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AFRICAN CONSERVATION MARKETING  19 
 20 
 21 
Abstract  22 
 23 
Conservation finance in many African nations relies heavily on tourism.  Some commercial 24 
tourism companies run conservation projects, funding: private, communal and public 25 
reserves; anti-poaching, breeding, and translocation programs; and local employment to gain 26 
political support. All this relies on successful marketing, to attract tourists. We therefore 27 
analyse how these enterprises market their conservation projects. We find that they market: 28 
wildlife viewing opportunities first; luxury and exclusiveness second; and conservation 29 
projects third.  They focus on flagship species such as the African big cats, which are key to 30 
marketing conservation. They market directly to tourists, and to specialist rather than 31 
generalist travel agents.  In their view, conservation projects influence purchases significantly 32 
for some clients, but not for the majority, nor for travel agents. Conservation and marketing 33 
managers hold different views, and could communicate better.  These concerns are 34 
increasingly important for future conservation in Africa and elsewhere.  35 
 36 
 37 
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 39 
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INTRODUCTION 41 
 42 

Conservation of threatened species and ecosystems relies heavily on reserves (Gray et al., 43 
2016; Le Saout et al., 2014; Palomo et al., 2014; Oldekop et al., 2015, Watson et al., 44 
2016).  Most reserves are under continuing human threats and pressures, particularly in more 45 
densely populated areas (Aukema et al., 2017; Estrada et al., 2017; Hoffman et al., 2015; 46 
Liang et al., 2016; Miraldo et al., 2016; Naidoo et al., 2016; Pimm et al., 2014, Ripple et al., 47 
2016). These threats include: industrial and infrastructure development; subsistence farming, 48 
livestock, fisheries, hunting, harvesting and encroachment; organised criminal activities such 49 
as wildlife poaching; secondary impacts such as fires, feral animals, invasive plants, and 50 
pathogens (); and the broader-scale ecological impacts of climate change (Barnosky et al., 51 
2017; Johansson et al., 2016; Moran & Kanemoto, 2017; Pacifici et al., 2015; Parsons et al., 52 
2016; Pecl et al., 2017; Scheffers et al., 2016). Managing those threats needs substantial 53 
financial resources: for successful conservation, social, political and financial aspects are as 54 
critical as ecology and biology (Bennett et al., 2017; Boskovic & Nostbakken, 2017; 55 
Buckley, 2016; Colleony et al., 2017; Dietsch et al., 2016; Manfredo et al., 2017; 56 
McClanahan & Rankin, 2016; Olive & McCune, 2017; Palomo et al., 2014, Selier et al., 57 
2016; Thiene et al., 2017).  58 
 59 
 60 
In developed nations, most conservation reserves are publicly owned, and are managed by 61 
public parks agencies that receive operational funding from government budget allocations 62 
(Bamford et al., 2009). In many developing nations, however, government budget allocations 63 
are orders of magnitude smaller, and conservation reserves rely on raising political and 64 
economic support at local scale, principally through ecotourism (Buckley & Pabla, 2012). In 65 
some African nations, parks agencies receive >80% of total revenue from tourism (Buckley et 66 
al., 2012). As a result, there are individual threatened species where >80% of remaining 67 
global habitat (Morrison et al., 2012), or >60% of remaining global populations (Buckley et 68 
al., 2012; Stevens et al., 2013), are protected through funding raised from ecotourism, with 69 
net gains for population viability (Buckley et al., 2016). In Africa especially, these 70 
conservation contributions involve a range of practical measures at different scales (Mossaz 71 
et al., 2015). 72 
 73 
Conservation contributions from ecotourism rely strongly on the international commercial 74 
tourism industry, which is largely a private sector endeavour. African conservation tourism 75 
enterprises involve a wide range of partnerships with government agencies, non-government 76 
organisations, local communities, trusts, and donors (Buckley, 2010a; Mossaz et al., 2015; 77 
Van Wijk et al., 2015). They operate on public, private and communally owned lands, under 78 
leases, management contracts, profit-sharing, or equity-transfer arrangements (Grunewald et 79 
al., 2016; Mossaz et al., 2015). All of these approaches rely on a supply of tourists, especially 80 
wealthy international tourists; and these tourists book their travel through commercial 81 
systems, principally travel agents (Buckley & Mossaz, 2016). 82 
 83 
Throughout sub-Saharan Africa, there are individual conservation tourism enterprises that 84 
make substantial contributions to conservation of threatened species (Buckley, 2010a,b; 85 
Buckley et al., 2016; Mossaz et al., 2015; Van Wijk et al., 2015). In addition to reserves, 86 
these include: anti-poaching, breeding and translocation programs; veterinary services; 87 
disease and pest control; and active management of predator-prey balances (Mossaz et al., 88 
2015). Land management for conservation involves:  construction and maintenance of 89 
infrastructure, such as fences, tracks and bridges; and maintenance of wildlife habitats, using 90 
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fire, weed control, clearing and/or planting. Conservation requires good relations with local 91 
communities, to prevent poaching, revenge killing of wildlife, and subsistence hunting and 92 
harvesting (Mossaz et al., 2015). This includes employment and entrepreneurial 93 
opportunities, and community programs such as schools and medical facilities.  94 
 95 
A key component of conservation tourism is the control of access to particular areas. 96 
Conservation tourism is easier in areas that have abundant wildlife, are well-known wildlife 97 
tourism destinations, and have a history of community involvement. Wealthy tourists are 98 
attracted by opportunities to watch iconic or flagship species exhibiting natural behaviours at 99 
close range (Colleony et al., 2017; Hausmann et al., 2017; Lindsey et al., 2007). These 100 
opportunities are provided through neutral habituation of individual wildlife over several 101 
generations. This habituation requires predictable low-impact operation of safari vehicles, by 102 
skilled guides, with exclusive control. Exclusive access rights are thus critical to providing 103 
the wildlife viewing opportunities that attract well-off clients.  Open-access areas suffer 104 
crowding and competitive behaviour between tourists, with negative impacts on wildlife and 105 
tourist experience (Buckley, 2012; de la Harpe-Parker, 2016).  106 
 107 
All of these conservation measures are costly. Many enterprises that do fund such measures, 108 
operate immediately adjacent to competitors that do not. Therefore, for conservation tourism 109 
enterprises to continue, they must be able to market their own offerings to tourists, in 110 
preference to competitors lacking conservation contributions. Many threatened species now 111 
depend, for their continuing survival, on the success of conservation marketing. This has 112 
become a critical component in maintaining an essential funding stream, and associated local 113 
political support, to protect reserves against threats.  Here, therefore, we test how this is 114 
achieved.  115 
 116 
We compare three competing hypotheses.  The first hypothesis (H1) is that there is no link.  117 
Under this hypothesis, tourism operators do not use conservation in their marketing at all.  118 
They raise money from tourism, and use it for conservation simply because they think 119 
conservation is important, not because they expect a financial return.   The second hypothesis 120 
(H2) is that there is a strong direct link. Under this hypothesis, tourists and/or their travel 121 
agents preferentially purchase holidays from tourism operators that advertise their 122 
contributions to conservation, leading directly to increased prices and/or occupancy rates.  123 
The third hypothesis (H3) is that there is an indirect link.  Under this hypothesis, tourists and 124 
travel agents base their purchases principally on the quality of wildlife viewing opportunities 125 
that tourism operators can offer, and conservation projects improve these opportunities.  To 126 
distinguish between these hypotheses, we test the focus of marketing efforts. Under H1, 127 
marketing would focus on luxury, exclusivity and service quality, making little mention of 128 
conservation. Under H2, it would focus explicitly on conservation contributions.  Under H3, 129 
it would focus on wildlife viewing opportunities, with conservation projects used to improve 130 
these opportunities in areas where tourism operators control access. 131 
 132 
 133 
  134 
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3. METHODS 135 

