
 

 

Exploring Tourists’ Environmental Learning, Values, and Travel Experiences in Re-

lation to Climate Change: A Postmodern Constructivist Research Agenda 

 

Abstract  

There is a need for a research agenda, which achieves a holistic understanding of the na-

ture and influences of environmental learning on tourists’ environmental values and travel 

experiences in relation to climate change. Why, because tourists’ environmental values 

and environmentally friendly behaviour have been the focus of predominantly quantitative 

studies within the ecotourism context. Such studies generally neglect influences over time 

and the multiple and diverse nature of tourists’ environmental learning experiences along 

with their social reconstruction. The suggested agenda is predicated on a review of extant 

literature related to tourists’ environmental values, environmental learning, and travel ex-

periences. The agenda identifies aims, potential research questions and advocates a post-

modern constructivist research paradigm to inform the research agenda. By advancing this 

research agenda, the paper contributes towards the goal of the Decade of Education for 

Sustainable Development. 
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Introduction 

Dialogues about climate change are not new having commenced more than fifty years ago 

(Keith, 2007). Despite this history of dialogue, climate change remains a critical global is-

sue and is one of the biggest contemporary threats to societies in the world. As a threat, it 

is yet to be collectively and responsibly addressed on a global scale. Briefly, climate 

change is caused by increased carbon dioxide emissions; and relatedly, is predicted to 

cause estimated global temperature rises between 1.4 and 5.8C° (Viner and Nicholls, 

2006). Some commentators question the validity of climate change data (Bast, 2009). The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), however, is emphatic: climate 

change is happening and human society contributes to this phenomenon (IPCC, 2007).  

 

The human phenomena of tourism is seen as both a contributor to and a “victim” of cli-

mate change (WTO, 2003). Moreover, climate change and tourism are inextricably inter-

linked to sustainability agendas, which date back to the Brundtland Report (WCED, 

1987). If tourism is both a contributor and a victim with regard to climate change, what 

then is the role of tourists? How are they positioned with regard to climate change and sus-

tainability debates? What knowledge economies do they participate in and why? How do 

media and social networks facilitate and shape tourists’ environmental learning, values 

and travel experiences? This paper proposes a research agenda framed to address these 

questions. In particular, the paper advocates the use of a postmodern constructivist lens to 

study the nature and influences of environmental learning on tourists’ environmental val-

ues and travel experiences. Why? Because a postmodern constructivist lens adopts an on-

tology, which does not privilege any particular view of the world: all views are subjec-

tively determined (a relativist epistemology) and equally ‘valid’ interpretations. 



 

 

Methodologies tend towards qualitative methods and carry a sceptical axiological position 

associated with continuous deconstruction processes (Jennings, 2009).  

 

Paper overview 

The paper commences with a contextualisation of tourism planning agendas, particularly 

movement from boosterism to sustainability platforms. It then moves on to consider tour-

ists’ environmental values and identifies that most research about environmental values 

has been predicated on the use of quantitative research. Environmental learning is dis-

cussed, especially the impact of free-choice learning and influences on tourists’ values. In 

relation to learning, it is noteworthy that 2005-2014 is the Decade of Education for Sus-

tainable Development (UNESCO, n.d.). This paper and its associated research agenda 

support the goal of this decade. Following the discussion of environmental learning, the 

paper considers the multiplicities and complexities of travel experiences. The paper then 

proffers a research agenda for the study of the nature and influences of environmental 

learning on tourists’ environmental values and travel experiences in relation to climate 

change. This agenda emphasises the use of grounded theory as an appropriate methodo-

logical framework for such a research agenda. The informing paradigm necessitates the 

use of a narrative, first person active voice (Jennings, 2010). Subsequently, readers will 

see and hear our presence in the paper’s text. Further, the paper adopts the use of question 

– reflection format (Yin, 2009) due to the reflexive processes (Hertz, 1997; Jennings, 

2010), in which we engaged in the course of writing this paper. 

