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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This research reports the opinions and perceptions of tourists who are visiting the Great Barrier 
Reef. A range of issues relating to the respondents’ holidays on the Reef, their reasons for 
visiting north Queensland, their likes, dislikes, and concerns, as well as their perception of 
coral, and their opinions on issues such as future development, are covered. 

A total of 354 tourists were interviewed during two field trips in August/September and 
December 1986, representing the peak winter tourist season, and the off-peak summer tourist 
season. Interviewing took place at several locations along the length of the Great Barrier Reef. 

Tourism in the Reef region comprises two main groups: first timers who are attracted primarily 
because of the reef; and repeat tourists who return because of the idyllic weather and general 
atmosphere of the Reef, and wish to relax on their holiday rather than being particularly 
interested in the Reef itself. 

Many tourists who visit the Great Barrier Reef, visit because of the weather and the relaxed 
nature of Reef holiday destinations. They tend to be repeat visitors and are mostly Australian. 
For them the Reef is a regular holiday destination, and will continue to be so. 

Tourists who are particularly interested in the Reef, tend to be first timers, and do not 
necessarily plan to return to the reef. Most international tourists fall in this category. North 
Queensland was perceived as a safe place, and tourists generally had no fears or special 
concerns about holidaying in north Queensland. 

While the reasons for holidaying in north Queensland for the return tourists are more related to 
the weather and relaxation, and first timers are more concerned about the reef, other differences 
between the two groups tend to be small. Both groups are concerned about over-development 
and almost all tourists interviewed consider that there should be no further development on the 
Reef. 

Differences in the physical requirements demanded of holiday destinations between the two 
groups were also small. Therefore, in terms of planning, it is possible that the two groups, 
despite their different orientations in terms of holidays, discovery versus relaxation, may not 
require different facilities. Furthermore, it does indicate that the first timer international group 
may be over-serviced, in that the standard, cost and type of facilities being provided are more 
than is required by them. Should this be the case, there are profound flow-on implications for 
the tourist industry in Queensland as it would appear that there is too much luxury hotel 
development, and not enough facilities for low and middle income family groups. 

Tourists can appreciate coral quality. Tourists who see higher quality coral have greater 
satisfaction than tourists who see poorer quality coral. However, the relationship between coral 
quality and coral perception is affected by other variables. 

It is evident that the Australians returning to the Great Barrier Reef will contribute more to 
future tourism on the Reef than return international tourism. First time international tourism, 
presently growing at a fast rate, may be less important in the future if factors associated with 
the attractiveness of Australia change. These factors include the current fashion of things 
Australian in the United States, the value of the US and Australian dollars, and the threat of 
terrorist attack on US tourists in Europe and other places. 

In order to attract more return international tourists the tourist industry may be advised to 
examine how to establish a tourist industry that has a uniquely Australian character, and offers 
something different to other holiday destinations closer to the home countries of the 
international tourists, without excluding domestic tourists. 



1 INTRODUCTION 

The Great Barrier Reef is the largest living organism in the world, is one of the natural wonders 
of the world, and is one of five locations in Australia listed as a World Heritage area. With 
increases in tourist visitation to the area, and other potential threats to the survival of the reef 
such as the crown-of-thorns starfish, management plans for the area are required. 

This report provides information about one of the factors that must be considered when 
preparing management plans - tourists. Tourists have impacts on the reef that must be 
managed, but they are also affected by management plans. Therefore, the responses of tourists 
are important to the success of Reef management plans. 

Since the Great Barrier Reef is an important tourist attraction to north Queensland, and a major 
stimulus to economic activity in the region, care must be taken to manage the resource 
properly, so that tourism in north Queensland can be a sustained industry. Since many tourists 
may be attracted to the natural environment and low scale development of the Reef, further 
development on the reef, especially development that does not capitalize on the unique nature 
of the Reef, may in the long run, not contribute to sustained tourism. Uncontrolled 
development would then destroy the very thing that attracted tourists to the Reef in the first 
place. 