We analysed the marketing strategies and materials of five African conservation tourism 136 
enterprises that are featured frequently in African wildlife tourism itineraries and have 137 
established credentials in conservation, as identified by Mossaz et al. (2015). We used 138 
interviews and document analyses to test how they incorporate their conservation programs 139 
into marketing. We first gained familiarity with their practical operations, through on-site 140 
audits between 2000-2016.  We tracked their marketing materials, including brochures, 141 
websites, e-mailouts, social media postings, mass media articles, and trade shows. For this 142 
analysis, we extracted text and imagery from current printed and electronic marketing 143 
materials, and interviewed company representatives with responsibilities for marketing and 144 
conservation respectively.  145 
 146 
Two of these enterprises produce both a general brochure and a conservation brochure, and 147 
we analysed both. Two produce only a single brochure each. One does not produce 148 
brochures, but relies on its website and its mass and social media marketing. We coded every 149 
image in the brochures, and every paragraph of text, into one of seven categories, 150 
summarised below.  We carried out a similar analysis for websites, but focusing only on tabs 151 
or sections specifically labelled as conservation. Each of the companies concerned does have 152 
such a section on its website, though several menu steps are needed to reach those sections 153 
from the website home pages. All of the companies examined also operate social media 154 
programs, including Facebook® pages. We followed those pages over a five-year period, 155 
2011-2016 inclusive, to gain a general impression of the content and focus. In addition, we 156 
downloaded a one-month peak-season sample of all Facebook® posts from each of these 157 
operators, into the text analysis program NVivo®, and carried out a similar coding analysis as 158 
for brochures and websites.    159 
 160 
We coded text and images from marketing materials into three main categories and seven 161 
subsidiary categories.  The first main code was wildlife viewing, with a subsidiary code for 162 
big cats shown or referred to specifically as attractions.  The second main code was luxury 163 
facilities and service, with an associated code for customer quotes and other feedback.  The 164 
third main code was for direct conservation measures, with a subsidiary code for conservation 165 
measures related specifically to big cats, and an associated code for indirect conservation 166 
measures carried out by local communities. We examined and compared the frequencies of 167 
images and text paragraphs in the different content categories. All significance tests of 168 
association used Fisher’s exact test, 2-tailed. 169 
 170 
We conducted 63 hours of interviews, with 28 senior executives, marketing managers, and 171 
conservation staff. Interviews were carried out at each interviewee’s principal place of work.  172 
Interviews ranged in length from a single one-hour meeting, to a series of discussions over a 173 
two-day visit, with follow-up conversations by telephone, Skype® or email. All interviewees 174 
were informed of the purpose of the research; no inducements were used; and all interviews 175 
were recorded, with permission and prior informed consent. Interviews were semi-structured 176 
and informal. We asked about: conservation projects; marketing strategies; roles of travel 177 
agents; attitudes and motivations of individual tourists; relations with local communities; and 178 
comparisons with competitors. We examined the particular role of iconic species in both 179 
conservation and marketing. These include: lion, leopard, cheetah, African wild dog, rhino, 180 
elephant and sable, and a number of bird species.  Interviews were analysed using standard 181 
qualitative approaches (Bryman, 2016; Harreveld et al., 2016; Silverman, 2016).  182 
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4. RESULTS 183 
 184 

