analysis, 42% of the content is made of pictures categorised in 

the Conservation theme, while 51% of the pictures are in the Conservation Community 

theme used to illustrate the different projects. In the text analysis, 47% of the paragraphs 

analysed are Conservation related, and 42% are about Conservation Community. Big 

cat conservation represents a small fraction, 5% of the text and 6% of the pictures. The 

themes Service and Attraction do not appear in this brochure. The different conservation 

projects are well presented with clear information about the aims and objectives. The 

role played by Wilderness Safaris guests in funding these projects is highlighted in the 

starting and ending sections. 
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Fig 5.23 Wilderness Trust brochure text analysis 

 

Website: 

Wilderness Safaris’ website is well detailed and offers different links about ecosystems, 

wildlife and the 4Cs positioned on the main page. On the link “Wildlife”, a picture of 

male lion covers three quarters of the page with the phrase “The image of a large, 

maned cat striding across the savannah is a powerful emblem of Africa”. On the main 

page, a “Our Wildlife” paragraph draws the reader’s attention with the following 

sentence “From lions, gorillas, elephants and rhino, to sea turtles, antelope, primates, 

birds and more, we aim to bring Africa’s spectacular biodiversity to life for our guests”. 

Three clicks are required to land on the conservation page through the 4Cs link. Each of 

the “Cs” has its own page introducing the concept in a general way. The “C” for the 

Conservation remains broad, presenting the two sections forming part of it: the 

Environmental Management Systems and the Biodiversity Conservation with a link for 

the Wilderness Trust. 
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Seven pictures are displayed on the Conservation page. A series of four mobile large 

images are displayed every two seconds on the top of the page in an artistic way, where 

attraction, conservation and local communities are showed. Then three smaller images 

illustrate the three paragraphs. The first one is one of a lion being fitted with a tracking 

collar, the second is about solar panel installations in a camp and the last one shows a 

praying mantis perched on a leaf. 

 

 

Fig 5.24 Wilderness Safaris website: Conservation tab (© 2013 Wilderness Safaris) 
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Fig 5.25 Wilderness Safaris website, distribution of themes for pictures 

 

The company also has a blog, where the latest news from the different camps is 

released.  A “Conservation & Wildlife” section provides news relating to exceptional 

wildlife sightings and conservation updates. However, it was not analysed in this study. 
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Laikipia conservation strategic plan with a picture of the Endangered Grevy’s zebra, 

conserved in this area. The 4Cs Safari was also promoted in one of the conservation 

posts, where each of the 4Cs is briefly introduced. The big cat conservation post 

presented a picture of the Lufupa Pride cubs, part of the Kafue Lion Project in Zambia. 

The conservation community showed a “Children in the Wilderness” game drive 

looking at a cheetah. The number of conservation posts is relatively low in total and the 

focus of the Facebook channel is the Activities & Attraction theme. 

 

 

Figure 5.26 Example of Facebook post categorised into Conservation (© 2013 

Wilderness Safaris) 

 

Summary 

The content analysis performed on Wilderness Safaris promotional channels showed 

that conservation aspects were well promoted through the Wilderness Trust brochure, 

but relatively poorly via the Facebook channel despite the operator having the highest 

number of Facebook posts in January 2013. The operator’s key theme is Attraction & 

Activities, despite Service being provided at a very high level in camps classified as 

Premiers. High quality pictures of wildlife are the most common feature communicated 

https://www.facebook.com/Wilderness.friends/photos/a.362118663848455.82737.362104890516499/462304037163250/?type=1&relevant_count=1
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in the brochures, website and Facebook. Big cat images are often used and attract the 

reader’ attention with short interactive stories about them. Within almost all of the 

paragraphs about wildlife viewing opportunities, lion and leopard sightings were 

highlighted. Service is the stronger theme in terms of the number of pictures (48%), 

where the different bedrooms, bathrooms and dining areas are the focus of this theme. 

Luxury, comfort and elegance are promoted through these pictures. However, only 40 

paragraphs (19%) are centred on this theme. Therefore, luxurious facilities are promoted 

first through pictures, but the written information focuses on attraction and activities 

(68%). Big cat conservation was represented in only 0.4% of the pictures, highlighting 

the Kafue Lion project in Zambia.  

 

The Kafue Lion Project is a flagship conservation project (in 2013), presented in the 

three communication channels. This project is particularly well featured, showing 

pictures of the research team monitoring lions or fitting lions with tracking collars. The 

promotion of this project can have a double purpose. Big cats attract attention, and this 

conservation project is a high profile project run in collaboration with Panthera that 

needs ongoing financial support. Then, Kafue NP in Zambia is not as popular as the 

Okavango Delta and the area attracts less tourism. Wilderness runs different camps in 

the park that need tourism to be financially viable, therefore focusing on a conservation 

project using a flagship species such as lions to raise tourist and agent awareness about 

this product could be a rationale for the project being particularly well promoted via the 

different communication channels. To summarise, it can be concluded that travel agents 

not receiving, or accessing, the Wilderness Trust brochure miss out on the conservation 

aspects, except when being familiarised with the 4Cs concept which is well 

communicated in all the material. Therefore, it is critical that all travel agents receive 
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the Trust brochure or access the Trust’s website to be able to pass on conservation 

aspects to their clients, and be aware of the conservation ethic of the operator. If 

limiting their selling tools to the general brochure or website, some central information 

about conservation are missed out by travel agents. 
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5.8 Case Study 5. Great Plains Conservation 

 

Great Plains Conservation is the youngest operator presented in this study. Operating 

mainly in the Okavango Delta and in Kenya, their portfolio is smaller and exclusively 

high-end. Great Plains has a strong conservation ethic and presents itself as “a 

conservation organisation which operates ecotourism to maintain conservation as a 

sustainable land use alternative”. The goal of the company is clearly stated as operating 

tourism as an economic driver for conservation. Great Plains has adopted a modern 

profile, using communication tools such as e-brochures, and downloadable material to 

minimise environmental impacts. Great Plains work with travel agents but also target 

direct clients, who can book camps directly from the website. There is no traditional 

paper brochure available but information sheets for each camp can be downloaded from 

the website. The website provides all the sources of information about the company and 

its conservation commitment. Great Plains is active on Facebook with regular posts 

about activities, service and wildlife at the different camps. Brochures can be also be 

downloaded from the Facebook page. Presentations and events about conservation 

initiatives are also posted via the Facebook channel. Travel agents are also sent 

newsletters with regular updates about the camps, the wildlife and booking aspects. A 

monthly “Dispatch from the field” is sent around and available from the website, 

focusing on the wildlife found at the different camps. For example, animals spotted 

during game-drives are described along with sighting conditions. The resident leopards 

are all named and short stories are published about their life history. Dereck and 

Beverley Joubert are well known figures in the wildlife filmmaking industry and 

conservation scene in Botswana. Dereck Joubert is Great Plains’ CEO and conservation 

aspects are well represented on the website under the “Get Involved” tab. Different 
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National Geographic documentaries have been filmed by the Jouberts in the Okavango 

Delta, promoting the conservation of lions and leopards. Great Plains supports the Big 

Cat Initiative, a National Geographic conservation program targeting big cat 

conservation. The Joubert’s activities and involvement in conservation efforts are 

regularly posted on the Facebook channel. Because Great Plains does not have a 

traditional brochure that can be compared to the other operators, the brochure analysis is 

removed from the content analysis. However, a description of these downloadable 

brochures is presented to provide an overview of their content. 

 

Table 5.7 Content Analysis of Great Plains Conservation promotional material  
 
 BROCHURE WEBSITE FACEBOOK 

 General 
3 clicks (Conservation 

tab) 1 month (Jan) 
Total nbr of pages     
Topic Pic. Text Pic. Text Posts 

      
Service - - 0 0 11 

Attraction & Activities 
(Other) - - 3 0 8 

Attraction & Activities      
Big cats - - 1 0 4 

Conservation (general) 
 - - 0 4 1 

Conservation Big cats 
 - - 1 5 1 

Conservation community 
 - - 2 7 4 

Feedback (tourists) 
 - - 0 0 0 

Other 
 - - 0 0 0 
 

Total (nbr) - - 7 16 29 
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Brochures: 

Great Plains uses a different technique than the traditional brochure, they offer 

downloadable fact sheets for each camp that also can be sent to customers when 

requested. These mini-brochures (size of a large card) are sent in an envelope format, 

present the camps in an original way. There are eight fact sheets, one for each camp. 

The front page of the envelope is a black and white picture of two lioness walking in the 

grass.  The paper version consists of a large envelope where each camp is presented in 

the format of a large postcard. These facts sheets do not offer much information but 

serve as a visual presentation of each camp with large format pictures. Conservation 

aspects are not presented on these fact sheets, generally composed of one paragraph of 

text about the area where the camp is located and a couple of pictures categorised in 

Activities & Attraction. 

 

Website: 

Great Plains website is composed primarily of large format pictures of wildlife and 

camps. At the bottom of the page, the different awards such as the Safari awards 2013 

are presented, as well as the link to download the e-brochures. Each camp is represented 

by an interactive picture that can be clicked on to obtain more details. Each camp has 

six sub-tabs with information about the experience provided, the type of 

accommodation, the camp access and an “Our Footprint” tab. The tab provides 

information on the sustainability of each camp, the type of land and the impact of the 

camp on the surrounding communities.  
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Figure 5.27 Great Plains website Conservation tab  

 

There are six different general tabs and the Conservation tab is located in second 

position. In the middle of the main home page, Great Plains fundraising initiative for the 

conservation project “Zeros for Rhinos” is advertised in large font. This conservation 

project targets the reintroduction of 100 rhinos from South Africa to Botswana starting 

in 2015 to fight poaching and address rhino declines. The conservation tab contains the 

key information about the operator’s involvement in conservation. Great Plains supports 

six NGOs such as Big Life Foundation and “Cause an Uproar”, with a paragraph for 

each NGO presented at the end of the Conservation page. 

 

The content analysis conducted for pictures on the Conservation page of the website 

revealed that the theme Activities & Attraction was the most represented. Most pictures 

were of wildlife and landscapes (43%) followed by 29% of pictures showing of local 
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communities with a conservation theme. Pictures associated with big cat conservation 

made up 14% of the content. 

 

Figure 5.28 Proportion of themes present in the website’s picture content analysis 

Sixteen paragraphs outline conservation on the website, with seven paragraphs focusing 

on the role of the operator for the surrounding communities. Five paragraphs present 

threats faced by big cats and the initiatives taken by Great Plains to reduce conflicts 

between lion and local communities and protect habitat from destruction. Thus, 

community aspects represent the majority of conservation information. 

 

Figure 5.29 Proportion of themes present in the website’s text content analysis 
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Figure 5.30 Extract from the website with a picture categorised into Conservation 

Big Cat (© 2013 Great Plains Conservation) 

 

Facebook:  

The Facebook content analysis for the month of January 2013 was based on 29 posts. 

Most of them (11) were about Service, where camp features were promoted. The theme 

Activities & Attraction closely followed with a total of eight posts showing mostly 

pictures of wildlife (elephants) and game drives. Attraction & Activity Big Cats was 

well represented with four posts showing lions. Conservation Community was also 

present with four posts about Great Plains support to local villages and support for 

children’s education. Conservation Big Cat was represented in one post, where the 

operator promotes its support for the Big Cat Initiative. 
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Great Plains Conservation shared a link. 

