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4. The role of wildlife in emotional attachment to a 

nature-based tourism destination 

 

Abstract
4
 

Place attachment to protected areas has been associated with pro-environmental behavior, and 

visitor loyalty. It is therefore worth gaining insight into the factors that play a role in explaining 

attachment to nature-based tourism destinations. Various studies indirectly suggest that wildlife 

experiences play a role in visitor attachment to protected areas. Our paper explores the relationship 

between wildlife and overnight visitors’ emotional attachment to a nature-based tourism 

destination in the Netherlands, the Lauwersmeer area. Our results demonstrate that motives 

centring on seeing wildlife, the perceived intensity of wildlife experiences, and an interest in 

guided wildlife encounters significantly explain emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer area. 

However, since the majority of our respondents visits the Lauwersmeer area to see wildlife, it 

likely that their pre-disposed emotions towards wildlife steer the relationship between wildlife 

experiences and emotional attachment. Facilitating and improving (guided) wildlife experiences 

may therefore be reinforcing, rather than increasing, emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer 

area.  

 

Keywords: wildlife encounters, place attachment, protected area, linear regression, nature-based 

tourism destination  

                                                     
4 This Chapter is reprinted from: Folmer, A., Haartsen, T., & Huigen, P.P.P. (2013). The Role of Wildlife in 

Emotional Attachment to a Nature-Based Tourism Destination, Journal of Ecotourism 12 (3), 131-145. 
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4.1 Introduction 
 

Gaining insight into visitors’ place attachment has been identified as important for the 

management of natural resource recreation sites (Anderson & Fulton, 2008; Kil, Holland, & Stein, 

2010), and nature-based tourism destinations (Gross & Brown, 2008). Place attachment has been 

positively associated with pro-environmental behavior (Halpenny, 2010;  Scannell & Gifford, 

2010), and destination loyalty (Kyle, Graefe, Manning, & Bacon, 2004; Lee , Graefe, & Burns, 

2007; Moore, Rodger, & Taplin, 2013), two important goals of respectively nature and tourism 

management. The importance of protected areas to society justifies more research into 

understanding what factors actually contribute to destination loyalty and the closely related 

concept of attachment (Moore, et al., 2013).   

There is still limited understanding of how different nature experiences contribute to 

visitors’ attachment to nature-based tourism destinations (Backlund & Williams, 2004; Beckley, 

2003; Hou, Lin, & Morais, 2005). Although it has been proven that the physical characteristics of 

landscapes matter to the meanings given to natural places (Stedman, 2003), more research is 

needed into which landscape attributes influence visitors’ place attachment (Ednie, Daigle, & 

Leahy, 2010). It is known that people are interested in wildlife (Beardsworth & Bryman, 2001) 

and enjoy wildlife experiences (Curtin, 2005), but it is less clear what wildlife actually adds to 

attachment.  

The aim of our study is to gain insight into the role of wildlife in overnight visitors’ 

emotional attachment, using a protected area in the Netherlands as a case study. As there is still 

limited research as yet on the contribution of wildlife to attachment, we have chosen an empirical 

approach, using insights from previous studies. We selected the Lauwersmeer area as a case study, 

as it is a nature-based tourism destination (Bosma & De Jong-Dijk, 2010), and a relatively 

wildlife-rich national park (Logemann, Klasberg, Kampkuiper, & van Leussen, 2003). As tourism 

and nature are developing in this area, finding a balance between nature protection and tourism 

development is highly topical. Lauwersmeer National Park managers regard visitors’ on-site 

nature experiences as vital for creating more support for the protection and development of nature 

(Logemann et al., 2003).  More insight into how wildlife contributes to overnight visitors’ 

emotional attachment could support nature and tourism managers in enhancing encounters 

between visitors and wildlife.  

 We use the term wildlife to refer to all animals living in the natural environment of the 

Lauwersmeer area. First, because all wildlife has the potential to be interesting to tourists visiting 

protected areas (Curtin, 2010). Second, because the meanings of wildlife are socially constructed 
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and related to place (Brandin, 2009). In the Netherlands, it is likely that visitors associate wildlife 

with birds or the Dutch ‘big five’ (seals, red deer, beavers, wild boars, and roe deer, 

http://www.scoordegrotevijf.nl, 2013). However, large herbivores (e.g. Highland cattle and Konik 

horses) in protected areas can also be considered as wildlife, as they are managed as wildlife by 

Dutch nature organizations.   