4.1 Focus  185 
 186 
Both interviews and documents demonstrate a clear hierarchy in marketing messages: first, 187 
excellent wildlife viewing opportunities, particularly for iconic or flagship species; second, 188 
luxury, exclusiveness, facilities, service, and expert guiding; and third, conservation and 189 
community projects. This pattern has recurred consistently throughout brochures, websites 190 
and social media postings over a number of years, even though the details of each change 191 
frequently.  Almost all of these materials feature high-quality images of animals, especially 192 
big cats, on the front covers, home pages, and frequent Facebook® posts. Immediately after 193 
this, they aim to convey luxury and exclusiveness: settings, furnishings and facilities, food 194 
and drinks, vehicles and guides. References to conservation and community projects are 195 
fewer, smaller or shorter, less conspicuous, and use proportionately more text and fewer 196 
images.  Overall, therefore, our results support H3 rather than H1 or H2: conservation 197 
projects are seen, and used, as an indirect way to improve wildlife viewing opportunities in 198 
areas where tourism enterprises control access.  199 
 200 
Table 1 shows the relative proportions of text and images devoted to each of these three 201 
major categories in marketing brochures.  We coded 649 images and 870 text paragraphs 202 
from 6 brochures. We restricted this statistical analysis to brochures rather than websites, 203 
since brochures do not change as frequently, and have a straightforward linear rather than 204 
hyperlinked structure. Also shown in Table 1, where relevant, are the proportions that refer 205 
specifically to big cats, either as marketing icons or as components of conservation programs.  206 
For the two large multi-site enterprises that produce conservation specialist brochures as well 207 
as general brochures, the conservation content is largely confined to the specialist brochure, 208 
whilst the general brochure focuses on wildlife viewing attractions and service.  209 
 210 
Across the two brochures considered jointly in each case, both of the larger operators include 211 
more images of wildlife attractions and luxury service than images of conservation and 212 
community projects, but the reverse applies for paragraphs of text. Taking these brochures 213 
together and comparing them against the smaller operators analysed, there are no significant 214 
differences between operators in the relative proportions of text or images related to luxury 215 
service and wildlife attractions cf conservation and community, except that one of the two 216 
smaller operators includes significantly fewer images or text paragraphs than either the others 217 
jointly (p<0.0001); or the other small operator alone (p=0.0038 for images, p=0.0001) for 218 
text). 219 
 220 
  221 



7 
 

Table 1. Image and Text Content of Conservation Tourism Marketing Brochures 222 
 223 
 
Topic 

  
Op1 
gen 

 
Op1 
cons 

 
Op2 
gen 

 
Op2 
cons 

 
Op3 

 
Op4 

 
Total 
 

         
Wildlife viewing 
(incl. big cats) 

image 
text 

106 
144 

0 
0 

35 
35 

12 
0 

5 
7 

29 
26 

187 
212 

 
Wildlife viewing 
(big cats only) 

           
image 
text 

 
22 
2 

 
0 
0 

 
4 
30 

 
1 
0 

 
4 
3 

 
2 
4 

 
33 
39 

 
Luxury,  
service 

 
image 
text 

 
105 
40 

 
0 
0 

 
67 
35 

 
15 
17 

 
31 
11 

 
19 
18 

 
237 
121 

 
Customer 
feedback 

 
image 
text 

 
0 
0 

 
0 
16 

 
0 
5 

 
0 
31 

 
1 
0 

 
0 
10 

 
1 
62 

 
Conservation 
(incl. big cats) 

 
image 
text 

 
1 
18 

 
68 
150 

 
1 
2 

 
33 
105 

 
11 
15 

 
0 
1 

 
111 
291 

 
Conservation 
(big cats only) 

 
image 
text 

 
1 
0 

 
9 
13 

 
0 
0 

 
3 
17 

 
9 
10 

 
0 
0 

 
22 
40 

 
Community 
projects 

 
image 
text 

 
7 
5 

 
72 
122 

 
0 
0 

 
31 
55 

 
1 
1 

 
2 
1 

 
113 
184 

 
Total 
 

 
image 
text 

 
219 
207 

 
137 
288 

 
103 
77 

 
91 
208 

 
49 
34 

 
50 
56 
 

 
649 
870 

 224 
Rows shown in italics for big cats are subsidiary components of rows immediately above, i.e. 225 
rows for Wildlife Viewing and Conservation, respectively, include figures for big cats. 226 
 227 
 228 