January 21, 2013 

A reminder that for each guest’s four night stay at one of Great Plains Conservation’s 

Botswana (Zarafa, Selinda or Duba Plains) and Kenya (ol Donyo or Mara Plains) camps, we will 

donate $25 per person per night to the National Geographic Big Cats Initiative. 

http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/big-cats/ 

Fig 5.31 Example of Facebook post categorised into Conservation Big Cats (© 2013 

Great Plains Conservation) 

 

Fig 5.32 Example of pictures categorised in the theme Service (© 2013 Great Plains 

Conservation) 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/GreatPlainsConservation
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fanimals.nationalgeographic.com%2Fanimals%2Fbig-cats%2F&h=oAQFoS6QEAQF2FH98CBM0Zy5SVT2d3vSCaoaAyEhxUsjFfw&enc=AZNe62gfxSYaB7cjLAcGSPgzj3gdHcpjn39UKR4xuSQPlAUhCfMDYlqnH-1wzIPm3GwxUA3MZaP3M4Y0DJcK-nVb&s=1
https://www.facebook.com/GreatPlainsConservation/posts/152910064861191
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fanimals.nationalgeographic.com%2Fanimals%2Fbig-cats%2F&h=fAQEtjfrP&s=1
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Summary 

The content analysis performed for Great Plains Conservation communication channels 

showed that Service, followed by Activities & Attraction was mostly promoted on the 

website and Facebook channels. The eight brochures mostly featured the camps, with 

no information about conservation. Conservation aspects are mainly focused around the 

operator’s involvement in local community projects, such as education. The focus of the 

operator promotional material is on the camps and the high-end service provided. The 

particularity of Great Plains promotional strategy for conservation aspects is the image 

of the Jouberts for PR and as a promotional tool. As they are well known figures in the 

wildlife filmmaking industry, conservation is promoted through their movies, 

statements and pictures in social media. Their support for big cat conservation is used as 

a tool to attract attention to the Big Cat Initiative, but also to the camps. There were a 

number of pictures of lions associated with camps such as the “lions of Duba Plains”, as 

some of the National Geographic’s documentaries filmed by the Joubert’s were located 

at Duba. The conservation aspects are detailed on the website in an attractive way and 

the operator clearly states its support and commitment towards conservation. However, 

conservation is not promoted on the camp downloadable fact sheets. For the Facebook 

channel, the Last Lions is another page focusing solely on leopard and lion conservation 

operated by Dereck Joubert. These two accounts are linked, where Great Plains 

Facebook re-posts all the Last Lions posts. To summarise Great Plains promotion of 

conservation, it can be concluded that travel agents are not exposed to conservation 

aspects unless they click on the Conservation tab of the website or follow the Facebook 

posts and more specifically, The Last Lions page. 
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5.9 Overall Summary of Results 

This chapter identified how conservation tourism operators promote themselves via 

their main communication channels. Brochures, websites and Facebook pages were 

analysed for image and text related to the marketing and conservation of big cats, 

yielding a total of 815 images and 939 paragraphs. The unique positioning of each 

operator allowed a comparative approach of operators’ promotion of conservation. The 

key point emerging from this analysis is that conservation aspects are not the focus of 

operators’ promotion, despite conservation being their core philosophy. A general 

pattern emerged after an initial assessment of the content analysis. Operators first 

promote the luxury, exceptional aspect of their product categorised under Service, then 

the uniqueness of the location, the quality of the wildlife viewing (Big Five, big cats: 

density, diversity, closeness) categorised under Activities & Attraction and then the 

conservation aspects. Conservation aspects are broadly divided between species 

conservation, environmental sustainability and local community aspects. Species 

conservation projects, in particular projects focusing on lions, cheetahs, rhinoceros and 

elephants are the most featured aspects in operators’ promotional material.  The results 

also highlighted the fact that conservation was not promoted equally across the different 

communication channels. 

 

Differences between channels and between operators 

Promotional material is mostly used by consumers to shop between different products, 

where perceptions of destination images influence decision-making processes. 

Brochures are traditional promotional tools, while websites and Facebook pages are 

recent communication tools. Both brochures and internet-sources are used by consumers 

to obtain information, therefore are important tools in tourism promotion (Singh & 
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Formica, 2007; Brito & Pratas, 2015). As a general trend, brochures present 

conservation aspects very broadly unless a separate brochure focuses on conservation. 

Brochures promoted mostly aspects related to service such as luxury bedrooms and 

bathrooms, dining facilities and unique camp features (Service theme) as well as game-

drives and wildlife (Attractions & Activity theme). This is the case for the largest 

operators such as Wilderness Safaris and &Beyond. For RPS and Okonjima, 

conservation aspects are mostly promoted through Facebook and links on the website. 

Great Plains adopts a different strategy with all the conservation-related information 

promoted on the website and the Last Lions Facebook page. Websites usually condense 

all the existing information about the operator, therefore it is the communication 

channel to use if travel agents want to access information about the operators 

conservation projects. However, the conservation tab comes usually after the 

presentation of camps where Service and Attraction & Activity are promoted first. 

 

The table below (Table 5.8) offers a comparative analysis of the operators’ brochures 

themes. General brochures haven been used for this analysis, as only &Beyond and 

Wilderness Safaris have a separate brochure presenting conservation aspects. Great 

Plains has been removed from this comparison as they do not have a general brochure 

presenting their products in the same way as the other operators do. The theme Service 

largely dominates the other themes in the textual content analysis. It is interesting to 

observe that Big Cats represent a non-negligible percentage of the theme Attraction & 

Activities in both pictures and text content. However, within the Conservation theme, 

big cats do not particularly stand out (Table 5.8). The promotion of conservation aspects 

range from specific species conservation projects, to local community projects such as 

educating and empowering the younger generations. Thus, community upliftment is an 
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aspect particularly present in operators marketing, where each operator supports specific 

community projects in the area where they operate. Conservation aspects are mostly 

promoted on the operator’s website on a specific tab detailing the operators’ projects 

and sometimes in a separate brochure. In a general way, conservation points are not 

particularly promoted by operators, rather they are available if and when requested. 

 

Table 5.8. Comparative table for operators’ brochure content analysis (pictures 
and text) 
 
 &Beyond Robin Pope 

Safaris 
Okonjima Wilderness 

Safaris 
Great Plains 
Conservation 

Brochure 
general (pic) 

     

Service 65 % 38 % 65 % 48 % _ 

A&A 30 % 54 % 2 % 38 % _ 

A&A Big Cats 4 % 4 % 8 % 10 % _ 

Conservation 1 % 0 4 % 0 _ 

Conservation 
Big Cats 

0 0 19 % 1 % _ 

Conservation 
Community 

0 4 % 2 % 3 % _ 

Brochure 
general (txt) 

     

Service 45 % 32 % 32 % 19 % _ 

A&A 7 % 39 % 12 % 69 % _ 

A&A Big Cats 39 % 7 % 9 % 1 % _ 

Conservation 3 % 1 % 15 % 9 % _ 

Conservation 
Big Cats 

0 0 29 % 19 % _ 

Conservation 
Community 

0 1 % 3 % 2 % _ 
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5.10 Conclusions 

Conservation promotion by tourism operators 

The overall summary of results identifies a key issue. The promotion of conservation 

within the high-end conservation tourism context is relatively weak compared to the 

promotion of luxury, hedonistic aspects. The promotion of conservation tourism 

products is saturated by pictures of high-end service and activities while the 

conservation projects carried by these operators are rarely communicated to the travel 

trade. The gap between how operators define their core values and what they promote 

could be attributed to two factors. First, Chapter Four identifies operators perceiving the 

promotion of conservation as risky with an unmeasurable return. Then, these operators 

target high-end clients to fund their operations who are primarily assumed to be 

interested in a high level of service and luxury facilities rather than conservation. Travel 

agents are assumed to share the same expectations as their high-end clientele, with 

conservation perceived as an add-on value to a high level of service.  

 

Additionally, the fear of being accused of greenwashing or of a lack of transparency of 

whom tourism profits benefit (conservation versus owners/shareholders) can drive 

operators to avoid making too many conservation claims and focus on values that are 

guaranteed, such as an exceptional service or the quality of game-drives. Additionally, 

conservation success is challenging to measure, and promoting a particular conservation 

project requires demonstrating results and successful outcomes which can take many 

years to achieve in practice. In a tourism operator-travel agent context, if an operator 

presents conservation messages that are too complex or time consuming to pass on, 

agents might be confused or saturated by information, which could translate in 

undermining the sales. Therefore, operators might not want to risk pushing conservation 
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aspects in their marketing for fear of losing agent interest and consequently, potential 

sales.   

 

In conclusion, it appears that conservation aspects are not exploited in their full 

potential in operators’ promotional material. The conservation message remains packed, 

where the core information is not communicated, thus difficult to access by both travel 

agents and tourists unless they are exposed to these aspects on-site. Big cats play a key 

role as charismatic species by attracting attention to a product and are largely exploited 

by operators to illustrate promotional material. However, their conservation-related 

information is relatively poor. When positioning a product, marketers often develop a 

statement accompanying the product (Strydom, 2007). For conservation tourism 

operators, the statement is usually about their commitment towards conservation or 

responsible tourism. However, this analysis revealed that it is aspects related to service 

that are mostly promoted by conservation tourism operators, despite the product being 

positioned as conservation-focused. This gap represents a missing opportunity for 

operators to maximise their sales by assuming a lack of interest in conservation by 

agents. However, travel agents have a high level of decision power in high-end 

specialised tourism. The following chapter will uncover how travel agents perceive 

conservation in their sales, and how these aspects influence their decision-making 

processes. 
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Chapter 6. The Influence of Conservation on Travel Agent Decision-

making Processes 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter analyses how, at the other end of the distribution chain, travel agents 

evaluate the different factors forming part of their decision process and how they are 

influenced by operators promotion of conservation tourism products. The purpose of 

this chapter is to deconstruct agents’ decision-making processes and specifically explore 

how conservation influences these agents.  This chapter forms the final data chapter and 

presents the different factors considered by travel agents and a decision-making model, 

based on in-depth interviews with the agents. Understanding which factors influence 

agents is the first step in deconstructing decision-making processes. For instance, in a 

study conducted by Chen and Peng (2014), it was found that the travel agents who 

possessed a high level of green hotel knowledge had a direct impact on the choices of 

green hotels by their clients. It confirmed that selling environmental friendly products 

required a specific body of green knowledge, which influenced sales. The importance of 

tourists knowledge has been recognised as crucial in travel decision processes (Wong & 

Yeh, 2009), however the importance of travel agents knowledge in decision-making 

theories has been under-studied.  

 

The travel industry is fiercely competitive and the market is segmented to maximise 

sales, resulting in the specialisation of travel agencies and tour-operators targeting niche 

markets. African safaris consist of a niche market, often designed for high-end clients 

looking for a balance between luxury service, immersion into nature and proximity to 

wildlife. Despite the general perception that the tourism sector is undergoing a 



207 
 

significant process of disintermediation, travel agents still occupy a central position 

within certain tourism value chains such as high-end luxury safaris investigated here 

(Michie & Sullivan, 1990; Lawton & Page, 1997; Klenosky & Gitelson, 1998; Baloglu 

& Mangaloglu, 2001; Hudson et al., 2001; Lovelock, 2008; Song et al., 2012). Research 

on travel agents and their performance has focused primarily on success factors, sales 

incentives such as commissions, particularly within the lower end, high volume tourism 

sector. On the other hand, little is known about the decision-making processes of travel 

agents working in the arenas of sustainable tourism (Lovelock, 2008). Decision-making 

processes based on ethical concerns, such as conservation, are poorly understood in 

tourism, despite evidence that travel agents working in sustainable tourism do make 

ethical decisions, using personal values to make decisions (Lovelock, 2008). Here, I 

analyse how specialised travel agents operating in the niche market of high-end 

conservation tourism make decisions, by identifying tangible and intangible factors and 

how these factors are integrated into a multi-stage decision process. 

 

6.2 Aims and Objectives 

The study of decision-making in tourism practitioners remains poorly understood in 

general (Ruhi Yaman & Gurel, 2006) and it is not clear how the conservation activities 

of high-end safaris within the subsector of conservation tourism are taken into 

consideration within the agents’ sales decision-making process. Therefore, this study 

adopts an insider access approach to access commercially confidential information by 

interviewing specialised travel agents using a professional network. The study addresses 

two important gaps; first, it will identify the different factors forming part of the 

decision process, and second it will measure the influence of conservation activities on 

agents by deconstructing their decision process. 
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The specific objectives of this study are to: 

1. Identify the different factors involved in agent decision-making processes 

2. Identify key themes emerging from interviews with the agents 

3. Establish the role of high-end travel agents in decision power 

4. Create a decision-making model for high-end conservation tourism travel agents 

5. Analyse how conservation influences travel agent decision-making processes by 

borrowing theories applied in the field of organizational ethical decision-making 

 

6.3 Methods 
 

As Lovelock (2008) pointed out, ethical decision-making in travel agencies is not often 

part of agents’ dialogue, despite being present in every travel decision. Emotions, 

feelings and motivations related to decision-making cannot be measured using tools 

such as surveys. Qualitative methodologies, however, enable a deeper understanding of 

travel agent perceptions of conservation efforts run by the conservation tourism 

industry, and of the emotional responses triggered by operators’ marketing strategies. 

The purpose of this study is to interview all the travel specialists selling conservation 

tourism operators based in the region of Geneva, in the French-speaking part of 

Switzerland, where a demand for high-end tourism products exist (Dolnicar & Laesser, 

2007). There are precisely 15 specialist French-speaking Swiss travel agents booking 

these particular operators for these particular clients. This study included all 15 of these 

agents, consisting of a population and not a sample. Therefore, issues of 

representativeness and saturation do not apply.  

 

Interviews focused on agents perceptions of conservation tourism products and 

decision-making processes. Participants were between 30-60 years old; eight females 
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and seven males. All agents had a strong background in tourism and several years of 

experience in their current position. As specialised agents, participants had all travelled 

in Southern Africa and experienced conservation tourism products themselves. They 

therefore had a good understanding of conservation efforts run by the industry. The 

methodology followed six different steps. Preliminary interviews were conducted on 

Skype in September-October 2012 to get participants views about operators’ 

conservation efforts. The professional experience of the interviewer was then used to 

construct a model conceptualizing agent decision-making and factors influencing the 

process. The model was constructed based on agents’ responses and the author’s 

professional experience working as an agent selling conservation tourism products. 

Face-to-face interviews followed in January-February 2013. Interviews lasted 

approximately 1hr, allowing the agent to talk freely by answering a series of open-ended 

questions. Probing was used to encourage the informants to express their feelings. 

Saturation was reached when the interviews yielded no additional information. Follow-

up surveys were performed in person when visiting the agents and additional interviews 

took place when necessary. The follow-up sessions consisted of summarising the results 

obtained from the interviews for the agents and refining the different themes according 

to the agent responses.  