This report discusses the nature and opinions of tourists visiting the Great Barrier Reef in order 
to provide background information useful in the decision making process required for the 
preparation of management plans for the area. 

Project Objectives: 

To undertake a study of attitudes of tourists in north Queensland to selected aspects of their 
holiday with particular emphasis on determining the importance of the Great Barrier Reef in 
their holiday choice and their opinions on some reef-related issues. 

The project shall be executed in the following manner: 

(a) A questionnaire developed, in consultation with the GBRMPA Project Officer, to 
determine: general reasons for undertaking a holiday in north Queensland, travel history 
and preferences, experience of and importance of the Great Barrier Reef and attitudes to 
specific issues of reef quality, level of development and phenomena which may affect 
their enjoyment e.g. cyclones, crown-of-thorns starfish, box jelly fish. The questionnaire 
is to be developed from unstructured interviews (to identify issues important to tourists) 
and tested. 

(b) Surveys are to be conducted by personal interview. As far as practicable to minimize 
costs, the surveys should be conducted in conjunction with the research being undertaken 
by the Institute of Applied Environmental Research on the socio-economic effects of 
crown-of-thorns starfish. 

(c) The sample should be selected to represent tourism on the Great Barrier Reef and based 
on published information on north Queensland tourism. 

(d) The survey should be conducted to represent the ‘peak’ winter season and a summer ‘off- 
season’ period. 

2 



2 METHODOLOGY 

This study was conducted in conjunction with a project examining the economic and socio- 
economic impacts of the crown-of-thorns starfish on tourism (Hundloe, Vanclay & Carter 
1987). Linking these two projects resulted in considerable savings in field costs and 
respondent burden. However, it lead to a lengthy questionnaire. Furthermore, this study, being 
the more secondary project, was restricted in methodology to that required for the primary 
project. 

The questionnaire was designed to satisfy the requirements of both studies. Linking the two 
studies had advantages beyond that of expediency. Questions relating to tourists’ holiday 
experiences provided a background setting in which questions about the crown-of-thorns 
starfish could be asked in an appropriate context. 

Preliminary unstructured interviewing was conducted at a number of locations in the Cairns 
region in May 1986, to provide a basis for the design of the questionnaire. Previous research, 
in particular the Unisearch report (Glaser & Wilkinson 198 I), and the GBRMPA Project 
Officer, Ms Sally Driml, were other sources. 

Personal interviews were conducted during two periods in 1986, August/September and 
November/December in order to represent the winter and summer tourist seasons. A total of 
354 tourists were interviewed, with roughly an equivalent number from each season. A refusal 
rate of less than 10% was encountered. 

Of all respondents, 92% were on holidays in the Reef region, while 8% were in the Reef region 
primarily for business and were undertaking visits to coral sections of reef in conjunction with 
the trip. People who were in north Queensland exclusively for business were excluded from 
the sample and were not interviewed. 

The primary aim of the sampling strategy, as required for the major study, was to interview 
tourists who had seen coral. Interviews were conducted in many different locations ranging 
over the majority of the reef area, from Heron Island in the south to Agincourt Reef north of 
Port Douglas, with the pr.imary interviewing locations being: Green Island, Dunk Island, Great 
Keppel Island, and the Whitsunday group; and boat trips visiting Low Isles, Agincourt Reef, 
John Brewer Reef, and Lady Musgrave Island. Interviews were also conducted at a range of 
other locations. Dunk Island does not have coral, but most resort guests visit Beaver Cay on an 
excursion from Dunk Island during the course of their stay at Dunk. 

A number of strategies were employed to gain access to respondents. Captive audiences on 
return boat trips from coral sections of the reef accounted for 21% of respondents. 56% of 
respondents were interviewed in common areas at resorts, e.g. on the beach, at the dining area, 
near the swimming pool etc. 8% were interviewed in their resort motel rooms, and 7% were 
interviewed at the island camping areas. Other strategies on the mainland accounted for the 
remaining 8% of respondents interviewed. 