229 
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4.2  Targets  230 

Interviewees’ perspectives on overall marketing to individual tourists are summarised in 231 
Table 2.  The tour operators believe that in marketing, tourists respond to dramatic images 232 
and stories about flagship wildlife species, especially big cats; that once on-site, they respond 233 
to luxury and service; and that as regards conservation, they are only interested in flagship 234 
species such as cats, rhino and elephant.  235 
 236 
 237 
Table 2. Conservation Tourism Staff Beliefs about Tourists’ Responses to Marketing 238 

 
Theme  
 

 
Specifics 

What companies 
want to achieve 

* tourists book company and individual lodge by name 
* always positive reviews, to agents and TripAdvisor etc 
* no negative reviews ever 
* high repeat business and word-of-mouth recommendations 
 

What most tourists 
respond to in 
marketing 
materials 

* big cats, Big Five 
* intangibles not tangibles 
* want drama, excitement, stories 
* focus on service and luxury 
* very short attention span, < 2 mins 
* very effective WOM, factor x 10 
 

What role tourists 
play in picking 
companies, 
lodges/camps 

* tourists know where they want to go 
* tourists approach agents, ultimately choice is up to tourist 
* if company PR strong, agents can’t overrule tourist choice 
* tourists choose wildlife viewing and luxury before conservation 
 

 239 
The single most strongly recurrent theme, in operator discussions of their own marketing, is 240 
that big cats are the main attraction:  “cats sell”.  They say that: “people want to hear about 241 
big cats”; “cats fascinate people”; and “big cats … are the key attraction”.  Other Big Five 242 
species, namely elephant, rhino and buffalo, are also important iconic attractions; but lion, 243 
leopard and cheetah are the flagships:  “big cats .. [are].. definitely the attraction”; “tourists 244 
want to see the big cats”; “lion is the big attraction”; “everybody wants to see lions”. The 245 
big cats are also featured most frequently in marketing materials:  “we use lions in our PR to 246 
attract tourists’ attention’; “a lion attracts attention in a brochure”; “people want to see 247 
pictures of lions”; “the lions will help Malawi”; “brochure covers are all about big cats!”. 248 
 249 
All of the companies see themselves as selling luxury and service as well as prime wildlife 250 
watching opportunities.  They think that “tourists see only the service and luxury aspects” 251 
and that “an impeccable service is what tourists want, that’s why they come back with us”; 252 
and their goal is: “NEVER a negative review”. To achieve this, they rely on the skill of their 253 
guides, and the inventiveness of their hospitality staff.   According to our interviewees, 254 
marketing must: “keep a level of excitement”; and create “drama on the internet”. This 255 
contrasts with agents, who want facts and figures: “intangibles to the guest, and tangibles to 256 
the agent”. Attention spans are limited: “about two minutes per page on Facebook”. Direct 257 
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positive face-to-face word-of-mouth recommendations are the single most effective 258 
marketing tool: “one person who is travelling with us, will at least tell 10 people around 259 
them”.  260 
 261 
Different companies in this subsector use slightly different marketing strategies and 262 
distribution channels, but all of them receive most of their bookings via agents rather than 263 
direct from clients. Indeed, at least one company refuses to deal directly with individual 264 
clients, but only accepts bookings from travel agents. Others have their own internal agents 265 
who will deal either directly with individual clients, or with those clients’ agents. Others 266 
employ marketing managers who act as full time liaison to a small set of specialist external 267 
travel agents. All of them produce marketing materials both for agents and for past and 268 
potential clients. Some of these, such as brochures, websites and social media posts, are 269 
equally available to agents and to individual clients. Others, such as agent fact sheets, 270 
specialist sales brochures, or password-protected sections of websites, are available only to 271 
travel agents.  272 
 273 
Interviewees distinguish strongly between generalist and specialist agents (Table 3). The 274 
former are mass-market high-volume agencies, typically with a large number of individual 275 
branches or franchisees operating under the same business name and serving all markets, 276 
activities and destinations worldwide. They compete with other such agents on price and 277 
value, and have no expectations of customer loyalty except in these competitive terms. 278 
Generalist agents are not expected to provide clients with expert advice regarding specific 279 
destinations, providers or activities.  These decisions are made by the clients, and the agents’ 280 
expertise is in finding ways to offer the client a package with the best value for money. 281 
Individuals interviewed for this study recognise that these generalist agents do provide them 282 
with bookings and clients: “we need travel agents to send us tourists”; “the agent organises 283 
the trip”; “the trade industry is vital for us”.   The number of bookings per individual agent, 284 
however, is too low for these luxury wildlife tourism operators to invest in focused marketing 285 
to generalist agents. To reach these agents, the operators rely on travel trade shows, brochures 286 
and their websites.  287 
 288 
Interviewees expressed very different attitudes towards individual agents specialising in 289 
luxury African wildlife tourism.  They noted that: “specialised agents are the ones that make 290 
a difference”; “specialised agents are more knowledgeable of the camps and destinations”; 291 
and “they ask far more questions”. The specialist agents are far fewer in number, and 292 
typically work for small specialist companies, or indeed as sole agents. Our interviewees 293 
knew many of these agents personally, in each of their principal markets. They rely on these 294 
agents for continuing repeat business: “they are critical for booking the guests”. They 295 
cultivate active ongoing relationships with these agents: “make the conditions for the agent to 296 
book easily, and make them the hero”. The aim is: “loyalty between us and the agent, and the 297 
agent and the client”. Tour operators pay to bring specialist agents on familiarisation trips, to 298 
provide them with first-hand experience of the places and products they are selling: “the 299 
specialist agent is worth .. time and effort”, so “we want to invite them over”; because they 300 
rely on “agents that have been on-site. ” This is a costly but necessary investment.  301 
 302 
  303 
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Table 3.  Conservation Tourism Staff Beliefs about Travel Agents 304 
 305 
Theme Specifics 
agents are 
important 