 

Data were interpreted from the “inside” (emic) rather than the classical “outside” (etic) 

perspective (Woodside et al., 2004). The role of the interviewer was to keep the agents 

engaged in a professional manner and lead them straight to the point, being familiar 

with the agent selling process and relationships with operators. All interviews were 

recorded and transcribed for theme analyses and knowledge elicitation (Pidgeon et al., 

1991). A directed content analysis approach was used to analyse the data within existing 

theories in ethical decision-making. This directed approach draws from existing theories 
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to identify emotional aspects involved in agents’ decision-making processes. Instead of 

identifying new themes from the data, pre-defined conceptual categories are used from 

existing theories and applied to a new concept (Humble, 2009). The key point of using a 

directed approach rather than the standard qualitative analytical approach is to support 

or deepen existing theory (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Six different theories are applied 

here to frame travel agent ethical aspects: the theory of dilemma recognition, judgment 

and intent (Rest, 1986), moral intensity (Jones, 1991), cognitive effort (Street et al., 

1997), thinking styles (Groves et al., 2007), preference projection and salience (Brenner 

& Bilgin, 2011), and false consensus (Wiltermuth et al., 2013). Pre-defined codes were 

identified from these theories such as “conservation as a moral issue” or “agents as 

moral mediators”, or “agent projection”, or “emotion-based judgment”. By applying 

these codes to the interviews, the data was categorised within each theory providing a 

new angle to ethical decision-making processes in the context of the travel value chain. 

Data analysis consisted of searching for occurrence of the different concepts by 

continual re-reading and listening to the interviews to produce a list of themes for each 

theory. 

 

6.4 Results 

The results are divided into four sections: first I establish the factors listed by the agents 

in their decision-making process, then I present the themes identified through the 

interviews, a model illustrating the decision-making process and a specific ethical 

decision-making analysis. The interviews permitted the identification of five sets of 

factors and 13 themes involved in the decision-making process.   
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6.4.1 Role of travel agents in decision power 

The dominant role of the agent in the decision process particularly stood out, consistent 

across the 15 interviews. Agents were empowered into an authoritative figure and had 

full ownership of the final decision. Factors such as the reliability and credibility of the 

operators were balanced against practical considerations such as time-efficiency of 

booking procedures and logistics. The agents’ experience of the product and exposure to 

on-site conservation was a key element forging agent’s beliefs and care for 

conservation, which are an intangible and personal factor. This factor belongs to the 

emotional side, where the agent projects him/herself into the client’s trip and sells 

products that he/she likes and sees him/herself enjoying personally. Often the agent did 

not share aspects relating to conservation with the client, but it was reflected in the 

selection of operators on-site. Operators perceived as contributing to conservation (able 

to promote these aspects efficiently to agents), were priority sales when logistics factors 

were met. However, the saturation of information coming from operator marketing was 

an issue for some agents, impacting on the credibility of the product, especially when 

green credentials were promoted.  

 

6.4.2 Factors weighed by agents  

The different factors evaluated by agents in their decision process have been categorised 

through standardised coding analysis into five groups of factors, comprising a total of 

29 factors (Table 6.1).   
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Table 6.1. Factors considered by travel agents in their decision-making process 

Categories of 
factors 

 Key factors (n=29) 
 

Examples 

Client factors Client requests 
Client experience 
Client expectations 
Client-agent relationship 

Client preferences for a 
destination/operator 
Clients’ previous tourism experience 
Matching clients’ expectations  
Agent’s previous interactions with 
clients, degree of authority of the agent 
over the client 
 

Destination factors Access 
Political stability 
Seasonality 
Operator reliability 
Proficiency of the agent in operator 
booking procedures 

Distance to journey, number of flights 
involved 
Dry/wet season 
Relationship between the agent and the 
operator 
Time-efficiency of booking procedures 
 

Attraction factors Location of the camps 
Scenery 
Wildlife viewing  
Activities offered 
Service quality 
Exclusivity 
Luxury 

Private reserve/concession location 
wildlife density and diversity 
Species present at the specific camps 
Game drives, bushwalks, cruises 
Level of service offered at the camps 
Exclusivity of the camp, remoteness  
 

Agent factors On-site exposure 
Likeability of the operator  
Wildlife conservation ethics 
Species preference 
Educative component 
Agency preferred products 
Local communities involvement 
aspects 
Projection of the agent into the 
product 
Agent’s favourite products 

Agents on-site experience of the product 
Personal affinities with the product 
Attitude to operator’s conservation 
programs, personal desire to contribute 
to conservation 
Education component offered on site to 
clients about conservation or community 
upliftment 
The travel agency list of preferred 
operators 
Agents capacity of projecting own 
personal preferences into the sales 
 

Operator factors Marketing strategies 
Sales representative 
On-ground inbound agents 
Credibility of operator 

Impact of communication channels: 
brochures, websites, Facebook, famils 
Relationship with the sales 
representative 
Relationship with the on-ground 
inbound agents (work habit) 
Operator reputation and green 
credentials 
 

 

These factors are balanced within each category. After setting the sales parameters with 

the client (price), the process starts by profiling the client to select the best alternative. 

The Client factors, are defined as client request, clients past experiences, expectations 
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and the relationship with the agent. Whether it is a regular client giving full authority to 

the agent or a new client can influence how the agent will proceed. The Destination 

factors, are defined as access, health, seasonality, country’s political stability, operator 

booking procedures, operator reliability, routine (habits of using the same operators to 

maximise time-efficiency).  These logistical aspects are balanced against each other to 

form the optimal destination choice. Once the destination aspects are selected, it usually 

forms a clear idea of the country or region selected. Then it is a question of selecting the 

operator and camps within this region. The Attraction factors are the attributes of the 

product on-site such as location, scenery, quality of the wildlife viewing (density, 

diversity and proximity), activities, service, luxury and exclusivity.  The quality of the 

wildlife viewing depends on the location and the time of the year, hence they consist of 

critical factors of the decision process. Exclusivity is sough-after and defined as a blend 

between remoteness, integration of the camp into its local environment, a particular 

feature that rend the camp special and a service at the level of a five star hotel. The 

Agent factors have the most influence on the decision process. They comprise of the 

agent’s exposure to the operator’s products, the likeability of the operator business 

ethics, the agent’s desire to support operator conservation efforts, agent’s projection into 

his client’s trip, a bias for a particular species that operators prioritise in conservation 

efforts, the level of involvement of local communities in the product or simply agent’s 

favourites products. The Agent factors will help to finalise the choice of operators by 

using personal preferences, but also has an influence from the start of the process. The 

agent has a range of favourite products that he will try to sell in priority if it fits the 

client’s profile. Agents’ factors were found to account for more than 50% in the 

decision-making and have the strongest influence. The Operator factors are the external 

forces influencing the agent such as communication material and marketing, the agent’s 
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on-ground intermediary supplier and operators’ outbound sales representatives (Table 

6.1). 

 

The interaction of these different factors and their integration in the dynamic process are 

presented in the conceptual framework, inspired from Zhang et al. (2007) model 

illustrating factors influencing convention participants’ decision-making. This model 

has been refined to incorporate the range of different factors influencing travel agents in 

conservation tourism (Fig. 6.1). 

 

Figure 6.1 Factors influencing travel agent’s decision-making and sales of 

conservation tourism products following a sequential pattern 

 



215 
 

The factors are integrated in the decision-making sequentially in five distinct steps, 

narrowing down the choice until the perfect match is found. The process is mostly made 

by the agent in an unconscious way, guided by tacit knowledge. Mostly these agents are 

not aware of the concepts presented in the model. The 13 themes, or concepts, arise 

from agents ‘skills and are applied unconsciously.  

 

6.4.3 Decision-making process 

The decision model presents the thirteen themes, linking the five groups of tangible 

factors balanced by the agents with the key intangible concepts guiding the process 

(Fig. 6.2): 

1. Authority of the agent 

2. Clients expectations 

3. Influence of the agent over the decision 

4. Agents risk analysis of the destinations 

5. Time-efficiency involved in the booking procedures 

6. Agents tacit knowledge guiding the decision process 

7. Matching the right product for the client 

8. Exposure of the agent to the product 

9. Credibility and reliability of the operator 

10. Saturation of information from the operator 

11. Agent’s personal factor (eg. conservation awareness) 

12. Likeability of the operator 

13. Projection of the agent into the final decision 
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The decision-making model proposed in Figure 6.2 simplifies a complex process where 

Influence is the key theme binding all the elements together. Each steps of the process 

influences the next one, and the decision-making is made of a chain of influences. After 

having profiled the client the agent has the necessary margin of freedom to exert his 

influence on the client by proceeding to the selection of operators. Once a final 

proposition has been put together by the agent, it is submitted to the client for his 

perusal and confirmation. The client can either agree with the proposal or ask for 

adjustments.  In this second meeting with the client, the agent uses all of his power to 

convince his client that this proposal corresponds to client’s needs. The agent must be 

persuasive to convince the client to buy the product, and uses a range of strategic tactics 

in his selling speech. Influence of material incentives on the agent such as 

familiarisation trips, competitive net rates and gratuities did not have some influence on 

the decision process as this sub-sector of the trade industry do not function on incentive-

based salaries and contact directly operators when planning to visit the products. 

Influence can be summarised by: the influence of the agent on the client, the influence 

of the operator on the agent, the influence of the agent experience, the influence of 

agent’s wildlife conservation awareness on the decision process. Profiling, evaluating, 

trading-off, balancing and interpreting are the key verbs illustrating the five key steps of 

the process (Fig. 6.2). 
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Figure 6.2 Travel agent decision-making in conservation tourism: mapping an 

unconscious process into five steps  

 

Each step of the process influences the next one, as a result the process consists of a 

chain of influences. After having profiled the client, the agent has the necessary degree 

of freedom to exert his influence on the client by proceeding to the selection of 

operators. Once a final proposition has been put together by the agent, it is submitted to 

the client for his perusal and confirmation. The client can either agree with the proposal 

or ask for adjustments.  The agent uses decision power in an authoritative role to sell the 

product, and uses a range of strategic tactics to match client requests. The thirteen 

themes established in the decision process are explained further in the following section, 

illustrated by agents’ quotes.  
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6.4.4 Themes arising from the interviews  

Authority: Travel agent as decision-maker 

The results established the dominant role of the agent in the decision process, which 

stood out consistently across the 15 interviews. Agents were empowered into an 

authoritative figure and had full ownership of the final travel decision. The message 

conveyed by the agents must be strong and confident, demonstrating a high level of 

expertise, allowing the client to surrender the responsibility of the decision to the agent. 

As a result, agents impose their views for the sake of their client to reinforce their 

position as powerful information broker, illustrated by the quotes below: 

“I would never let my client choose by himself, I know what’s good for my clients” 

(Agent #9). 

“I have the decision power to send my clients to a specific place, the clients will listen 

to my recommendations” (Agent #10). 

“The clients are not asked if they have a preference for an operator, I assign my 

personal preferences based on what I think is best and from my own experience for the 

sake of my clients. I let them think that they are deciding based on my information, but 

in reality I own completely the decision-making process” (Agent #1). 

“It is the agent who knows everything, not the client, and I can influence my client on a 

product that I think is a good match, but I don’t let him choose. My own knowledge 

guides the decision-making” (Agent #6). 

These quotes reinforce the agents’ role transition from booking facilitators to 

information specialists, where the agents retain the decision power by selling their 

knowledge using their authority over the client.  
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Expectation 

Expectation has two levels. Expectations of the clients on the product organised by the 

agent and expectations of the agent on the operator, to deliver a high-quality product on-

site that will justify his choice. The chain of distribution in the tourism industry can 

sometimes involve multiple actors. Each actor is under pressure to deliver the high 

standard of service expected in high-end tourism.  Expectation is a driver along the 

decision-making process, leading to satisfaction. Client’s expectations must be met, but 

also exceeded to ensure repeated business. 

“I give only one chance to an operator, if the product is not at the level expected I’ll 

immediately stop working with this operator, I cannot take the risk to compromise my 

clients’ experience.” (Agent  #6). 

“Clients’ expectations are very high at this level of service, clients pay a lot of money to 

enjoy a top quality product, and we putting our reputation at risk if expectations are not 

met. One negative experience can be sufficient to undermine a reputation.” (Agent  

#15). 

“Our clients are upmarket and have very high expectations, we cannot deceive them and 

we need the operators to provide an impeccable service on-site.” (Agent  #11). 

 

Risk 

Risk analysis is unconsciously applied when agents weigh the different factors. 

Southern Africa is a region that can be perceived as ‘risky’ by European tourists in 

terms of political stability, health and crime. Safaris are also sometimes perceived as 

dangerous, where the proximity of the wildlife and the wilderness can be threatening to 

first-timers. The agents must overcome clients’ anxiety, and takes a risk by sending 
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clients to these areas. Risk emerged in the selection of a product that might appeal to the 

agent for personal reasons but is risky to sell because it is located in an area where 

political stability is an issue or the access is challenging or simply when the product is 

new. The conservation efforts of an operator can appeal strongly to agents, but there is a 

trade-off between agent’s personal desire to sell this product and a product considered 

risky.  