4.2 Emotional attachment to protected areas 
 

Place attachment refers to the emotional or affective bond of a person with a particular place 

(Altman & Low, 1992; Anderson & Fulton, 2008). The concept is generally divided into two 

dimensions: place dependence and place identity (Williams & Roggenbuck, 1989; Williams & 

Vaske, 2003). Place dependence or functional attachment relates to the extent to which people can 

achieve their leisure activity goals and aims in certain places. Place identity is formed by direct 

experiences of a physical environment which lead to socio-cultural place bonding. Places shape a 

person’s identity through experiences, which make a person feel emotionally attached to a place 

and, which attachment in turn says something about the person (Proshansky, Fabian, & Kaminoff, 

1983).  

As an alternative to the place attachment of two distinct but moderately correlated 

dimensions (Williams & Vaske, 2003), Stedman (2003) positions place attachment, place identity 

and place dependence as three equivalent dimensions under the umbrella of sense of place. Other 

place attachment dimensions have emerged from other studies, for instance lifestyle (Bricker & 

Kerstetter, 2000), nature bonding (Raymond, Brown & Weber, 2010) and social bonding (Kyle, 

Graefe & Manning, 2005). As relationships between visitors and protected areas have been proven 

to be complex, we focus our study on one dimension of attachment, namely the emotional bond. 

This enables us to put more emphasis on the contribution of the different roles of wildlife to 

attachment.  

4.3 The role of wildlife in attachment to protected areas 
 

Curtin (2008) and Moscardo, Woods and Greenwood (2001) state that some tourists visit 

destinations primarily to see wildlife, while others regard viewing wildlife as one of many relaxing 

holiday activities. Attachment to nature-based tourism destinations could be stronger for the 

former group, the so-called wildlife enthusiasts (Curtin, 2008). Tourists visiting a place to see 

http://www.scoordegrotevijf.nl/
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wildlife tend to aim for direct experiences with the natural environment (Ballantine & Eagles, 

1994), and expect to learn about wildlife during their holidays (Newsome, Dowling, & Moore, 

2005). These aspects are associated with a stronger place attachment. 

 Various studies suggest that the appreciation of wildlife contributes to visitors’ 

attachment to protected areas. In studies by Ednie et al. (2010) and Kil et al. (2010), positive 

associations were found between dimensions, including wildlife and attachment to nature-based 

tourism destinations. A study by Farber and Hall (2007) revealed that visitors mentioned seeing 

wildlife as a special experience during their trip. Visitors particularly valued being near wildlife, 

watching natural behavior and seeing young animals. Other studies revealed that wildlife 

encounters are important to the meanings given to a nature-based tourism destination (Bricker & 

Kerstetter, 2002; Clay & Daniel, 2000). In addition, various studies have suggested that the 

thought of encountering wildlife can be exciting (Curtin, 2010) or frightening (Patterson, Watson, 

Williams, & Roggenbuck, 1998). 

 Wildlife experiences can be quite varied, and range from unguided wildlife encounters in 

natural areas without the involvement of tour operators, to special wildlife tours (e.g. seal-

watching tours, safaris) and nature-based tours that include wildlife (Higginbottom & Buckley, 

2003). It is not clear whether experience type matters to place attachment. According to Tuan 

(1977), intense experiences create greater attachment to a place than ordinary experiences. The 

perceived intensity of wildlife experiences could therefore correlate positively to attachment to 

protected areas. Wildlife experiences could vary from being perceived as not intense at all 

(ordinary experience) to very intense (peak experiences). DeMares and Krycka (1998) argue that 

experiences with wildlife sometimes have emotional effects on people, leading to a peak 

experience. A peak experience is defined as disorientation in time and space, or even a lack of 

consciousness of time and space (Maslow, 1968). Peak experiences result in “moments of highest 

happiness and fulfilment” (Maslow, 1968. p. 73). Some wildlife experiences can be life-changing, 

while others can be more inspirational or humbling (Curtin, 2009). More ordinary wildlife 

experiences could also contribute to place attachment. For instance, seeing birds in the garden can 

be regarded as ordinary, but may still be valued highly (Beardsworth & Bryman, 2001; Curtin, 

2009). The perceived intensity of wildlife experiences could result in different levels of emotional 

attachment to a protected area. 