Demographic data relating to the place of origin, age and sex of respondents was compared to 
published data on Great Barrier Reef tourism (ABS 1986, QTTC 1986). The length of stay for 
international tourists was also considered. Statistical techniques revealed that the sample was 
representative of the tourist population, with the exception that respondents from Queensland 
were undersampled. Such undersampling is unlikely to cause problems in the analysis. 
Furthermore, this undersampling may be a function of the different time periods between the 
population data and the sample data, or in the differences in the actual tourist population being 
considered by each study. 
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A more likely source of bias in this study is from the sampling strategy. The stated aim of the 
crown-of-thorns starfish study was to survey people who had seen coral. This could result in 
an oversampling of ‘Reef people, whereas with only minimal mainland interviewing, people 
who choose to have holidays in mainland north Queensland will be undersampled. To some 
extent it is possible to consider differences between ‘Reef people and ‘Mainland’ people by 
examining the responses to each dependent variable considered by location of interview and 
other locations in north Queensland that the respondent has visited. However, there still is 
likely to be an overstatement of the reef in comparison to other north Queensland tourist 
destinations. Much valuable information can still be extracted from this report, especially in 
relation to people who come to north Queensland to see the reef. This study is to be regarded 
as a study of the perceptions and opinions of Reef visitors, not of north Queensland tourists. 

Sampling strategies could also have led to the undersampling of ‘act&e’ tourists, those engaged 
in fishing, scuba diving etc. 

Although international tourists are not under-represented as a group, it is possible that certain 
sub-groups of international tourists are undersampled, particularly those from non-English 
speaking backgrounds. Funding for this study did not allow for foreign language interviewing, 
and difficulties in the interview schedule would not easily allow its translation and self- 
completion by non-english speakers, Data for this study was collected in 1986, before the rapid 
growth in Japanese tourism, and Americans constituted the bulk of international tourists to the 
Reef. In the analysis presented, international tourists are examined as a group, however it is 
quite likely that there are major differences between different categories of international tourist 
and care must be taken in generalizing these results. 

The study.area referred to in this report is the Great Barrier Reef region and is defined as the 
coastal region between Bundaberg and northern Cape York including all islands and reefs. To 
be included in the study, the respondent must have visited the reef region as so defined, 
independent of the location of interview. The economic constraints on interviewing meant that 
interviewing was concentrated to a number of specific locations within the reef region and on 
the mainland south of Agincourt Reef. As there is relatively little tourism north of Port 
Douglas, exclusion of the far northern reef region should have little effect on results. 

Analytical Techniques 

The analysis presented in this report is not conducted in the usual framework of scientific 
inquiry, in that the analysis presented is atheoretical. The report presents information useful to 
considerations relating to the management of tourism on the reef. 

The questionnaire allowed for the possibility of a very large range of relationships to be 
examined. In consultation with the GBRMPA Project Officer, only issues of particular interest 
to GBRMPA have been explored, although the data set would allow for a much wider 
investigation into the nature of tourism on the reef. For example, the data set could be 
interrogated with more of a market research orientation for the purposes of promoting tourism 
on the reef, if this was desired. Issues that have been examined in this report relate to the 
importance of coral viewing and coral quality in tourists’ holidays, tourists’ attitudes to further 
development in the reef area, factors that may affect future growth of tourism in the reef region. 
In addition, many variables contributing to the understanding of these issues, were examined, 
such as reasons for visiting north Queensland, likes and dislikes, best and worst experiences, 
fears and concerns, opinions on the management of the reef and the importance of holidays. 

Much of the analysis is exploratory giving a general overview of possible relationships, rather 
than a definitive statement of the exact relationship between variables. In many cases, further 
research is strongly recommended, especially where the findings of this report would have an 
impact on decision making.. 
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Much of the analysis presented was not considered in great detail at the time of designing the 
questionnaire and survey methodology: it was requested only in the analysis stage of the 
research. It is therefore likely that research specifically dedicated to those issues would provide 
a more insightful analysis than is presented here. However, this study should be helpful in 
further research design and in illustrating where further research is required. A number of 
problems that have emerged in the analysis of this study are the direct result of decisions made 
for the primary study, and outside the control of this analysis. For the most part, these problems 
are small, but have added to the difficulty of analysis. 