* agents organise the trips 
* agents make the actual bookings 
* the travel trade is vital 
 

how to market  
to agents 

* critical to make booking procedures easy 
* agents principally interested in service 
* agents want tangibles not intangibles 
* so provide easily comparable facts and figures 
* focus on enumerable features, exclusivity 
 

familiarisation  
trips 

* specialist cf generalist agents 
* worth offering fam trips for specialists only 
* expensive but necessary investment 
* fam trips rushed, focus on facilities 
 

role of agents in 
picking operators 
 

* agents have influence 
* so use multi-pronged marketing 
 

 306 
4.3 Conservation 307 
 308 
Interviewee beliefs about marketing conservation to tourists are summarised in Table 4.   309 
Interviewees were emphatic about the key role of conservation in their business models, and 310 
the strong financial cross-links between the tourism and conservation components: “without 311 
conservation, the product does not exist”; but equally, “we channel tourism revenues into 312 
conservation”.  They mentioned a range of practical conservation mechanisms, especially 313 
protection of habitat, translocations, and active management of predators and prey: “we 314 
manage our lion population at a level that is enough for tourism, but not in excess for 315 
cheetahs, as lions kill cheetahs”. Indirect mechanisms involving education or employment of 316 
local private or communal landholders were also mentioned: “we decided to focus on 317 
education to change the next generation’s perception of carnivores, so they can co-exist with 318 
carnivores on the land they share”. Also mentioned were research and monitoring: “tourists 319 
pay for conservation by sponsoring the research”.  320 
 321 
In each business, there is a degree of division between conservation staff, responsible for 322 
managing the habitat and populations of the wildlife species that tourists come to see; and the 323 
marketing staff, responsible for making sure that the tourists do indeed come to see those 324 
wildlife. The conservation staff think long-term, and measure their success in terms of 325 
cumulative outcomes. The marketing staff need frequent short dramatic news items, such as 326 
the birth of new lion or leopard cubs, a territorial battle between rival lion prides, or the airlift 327 
of rhino as part of a translocation project. Conservation managers say that: “the marketing 328 
team wants over-simplified information that sells”; so “we have to adapt our language for 329 
marketing purposes”. They add that: “the conservation team [sometimes] forget about 330 
marketing aspects”; but that “the marketing team regularly ask us to feed them with wildlife 331 
stories”.  They note that when travel agents visit lodges, “agents must be informed about the 332 
camps and logistics first, so the conservation team rarely deal with them when they are on-333 
site”. 334 
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Table 4. Conservation Tourism Staff Beliefs about Marketing Conservation 335 

 336 
 
Theme  

 
Specifics 
 

Overall 
conservation 
marketing 
strategies 

*conservation third, after wildlife attractions and luxury service 
* big cats sell best, for conservation as well as wildlife attractions 
* positive PR is top priority, and conservation contributes 
* only flagship species are of interest to individual tourists 
 

How they see their 
conservation 
projects and 
contributions 

* habitat expansion and protection 
* individual animal translocations 
* veterinary assistance, captive breeding etc 
* anti-poaching and predator-compensation programs 
* indirect influence on local communities 
* programs with NGO partners 
* education for nearby landholders 
* research and monitoring 
 

What most tourists 
understand on-site 
about conservation 

* don’t appreciate practical complexities of conservation 
* don’t appreciate staff skills unless see them in operation  
* can be taught more, but only some individuals interested 
 

How they think 
travel agents see 
conservation 
 

* generalist agents uninterested in conservation 
* specialist agents interested but not well informed 
* agents rarely see conservation projects on familiarisation trips 
* agents rarely tell clients about conservation 
 

Internal 
communications 
between 
conservation and 
marketing 
personnel 

* conservation yields long-term successes 
* marketing needs frequent short events 
* marketing needs “simple stories that sell” 
* internal communications could improve 
* especially difficult in large enterprises 
* with complex structure across countries 
 

 337 
 338 
Analysing the conservation sections of websites, across all tour operators jointly, we find that 339 
almost all the text (65/67 paragraphs, 97%) refers to conservation (Table 5). For images, in 340 
contrast, only 71% (27/38) show conservation projects, with 29% classified as showing 341 
attractions or service. This difference between patterns in text and images respectively is 342 
significant at p=0.0002. The lower proportion of conservation images is due mainly to the use 343 
of images showing wildlife species only as attractions, without reference to conservation. 344 
 345 
 346 
 347 
 348 
 349 
 350 
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Table 5. Content of Conservation Tourism Websites, Conservation Sections 351 
 352 
 