4.4 Visitor characteristics 
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It is likely that visitors’ sociodemographic and trip characteristics affect their place attachment. 

Attachment to protected areas was found in various studies to relate to previous visits, rural place 

of residence (Williams, Patterson, Roggenbuck, & Watson, 1992), age (Ednie et al., 2010; Kil et 

al., 2010; Hailu, Boxall, & McFarlane, 2005; Williams et al., 1992), gender (Virden & Walker, 

1999), distance (Budruk, Wilhelm Stanis, Schneider & Anderson, 2011) and a preference for 

longer visits (Gross & Brown, 2008). Visitors seeking wildlife encounters were found to be 

predominantly middle-aged, older or retired (aged 35 to 65), and well-educated (Curtin, 2008). It 

has also been suggested that there are more females than males interested in seeing wildlife 

(Lemelin & Smale 2006; Miller & McGee, 2000). This suggests that older people, more highly-

educated people and women are more interested in seeing wildlife, and have a stronger emotional 

attachment to protected areas than others. 

 Following the literature review, we structured our paper around four research questions: 

(1) How emotionally attached are overnight visitors to the Lauwersmeer area? (2) How important 

is wildlife for overnight visitors to the Lauwersmeer area? (3) What wildlife experiences, interests 

and appreciations affect overnight visitors’ emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer area the 

most? (4) How important is the contribution of wildlife to emotional attachment to the 

Lauwersmeer area, compared to overnight visitors’ sociodemographic and trip characteristics?  

4.5 Research methodology 

4.5.1 The Lauwersmeer area  

The Lauwersmeer area is in the northern Netherlands (see Figure 4.1), bordering the Wadden Sea. 

The Lauwersmeer (a lake) came into existence in 1969, when a dike was built to close off the 

Lauwers Sea from the Wadden Sea. A dynamic tidal saltwater area was transformed into a 

freshwater wilderness area consisting of forests, marshes, lakes, meadows, reed areas and rough 

bushy areas (Beemster & Bijkerk, 2006). The area is bird-rich, and home to various types of 

mammals, such as roe deer, foxes and rabbits (Logemann et al., 2003; Staatsbosbeheer, 2012). Sea 

eagles have bred in the area since 2010 (Staatsbosbeheer, 2012).  

 The Lauwersmeer area is internationally protected by the Ramsar Convention, the 

European Bird Directive and the European Natura 2000 network. Since 2003, a large part has had 

national park status (Beemster & Bijkerk, 2006). The area is integrated into the Dutch Main 

Ecological Network, which aims to actively develop new, wilderness-like nature areas (Van den 

Belt, 2004; Van den Berg, & Koole, 2006). The ecosystem in these areas is strengthened by 

introducing large herbivores to fulfill ‘the crucial function of grazing and pruning the vegetation, 
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thus creating a varied mosaic of open and densely wooded patches’ (Van den Belt, 2004: p. 315). 

Such large herbivores are considered as wild, or at least ‘de-domesticated’ animals: they have to 

learn how to survive in natural circumstances. Highland cattle and Konik horses have been 

introduced in the Lauwersmeer area.  

4.5.2 Data collection 

We conducted an onsite survey among overnight visitors in the Lauwersmeer area in the summer 

and autumn of 2010. Our study was focused on Dutch visitors, because the majority (92%) of 

overnight visitors to the Lauwersmeer area are from the Netherlands (Toerdata Noord, 2003). 

Questionnaires were handed out at check-in at the three main holiday parks in the area (see Figure 

4.1). Visitors were asked to return the questionnaire upon departure. In total, 2000 questionnaires 

were handed out and 217 were returned. To find out whether we missed a group of visitors, we 

tested the representativeness of our survey.  

First, we compared our respondents’ ages with those of all visitors staying at Landal 

Natuurdorp Suyderoogh (Landal Management Information System, 2010). Specific visitor data 

were not available from the other two holiday parks. We also compared our respondents’ age 

profiles with that of the Lauwersmeer national park visitors. For this comparison, we used the 

Lauwersmeer national park authority’s most recent visitor monitoring study (Bosma & De Jong-

Dijk, 2010). With regard to age, our survey was representative for both Landal Natuurdorp 

Suyderoogh overnight visitors (N = 18,965; χ² = 7.5; p ≥ 0.28), and Lauwersmeer national park 

visitors (N = 449; χ² = 6.2; p ≥ 0.29).  