The independent variables that have been considered in this study relate to different categories 
of tourists, for example: the origin of the tourists; the residential status of tourists (i.e. resort 
guest, camper, day tripper); diver status; fisher status; whether a first timer to north Queensland 
or a return visitor; season; and the amount of previous coral experience, whether on the Great 
Barrier Reef, or other parts of the world. Different categories of tourists would be possible, 
however selection of the independent variables was from considerations relating to the 
management of the reef, and not from the point of view of tourism promotion or sociological 
perspectives. As such, analysis from these other perspectives was not undertaken. 

In the interpretation of this report, care should be taken to consider the possibility of 
confounding. There is some confounding among the independent variables. This is potentially 
important since the differences that are observed between two variables may be due to their 
relationship with the third variable. For example, there is a very strong relationship between 
the origin of the tourist and whether it is the tourist’s first trip to north Queensland. Only 11% 
of international tourists are return visitors, while 58% of Australians are return visitors. Locals 
have been excluded from analysis when considering relationships involving first trip to north 
Queensland. This means that results of relationships including the variable for first time/repeat 
visit will resemble the relationship including the origin of the tourist. Without further analysis, 
it would not be possible to determine if the difference is due to the respondent being a return 
visitor, or a first timer, or whether it is because the tourist is from overseas. With further 
analysis it is possible to isolate the effect of each variable. Because this report should be 
regarded as exploratory, such analysis has not been done routinely. However, the confounding 
of relationships has been examined where it is specifically important in the understanding of the 
analysis of important issues. If other issues are regarded as being important, further analysis 
examining the effect of confounding may be required. 

Some other variables that could have a potential for confounding are: 

l tourist origin and season. International tourists comprise 28% of winter tourists, and 42% of 
summer tourists in this survey. 

l first time/repeat visit and season. First timers comprise 54% of winter tourism and 65% of 
summer tourism. 

l diver status and season. Divers comprise 12% of winter tourists and 21% of summer 
tourists in this survey. 

l fisher status and season. Fishers comprise 24% of winter tourists and 12% of summer 
tourists in this survey. 

0 origin of tourist and coral experience. 70% of locals had Great Barrier Reef coral 
experience, while 44% of Australians had Great Barrier Reef coral experience, and only 
10% of international tourists had Great Barrier Reef experience. 

l tourist origin and fisher status. 23% of Australians were fishers, while only 12% of 
international tourists were fishers, and only 10% of locals were fishers in this study. 
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0 coral experience and first time/repeat visit. 52% of first timers had no previous coral 
experience, while only 18% of repeat visitors had no previous coral experience. No first 
timer could have previous coral experience on the Great Barrier Reef. 

i fisher status and first time/repeat visit. Fishers comprised 24% of return visitors but only 
15% of first timers. 

l fisher status and diver status. Fishers comprised 16% of non-divers and 29% of divers. 

All the relationships described above were statistically significant. This does not indicate that 
relationships involving these variables will be confounded, only that the potential for 
confounding exists. For some relationships, any confounding that is occurring could be quite 
severe, while for others the relationships are weak but significant, and the effect through 
confounding relatively small. Further analysis would be required to identify the true effect of 
any particular variable. For the most part, however, interpretation undertaken considering the 
possibility of confounding should be satisfactory for most applications of this analysis. 

Many questions in the questionnaire were open ended and respondents were allowed to offer as 
many responses as they felt were necessary to portray how they felt in response to the question. 
These questions were analysed by multiple response procedures. While multiple responses 
were necessary for the validity of the results, one disadvantage is that statistical tests based on 
probability cannot be applied. Statistics have been used in the analysis of these data where 
appropriate, but the attempt has been to present a report that is available to a wide audience. 
Appendix 5 provides further details about the analysis of multiple responses. 
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3 RESULTS 

3.1 Characteristics Of Respondents 

As previously stated, the sample is representative of Reef tourism. The following section 
provides a description of the study respondents. For more precise descriptions of Reef tourism 
in general, refer to Driml(1987). 