“I know some products that I would like to promote but I cannot because the access is 

too difficult and I can’t impose this to my clients.” (Agent #9).   

“I really like this new product and I’m very keen to promote it but it is located in a 

country politically instable and I can’t risk it, unless my clients are perfectly fine with 

the risks associated with the destination” (Agent #2).  

 “We are like a large family in the industry, when a new product is on the market, we 

wait for one of us to take the risk to start selling the product before we can propose it to 

our clients” (Agent #12). 

“I need the security of my clients to be completely covered by the operator, I need to 

trust the operator and I cannot take risks” (Agent #11). 

 

Time-efficiency 

Time-efficiency is a factor that dominates the agent’s day-to-day logistics. Working 

under constant pressure, agents must employ time-efficient techniques to juggle with 

the multiple tasks part of the job. Agents have daily deadlines that must be met to 

ensure the smooth running of the agency’s operations. Thus it is critical that the 

operator offer time-efficient booking procedures and responds to the agent rapidly. This 

is why agents sometimes use an on-ground intermediary agency to handle their 

bookings within a country. A two-week safari tour usually involves the use of two to 
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four different operators within a region, and the advantage of using an intermediary is 

time-efficiency. The agent sends his requests to the intermediary once instead of 

contacting four different operators himself, which gains precious time for the agent 

when the on-ground handler can be fully trusted.  

“Ideally we would use one on-ground intermediary per country to gain time, however it 

almost impossible as I sometimes find that I know more about the operator that the 

intermediary” (Agent #6). 

“Reactivity of the operators is critical to the entire selling process, where we cannot 

afford to work with an operator who is slow to answer our requests. We need an on-

ground reservation staff friendly and efficient or I’ll go somewhere else” (Agent #1). 

“Most of the operators we work with are people we are used to work from the start of 

our operations, so it is logic to continue with them as it is easier for booking 

procedures” (Agent #5). 

 

Tacit knowledge  

Travel agents have a tacit knowledge, or specific skills, that render them essential in the 

tourism industry. Tacit knowledge is made of skills and expertise, gained through years 

of practice in a specific field. Agents used their tacit knowledge to navigate the 

decision-making process and to proceed along the steps. Tacit knowledge consists of a 

blend of on-site product knowledge, of conservation awareness as a selling plus, of 

proficiency in booking procedures, expertise in destinations knowledge and logistics 

while being able to profile his clients and deliver the optimal product that will ensure 

repeated business. During the interviews, the agents’ knowledge of the products was 

paramount to the decision-making process. “I only sell what I know” was a recurrent 
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theme. It is the small details about the product gained on-site that make the difference 

between an expert and a traditional retail travel agent. These small details are used as 

‘selling plus’, reinforcing the clients perceptions about the expertise of the agent.  

“My own knowledge based on my skills and years in the industry is what I use to create 

a special experience for my client. What rends our agency unique is the expertise of the 

staff, it is our bargaining chip” (Agent #2). 

 

Experience and Exposure 

Experience is a theme that appeared on three different levels. First there is the 

experience of the agent, gained through exposure on-site. This aspect is central to the 

whole decision-making process and essential to ensure sales. If the agent has personally 

visited the product, it can increase the chances to sell it later. Agent experience is a 

driver in the decision-making process, guiding the agent in the selection of the product 

and helping to form alternatives. All along the process, the agent will follow his 

experience, more than any other source of influence. Agent experience is a guarantee 

that the client will be satisfied.  

“At this level of service, we can’t afford to sell a product that we don’t personally 

know” (Agent #15). 

 “My personal experience plays the most important role in the decision-making process, 

it has 99% of influence” (Agent # 5). 

 “I use my personal knowledge to choose what’s best. In this market we can’t sell a 

product that we haven’t tested, clients are very demanding” (Agent #6).  

“It is our own personal ethical criteria that make us work with certain operators and 

not others” (Agent #11). 
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On a practical level, experience of the agent includes the agent’s expertise and selling 

strength, as we have seen before. The more the agent sells the product, the easier the 

booking process will be and the more inclined the agent will be to sell this product. 

Booking procedures can be sometimes complex and involve multiple steps, operators 

that facilitate these steps are prioritised. 

“The operators promoting an interesting conservation product but who are located in 

remote areas need to give us the tools to sell the product and facilitate the logistics! We 

are dealing with lots of different tasks in a single day, we prioritise an operator that 

makes our life easy” (Agent #5). 

 

Experience of the client during the trip is a critical aspect, linked to expectations. The 

experience provided to the client is the target of the decision-making process, putting 

agents under pressure to deliver the optimal choice. Intangible aspects such as emotion 

and feelings form the experience, which are challenging for the agent to measure. 

Agents use their experience in matching their clients with the right product based on 

their intuition and tacit knowledge. Positive experience is critical to maintain a good 

reputation and attract more clients through word-of-mouth.  

“Clients must feel that their holidays are special and tailored-made. I feel that I have to 

do my best to provide my clients an experience that they will never forget. I use my 

expertise gained after 40 years of experience in this field to organise the perfect safari. 

I know what is a good match for them before they even realise it!” (Agent #6). 

 “We get feedback from our clients when they come back and one of my motivations to 

work in this industry is to be able to share my passion for Africa with my clients by 

providing them an experience that they will never forget” (Agent #4). 
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Credibility 

Credibility emerged on two levels. Credibility of the agents towards his clients, and 

credibility of the operator in their conservation ethics. The credibility of the agent is 

gained through meeting clients’ expectations and proving his reputation by providing 

the desired experience. A certain amount of trust is required from the agent by his 

clients to be able to manoeuvre his margin of freedom in the decision-making. For that, 

the agent must be 100% credible by showing expertise and leadership, and delivering 

the promised outcomes. Credibility of the operator in his conservation ethics was a 

major issue in the dynamics. The term “greenwashing” surfaced in three interviews, 

where agents exposed their doubts about operators’ conservation outcomes. This aspect 

was important for agents, if credibility of conservation ethics was not met, the operator 

was likely not to be selected unless he offered a special feature that other “credible” 

operators did not have. A trade-off was made between the credibility of conservation 

ethics and attractiveness of the special feature, to provide the clients the optimal 

experience. However, agents expressed a lack of credibility of some operators in their 

conservation efforts, hampering sales. 

 

“Now, every operator is sponsoring a school, but how can we know what’s behind the 

marketing. How can we know who is doing what, and how can we be ensured of the 

credibility of some operators?” (Agent #3). 

“Operators lack facts about conservation outcomes, I’ve never witnessed these 

conservation projects on-site while on familiarisation trips” (Agent #1). 

“In sales you have to be credible, it’s your strength so if you not credible you will lose 

all your clients” (Agent #12). 
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Information saturation 

A communication issue emerged from the interviews, agents were receiving too much 

information from operators about the broad aspects of the green side of their operations, 

jeopardizing their credibility and ability to sell. Agents found that they were missing the 

critical background of these conservation initiatives and that they were bombarded by 

operators promotional material, especially electronic newsletters. The information 

remained vague, where claims were made but not detailed enough for the agents to pass 

on to their clients. 

“There is a communication problem between the operator and us: they all do 

conservation” (Agent # 11). 

“I haven’t been informed of lion declines in southern Africa! The operators haven’t 

been communicating about this, but the problem is we are overflown by information” 

(Agent #14). 

“We receive hundreds of newsletters every day and we don’t have time to read all of 

them. We have to prioritise the type of information we are looking for. Conservation 

messages are lost in this communication material and it’s a shame but we cannot afford 

the time to read everything we receive from operators” (Agent #2). 

 “The best way to pass on the conservation  information is at trade shows and through 

the sales representative, it’s the human factor that works really well for me, I don’t read 

all the information they send us, I do not have the time” (Agent #6). 
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Likeability 

Agents project themselves into their client’s trip and push a product they like and that 

they have been exposed to.  Likeability is an important theme that influences agents 

choice. If conservation is likeable, it will be pushed forward in the decision-making and 

influence the agent. Big cats are charismatic and attract both tourists and agents. 

Operators with conservation projects based on big cats then have a higher chance to 

attract bookings. 

“I only sell what I like! My decision-making is largely influenced by my personal 

feelings based on my experience in the field. I like what this operator is doing for 

conservation and I will always try to push sales with this particular operator” (Agent 

#6). 

“The selling process is a trade-off between what I like, and the client’s profile. 

Conservation has a price, and the top operators which I prefer are also the most 

expensive. I sell them in priority when I can because I like their work ethics but also the 

camps are beautiful and exclusive and they are located in areas where the wildlife is 

abundant. Location is a key factor. I have my favourite products of course that I have 

carefully selected from years of experience in Africa, and when I can send my clients to 

these special places I feel particularly happy!” (Agent #1). 

“I love cheetahs, they are the most beautiful species, of course I have selected special 

place for my clients where they can be educated about cheetah conservation, it’s 

important for me” (Agent #8). 
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Projection 

Agents sell their knowledge and try to transmit their passion to their clients by sending 

them to places that they personally like. This result in the agents projecting themselves 

into their client’s trip to visualise the experience provided before making the final 

decision. Agents tend to construct a safari that will very much look like what they 

would personally enjoy. This is particularly true when it comes to conservation aspects. 

Agents tend to send their clients to places where they want to locally support 

conservation initiatives. Agents can have preferences for certain species and will then 

send clients to a place they believe the clients will appreciate as much as they do. 

Projection is an unconscious strategy used by the agent facilitating the narrowing down 

process. 

“We have a strong work ethic and we don’t sell a product that doesn’t represent our 

philosophy, we feel personally connected to the products we offer” (Agent #13). 

“My own desire and soft spots for some operators and places drive my decisions. I take 

the opportunity to show my clients places that I fell in love with and the decision is very 

personal. I think that’s why the clients seek our expertise, to make them discover unique 

places and to share our passion for Africa” (Agent  #11). 

“I send all my clients to AfriCat when I’m selling a trip to Namibia, because it’s a great 

opportunity for them to see big cats from close and learn about conservation aspects. I 

enjoyed it so much and I think they are doing a great job for conservation so my clients 

can’t miss it” (Agent # 4). 
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Conservation awareness 

Agents’ concern for conservation is deeply rooted in their mind, and is made mostly of 

intangible aspects. To illustrate examples of conservation actions and explore agent’s 

conservation awareness, the discussions were oriented towards lion, leopard and cheetah 

conservation projects. When the author asked the agent for its five preferred species as a 

warm-up at the start of the discussion, the leopard and lion were the species the most 

cited. The leopard for its beauty and elusivity, the lion for his role as the “king of the 

savannah” that cannot be missed on a safari. Big cat conservation projects stirred 

emotional discussions where most of the agents were inclined to support these actions 

but lacked information. 

 

“Maintaining genetic diversity is critical for lions and I think operators’ involvement in 

these aspects is very important. For example, private reserves play a big role in 

swapping lions between reserves and exchanging animals. But big cats are also 

marketing tools and probably the easiest way to get money for conservation. Lions 

bring international tourists and attract more attention than Grevy zebras for example, 

so it is essential for operators to conserve lions if they want their business to survive. 

But the problem is we agents are not always aware of lion declines because we see them 

everywhere on safari. But I’m very keen to support lion conservation, especially in 

Kenya where conflicts with the Massai are a major issue. For me the conservation 

aspect is critical but the reality of conservation in Africa is so complex and harsh that 

it’s hard to summarise to clients” (Agent #11). 

“I am not aware of lion conservation issues, on safari we see so much of them. I didn’t 

receive any information about this from operators. I am not aware of leopard 

conservation issues neither, I thought leopards were protected in South Africa? I know 
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about cheetah conservation problems in Namibia, mainly through my visit to AfriCat 

effective marketing, but I am very interested in operators’ conservation projects. We 

need to know these things so we can have a competitive advantage on other agencies” 

(Agent #13). 

 “In my own beliefs, I am 80% influenced by conservation in the selection of operators 

I’m going to work with. For me it is critical that operators participate into conservation 

in the area where they operate” (Agent #9). 

 “I think that what some operators are doing for conservation is amazing and they lead 

the way forward in the industry. Some operators are beyond what is expected from 

them. It is important that they work on big cat conservation because I’m not sending my 

clients to a reserve with no cats, especially lions. But it shouldn’t be just a marketing 

tool, I’m waiting to see tangible results from operators involvement in conservation, so 

far I have been a bit disappointed” (Agent #1). 

 “We contribute to conservation by sending tourists. We are very sensitive about 

responsible tourism and we select carefully our partners. Clients don’t express a 

demand for a conservation-oriented product, it’s quite rare, but it is our role to send 

them to operators who contribute to conservation” (Agent #14). 

Agents care about conservation but believe their clients do not yet, so do not necessarily 

share their views on conservation. Conservation is an insider private element translated 

in the selection of operators on-site. It appeared, however, throughout the discussions 

that agents lacked critical facts about conservation issues and were not aware of the role 

of some operators in big cat conservation.  
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“Our partners on-site make a difference for conservation, that’s why we are working 

with them, but we are missing the core information about conservation aspects” (Agent 

#4). 