Second, we compared our respondents’ profiles with the Lauwersmeer national park 

visitors’ profiles on education, group composition and length of stay. National park visitors were 

relatively well-educated (47%), mostly accompanied by a partner (about 60%) and to a lesser 

extent children (30%), and stay for an average of 8 nights between July and August (Bosma & De 

Jong-Dijk, 2010). In our survey, 49% of respondents were well-educated, 60% were accompanied 

by their partners, 32% brought their children, and the average length of stay was 7.5 nights 

between July and August (see Table 2). Therefore, the sociodemographic and trip characteristics of 

our respondents correspond with Dutch visitors to the Lauwersmeer area in general. However, we 

cannot generalise our results to international visitors or visitors of other Dutch national parks. This 

limitation should be considered when the results are interpreted. 
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4.5.3 Statistical analyses 

To identify the wildlife variables that significantly affected respondents’ emotional attachment to 

the Lauwersmeer, a multiple linear regression analysis was carried out. The regression analysis 

consisted of three models. First, the contribution of sociodemographic characteristics to emotional 

attachment to the Lauwersmeer was tested (Model 1). Trip characteristics were then added (Model 

2) and finally, wildlife variables (Model 3). 

 We prepared variables for the regression analyses by constructing scales for emotional 

attachment (the dependent variable) and wildlife variables (the independent variables). An 

exploratory factor analysis with principal components extraction of factors with eigenvalue greater 

than 1.0 and varimax rotation was used to form consistent scales. Items with a factor loading 

below 0.6 were removed. We tested the scales for reliability using Cronbach’s alpha, the most 

common measure (Field, 2009). We dropped items if this increased the reliability of the scale. 

Scales with a Cronbach’s alpha of greater than 0.7 were regarded as acceptable (Cortina, 1993).  

4.5.4 Variables in regression analysis 

Dependent variable. Emotional attachment was measured using an existing scale (Folmer, 

Haartsen, & Huigen, 2013). This scale includes four statements on attachment in the context of 

outdoor recreation in protected areas (Smaldone, Harris, Sanyal, & Lind, 2005; Warzecha & Lime, 

2001; Williams & Roggenbuck, 1989). The exploratory factor analysis resulted in the extraction of 

one factor (Table 4.1). The reliability of the emotional attachment scale was relatively high (α = 

.85).  

 Wildlife variables. Based on the literature review, we selected wildlife variables that were 

most likely to contribute to emotional attachment to protected areas: seeing wildlife as motivation 

to visit the area (Curtin, 2008), different types of wildlife seen, wildlife appreciation, interest in 

different types of wildlife encounters (Curtin, 2010; Patterson et al., 1998) and the perceived 

intensity of special wildlife experiences (Curtin, 2010; Farber & Hall, 2007; Tuan, 1977). 
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4.6 Results 

4.6.1 Emotional attachment 

Respondents were fairly emotionally attached to the Lauwersmeer. Many respondents would like 

to spend more time there and felt at home in the area (Table 4.1).  

4.6.2 Wildlife 

Seeing wildlife as motivation to visit the area. Eighteen percent of respondents stated that seeing 

wildlife was the main motive for their visit and 37% stated that seeing wildlife was one of the 

motives to visit. About 44% stated that seeing wildlife was not a motive for their visit, although 

they were interested in seeing wildlife (Table 4.2). The possibility of seeing wildlife was therefore 

an important motive for visiting the Lauwersmeer area. About 18% of our respondents can be 

regarded as serious, and 37% as casual wildlife tourists (Curtin, 2008). The remaining respondents 

can be classified as tourists for whom seeing wildlife is one of the side-activities. The relatively 

high interest in wildlife (55%) corresponds with findings that observing birds (62%) and fauna 

(23%) are popular recreational activities for visitors to the Lauwersmeer area (Sijtsma, Daams, 

Farjon, & Buijs, 2012). The correlation between the motivation to visit the Lauwersmeer area to 

see wildlife and emotional attachment was relatively high compared to the other variables (Table 

4.2).  