Topic 

  
Op1 

 
Op2 

 
Op3 

 
Op4 

 
Op5 

 
Total 

 
Wildlife viewing opportunities 
and luxury service 

 
image 
text 

 
2 
0 

 
1 
1 
 

 
4 
0 

 
0 
1 

 
4 
0 

 
11 
2 

 
Conservation and community 
projects 
 

 
image 
text 

 
5 
3 

 
0 
30 

 
18 
7 

 
1 
9 

 
3 
16 

 
27 
65 
 

 
Total 
 

 
image 
text 

 
7 
3 

 
1 
31 

 
22 
7 

 
1 
10 
 

 
7 
16 

 
38 
67 

 353 
As with marketing of attractions, big cats play a key flagship role in marketing conservation. 354 
According to interviewees: “people want to hear about big cats”, “cat conservation will 355 
always sell”; “Lion Genetics and Botswana Rhino Reintroduction .. are high profile”; “the 356 
release of the lions was widely promoted”; and overall,   “lions and leopards attract a lot 357 
attention”.   Other species attract less interest: “there is much less interest for projects such as 358 
giraffe conservation”. 359 
 360 
Individual tourists’ actual understanding of practical wildlife conservation in Africa is rather 361 
limited: “tourists do not realise that they want to see conservation”; since “the reality of what 362 
conservation means in Africa is too complex to grasp for tourists staying a short time.” 363 
Clients appreciate their guides’ personalities, but they do not see the conservation work 364 
behind the scenes, or recognise the enormous level of technical skill required to become a 365 
good guide. Tourists only begin to comprehend guides’ skills when they see them explicitly 366 
in action: “guests learn about our peoples’ skills while tracking rhinos”. Only when tourists 367 
realise that their safety depends moment-to-moment on the guides’ knowledge and 368 
capabilities, do they pay attention to these details.  369 
 370 
Whilst recognising the practical difficulties, interviewees were also keen to promote 371 
conservation to their clients: “we want to have our guests wanting to know more about 372 
conservation”; and “we need to create a trigger for tourists so they want to know more about 373 
conservation”. Conservation staff argue that: “each trip should have conservation messages 374 
promoted.”  They recognise that this is not always feasible at the marketing stage, but  “once 375 
on-site we can educate agents and tourists”.  Here again, they use flagship species to lead 376 
such programs: “big cats and rhinos get people’s attention.”  377 
 378 
These tour operators do also market conservation to travel agents, but they have limited 379 
expectations: “the conservation message is tricky to sell to agents because they are here first 380 
for the service”; “an eco-friendly holiday is a nice concept for them to use, but I am not sure 381 
how they feel really about conservation”; “travel agents .. do not know much about 382 
conservation”.  Interviewees noted that: “agents only have a week to visit a large number of 383 
properties”, and this is too short to understand “the big picture of our conservation efforts”, 384 
which includes “the size of the concessions”,  “the challenges of wildlife conservation”, and  385 
“the reality of conservation practices in Africa.” For specialist agents, they think that it is 386 
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worth “investing time and efforts in education about conservation”, but they also think that 387 
even agents who are knowledgeable about conservation are unlikely to pass that information 388 
to clients, so it is lost through a “Chinese whispers effect.” 389 
 390 
5. DISCUSSION 391 
 392 
5.1 Tourists cf  Travel Agents 393 
 394 
A number of key components of marketing are held consistently across all companies and 395 
interviewees, as follows. First, all companies market wildlife viewing opportunities first, 396 
luxury and service second, conservation and community third.  Second, marketing relies 397 
strongly on flagship species, especially the big cats as key attractions. Third, marketing 398 
focuses on intangible drama and excitement for individual tourists, but tangible facts and 399 
figures for agents. Fourth, all these operators use multiple marketing communication 400 
channels, including mass and social media as well as websites and brochures. Fifth, different 401 
operators emphasise particular channels, in line with specific strategies and comparative 402 
advantages. Sixth, all operators distinguish specialist from generalist travel agents, and 403 
experienced from inexperienced tourists. 404 
 405 
The participants in this study are all longstanding and senior members of the African luxury 406 
wildlife tourism sector, each of them with years or decades of experience and expertise. All 407 
of the companies concerned are successful in their marketing, operations, and conservation 408 
projects.  The participants argue that tourists, rather than travel agents, ultimately decide 409 
which companies, camps and lodges they want to book: “we create a demand so the clients 410 
will go see their agents to obtain information about our product”; “it’s the tourists that go to 411 
the agents”; “tourists already know where they want to go”; and ultimately, “if the PR is good 412 
enough, no agent will be able to deflect a client”.  This view directly contradicts the view 413 
expressed by expert specialist travel agents who book clients for these same tour operators 414 
(Buckley & Mossaz, 2016).  Those agents were adamant that they, rather than the individual 415 
tourists, made the booking decisions.  416 
 417 
These contradictory views can be reconciled by recognising the distinction between 418 
generalist vs. specialist travel agents, and inexperienced vs. experienced tourists (Table 6). 419 
The business model for generalist agents relies on a large number of relatively small 420 
transactions. Quick customer turnaround and high supplier commissions are their main 421 
drivers, and they are expected to possess a broad knowledge of the entire global tourism 422 
industry, not specialist knowledge of any one sector. Therefore, they have neither expertise 423 
nor incentive to override a customer’s choices, unless it would improve their commissions. 424 
This applies both for experienced and inexperienced tourists dealing with generalist travel 425 
agents (Table 6).   For luxury conservation tourism operators, however, most clients are 426 
booked by specialist Africa-safari travel agents. Where these agents are approached by 427 
wealthy but inexperienced clients who acknowledge the expertise of the specialist travel 428 
agents, it is indeed likely that the client accepts the agent’s recommendation and the agent 429 
makes the decision (Table 6). Finally, where experienced clients go to specialist travel agents, 430 
it seems likely that the decision may involve a degree of discussion and negotiation, where 431 
both the tourists’ experience and the agents’ expertise are recognised: “agents make the call 432 
based on what an ever more informed public/guest wants”. Few tourists, however, have such 433 
breadth of experience as specialist travel agents.  434 
 435 