 

Interestingly, despite lacking information about conservation issues and projects, all the 

agents mention the importance of the involvement of local community in conservation 

aspects. Operators employing members of local communities were favoured and 

positively influenced agents perceptions. Operators able to demonstrate conservation 

outcomes with direct benefits for local communities were perceived as the ones being 

the most significant. 

“Local communities’ involvement in conservation is the key aspect that I am looking for 

in an operator. While I’m visiting the products on-site I would like to learn more about 

conservation projects and their outcomes for the communities rather than visiting all 

the different types of rooms in the lodge” (Agent #3). 

The theme Conservation Awareness taps into agent’s ethical decision-making. The 

quotes show that agents do care about conservation and are prepared to know more 

about it to be able to sell it to their clients. However, conservation awareness implies 

moral judgements, rarely discussed, and the recognition of the existence of a dilemma in 

the sales of luxury conservation tourism products. 
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6.4.5 Ethical decision-making analysis 

The six different ethical concepts are applied here to explore the theme Conservation 

Awareness and offer an in-depth perspective of agents’ ethical concerns. However, the 

fifteen agents did not always respond similarly to these different concepts. The selected 

quotes were chosen due to their salience to each concept described in Chapter Two. 

First, Rest’s (1986) concept of dilemma recognition forms the basis of ethical decision-

making processes. Applied to this study, this theory identifies whether agents recognise 

conservation as an ethical dilemma in their profession. It was found that agents usually 

recognized it, formulated a judgment about it, expressed an intention to act on it and 

finally acted on the issue when favouring tourism operators contributing to 

conservation, when they had the choice. Three agents did not comply with the overall 

concept by failing to recognize conservation as an ethical dilemma, focusing only on the 

importance of luxury aspects. Jones’ (1991) theory is applied to identify the moral 

intensity of conservation in agent decision-making processes and whether agents were 

acting as moral mediators when favoring operators contributing to conservation. It was 

found that the moral intensity did not weigh on agent’s process, rather it was agent 

personal preferences that played a key role in their decision. Agents played the role of 

moral agents as a product of their actions motivated by personal preferences, but did not 

usually recognize it and generally avoided discussing conservation aspects with their 

clients. Only one agent adhered to this concept by measuring the consequences of 

taking action towards conservation upon him/herself. Street et al. (1997) theory is used 

to identify at which point agents would seek further information about conservation 

before proceeding to the decision-making process. Results found that the extent to 

which agents will voluntarily seek information related to conservation was low. Only 

four agents only were identified as willing to expand their conservation knowledge by 

seeking out more information. Groves et al. (2007) permits the identification of 
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conservation-oriented decisions as being the product of an emotional judgment and the 

result of non-linear thinking. Most agents (14), followed a non-linear thinking approach 

by formulating emotion-based judgments in their decision process. Brenner and Bilgin’s 

(2011) theory of preference projection was followed by all the participants. Agents 

preferences were the most salient in their decision process and all agents projected their 

preferences to guide their decisions. Finally, Flynn and Wiltermuth (2010), was also a 

key concept where the majority of agents (14), used false consensus bias as a 

reinforcement tool to confirm their choice of operator and imposed it by using their 

authority over their clients.  

 

Dilemma recognition, judgment, intent and action  

In this study, Rest’s theoretical framework was applied to detect whether agents 

recognised conservation as a tourism-related dilemma, and how they integrated that 

recognition into their professional role. The first step of ethical decision-making 

involves recognising the existence of a dilemma. Theoretically, travel agents have two 

options when selling conservation tourism luxury safaris: they can either stay focused 

on luxury hedonistic aspects of the product and choose to ignore conservation as it 

implies recognizing the existence of a moral issue, or recognize conservation as part of 

an ethical dilemma and act on the moral issue by favouring products that they feel 

contribute to conservation. 

Agents make a moral judgment when selecting an operator and are influenced by its 

efforts for conservation. 

“We contribute to conservation by sending tourists. We are very sensitive about 

responsible tourism and we select carefully our partners. Clients do not express a 
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demand for a conservation-oriented product, it’s quite rare, but it is our role to send 

them to operators who contribute to conservation” (Agent #14). 

 

As a general pattern, agents have recognised that conservation aspects are important. 

They acknowledge that the role of the operator in conservation efforts should not be 

overlooked in their sales. Conservation activities are attractive to agents and clients, in 

particular when charismatic high-valued species such as a lions are the target of these 

initiatives. Not only do these conservation aspects appeal to the agent as they trigger an 

emotional judgment, but it also represents an added-value to the product that can 

increase sales when presenting a product to clients. However, the amount of information 

can sometimes be overwhelming to summarise to clients, as it requires having a good 

understanding of the conservation background and the ability to talk about the project’s 

aims, and outcomes and provide enough details to the client to reinforce credibility and 

trust. As a result, conservation can be easily bypassed by the agent as these aspects can 

be time-consuming and risky.  

 

When the agent establishes moral intent, he recognizes the importance of conservation 

in the tourism product and the role of tourism operators in conservation efforts, and 

describes how he intends to act towards it. In this quote, the agent expresses a desire to 

know more about conservation aspects and less about service and room type. This is a 

critical turning point, as the desire to know more about conservation stems from the 

agent himself, not the client, and is guided by a personal moral system linked to 

tourism. By establishing moral intent, the agent reinforces the importance of 

conservation efforts and in this particular case, prioritizes them over the service aspects 

of the operator. 
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“No clients will be sent to an operator not contributing to conservation” (Agent #1). 

“We do not sell a product that we do not like and that does not reflect our commitment 

to responsible tourism. We have a strong work ethic and care for our environment, we 

do not want to sell a product that does not represent our values” (Agent #13). 

These quotes establish agents taking action in their decision process to commit to 

conservation efforts in tourism; they state a clear preference towards supporting those 

operators with a strong conservation ethic by sending tourists to them. This completes 

the ethical decision-making process according to one of the most prominent models in 

the field. However, other variables also have been recognized to mediating the ethical 

decision-making process. These are analyzed next.  

 

Moral intensity and moral agents 

The concept of moral intensity refers to the impact of the ethical decision on the 

decision-maker. A moral issue can vary depending on the degree of intensity, which 

directly affects the ethical intentions and behaviour of an individual by influencing his 

or her sense of agency.  This theory is applied here to understand how travel agents 

evaluate the moral intensity of their decision, and their sense of agency in relation to the 

issue. When agents based their decision upon conservation aspects by showing a 

willingness to contribute to conservation, they act as moral agents, identifying a certain 

level of moral intensity in their actions. 

“I have never thought about my role in conservation but I realize that it is important to 

support conservation efforts for the future. I lack knowledge about conservation issues 

but I am willing to contribute” (Agent #10). 
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“Our role is to send our clients to operators that contribute to conservation, then it is 

operators role to raise clients’ conservation awareness by exposing them to 

conservation efforts while they are enjoying their holidays” (Agent #11). 

“I don’t talk too much about conservation to my clients because I’m not sure what to 

say and I have to be credible towards my clients, so I leave it to the operators to present 

these aspects to the clients on-site” (Agent #13). 

The data presented in the previous section indicate that agents usually recognize the 

moral intensity of conservation in their decision process. However, it was their personal 

preference for an operator, rather than the moral intensity surrounding conservation, that 

influenced their decision process. Interviews also revealed that they did not always 

recognize their role as moral agents and tend to reject the responsibility of playing a role 

in the conservation dynamics of operators. From the perspective of agents, their own 

role is limited to sending clients to operators, not raising their clients’ conservation 

awareness. Although agents can, and do, judge an operator not contributing to 

conservation as immoral, they might still send their clients to this operator due to work 

habit or other aspects such as a high level of service.  

 

Cognitive effort  

Cognitive efforts refer to the extent to which agents will seek information related to 

conservation in their decision process. Agents’ cognitive development, or moral 

reasoning stages, is analysed using Street’s concept. The following quotes illustrate the 

level of effort agents are prepared to undertake to access information about conservation 

efforts in their decision-making process. 
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“The operators that have an interesting product with conservation aspects but are 

located in remote areas need to give us the tools to sell the product and facilitate the 

logistics! We are dealing with lots of different tasks in a single day, we prioritize an 

operator that makes our life easy” (Agent #5). 

“I lack the knowledge to evaluate the content of the information sent by operators 

relating to conservation so I don’t go further, I keep focused on the service and 

activities aspects but I realize that conservation is part of the deal too” (Agent #10). 

 

These quotes reinforce the key concept of conservation being important but not the 

focus of the agent, despite agents being the central interface of the conservation tourism 

dynamic. When agents balance logistics and economic factors against conservation 

factors it is an unconscious process, potentially directed by a personal ethic system. This 

theory establishes the degree to which decision-makers are willing and able to expend 

cognitive effort in resolving ethical issues. However, the degree to which agents are 

willing to expend their cognitive efforts to know more about an operator’s conservation 

is relatively low. As time-efficiency rules the life of travel agents, if the conservation 

information is not immediately available to the agents it will be bypassed. As a result, 

conservation is viewed as an added-value, and not the core element of the sale, again 

suggesting the moral intensity surrounding the role of conservation in tourism is weak. 

 

Thinking styles  

Agents’ decision-making is the result of a balance between linear and non-linear 

thinking. Non-linear aspects consist of logistics, price, activities offered on-site, service 

and all the non-emotional factors. Linear thinking results from the agents’ personal 
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beliefs, or likeability of the product. This is where conservation belongs, as it requires 

an emotional judgment from agents. For example, big cats are charismatic species and 

often likeable. As a result most agents feel compelled to contribute to their 

conservation. This emotional factor and its role in decision-making is highlighted in the 

quotes provided below.  

“I only sell what I like! My decision-making is largely influenced by my personal 

feelings which is based on my experience in the field. I like what this operator is doing 

for conservation and I will always try to push sales with this particular operator” 

(Agent #6). 

“The selling process is a trade-off between what I like, and the client’s profile. 

Conservation has a price, and the top operators which I prefer are also the most 

expensive. I sell them in priority when I can because I like their work ethics but also the 

camps are beautiful and exclusive and they are located in areas where the wildlife is 

abundant. I have my favourite products of course that I have carefully selected from 

years of experience in Africa, and when I can send my clients to these special places I 

feel particularly happy!” (Agent #1). 

 

Each of these quotes highlights the emotional component of the agents’ decision-

making process, or their “personal feelings”; operators that elicit positive effects around 

happiness and enjoyment will be sold in preference. Non-linear thinking can activate an 

ethical decision-making process by triggering an emotional response. For example, an 

emotional judgment can result in sending their clients to an operator carrying 

conservation work for big cats, such as AfriCat in Namibia. However this decision is 

the result of a balanced judgment, where emotional and rational factors are evaluated. 
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Despite being attractive to the agents, the conservation product must remain “sellable”. 

For that, it must meet certain criteria of costs, logistics, service.  

 

Preferences projection and salience 

As decision-makers have a tendency to assume that others share their preferences, 

preferences projection and salience is a central concept in understanding and 

deconstructing agent decision-making processes. First, it establishes that travel agents 

exert a high level of power over their clients. Agents sell their knowledge by sharing 

their passion with their clients by sending them to places that they have personally 

enjoyed. This results in an unconscious projection of agents into their client’s trip (Fig. 

6.2). Projection is an unconscious and key strategy used by the agent facilitating the 

narrowing down process, and relies on cognitive shortcuts which favour options that are 

most salient to them as personal preferences. In assuming the role of broker, the agent 

establishes basic travel parameters of the client, but then reverts back to his or her role 

as information broker and decision-maker.  

“I love cheetahs, they are the most beautiful species, of course I have selected special 

place for my clients where they can be educated about cheetah conservation, it is 

important for me” (Agent #8). 

“I send all my clients to AfriCat when I’m selling a trip to Namibia, because it’s a great 

opportunity for them to see big cats from close and learn about conservation aspects. I 

enjoyed so much and I think they are doing a great job for conservation so my clients 

cannot miss it” (Agent #4). 
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Agents tend to construct a safari that will very much look like at what they would 

personally enjoy, again representing the emotional content of the decision-making 

process. This is particularly true when it comes to conservation aspects. Agents tend to 

send their clients to places where they want to locally support conservation initiatives. 

Agents can have preferences for certain species and will then send clients to a place 

they believe the clients will appreciate as much as they do. The reliance on personal 

preferences has implications for the salience of options (as well as the cognitive effort 

used to sort through options). Unless options are specifically unpacked, from a 

conservation point of view, by operators for agents, the latter will use their own 

preferences as a shortcut in the decision-making process. Unpacking, in this sense, 

means showcasing what lies behind the “conservation tourism” tag, and making explicit 

the different conservation activities and outcomes of each operator. From an operator 

perspective, therefore, it is important to realize that conservation is a packed option that 

needs to be unpacked to agents. Unpacking conservation could reduce the possibility of 

being bypassed by agents by presenting the core information instead of general 

information. For example, when advertising a lion monitoring project, aspects such as 

the threats faced by lions, the actions taken by the operator to reduce the threats, any 

reintroduction and anti-poaching efforts, the current number of lions being monitored 

and the methods employed should be provided to the agents but in a clear and concise 

way easy to pass on to clients. 

