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Abstract

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

ownership (Baun et al 1984; Beetz et al 2012). Additionally, 
many tourists experience feelings of wonderment and well-
being when seeing wildlife up close (Curtin 2009). The 
demand for interactions with wildlife is likely to gain 
traction, given the popularity of posting photographs and 
videos on social media platforms, where wild animals are 
often used as ‘photo props’ (World Animal Protection 2017; 
Belicia & Islam 2018; van der Meer et al 2019). 
Close proximity to wild animals is often linked to visitor 
satisfaction in wildlife tourism experiences. For example, a 
study by Schänzel and McIntosh (2000) found that satisfac-
tion in penguin viewing equated to ‘the closer the better.’ 
This may be because proximity excites tourists by allowing 
for better viewing ability and increased intimacy (Curtin 
2010). However, several studies indicate that desired 
proximity can be influenced by a variety of factors, 
including ethical concerns about the negative impact on 
wildlife (Orams 2000; Finkler & Higham 2004; Bach & 
Burton 2017; Verbos et al 2018). 
Scientists often describe animal welfare in terms of three 
overlapping components: basic health and functioning; 
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