436 
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Table 6.  Who Chooses Conservation Tourism Bookings, Tourist or Travel Agent? 437 

 
Tourist 
experience 
 

 
Travel agent 
specialisation 

 
Decision  
made by 

inexperienced 
 

generalist tourist 

inexperienced specialist agent 
   
experienced 
 

generalist tourist 

experienced specialist negotiated 
   
 438 
 439 
From analysing the structure and content of actual marketing materials (Table 1), it is clear 440 
that these tour operators do market directly to individual tourists. Their brochures, websites, 441 
social-media postings and mass-media stories all rely heavily on dramatic imagery and 442 
emotional or evocative language: the intangibles which appeal to individual tourists, rather 443 
than the tangible facts and figures which travel agents focus on. Equally, however, all these 444 
operators also invest heavily in marketing to specialist travel agents, through agent-only fact 445 
sheets and brochures, agent-only sections of websites, and operator-sponsored familiarisation 446 
trips. That is, they use multi-pronged marketing strategies.   447 
 448 
Neither Buckley and Mossaz (2016), nor this study, interviewed individual tourists to seek 449 
their opinions directly in regard to booking decisions and effective marketing. Whilst these 450 
tourists can be identified once they become clients of specialist travel agents or guests of the 451 
tour operators concerned, there are practical and ethical barriers to approaching them in either 452 
circumstance.  Large-scale population surveys in originating markets would be possible and 453 
valuable. Since only small proportions of these populations are wealthy wildlife safari 454 
tourists, however, such surveys would be costly and have not yet been conducted.  455 
 456 
 457 
5.2 Who Cares About Conservation?  458 
 459 
Our overall results, as outlined earlier, support the hypothesis that conservation tourism 460 
enterprises treat their conservation projects as a mechanism to control access to prime 461 
wildlife viewing opportunities, and that they focus their marketing on those opportunities 462 
first, on luxury and exclusiveness second, and on conservation and community projects third.  463 
The details of both interviews and document analysis, however, allow us to discriminate at a 464 
finer level than these three hypotheses (Table 7).   We can use the detailed structure of 465 
conservation marketing strategies to test what conservation tourism enterprises believe about 466 
their clients’ conservation interests.   467 
 468 
  469 
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Table 7. Conservation Tourism Enterprises’ Views on Client Interests in Conservation 470 
 471 
 
Option  
 

 
If enterprises believe that: 

 
Then we would expect to find that: 

1. tourists think that conservation is a 
back-of-house issue that is not their 
concern 
 

conservation not featured at all in 
marketing materials 

2. tourists think of conservation projects 
as incremental additional features or 
extra specification 

conservation projects mentioned 
occasionally throughout marketing 
materials, with similar degree of 
emphasis to other features 
 

3. tourists are not very interested in 
conservation projects, but travel agents 
are 

conservation projects emphasised 
significantly more in agent-focused than 
tourist-targeted materials 
 

4. most tourists are uninterested in 
conservation projects, but a few are 
strongly interested 
 

separate conservation-oriented marketing 
materials,  distinct from general materials 
 