 

False consensus bias 

The final aspect of ethical decision-making that is explored in this chapter is the false 

consensus bias, i.e. the tendency for people to assume that others hold the same moral 

opinions as they do. This is particularly problematic in brokers who will often avoid 
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moral discourse and instead discuss superficial, or safe, aspects. This tendency can 

worsen the false consensus bias in ethical decision-making, as it may provide an illusion 

of consensus where, in fact, there is none.   

 

“I would never let my client choose by himself, I know what’s good for my clients” 

(Agent #9). 

“My own desire and soft spots for some operators and places drive my decisions. I take 

the opportunity to show my clients places that I fell in love with and the decision is very 

personal. I think that is why the clients seek our expertise, to make them discover unique 

places and to share our passion for Africa” (Agent #11). 

Agents tend to project their own preferences for an operator on the final decision 

assuming that if they like the product, their clients will too. This is a recurrent theme 

that surfaced across the majority of the interviews. Projecting one’s own preferences is a 

false consensus bias, part of an anchoring and adjustment process to reinforce decision-

making. This process also confirms the theory that decision-makers often fail to take 

different perspectives and assume that others share the same views. Agents are powerful 

information brokers and can influence social consensus by providing their opinion 

through projection. These findings have important implications for sustainable tourism 

and are discussed further. 

 

6.5 Conclusions 

Two key aspects were established in this chapter. First, the role of the travel agent as a 

powerful decision-maker was identified. Secondly, that conservation appealed to these 

agents, despite the fact that it was rarely discussed with clients. Based on the interviews, 
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the results indicate that operator conservation initiatives had a positive influence on 

agent attitudes by triggering emotional judgments, which in turn influenced their sales 

through ethical decision-making. This finding was best explained by applying different 

theories adopted from the field of organisational ethical decision-making studies. The 

six theories applied here to frame the data, where (i) agents recognize, judge, prioritise 

and act upon conservation activities (Rest, 1986), (ii) perceive the moral intensity of 

conservation in tourism (Jones, 1991), (iii) make a cognitive effort to find and transmit 

information on conservation activities (Street et al., 1997), (iv) demonstrate a balance 

between feelings towards conservation and cost/benefit analyses in selling products 

(Groves et al., 2007), (v) demonstrated a level of personal preference projection onto 

clients and salience of conservation as a selling attribute (Brenner & Bilgin, 2011), and 

(vi) highlight the false consensus bias regarding the importance of luxury and service 

versus conservation outcomes as the “good” sought by tourists in their holiday 

experience (Wiltermuth et al., 2013). 

 

It was found that moral intensity did not influence the agent’s process, rather it was 

agents personal preferences that played a key role in their decision. Agents played an 

involuntary role of moral agents as a product of their actions motivated by personal 

preferences, but did not usually recognize it and generally avoided discussing 

conservation aspects with their clients. Conservation aspects appeal to the agent on a 

personal level, but are not used as a selling tool.  This could be explained by the lack of 

background information on conservation projects run by operators and by the fear of 

pushing away their clients and losing their interest by adopting pro-environmental 

behaviour. Despite a market increasingly in demand for responsible tourism products, 

agents believe that their clients are primarily interested by the luxury and exclusivity 
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aspects. Therefore, the conservation aspects do not consist of a selling argument. 

However, most agents care on a personal level and leave the responsibility of raising 

their clients’ conservation awareness to the operator on-site. Hence, agents carefully 

select their suppliers, based on personal feelings influenced by their own experience. 

This is supported by Klenosky and Gittelson (1998), who established the importance of 

destination awareness as the initial step in their model for travel agent recommendation 

processes, where awareness was based on the agent’s degree of exposure to the 

destination information (marketing material) and the on-site experience. 

 

The decision-making model proposed in this study is particular to high-end tourism, and 

probably not applicable to retail travel agents who are under pressure to reach targets 

and often function with incentive-based salaries. In high-end tourism, the importance of 

the agents personal factors on the selection of the final product is highlighted.  

Understanding the influence of conservation is complex because it is embedded into the 

agent’s affinity with the product, which results in the final product being potentially 

different from one agent to another. However, if operators market their conservation 

products efficiently, the majority of agents will push these products and support 

operator efforts through ethical decision-making. In contrary to the sample of agents 

analysed in Lovelock’s study (2008), agents ethical behaviour was demonstrated but in 

a tactical way. These agents manoeuvred their way towards a personal goal, having the 

power over their clients travel choice. The large scale implication of travel agents 

decision-making is important for conservation. The more tourists travel agents send to 

operators, the more funding for conservation projects on-site. Travel agents, by acting 

as the key interface between tourists and operators, are critical components of the 

dynamics and their influence on tourists travel choices should not be underestimated in 
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conservation. Research on ethical decision-making in tourism is limited, and this study 

is the first to consider ethical decision-making processes of high-end travel agents 

within sustainable tourism. 
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Chapter 7. Discussion and Conclusions 

 

7.1 Summary of findings 

The aim of this research was to explore how travel agents involved in conservation 

tourism make decisions, by analysing the promotion of conservation projects by African 

tourism operators. In Chapter One, it was proposed that travel agents play an important 

role in conservation tourism and that their decision-making process has key implications 

for conservation. The literature review in Chapter Two provided the background 

information to understand the links between the role of African big cats in wildlife 

tourism, conservation tourism, green marketing and the role of travel agents in the travel 

chain. Three data chapters comprise the bulk of the thesis: the presentation of operator 

conservation programs and their perceptions of what to promote about their products 

(Chapter Four), a content analysis of their communication channels focusing on the 

promotion of conservation (Chapter Five) and an in-depth analysis of travel agent 

decision-making processes (Chapter Six). This final chapter summarises the findings 

and discusses the implications of conservation promotion to travel agents. The diagram 

presented below highlights the key findings, mirroring the thesis structure presented in 

Chapter One. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Big cats are threatened 

Tourism can act as a conservation tool 

Conservation funding relies on tourism revenues 

In this market, high-end travel agents are the key 
interface  

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Big cat conservation and tourism 

Green marketing 

Decision-making processes 

Role of travel agents in the travel chain 

 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

Qualitative approach 
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Chapter 5. Content analysis 
of Communication Channels 

Operators promote service 
and luxury first 

Conservation message is lost 
across channels 

Chapter 4. Conservation Tourism 
Operators 

Big cats as necessary flagships 

Agents perceived as booking 
facilitators, not decision-makers 

Agents are bypassed in 
conservation promotion 

 

 Chapter 6. Travel Agent Decision-making Processes 

5 sets of factors 

Multi-stage decision-making process 

Agents use personal ethic and own preferences  

  

 

 

Chapter 7. Synthesis 

Agents have the decision power 

Implications for the practice and further research 
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The key findings firstly identified a tension between how conservation tourism 

operators define themselves and what they choose to promote about themselves. 

Operators expressed the feeling that promoting too much about conservation is risky, as 

the return is unmeasurable while luxury service aspects are guaranteed values in the 

industry. Conservation is perceived as an added-value to the product, which contradicts 

the core values of the operators defining themselves as conservation-oriented. The 

conservation message is lost across communication channels, possibly purposively, to 

not undermine travel agents sales and remain focused on the guaranteed selling values. 

An interesting point that emerged from the interviews is the difference in perceptions of 

what sells about the product within the same operator. Conservation and marketing staff 

appear to be opposed in their values, where the conservation staff expressed reluctance 

towards tourism despite recognising “tourism as a necessary evil”. Marketing staff 

focus on charismatic flagship species for promotional strategies, where promoting 

conservation must be dramatic to maximise sales. The over-simplification of 

conservation can sometimes frustrate conservation experts working with marketing 

practitioners. Therefore, it is important that a common ground should be reached 

between each field of expertise to promote the conservation tourism message efficiently.  

 

Conservation might not be a guaranteed value in selling high-end tourism products but 

recent studies demonstrate consumers’ growing interest for responsible tourism 

products, in Switzerland and elsewhere (Wehrli et al., 2013). Therefore, marketing 

managers focusing solely on the high-end aspects of the products should carefully re-

evaluate their promotional tools to better incorporate conservation in their 

communication. Research indicates that companies’ environmental responsibility is a 

central element of competitive success (Menon & Menon, 1997; Miles & Covin, 2000; 

Rivera, 2002). However, it has been recognised that research is lacking on 
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understanding the characteristics that influence marketers to promote green aspects and 

that greenwashing surfaces easily due to a poor understanding of environmental issues 

(Dief & Font, 2010). Therefore, the mismatch between operator conservation ethics and 

promotional messages could be explained by either marketing managers not willing to 

push the pro-environmental message too far for fear of greenwashing or by a lack of 

understanding, or disconnection, of the significance of their own conservation 

operations. 

 

The results have identified interesting patterns. First, operators underestimate the 

influence of travel agents over their clients and bypass agents in the promotion of 

conservation. Tourists are the target of operators, however in practice, it is agents who 

control where their clients go. Conservation promotion is mainly done on-site by 

exposing the clients to conservation initiatives while on tours. A key issue identified 

here is that agents are rarely exposed to conservation. Agents are perceived first as 

booking facilitators; essential for operators to book clients on tours, the agent role in 

conservation is bypassed. When agents are on familiarisation trips, the operators mostly 

focus on service by showing the agents the facilities (such as all the different types of 

rooms), rather than exposing them to the core ethics (conservation). As a result, agents 

are disconnected from conservation. Despite the involvement of these operators in 

conservation activities, the general perceptions about what to promote remain focused 

on the high level of service offered at the lodges. 

 

Another issue emerging from the interviews with operators consist in the perceptions 

that travel agents must be “bombarded” of information as a marketing strategy. 

Overflowing the agents with newsletters, emails and extensive PR is perceived as a 

successful way to get travel agents attention. However, the issue of saturation of 
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information was expressed by the agents who receive too many emails from operators 

with the core information about conservation lost amongst generalities.  

 

In a study interpreting the ethical discourse of small nature-based operators 

(Lahdesmaki, 2005), it was concluded that in the practice operators ethical judgments 

resulted in a combination of deontological and teleological approaches. This is 

consistent with this research, where operators express a sense a duty towards 

conservation, rather than an economic rationale, as a driver for conservation operations 

but in practice are forced to adopt an utilitarian approach to market their products. This 

is reflected in the results, where the tension between what should be promoted about 

conservation and what is promoted to travel agents results in a lack of clarity for agents 

and is therefore rarely used in sales with clients. 

 

The content analysis confirmed that conservation was poorly promoted by operators as 

opposed to service and activity aspects. Conservation aspects consist of a small portion 

of the information communicated compared to the other themes and was often not 

presented in detail. By separating the information related to big cats in the promotional 

content, I could look specifically at how the conservation of charismatic flagship 

species was promoted. Flagship species are largely used as marketing tools by 

conservation organisations (Home et al., 2009), as their charismatic status engenders 

public support. However, the promotion of their conservation activities remains limited 

to generalities, where details are rarely shared with consumers unless specifically 

requested.  

 

Agents produced a list of factors considered in their decision-making process and 

expanded further on conservation aspects with discussions focusing on African big cats 
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and their conservation threats and status. The different factors were categorised into 

three sets of influence: Client-Agent factors, Operator-Agent factors and Agents 

Personal factors (Fig 7.1). Conservation knowledge formed part of the Agent Personal 

factors, which was the set of factors found to have the greatest influence on agent 

decisions. 

 

 

Fig 7.1 Summary of the three sets of factors influencing travel agents decision-

making 

 

The final step was to develop a model for the decision-making process drawing on 

practice, rather than theories. The model developed in Figure 6.2 illustrates new 

knowledge in decision-making research and is specific to high-end tourism where travel 

agents act as decision-makers. The complexity of analysing decision-making processes 

lies in the fact that decision-makers are partially aware of the process, which rends it 

difficult to measure and understand it themselves (Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005). The 
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model proposed here has been built up by the author using her own knowledge of the 

industry supported by the agents interviews. It integrates the factors previously 

identified with the thirteen themes arising from the in-depth interviews, summarising a 

complex multi-stage unconscious process. As a general trend, agents influenced clients’ 

desires and perceptions by showing authority and persuasion during the decision 

process by selecting operators they had a preference for. This is consistent with Cialdini 

and Goldstein (2004), who found that authority’ figures perceived as experts have a 

powerful influence on persuasion. Deferring the decision-making to experts is common 

when specialised knowledge is required. Six principles governing influence have been 

established: liking, reciprocation, consistency, scarcity, social validation and authority 

(Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). In sales, the liking principle is important, the buyer’s 

affinity with the seller can strongly influence the sale. In this study, the liking principle 

can also be applied to the operator. If the travel agent has affinities and emotional 

attachment to the operator, it will influence his decision-making by resulting in priority 

sales of the operators products. 