 

Background 

Over time in developed nations, the earlier tourism planning traditions of 1950s and 

1960s, specifically, boosterism and economic traditions were countered in the 1970s by 



   

physical/spatial and community oriented planning traditions (Getz, 1986, 1987). Relat-

edly, in the 1980s, Our Common Future (the Brundtland Report) defined sustainable de-

velopment as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987). The Rio Summit, 

Agenda 21, reaffirmed the principles of the Brundtland Report. More recently, the United 

Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) declared the 2005- 

2014, the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development. This paper specifically con-

tributes to UNESCO’s goal for the decade 2005-2014, which “is to integrate the princi-

ples, values, and practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and 

learning” (UNESCO, n.d.). In particular, the paper contributes to generating knowledge 

about free-choice learning engagements and the consequences of such engagements for 

values, sustainability and tourist travel experience decision-making with regard to climate 

change imperatives.  It must be noted, however, that the designation of this decade along 

with the primarily developed world “mainstream” interpretations regarding the interpreta-

tion of sustainability are only just beginning to align with a number of long-held indige-

nous peoples’ concepts of stewardship of the land, resources and interconnectivity of all 

things (Jennings, 2007b). 

 

With regard to tourism, concomitantly, in the 1980s, as sustainability agendas were enter-

ing global discourses the development of environmentally friendly tourism concepts, such 

as ecotourism, emerged and resonated with sustainable development and sustainability 

platforms. These platforms were and still are cognizant of human caused impact on the 

environment, biodiversity, and its conservation. The pursuit of such platforms essayed to 

have negligible impact on the environment and resultantly on climate. While a number of 

tourism studies have investigated tourists' motivations and behaviours regarding more en-



 

 

vironmentally friendly types of tourism (Dolnicar, 2004; Higham, 2007; Higham and Carr, 

2002; Kim et al, 2006; Zografos and Allcroft, 2007), little is known about how climate 

change influences tourists' values and their decisions towards more environmentally 

friendly tourism experiences. Moreover, only a few studies focus on tourists and their per-

ceptions of climate change in the tourism context (Becken, 2004, 2007; Gössling et al, 

2006; Kachel and Jennings, 2009). Becken’s (2004) study revealed that tourists question 

links between climate change and tourism. A more recent qualitative inquiry emphasised 

the importance of information and knowledge on environmental issues, which could lead 

to pro-environmental attitudes (Becken, 2007). Kachel and Jennings’ (2009) analysis of 

existing online discussions of climate change within an online travel community revealed 

that tourists can be grouped into believers, undecideds, and non-believers regarding the 

existence of climate change. 

 

Subsequently, tourists' knowledge and perceptions of climate change as well as the learn-

ing processes involved, need to be placed on tourism research agendas. Such agendas 

should also incorporate questions related to what are tourists' climate change information 

needs, how have tourists' obtained environmental knowledge and information, and how do 

environmental learning experiences influence tourists' environmental values and tourism 

experiences. 

 

Tourists’ Environmental Values  

Tourists' environmental motivation and behaviour may partially be contextualised within 

the ecotourism concept. The International Ecotourism Society (TIES), a contributor in 

promoting sustainable tourism, defines ecotourism as "responsible travel to natural areas 

that conserves the environment and improves the well-being of local people" (TIES, 



   

2007). Reports on actual growth rates in ecotourism, however, are inconsistent throughout 

the tourism industry and it is questionable that such growth is consumer driven (Sharpley, 

2006). This view contradicts TIES's definition of ecotourism, which implies tourists’ con-

sciousness links to responsible travel. Due to limited empirical evidence, Sharpley is not 

alone in his critique. The existence of an environmentally aware tourist demanding envi-

ronmentally friendly tourism products is also questioned by Swarbrooke and Horner 

(Swarbrooke and Horner, 2007). These authors define and recognise the ecotourist as a 

'green tourist' who belongs to different 'shades of green tourists' regarding her or his indi-

vidual environmental values and motivations. These shades from light to dark green are 

characterised through their environmental awareness, knowledge and attitudes, as well as 

their personal, family and work lives. Further, Swarbrooke and Horner (2007), as well as 

Sharpley (2006), identified an increased interest by tourists in green tourism or ecotourism 

products, though, this interest does not appear to be shaped by increased motivations re-

lated to environmental sustainability. Other studies associated with environmental values 

are presented in overview in Table 1. Of particular note in this table, are the numbers of 

studies that have been undertaken using a quantitative perspective. Qualitative research is 

under-represented and under-utilized.  