 472 
 473 
The first option applies if tour operators believe that none of their clients care about 474 
conservation directly, but simply treat conservation as part of the company’s internal 475 
operations, necessary to provide the wildlife attractions that the tourists want. If that is what 476 
tour operators believe, they will not mention conservation in their marketing materials at all, 477 
but include wildlife only as attractions.   478 
 479 
The second option applies if tourism businesses believe that their clients treat conservation 480 
projects as one more feature included in an overall package, extra value-added. If that were 481 
the case, we would expect conservation projects to be featured in general marketing materials 482 
in a similar way to other exclusive features.  That is, we would expect them to be scattered 483 
through marketing materials together with details of wildlife attractions and luxury service.  484 
 485 
The third option is that the tour operators might believe that their conservation projects are of 486 
greater interest or significance to travel agents than to individual clients. In that case, we 487 
would expect greater emphasis on conservation projects in materials distributed solely to 488 
agents, than in materials distributed to clients or the general public. According to Buckley & 489 
Mossaz (2016), at least some specialist travel agents do indeed give preference to tourism 490 
operations that fund conservation projects.  491 
 492 
The fourth option is that operators may believe that conservation is of little interest to the 493 
majority of clients, but strong significance for a small subset, perhaps the same individuals 494 
who would donate to conservation trusts and projects in addition to purchasing holidays. If 495 
that is what tour operators anticipate, we would expect them to produce detailed marketing 496 
materials on conservation, featuring opportunities for donations, but to distribute or make 497 
such materials available separately from more general marketing materials focusing on 498 
attractions, facilities and service.   499 
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 500 
As detailed above, actual marketing practices match the fourth option most closely. All the 501 
marketing materials used by these tour operators include information on conservation, so 502 
option 1 is excluded.  None of them, however, contain conservation information prominently, 503 
so option 2 is excluded. Marketing materials produced specifically for agents contain less 504 
detail on conservation than materials produce for individual tourists, so option 3 is excluded.  505 
 506 
Option 4, however, matches well with evidence from both interviews and documents.  507 
Websites contain detailed information on conservation, but it takes several specific menu 508 
steps to reach it, so this information will be found only by tourists or agents already interested 509 
in that topic. Some operators produce specialist brochures about conservation specifically, 510 
either directly or through affiliated trusts or NGOs; but these are distributed only on demand, 511 
not en masse. Most clients would not see them before making a booking, but only once they 512 
reach their rooms. They are available to travel agents, but as noted by Buckley and Mossaz 513 
(2016), agents are bombarded by marketing materials of all descriptions, and rarely have the 514 
opportunity to read any of them. That is, only travel agents who already have a direct 515 
personal interest in conservation are likely to read the detailed conservation brochures.  516 
 517 
6. CONCLUSIONS 518 
 519 
Overall, therefore, it appears that these African wildlife tourism providers market wildlife 520 
viewing opportunities first, luxury second, and conservation third. They believe that prime 521 
wildlife viewing, and luxury, are guaranteed to boost sales, whereas conservation adds value 522 
for some potential clients only, and is hence a more risky marketing tool.  Their marketing of 523 
conservation aims at high-level general PR targeted directly at tourists, who they believe 524 
make the purchasing decisions.  It is not aimed at travel agents, who the operators believe are 525 
more interested in statistical information on levels of service, luxury and exclusivity.  526 
 527 
Their marketing materials feature images, video and text evoking outstanding opportunities to 528 
watch flagship species, especially the big cats. Dramatic high-quality images of these species 529 
commonly feature on the covers of brochures, and conspicuously throughout brochures, 530 
websites and social media postings. As a close second, they market luxury, service and 531 
exclusivity, including: views, room features, dining, expert guides, membership of luxury-532 
hotel groups, and tourism and hospitality industry awards. These aspects are also featured 533 
profusely throughout marketing materials, but generally not as cover images. Conservation 534 
and community projects are also routinely featured in marketing materials, but they run a 535 
distant third in overall conspicuousness.  536 
 537 
Although conservation projects do feature in the materials that these companies distribute 538 
specifically to specialist travel agents, the operators do not rely on the agents to promote their 539 
conservation projects to individual tourists. Both marketing and conservation staff recognise 540 
that they view conservation projects through different perspectives; and that to be used in 541 
marketing, a single successful long-term conservation program must be expressed as a series 542 
of short dramatic events which can be illustrated through images or video clips.  543 
 544 
All of the larger conservation tourism operators, however, and some of the smaller ones, also 545 
produce more detailed materials describing their conservation programs. These materials are 546 
included in special sections of websites, in feature films or documentary videos, and in 547 
specialist brochures produced either by the company itself, by an associated trust, or by an 548 
affiliated environmental NGO. We may therefore conclude with reasonable confidence that, 549 
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at least currently, these tourism enterprises which contribute significantly to conservation of 550 
threatened wildlife species in sub-Saharan Africa, believe that most of their clients and agents 551 
are motivated principally by wildlife attractions and luxury service, with conservation as a 552 
small subsidiary interest; but that at least some are seriously interested in conservation, 553 
justifying detailed dedicated conservation marketing targeted only at those specific 554 
individuals. 555 
 556 
From a conservation perspective, it does not necessarily matter whether tourists care about 557 
conservation themselves, only that they will pay to visit tourism enterprises that contribute 558 
effectively to conservation.  From the perspective of those enterprises, however, it is critical 559 
to know how best to market their conservation projects to clients. The results presented here 560 
show that conservation tourism operators believe that most of their clients are motivated by 561 
wildlife viewing opportunities and luxury, but that there is a subset of clients who are indeed 562 
motivated by contributing to conservation.  It would be possible to test this further, subject to 563 
ethical clearances, by tracking how individual clients access the different menu options on 564 
tour operator websites.  565 
 566 
At a broader level, these patterns in marketing indicate that conservation tourism operators 567 
believe that their clients are motivated principally by prime wildlife viewing opportunities, 568 
and that their conservation projects help to improve those opportunities. For operators using 569 
private or communally owned lands, conservation projects may provide operators with 570 
preferential opportunities to lease land in prime wildlife viewing areas.  For those using 571 
privately owned reserves, conservation operations involve managing habitat and wildlife, 572 
including translocations and habituation, to maximise viewing opportunities.   573 
 574 
The principal practical implication for financing conservation through ecotourism, is thus that 575 
there are two separate marketing approaches, aimed at different types of tourist. There is 576 
mainstream marketing, targeted at tourists who are concerned only to get the best possible 577 
wildlife viewing in the greatest comfort; and there is conservation marketing, targeted at 578 
tourists who purchase products in part because they contribute to conservation. Currently, the 579 
existence of the latter is recognised, but they are not identified individually during marketing 580 
and booking processes. Technology to identify them exists, and that would allow 581 
conservation tourism enterprises to notify their associated conservation trusts, to seek 582 
donations.  This opportunity has not yet been explored.   583 
 584 
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