 

Decisions are mostly made intuitively following a dynamic trading-off process. It shows 

for example, that the evaluation of logistics factors such as the risk analysis of 

destinations and the time-efficiency of the booking procedures appears early in the 

process and has a direct impact on the selection of the region (e.g. Botswana or South 

Africa?). Then the operators attributes, such as location, activities, wildlife are traded-

off to provide the client the best experience possible (e.g. a private reserve near the 

Kruger in South Africa or a lodge located in a concession in the Okavango Delta?). The 

Agent factors are then balanced with the marketing influence of the operator. This is the 

last critical stage where the agents own experience will play a key role in the selection 

of the operator. But this is also where the operator can impact the decision-making 
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process by a strategic marketing approach influencing the agent.  The final stage 

combines marketing aspects with the agents’ personal knowledge and the “likeability” 

of the product through agents’ conservation awareness (e.g. likeability of big cat 

conservation efforts carried by a particular operator through personal experience 

combined with marketing influence = sales).  It culminates in the agent’s projection into 

the product using personal preferences to proceed to the final selection of the operator. 

Conservation awareness and likeability of the operator can be paired together. They 

consist of intangible factors, drawing on the agents’ personal ethic or preferences 

towards conservation. 

 

7.2 Limitations 

This qualitative study is based on a relatively small number of specialised high-end 

travel agents, however, it represents the totality of agents selling conservation tourism 

on the Swiss francophone market. Until now, the specific decision-making processes of 

high-end travel agents have not been explored. Tangible and intangible factors have 

been identified as well as a model for these agents decision-making process. The 

interviews with the agents established the importance of emotional attachment and 

personal factors in decision-making. Therefore, if these findings cannot be generalised 

across the entire population of travel agents involved in sustainable tourism due to the 

particularity of this high-end exclusive market, they do provide a contribution to 

knowledge and lead the way for further research. The most important markets for 

operators consist of the UK, USA, Germany, Switzerland, France with Russia growing 

rapidly. Further research should be conducted for each of these markets, where 

comparisons involving cultural aspects could contribute further to ethical decision-

making knowledge in conservation tourism. 
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The number of conservation tourism operators was limited to five case studies, however 

it would have been useful to widen this sample by interviewing more operators such as 

the various private reserves active in big cat conservation in South Africa (Londolozi, 

Sabi Sands, Shamwari, Tswalu, etc.) and key operators located in Kenya-Tanzania such 

as Lewa Wildlife Conservancy, etc.  However, given the resources and sponsorship 

opportunities, the five operators presented in this thesis were sufficient to identify trends 

in conservation tourism marketing. From my former experience as a travel specialist, 

the communication dynamics are relatively similar between operators, where the three 

communication channels used in this study are the main ones employed by all operators 

to promote their products.  

 

7.3 Thesis contribution to knowledge 

This research established travel agents as the central interface in high-end conservation 

tourism, having a high level of decision power and making decisions based on personal 

preferences and on-site experience. The implications of their role in conservation are 

therefore important. By supporting or limiting a destination or operator, travel agents 

provide direct funds for conservation. Without this source of funding, conservation is 

non-existent in some regions. For species such as big cats, which are heavily dependent 

on tourism revenues for funding their conservation, travel agent decision-making had 

direct repercussions for their survival. Using flagship species to influence decision-

makers in conservation tourism is probably the best strategy to maximise sales and 

reach agents, where agents have expressed their emotional attachment to conservation 

programs targeting big cats. It is not unethical, or purely commercial, to focus on 

flagship species in conservation tourism, as tangible conservation outcomes have been 

demonstrated resulting in an associated range of positive impacts on the smaller, less 

charismatic species (Walpole & Leader-Williams, 2002).  
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This thesis contributes to the growing body of research on decision-making processes in 

sustainable tourism. This research aims to gain a practical perspective of a niche sector 

that is growing in regions where tourism and conservation are particularly compatible. 

The marketing of conservation in the context of tourism is a field of research that has 

not been explored. Therefore, this research contributes to the practice and has important 

implications for tourism and conservation stakeholders. The thesis concludes that 

operators limit their selling capacity by not clearly promoting the conservation aspects 

of their products and not exposing the agents enough to conservation activities while 

they are visiting the sites. This research is the first to demonstrate that travel agents care 

about conservation in sustainable tourism, which has important implications for 

conservation. As tourism plays an increasingly important role in funding conservation 

efforts in developing countries, travel agents channel these funds in their role of 

decision-makers. Agents’ knowledge about conservation is hence critical for the 

conservation of species such as the African big cats. 

 

The current literature does not identify travel agents as an important interface in 

conservation. Therefore, the results of this thesis have direct implications for 

conservation. This research suggests that specialised travel agents act as information 

brokers but also as conservation ambassadors, where their influence on channelling 

funding for conservation, raising their clients’ conservation awareness, as well as 

influencing the type of conservation projects carried by the operators is not recognised, 

not even by the agent himself and has high potential for conservation tourism. Agents 

need to be empowered in their role and should not feel a sense of reluctance to present 

these aspects to their clients. However, tourism operators need to support the agents, by 
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recognising their role as the main decision-makers, and not undermining their role in 

conservation by limiting their function to booking facilitators. 

 

Research in the ethics of sales has identified codes of ethics relying heavily on the 

individual rather than the organisation (McClaren, 2013). Agents expressed emotional 

attachment to operators contributing to conservation. For agents, these aspects are 

important, which highlights the role of emotions in ethical decision-making processes. 

However, agents did not use conservation activities as a selling tool with clients. The 

gap between agents’ sales behaviour and attitudes towards conservation is better 

explained by the packed nature of conservation activities (information not available in a 

way that agents can easily pass on to clients) and false consensus bias around what 

agents consider good for the clients (a high level of service and exclusivity rather than 

conservation) (Brenner & Bilgin, 2011; Wiltermuth et al., 2013). Selling conservation 

remains an issue for the travel trade. Agents did not identify themselves as moral 

agents, or as having a responsibility to raise their clients conservation awareness. The 

fear of pushing away their clients by adopting pro-environmental behaviour can explain 

this gap, as well as the fact that conservation implies moral judgments and values, 

which are rarely discussed in sales (Dolnicar & Grűn, 2009). The false consensus bias 

pushes agents to assume that their clients want to hear about the luxury aspects involved 

in high-end safaris, rather than conservation projects. It was found that the morality 

behind operators ethical actions is rarely part of the conversation between the agent and 

the client, which is challenging for promoting sustainable tourism products. 

 

 

 

 



255 
 

7.4 Implications for further research 

Sustainable tourism is expected to make a major contribution to conservation. 

Identifying the decision-makers and the factors influencing their decision-making 

processes is important. In the niche market of high-end conservation tourism, this thesis 

has established that travel agents hold most of the decision power. The success of the 

segmentation of conservation tourism marketing to travel agents relies on the degree of 

the knowledge of the agents, personal preferences and ethical concern for conservation. 

There is a niche for responsible marketing in tourism that can be further exploited to 

maximise its potential. Combining ethical and economic factors is challenging for 

sustainable tourism practitioners (Lahdesmaki, 2005). From the practical point of view, 

operators adopt an utilitarian marketing approach, however deontological thinking was 

evident. The main gap identified in the literature consists of the lack of studies on the 

impact of the promotion of ethical values on tourism. The field of conservation tourism 

is still in its infancy with regard to its marketing. Priorities for future research are to 

measure the impact of conservation marketing on the travel trade, rather than on 

tourists, by designing specific questions targeting their emotional attachment to 

conservation by using flagship species, for example. For operators, their conservation 

efforts rely entirely on commercial viability. It is therefore critical to understand which 

factors lead travel agents to book with a particular operator contributing to conservation. 

 

From a conservation perspective, in the absence of a strong and immediate response, big 

cats could soon disappear from the African continent at their current rate of decline. 

Being the most threatened group of mammals, they are also critically important to 

tourism and have a major impact on the national economy of some countries relying 

heavily on wildlife tourism (Lindsey et al., 2013). Despite the importance of tourism for 
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big cat conservation, the contribution of operators, including tourism operators 

presented in this thesis, remain under-studied in the literature. There is a need to 

understand and quantify the outcomes coming from this sector for conservation. Studies 

on socio-economic aspects have established the link between operators and community 

upliftment (Spenceley, 2010; Snyman, 2012; 2014), however from a species 

conservation perspective there are few studies establishing the role of these operators in 

conservation. The degree to which operators contribute to conservation with real species 

numbers deserves further research to establish their net conservation contribution, 

which would facilitate marketing messages to the wider community. 

 

7.5 Implications for the practice 

There are a number of implications arising from this research for conservation tourism 

operators. Goossens (2000), pointed out the lack of measurement of tourism managers 

of their marketing strategies and the difficulty in assessing their success. This study 

revealed that conservation tourism operators could play a strategic role on-site when 

hosting agents on familiarisation trips by exposing them to conservation projects. While 

travel agents are the decision-makers, operators are the most important elements in 

raising global conservation awareness through their programs. Operators’ passion for 

wildlife, the land and its conservation is mostly passed on through the intermediary of 

the guide, or ranger, while guests are on a tour. Studies have established the importance 

of the role of the tour guide in transmitting conservation values to tourists on tours 

(Weiler & Davies, 1993; Christie & Mason, 2003; Coghlan, 2008). It is mainly through 

the guide that tourists and travel agents on tour access the core conservation 

information. Therefore, operators should employ conservation-minded guides to be able 

to transmit their core values and make sure that their travel agents go regularly on 

familiarisation trips where the flagship conservation projects are presented by the guide. 
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Other studies have found similar communication mismatches between the management 

staff and on-site staff in small business operators (Reynolds & Braithwaite, 2001; Peake 

et al., 2009). This is due to differences in principles and background of the staff, where 

for example the tour guide, the conservation manager, the marketer, the sales and 

reservation team and the general manager are each concerned with their specific part of 

running the operations. When communicating conservation messages, is it important 

that marketers connect with their conservation staff to be able to promote these 

messages accurately. The implications of this communication gap are important for 

travel agents sales, as agents are not accessing key information about the products they 

are selling. Conservation tourism remains tourism, an industry operating for profits, but 

following a conservation ideology. Conservation tourism operators must remain 

business-driven to be sustainable, therefore following the luxury trend is potentially 

considered as the best marketing strategy. Packaging conservation within a tourism 

product requires selling ethical values. Therefore, presenting luxury and high-end 

aspects first are perceived as a safe strategy to adopt to avoid mixed messages and risk a 

lack of credibility. Marketers respond to consumer needs to design their promotional 

strategies, and the perceived trend in conservation tourism consists of focusing on 

luxury and a high-level of service, and conservation a selling plus. Therefore, the 

challenge for tourism marketers promoting conservation consists of successfully 

blending attractive conservation messages, by using flagship species for example, with 

Service and Attraction & Activities aspects without over-selling the conservation 

message.  

 

As stated by Holleran (2008), “ Sustainable marketing aims to inform rather than just 

impress”. The core values of the operators need to appear across all the different 
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communication channels to inform the travel trade and influence sales, which is 

currently lacking. Therefore, travel agents must access conservation information 

through their own initiative, following their own personal ethics. Currently, operators 

are losing the core conservation message they want to promote through fear of pushing 

away the sales and by bypassing agents in the promotion of conservation. Additionally, 

too much information passed through the wrong communication channel such as 

electronic newsletters, was impacting on the operator’s credibility. A number of agents 

interviewed in this study were sceptic of conservation claims and expressed the lack of 

credibility of some operators. Agents felt that because the products were high-end and 

by default expensive, they placed a certain level of expectation on operators 

commitment to conservation. High prices can be justified to clients by explaining the 

role of operators for conservation and the unique experience offered (Buhalis, 2000), 

however tangible results are required to support these claims.  Wight (1993), found that 

“green” sells for marketing purposes as long the label is consistent with consumer’s 

expectations. From an ecotourism operator perspective, there are immediate benefits to 

adopting and implementing ethical codes: generation of public support, increased 

credibility, and increased market demand for the associated products (Wight, 1993). In 

this study, tangible results for some operators were expected from agents and remained 

unclear, or were simply too complex to present to clients and were bypassed. Marketing 

tactics such as familiarisation trips, brochures, electronic information, etc. could be 

better designed to reach this specialised segment of the trade industry.  

 

As general recommendations for operators, the results from this study indicate that the 

material presenting conservation information must be short, clear, credible, 

demonstrating direct conservation outcomes with implications for local communities. It 
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has to be time-efficient to be successfully integrated by the agents. To support the 

agents in their sales, conservation facts sheets of 1-2 pages could be prepared specially 

for agents in the form of bullet points. These fact sheets should say: what is the operator 

about, what do they do for conservation and what they want to show to guests about 

conservation. Flagship species projects could be used to illustrate conservation efforts 

with simple facts, e.g. x nbr of lions compared to x nbr today, empowerment of the local 

communities as lion guardians, significant increase in the leopard population in the 

region, drastic reduction of cheetah kills, etc.  Maps and pictures should be presented on 

the fact sheets. More transparency should be provided on how the tourism revenues 

benefit these projects.  The eco-certifications promoted by conservation tourism 

operators in their marketing also require more transparency and should be presented 

clearly to the agents. In short, the conservation message needs to be unpacked to travel 

agents (Brenner & Bilgin, 2011). Travel agents should be empowered in their role, 

where the operator must make the agents aware of their role in the conservation arena. 