 Types of wildlife seen. Respondents mentioned on average five different types of wildlife 

in an open question: 89% had seen at least one type of wildlife during their visit (Table 4.2). The 

top five types of wildlife mentioned by visitors were birds (28%), roe deer (11%), Highland cattle 

(11%), rabbits (9%) and Konik horses (9%). Specific types of birds were mentioned by 14% of the 

overnight visitors. Some visitors mentioned seals, foxes, fish and sea eagles. Observing wildlife in 

the Lauwersmeer area is therefore mainly focused on birds and to a lesser extent on other types of 

wildlife. The number of different types of wildlife seen correlated significantly with respondents’ 

emotional attachment.  

 Wildlife appreciation. Respondents rated their appreciation of wildlife on a scale from 1 

to 10, which corresponds to the Dutch educational grading system. They were most positive about 

sea eagles and roe deer, and least positive about geese (Table 4.3). To explore the meaning of the 

differences between these appreciations, visitors were asked an open-ended question about how 

they would react if they encountered one of these types of wildlife. Their reactions varied 

depending on the type of wildlife. Sea eagles were most often referred to as great/wonderful 

(72%), fantastic, immense or exciting. The feelings of excitement when encountering sea eagles 



97 

 

could be related to the rarity of this species in the Netherlands. Roe deer and Konik horses were 

most often perceived as beautiful (36% and 30%, respectively). Highland cattle were considered 

nice (28%), beautiful (22%) or great (22%). Potential encounters with geese showed more 

variation in answers, varying from nice (27%), common (24%), wonderful (18%) to negative 

comments (16%). This confirms the ambivalent position of geese in wildlife valuation. The 

appreciation of large herbivores, wild animals and geese correlated significantly with respondents’ 

emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer (Table 4.2). 

 Interest in different types of wildlife encounters. The results revealed that interest in the 

chance of unexpected wildlife encounters was higher than the interest in guided wildlife 

encounters. Most respondents were interested in seeing wildlife unexpectedly during their visit to 

the Lauwersmeer (Table 4.4). The interest in different types of wildlife encounters correlated 

significantly and relatively highly with emotional attachment (Table 4.2). 

 Special wildlife experiences. About 64% of respondents had a special experience with 

wildlife during their stay in the Lauwersmeer, for instance, by observing birds, seeing deer in their 

holiday home garden, admiring horses wading through water, or seeing a sea eagle flying 

overhead. Respondents reported most special experiences with birds (45%), roe deer (22%), 

Highland cattle (11%), Konik horses (11%) and sea eagles (9%). About a quarter of the 

respondents mentioned the location where they saw wildlife (27%) and the natural behavior of 

wildlife (24%), such as sea eagles circling, birds of prey hunting, or stampeding Highland cattle. 

For some respondents, certain types of wildlife were seen for the first time in their natural 

environment: ‘Saw roe deer during a cycling tour. The children reacted very enthusiastically. We 

had never experienced this before’. These experiences indicate that unexpected and first-time 

encounters are appreciated. Other respondents regarded encountering roe deer as an ordinary 

experience, which suggests that a special wildlife experience means something different to 

everyone. 

 Perceived intensity of special wildlife experiences. Respondents agreed mostly with the 

statements I was fascinated by the animals, I felt privileged, I was immersed in the scene and I was 

very happy during a special wildlife experience (Table 4.5). High scores on the statements I lost 

track of time; for a moment, I did not know where I was, and I felt at one with nature indicate a 

peak experience in which an individual loses track of time and place. These statements had the 

largest standard deviations, suggesting that some respondents perceived their wildlife encounters 

as peak experiences, while others perceived them as less intense or more ordinary. The correlation 
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between the perceived intensity of wildlife experiences and emotional attachment was significant 

(Table 4.2).  

4.6.3 The relationship between wildlife and emotional attachment 

We executed a multiple linear regression analysis to find out the relative role of wildlife in 

emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer area. We first analysed the contribution of visitors’ 

sociodemographics to emotional attachment. We then added trip characteristics and, finally, we 

added wildlife variables.  

 Sociodemographics explained 5.7% of emotional attachment (Table 4.6, Model 1). Mainly 

age and, to a smaller extent, gender affected emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer. Older 

people and women were more emotionally attached to the Lauwersmeer than younger people and 

men. Adding trip characteristics to the regression analysis significantly improved the explained 

variance to 11.2% (Model 2). Respondents who stayed longer were more emotionally attached. 