Sex: Of respondents interviewed 55% were male and 45% female. 

Origin: Respondents came from all around Australia (Table 1). 

Table 1 Origin Of Respondent 

Origin/Place of Residence % 

New South Wales 21.5 
Victoria 18.4 
Queensland * 15.8 
Western Australia 2.3 
South Australia 4.0 
Tasmania 0.6 
northern Territory 1.1 
Australian Capital Territory 0.8 
Overseas residents 35.6 

Total 
. . . 
(* 5.6% of all respondents resided in north Queensland) 

100.0 
(n=354) 

First or Return Trip: For 56% of respondents it was their first trip to north Queensland. 13% 
of respondents were on their second trip, 8% on their third trip, and 17% had travelled to north 
Queensland on more than three occasions. 8% of respondents had made another trip to the 
region during the 12 months preceding the interview date, and 3% had made more than one 
previous trip during that time. 

Length of Holiday: While non-local tourists are on holidays away from home, tourists who 
reside within north Queensland (locals), tended to be on day trips away from home, or on short 
two or three day holidays. The median value for the length of holiday for locals was one night 
away from home. Median values are given rather than the mean because the mean value would 
be skewed by the presence of extreme values by tourists on extended holidays. For other 
Australians, the median value for nights away from home was 14, with the median value for 
nights spent in north Queensland being 10. Australians tend to have one to three week holidays 
in north Queensland. 

International tourists have a median value of 33 nights away from home, with a median of 8 
nights in north Queensland. They tend to have one to two month long holidays spending one to 
two weeks in north Queensland. However, 20% of international tourists were on extended 
holidays spending over three months away from home. 

Major Forms of Accommodation: 57% in hotel or motel accommodation; 14% camping; 6% 
in private homes; 6% in caravans; and 5% staying in youth hostels. Various other forms of 
accommodation accounted for the remaining 12% of respondents. 
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Major Form of Transport to the Region: plane 66%; car (19%); bus (4%); and train (3%). 

Major Form of Transport within the Region: 23% of respondents travelled by private car; 
16% by bus; 12% by rental car; and 9% by plane. 26% of respondents indicated they did not 
require any form of transport whilst in the region (generally resort guests). 

Socio-economic Status: Respondents tended to be from the upper levels of socio-economic 
status. The majority, 73% were members of the workforce, of which 45% were classified as in 
professional or technical employment. A further 12% were in management or administration, 
12% employed as tradespeople, 9% as clerical workers, and 9% in retail or service industries. 
13% were in other forms of employment. Respondents not currently in the workforce included: 
students (8%); home duties (6%); retired (5%); and 4% were unemployed. 

Education: Respondents had high levels of education: 46% held a tertiary degree; 23% had 
completed secondary school; and 13% had a trade or nursing certificate. The remaining 18% 
had left school at various times prior to the completion of secondary school. 

Income: Respondents tended to have high gross family incomes as shown in Table 2 below. 
However, low levels of income were recorded for some respondents who were on lengthy 
vacations, thus not being a representation of their normal income level. The mean gross family 
income was conservatively calculated to be $34,000 by using the mid point of each category 
and a conservative $60,000 from the top category. Using a higher value to represent the 
$50,000 plus category could substantially increase the estimate of the mean gross family 
income, as over 28% of respondents had an income of over $50,000. 

Age: Respondents were from all age categories (see Table 3) with a mean age of 36 years. 

3.2 Reasons For Visiting North Queensland This Holiday 

Respondents were asked, in an open ended question, to describe their reasons for visiting the 
north Queensland coastal region. The Weather was the most frequent response given as to why 
people come to north Queensland for their holiday (see Table 4). The Reef also appears to be 
important. Other features of north Queensland, for example Rainforests, are not so important 
but could be affected by the methodology of this study. 