Travel agents need to be educated about conservation and operators have the 

responsibility to raise the agents’ conservation awareness by educating them about their 

programs (Orams, 1997). Operators should not forget that agents do not possess a 

background in environmental science and their primary concern is to select the optimal 

product for their clients to guarantee sales. The issue of language and cultural barriers 

was mentioned by the agents, as all the communication material was provided by the 

operators in English. To enhance their marketing, operators could translate some of their 

material to at least French, German and Spanish, especially when complex conservation 

issues are presented.  
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7.6 Conclusions 

This thesis has explored a relatively new form of tourism, illustrating the particularity of 

this small exclusive market (Buckley, 2010). As some of these operators expressed in 

the interviews, promoting conservation in sustainable tourism still belongs to a grey 

zone. There is a need for a proper communication platform in conservation tourism, 

where tourism, marketing and conservation practitioners pool together their practical 

experience into short, simple and transparent messages to be better integrated by 

decision-makers. Selling ethical values is a business opportunity, however operator 

credibility and ethical claims must remain unquestionable to ensure that conservation 

aspects are not exploited for sales purposes only. Genuine green marketing is the way 

ahead for sustainable tourism (Dief & Font, 2010). The challenge lies in the 

conservation message not being associated with a commercial one.  

 

As Jochen Zeitz, founder of the Zeitz Foundation and the Long Run Initiative, stated at 

the IUCN World Parks Congress 2014 “Without ever generating income, we can only 

preserve so much of this planet, therefore we’ll have to create concepts and ideas that 

are commercially based that will ultimately allow us to increase the amount of 

protected areas”. Making profits out of conservation often results in debating ethical 

issues (Peattie & Crane, 2005). How does selling conservation without being accused of 

greenwashing or overselling be achieved? This question remains sensitive, despite the 

fact that selling and marketing conservation is as legitimate as selling luxury aspects. As 

concluded by Spence and Lozano (2000), the language of ethics is not usually part of 

tourism operators. The term “passion” surfaced in different interviews where 

conservation managers expressed emotions as a driver for conservation, rather than 

economic means. A passion for conservation was identified in interviews with different 

conservation managers as a driver to conduct conservation tourism operations. 
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Emotions have been recognised as playing a role in effectively communicating 

environmental messages, where the interpretation of the messages relies highly on the 

individual understanding of conservation issues (Peake et al., 2009). Therefore, 

channelling these emotions, such as operators’ passion for conservation, into short and 

clear conservation messages to the travel trade and to the general public could be the 

key to effective communication.  

 

The promotion of conservation in a tourism/business context needs to be developed 

further, as there is an evident gap in responsible marketing. It is hoped that the results of 

this thesis may benefit operators’ conservation efforts by facilitating their 

communication to the travel trade and increasing their conservation outcomes by 

empowering travel agents in their sales. This thesis contributes to achieving such goals. 

It is important to recognise the role of travel agents in conservation, and in particular in 

the conservation of African big cats. Lions, leopards and cheetahs have declined by 

more than 95% of their original population (Riggio et al., 2013). Their remaining 

populations are fragmented between Southern and East Africa, scattered on land mostly 

managed for tourism purposes. The high-end conservation tourism market is growing, 

funded mainly by high-end tourists sent by specialised travel agents acting as decision-

makers. This niche market protects big cats by providing habitat, anti-poaching 

measures and mitigating conflicts with local communities. Big cats being the most 

valuable species in wildlife tourism, they hold a central role in the success of tourism 

operations as they are highly marketable. Operators need lion, leopard and cheetah to 

maximise profits and attract tourists through travel agent mediation. Without the 

flagship species, the success of tourism operations might significantly decrease or 

simply collapse with important repercussions for the economy of countries relying 

heavily on tourism as an economic driver. Therefore, if we cannot save big cats despite 
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their economic importance and intrinsic values, then what can we save? The role of 

travel agents in conservation is powerful and they could further contribute by being 

empowered in their role of conservation ambassadors. The future of big cats could very 

much rely on a small population of high-end specialised travel agents, using their 

limited knowledge in conservation, emotional attachments and personal ethics to 

support conservation tourism. 
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Appendix B. The travel agent survey 

 

A series of general open-ended questions will be asked first by way of introduction: 

 Questions Type of 
answers 

1. What is the agent position within the agency 
 

Open-ended  

2. How long the agent has been working in the agency 
 

Open-ended 

3. What is the agent background (academic and work 
experience) 
 

Open-ended 

4. Age  
5. How many African safaris/wildlife tours the agent has 

participated in 
 

Open-ended 

6. Which wildlife species do the agent prefers to see (list the 
first five in order of preference) 

Open-ended 

7. How many familiarisation trips the agent participated in and 
with which operators 
 

Open-ended 

8. Rank the operator excellence in terms of hospitality service, 
conservation work, wildlife viewing and activities offered  
 

Likert scale 

9. How many operators do they tend to work with on a routine 
basis 
 

Open-ended 

10. Which operators do they prefer to work with and why 
 

Open-ended 

11. Which operator communication channel is the most effective 
for the agent 
 

Open-ended 

12. What type of information is passed on by operators 
 

Open-ended 

13. What type of information is passed to the client 
 

Open-ended 

14. Does the agent asks if the client already knows some 
operators 

Yes/no 

 

Decision-making factors: 

 Questions Type of 
answers  
 

1. Which marketing material the agent uses in the selling 
speech and why 
 

Open-ended  
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2. Rank the information passed to the client from the most 
important: hospitality service, activities offered, wildlife 
viewing species, conservation aspects and others the agent 
can think of 
 

Likert scale 

3. Which factors are included in the decision-making process 
 

Open-ended 

4. What is the significance of each factor 
 

Open-ended 

5. How does the agent weight and balance these different 
factors 
 

Open-ended 

6. Is the agent influenced by his own experience/trip with the 
operator 
 

Open-ended 

7. How does the commission scheme affect the agent 
preference 
 

Open-ended 

8. If the commission scheme was the same for all operators, 
how would they select an operator 
 

Open-ended 

9. How important are the client requirements in selecting an 
operator 
 

Open-ended 

10. What information (destination image expectations for 
example) provided by the client is used to select appropriate 
operators 
 

Open-ended 

11. All things considered what factors influence you the most 
when recommending a tour operator? 
 
 

Open-ended 

12. When recommending a tour operator to a new customer, 
how much consideration do you give to the information 
received from an operator versus past consumer 
(tourist) experiences?  
 

Open-ended 
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 Questions Type of 
answers  

13. The agent will be asked to indicate the position of the point 
within the triangle 
 

Open-ended 

14. The agent will be asked to assign a percentage figure to 
each of the three influences 
 

Open-ended 

 

Conservation aspects: 

 Questions Type of 
answers  

1. If conservation is not mentioned by the agent, how 
important do they think this component is in selling the 
product 
 

Open-ended  

2. What is the agent’s definition of a conservation tourism 
operator 
 

Open-ended 

3. What percentage of the agent personal beliefs is made of 
conservation awareness and concern 

 

4. What does the agent think in general about conservation 
tourism operators in sub-Saharan Africa 
 

Open-ended 

5. What does the agent think of the conservation efforts carried 
out by the operator 
 

Open-ended 
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6. Rank the importance of the different types of projects: 
habitat restoration, wildlife migration corridor, local 
community education, species reintroduction, anti-poaching, 
genetics studies, behavioural studies, population estimates, 
home range and habitat use, human-wildlife conflicts  

Likert scale 

7. Do operator conservation efforts influence the agent 
decision-making process by giving a preference to an 
operator and how are these preferences determined 

Open-ended 

8. What does the agent think of operators efforts for big cat 
conservation  

Open-ended 

9. Is the agent aware of big cat conservation issues in Africa 
 

 

10. Which operator is particularly active in big cat conservation 
efforts 
 

Open-ended 

11. How important are operators for big cat conservation 
outcomes in Africa and why 
 

Open-ended 

12. Does the agent think big cat conservation efforts can “sell” 
better by attracting more interest than other species 
 

Open-ended 

13. Does the agent think that activities such as lion tracking, 
participating to a cheetah rehabilitation project or leopard 
monitoring can attract bookings and increase sales  
 

Open-ended 

14. Does the agent think that by selecting a specific operator 
carrying on big cat conservation projects, the agent 
contributes indirectly to conservation  
 

Yes/no 

15. What is the agent willingness to contribute to big cat 
conservation 
 

Open-ended 

16. How does the agent view their role in conservation funding 
mechanisms 
 

Open-ended 

17. How does the agent view their role in raising clients’ 
conservation awareness 
 

Open-ended 
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Appendix C. The conservation tourism operator survey 

 

A series of general questions will be asked first by way of introduction: 

 Questions Type of 
answers  

1. How long has the company been operating 
 

Open-ended  

2. What were the primary motivations of the operator in 
establishing the operation / product 
 

Open-ended 

3. What is the operator’s definition of conservation tourism 
 

Open-ended 

4. Would the operator classify itself as a conservation tourism 
operator, and if so why 
 

Open-ended 

5. What is the operator’s commitment towards conservation 
 

Open-ended 

6. Since the definition of conservation tourism is relatively 
recent, did the operation exist under a different name or 
appellation previously (eg. safari operator with no 
connotation to conservation) 
 

Open-ended 

7. Has this recent focus on conservation tourism changed that 
nature of the operator’s views or commitments towards 
conservation, if yes why 
 

Open-ended 

8. What sort of conservation activities are carried out by the 
operator (in general) 
 

Open-ended 

9. Rank in terms of importance the different conservation 
carried out 

Likert scale 

10. What do operators think of big cat conservation and how 
would they rank its importance in the overall value of their 
tourism experience offered 
 

Open-ended 
and Likert 
scale 

11. What sort of big cat conservation efforts are linked with 
existing tourist activities, or have new activities been 
developed as a result of these efforts 
 

Open-ended 

12. Does the operator think big cats sell better than other species 
and why 
 

Open-ended 

13. Do tourists and travel agents species preferences influence 
the type of conservation efforts carried out by the operator  

Open-ended 
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Marketing aspects: 

 Questions Type of 
answers  
 

1. Which conservation activities does the operator market and 
why 
 

Open-ended  

2. Does the operator think these activities can increase sales 
and if so why and how 
 

Open-ended 

3. What is the difference between marketing strategies for the 
general public and for travel agents 
 

Open-ended 

4. Why and how do they make a difference in the marketing 
content 
 

Open-ended 

5. How do they evaluate what to market 
 

Open-ended 

6. What is the relative importance of conservation marketing 
over the marketing of other elements of the product 

Open-ended 

7. Rank the importance of the different elements for marketing: 
conservation, hospitality, exclusivity, location of the camp, 
luxury, activities (game-drives, mokoro, etc), experience, 
closeness of range with wildlife, abundance of wildlife 

Likert scale 

8. How do they evaluate the success of these marketing 
strategies 
 

Open-ended 

9. Which communication channels do they think have the most 
impact on agents and tourists respectively 
 

Open-ended 

10. What place do big cats hold in their marketing material 
 

Open-ended  

11. Do they promote big cats as flagship species and if so why 
 

Open-ended 

12. Would they continue to promote big cat conservation efforts 
if they thought it wouldn’t attract tourists’ attention 
 

Open-ended 

13. Do they feel that their conservation actions influence travel 
agents’ decision-making when selecting an operator 
 

Open-ended 

14. When offering familiarisation trips to their preferred agents 
how do they promote conservation efforts 
 

Open-ended 

15. How do they expose agents to conservation efforts when 
agents participate in familiarisation trips 
 

Open-ended 

16. Do they think promoting conservation aspects are important 
for the agent and can be these used as a marketing tool  

Open-ended 

17. Do they rely on tourist and travel agent feedback to design 
their marketing strategies 

Yes/no 
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18. How is feedback from tourists obtained 
 

Open-ended 

19. How do they evaluate tourists and travel agents expectations 
of the conservation tourism product offered 
 

Open-ended 

20. Do they gather feedback from tourists and agents based on 
their experience of operator conservation efforts 
 

Yes/no 

21. What is the importance of feedback for their operations and 
do they incorporate agents sales follow-up when 
communicated by the agent 
 

Open-ended 

 

Conservation aspects: 

 Questions Type of 
answers  
 

1. What are their motivations to carry out conservation projects 
 

Open-ended  

2. Provide an overview of the type and nature of conservation 
efforts undertaken by the operator 
 

Open-ended 

3. What are their current conservation efforts specifically 
targeting big cats 
 

Open-ended 

4. Do they carry on additional conservation work, such as 
habitat restoration, that is not advertised in their promotional 
material 
 

Open-ended 

5. Why do they advertise some conservation aspects and not 
others 
 

Open-ended 

6. What are the conservation outcomes achieved so far 
 

Open-ended 

7. What are their conservation outcomes achieved for big cats 
 

Open-ended 

8. How do they evaluate these outcomes and success of their 
efforts 
 

Open-ended 

9. Do they follow a conservation plan and who developed this 
(I will ask for a copy of the plan) 
 

Open-ended 

10. Do they have long-term conservation goals and what are 
these 
 

Open-ended 

11. Rank the importance of  the different conservation goals Likert scale 
12. Do they collaborate with NGOs and/or other conservation 

agencies 
 

Open-ended 
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13. Do they think they make a contribution to conservation and 
more specifically to big cat conservation 
 

Open-ended 

14. How important do they see their role in African big cat 
conservation 
 

Open-ended 

 

 