 The explained variance increased significantly from 11.2% (Model 2) to 23.2% (Model 3) 

by adding wildlife variables. Of all the wildlife variables, the perceived intensity of wildlife 

experiences mattered the most to the emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer, followed by 

wildlife as the motivation for visiting the Lauwersmeer, and an interest in guided wildlife 

encounters. Although other wildlife variables also correlated significantly with emotional 

attachment, they did not contribute significantly to emotional attachment in the regression 

analysis. In the last Model, visitors’ age remained the main contributor to emotional attachment to 

the Lauwersmeer area. 

4.7 Discussion 
 

Our paper explored the importance of wildlife to visitors’ emotional attachment to the 

Lauwersmeer, a nature-based tourism destination and protected area in the Netherlands. Two 

conclusions can be drawn. The first is that wildlife plays an important role in emotional attachment 

to the Lauwersmeer area. Motivations to see wildlife, wildlife experiences which are perceived as 

intense, and an interest in guided wildlife excursions relate significantly to emotional attachment. 

Second, older people and visitors who stayed longer were more emotionally attached than other 

visitors. This is in line with earlier research (e.g. Ednie et al., 2010; Kil et al., 2010; Gross & 

Brown, 2008; Stedman, 2006; Van den Berg & Koole, 2006), and suggests that more experiences, 

due to older age and longer stays, lead to increased emotional attachment. 
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The importance of the perceived intensity of wildlife experiences supports Tuan’s (1977) 

suggestion that intense experiences are likely to create attachment to a place. However, as a 

majority of visitors were motivated to visit the Lauwersmeer area to see wildlife, they actively 

sought wildlife experiences. It cannot therefore just be the specific wildlife experience that creates 

an emotional bond with the Lauwersmeer area. It is more likely that pre-disposed emotional bonds 

with wildlife steer the relationship between wildlife and emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer 

area.  

Visitors who had special wildlife experiences described seeing the natural behavior of 

wildlife, seeing wildlife in their natural habitat, seeing large groups of wildlife, or being surprised 

by unexpected wildlife encounters. The characteristics of these wildlife experiences correspond 

with findings of Farber and Hall (2007) and Curtin (2010). Furthermore, we found that large 

herbivores were regarded as wildlife, as they were one of the most frequently mentioned types of 

wildlife seen. This can be explained by how nature organizations in the Netherlands treat large 

herbivores in protected areas and the communication of these wildlife policies to the public. It also 

underlines that what people perceive as wildlife can be culturally relative and related to place 

(Brandin, 2009). Furthermore, the appreciation of large herbivores was positively associated to 

emotional attachment. This could mean that nature organizations could not only employ large 

herbivores to keep landscapes open, but also to enhance visitors’ emotional attachment to 

protected areas.  

 Interest in guided wildlife excursions was also significantly related to a stronger 

emotional attachment to the area. Nature organizations that aim to enhance attachment to a 

protected area would be wise to continue to organise guided wildlife excursions for potential 

visitors. These wildlife excursions should be aimed at either wildlife enthusiasts, casual wildlife 

tourists or people who regard wildlife excursions as one of many recreational activities. With the 

exception of sea eagles and roe deer, the appreciation of wildlife differs among overnight visitors, 

which should be considered when developing and promoting wildlife excursions. 

Natural resource managers could also facilitate non-guided intense wildlife experiences 

by increasing the chance of wildlife encounters for visitors cycling or hiking through the 

Lauwersmeer national park. Visitors enjoy unexpected encounters and looking for wildlife. Nature 

organizations could develop a special mobile phone application to update visitors on the most 

recent whereabouts of wildlife. This would increase their (perceived) chances of encountering 

wildlife. The application is comparable to how birders communicate with each other about bird 
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observations. Furthermore, photos and videos of visitors’ wildlife encounters could be displayed in 

the Lauwersmeer National Park visitor centre. This could provide visitors even greater enjoyment 

of their wildlife experiences, by being able to share their experiences with other visitors. 

4.8 Further research 
 

Our study can be regarded as an explorative study into the relationship between wildlife and 

places. Our results show that motivations to see wildlife, the perceived intensity of wildlife 

experiences and an interest in guided wildlife encounters significantly relate to overnight visitors’ 

emotional attachment to the Lauwersmeer area. These insights can help nature and tourism 

managers to fulfil goals that enhance support for nature protection and destination loyalty. 