Responses to direct questions, as opposed to open ended questions, may be a better indicator of 
the relative importance of all the features of north Queensland. Because of the large number of 
categories, and the small number of responses recorded by each category, the categories have 
been combined into 13 categories for further analysis (see Table 4). 
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Table 2 Income Profile Of Reef Visitors 

Income ($1 

No income 3.6 
O- 5,999 7.8 
6,ooO - 11,999 3.3 
12,000 - 17,999 9.9 
18,000 - 25,999 15.8 
26,000 - 31,999 10.4 
32,000 - 39,999 11.0 
40,000 - 49,999 10.0 
50,000 + 28.7 

Total 
. . . 

4 missing cases 
9 refusals (2.5%) 
6 don’t know 

Table 3 Age Profile Of Reef Visitors 

Age % 

15-19 4.0 

20-24 19.8 

25-29 17.8 

30-39 24.0 

40-49 15.9 
50-59 9.3 

60 + 9.1 

Total 

1 missing case 

9 

% 

100.0 
(n=335) 

100.0 
(n=353) 



Table 4 Reasons For Visiting North Queensland This Holiday (breakdown) 

weather 
reef 
relaxation 
sightseeing 
NW 

water activities 
partoftrip 
visit friends 
social 
work 
unique environment 
repeat visit 

;; 
money 

weather 25 
reef 27 
relaxation 9 
sightseeing 16 
new 16 
water activities 5 
part of trip 14 
visit friends 8 
social 5 
work 7 
unique environment 4 
repeat visit 2 
money 2 

OVERALL 

31 
22 
14 
14 
12 
10 
IO 
8 
6 
6 
6 
5 
3 

First 
Trip 

SEASON ORIGIN OF TOURIST 

Winter Summer Local Aust 

(column percentages, multiple responses) 

43 14 23 
22 21 15 
18 8 31 
15 11 15 
II 13 15 
11 8 8 
5 18 0 

10 4 8 
4 10 8 
8 4 8 
7 3 0 
3 7 0 
3 3 0 

PREVIOUS CORAL EXPERIENCE 
Return GBR other 
Visit exp place 

41 35 30 
15 16 33 
17 17 7 
10 10 12 
7 4 16 

16 16 10 
6 4 12 
8 8 9 
8 10 2 
6 6 6 
9 10 4 
9 9 2 
5 4 1 

420 responses, n = 282 
Respondents were allowed up to 3 responses. 
Mean number of responses per respondent was 1.5. 
72 missing cases due to 2 interviewers failing to ask this question. This is not likely to bias the results, 

34 
13 
19 
11 
11 
11 
9 

10 
8 
7 
7 
7 
4 

27 21 
37 28 

2 2 
16 16 
12 17 
7 12 

14 17 
4 2 
4 2 
5 7 
5 5 
1 7 
I 3 

DIVER STATUS 
Non Diver 
Diver 

34 29 
19 21 
22 9 
18 I 
10 14 
6 5 
6 13 
3 .I7 

IO 5 
5 IO 
3 7 
7 3 
2 3 

FISHER STATUS 
No 
exp 

Non 
Fisher 

Fisher 

29 33 20 30 35 
17 23 14 20 27 
16 13 14 13 17 
18 14 9 14 12 
15 12 11 12 10 
3 7 23 8 17 

14 10 14 IO 12 
7 8 4 9 2 
7 6 11 6 6 
7 7 4 6 8 
3 6 7 5 10 
3 5 2 4 6 
3 3 2 3 2 

over- 
Reef 
Day 

seas Trip 

TOURIST STATUS 
Island 

Resort Day 
Guest Trip 

34 
28 
17 
7 
3 

21 
3 

14 
7 
0 

IO 
0 
3 

Main- 
land 

60 
7 

13 
20 
7 

27 
13 
7 
7 
7 

13 
0 
7 
























































































































































