However, to create emotional attachment, more insight is needed into visitors’ pre-disposed 

emotional bonds with wildlife and the way these bonds shape relationships between wildlife and 

emotional attachment. In addition, greater understanding of the effects of actual wildlife 

experiences on emotional attachment could be analysed, for instance by conducting pre-visit and 

post-visit surveys on visitors. 

 As our study showed that the interest in guided wildlife encounters explains emotional 

attachment in overnight visitors to the Lauwersmeer area, what kind of wildlife excursions 

contribute most could be examined. In addition, how wildlife fosters emotional attachment to a 

protected area in different groups of visitors could be investigated, for instance between wildlife 

enthusiasts and casual wildlife tourists, or between Dutch and international visitors. Finally, it is 

also worth exploring the role of wildlife in the emotional bonds to natural areas near home, as 

these serve as locations for people’s daily or weekly recreational behavior. 
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Figure 4.1 The Lauwersmeer area 
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Table 4.1 Factor and reliability analyses of emotional attachment scale  

  (dependent variable) 

Emotional attachment scale 

(M = 3.75, n = 216 ) 

 

M SD α α  if 

deleted 

Factor 

loading  

The Lauwersmeer means a lot to me 3.49 0.9 .85 .77 .90 

I feel very attached to the Lauwersmeer 3.30 1.0  .77 .89 

I feel at home in the Lauwersmeer 4.00 0.8  .84 .78 

I would like to spend more time in the Lauwersmeer 4.24 0.9  .85 .76 

Note. Means based on a 5-point agreement appreciation scale: 1 = strongly  disagree; 5 =strongly agree;  n, number 

of cases; M, mean; SD, Standard Deviation; α, Cronbach’s Alpha. One factor was extracted, explaining 69.2% of the 

variance.  
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Table 4.2 Descriptive statistics of sociodemographic and wildlife variables, and  

  correlations with emotional attachment (independent variables). 

Independent Variables n M SD % Emotional 

attachment (r) 

Sociodemographic characteristics       

Age (years) 217 49 13.1  .25
***

 

Gender (female)  217   57 .07 

Education 

 Primary or secondary education (1) 

 Higher vocational education (2) 

 University level or higher (3) 

217  

 

  

51 

33 

16 

-.05 

Level of urbanisation of place of residence 

 100,000 inhabitants or more (1) 

 30,000 to 100,000 inhabitants (2) 

 10,000 to 30,000 inhabitants (3) 

 2,000 to 10,000 inhabitants (4) 

 Less than 2,000 inhabitants (5) 

217    

21 

23 

21 

24 

10 

.02 

Trip characteristics      

Length of stay (nights)  216 7.5 3.5 - .22
***

 

Group with children younger than 13 years 217 -  32 -.17
***

 

Distance between home and Lauwersoog (km) 214 227 75.7  -.07 

Wildlife variables      

Seeing wildlife as a motive to visit 

 

216    .33
***

 

 Seeing wildlife is not a motive, not 

interested (1) 

 

   1 

 

 

 Seeing wildlife is not a motive, but 

interested (2) 

 

   44 

 

 

 Seeing wildlife is a motive (3) 

 

   37 

 

 

 Seeing wildlife is the main motive (4)    18  

Different types of wildlife seen  217 5.1 9.7  .10
**

 

Appreciation of large herbivores 191 7.9 1.6  .17
***

 

Appreciation of wild animals 191 8.8 1.4  .19
***

 

Appreciation of geese 198 7.3 1.8  .14
**

 

Interest in guided wildlife encounters 201 3.2 0.7  .30
***

 

Interest in unexpected wildlife encounters 213 4.3 0.7  .22
***

 

Perceived intensity of wildlife experiences 131 4.9 1.2  .32
***

 

Note. Answer category and coding in parantheses; n, number of cases; M, mean; SD, Standard Deviation; % , 

percentage of total number of cases of specific item; r, Pearson’s Correlation. 

Significance *p<.0.1; **p<.0.05; ***p<.0.01. 
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Table 4.3 Factor and reliability analysis of wildlife appreciation (independent variables). 

Appreciation of wildlife  M SD α Factor loading 

    1 2 

Appreciation of large herbivores (Factor 

1) 

     

 Appreciation of Konik horses 7.82 1.6 .95 .96 .11 

 Appreciation of Highland cattle 7.86 1.7  .97 .18 

Appreciation of wild animals (Factor 2)      

   Appreciation of sea eagles 8.90 1.5 .78 .04 .92 

   Appreciation of roe deer 8.64 1.4  .25 .87 

Appreciation of geese (single item)      

   Appreciation of geese 7.30 1.8  - - 

Note. Items measured as grades in the Dutch educational system from very negative (1) to very positive (10). n, 

Number of cases; M, mean; SD, Standard Deviation; α, Cronbach’s Alpha. Two factors were extracted, explaining 

89.4% of the variance.  
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Table 4.4 Factor and reliability analysis of interest in wildlife encounters (independent 

variables). 

Interest in type of wildlife encounters M SD α α if 

deleted 

Factor 

loading 

     1 2 

Interest in guided wildlife encounters  (Factor 1) 

 

      

   Detecting bats in the evening 3.04 1.1 .82 

 

 

.77 .81 .02 

   Enjoying nightlife of wildlife  3.13 0.9 .77 .76 .22 

   Searching and identifying butterflies  3.10 1.1 .78 .76 .14 

   Observing wildlife with a guide 3.38 1.0 .79 .74 .10 

   Looking for tracks of wildlife  3.19 0.8 .80 .62 .42 

Interest in unexpected wildlife encounters (Factor 2)      

   Having a chance to see wildlife 4.22 0.7 .85  

 

 

- .14 .91 

   Seeing a wild animal unexpectedly 4.42 0.7  .14 .90 

Note. Means based on a 5-point interest appreciation scale: 1 = not at all interested;5 =very interested. n, number of 

cases; M, mean; SD, Standard Deviation; α, Cronbach’s Alpha.Two factors were extracted, explaining 66.8% of the 

variance.  
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Table 4.5 Factor and reliability analysis of perceived intensity of wildlife experience 

(independent variable). 

Perceived intensity of wildlife experiences    

(n = 217) 

M SD α α if 

deleted 

Factor 

loading 

I felt one with nature 4.92 1.7 .90 .88 .84 

For a moment, I did not know where I was 3.64 1.8  .88 .76 

I was very happy 5.11 1.6  .88 .76 

I lost track of time 4.52 1.9  .89 .74 

I felt very privileged 5.49 1.5  .89 .74 

I felt a bond with the animal(s) 4.25 1.7  .89 .73 

I was immersed in the scene 5.21 1.5  .89 .73 

I did not think about anything else 4.70 1.7  .89 .72 

I was fascinated by the animal(s) 5.97 1.2  .89 .66 

Note. Means based on a 7-point agreement appreciation scale: 1 = strongly  disagree; 7 =strongly agree. n (number of 

cases), M (mean), SD (Standard Deviation), α (Cronbach’s Alpha). Missing values replaced by mean. One factor was 

extracted, explaining 55.2% of the variance.  
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Table 4.6 Predictors of overnight visitors’ emotional attachment to Lauwersmeer. 

 Y = Emotional attachment 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Independent variables β β β 

Sociodemographic  characteristics     

Age 0.27
***

 0.24
***

 0.25
***

 

Gender (Female) 0.12
*
 0.10 0.14 

Education - 0.01 0.01 <  0.01 

Urban place of residence  0.01 0.01 - 0.02 

Trip characteristics    

Length of stay  0.25
***

 0.15
**

 

Group with children younger than 13 years (Yes)  0.11 0.02 

Distance between home and Lauwersoog  - 0.03 - 0.05 

Wildlife variables    

Seeing wildlife as motive to visit Lauwersmeer 

Different types of wildlife seen 

Appreciation of large herbivores 

Appreciation of wild animals 

Appreciation of geese 

Interest in guided wildlife encounters 

Interest in (the chance of) unexpected wildlife 

encounters 

Perceived intensity of wildlife experiences 

 

 0.15
**

 

0.05 

0.07 

< -0.01 

- 0.05 

0.14
* 

0.09 

0.18
***

 

Significance 0.002 < 0.001 < 0.001 

Number of degrees of freedom 4 7 15 

Adjusted R² 0.057 0.112 0.232 

Significant F change 0.002 0.001 < 0.001 

N 217 217 217 

Note. Missing values replaced by means; β, standardized coefficient beta. 

 *p<.0.1; **p<.0.05; ***p<.0.01. 

 

 

  