 

Table 1: Examples of environmental values studies (Kachel, 2008) 

Authors Study focus Methodology 

Dunlap, Van Liere 

and Mertig (2000) 

Development and testing of the New Envi-

ronmental Paradigm (NEP), which lists 15 

statements regarding a general ecological 

worldview 

Quantitative 

Higham and Carr 

(2002) 

Explored environmental values of ecotourists 

 

Qualitative 



 

 

Lück (2003) Investigated the influence of education on 

wildlife conservation 

Quantitative 

Dolnicar (2004) Used a single-item measure and demographic 

data to define sustainable and non-sustainable 

tourists  

Quantitative 

Kim, Borges and 

Chon (2006) 

Used the NEP to measure impacts of environ-

mental values on tourism motivation 

Quantitative 

Zografos and Allcroft 

(2007) 

Used the NEP to segment ecotourists 

 

Quantitative 

Singh, Slotkin and 

Vamosi (2007) 

Investigated attitudes, opinion and behaviours 

of ecotourists visiting an event 

Quantitative 

 

As noted in Table 1, in order to understand tourists' environmental motivations and behav-

iours, market segmentation and the New Environmental Paradigm (NEP) (Dunlap et al, 

2000), have both been used to define tourists’ environmental values. One factor that influ-

ences environmental values is environmental information received during tourism experi-

ences. This factor highlights that values can and do change over time (Higham and Carr, 

2002; Lück, 2003; Singh et al, 2007; Swarbrooke and Horner, 2007).  

 

This review of tourists’ environmental values contributes to refining this paper’s proposed 

research agenda. Especially, questions that need to be framed, which further understand-

ings of how knowledge and information on environmental issues like climate change in-

fluence tourists' environmental values, for example, in what contexts and why? Such ques-

tions include how do knowledge and information on environmental issues related to 

climate change influence tourists’ environmental values and why? Which media are the 

most effective for eliciting change and why? In what contexts are knowledge and informa-

tion regarding environmental values associated with climate change most influential in 

tourists’ experiences and why? Table 1 demonstrates the dominant approach for measur-



   

ing tourists' environmental values with predefined environmental statements is a quantita-

tive one. These methods, however, are inappropriate for holistically understanding how 

tourists' environmental values are shaped and linked to their chosen travel experience. 

They also fall short of understanding “how” and “why”. Jamal and Hollinshead, (2001) 

and Jennings (2007a) argue that qualitative research is an effective means to achieve such 

understandings. Hence, this paper proposes the use of qualitative research in relation to its 

proposed research agenda. In particular, as already mentioned, the paper advocates a 

postmodern constructivist approach, which acknowledges a multiplicity of values and ex-

periences, which are socially constructed and continuously change over time.  

 

Environmental Learning 

As the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development promotes, learning is a crucial 

element towards achieving a more sustainable future as it has the ability to promote 

change (Scott and Gough, 2003; Sterling, 2007). It is recognised, however, that knowledge 

about environmental values or attitudes does not necessarily lead to a positive change. 

This is an under-researched area, as Rickinson (2006) notes, learning processes and out-

comes of environmental education are not yet well researched and understood, and em-

phasis still focusses on outcomes rather than the processes (Falk, 2005; Rickinson, 2001).  

 

For the purpose of this paper, environmental learning has been defined as engagement 

with the environment or environmental thinking (Scott and Gough, 2003). Falk (2005) 

states the majority of environmental learning, and learning in general, happens outside 

formal education settings. But what is learning? Learning is a cumulative, combined proc-

ess of knowledge acquisition and construction within social and cultural contexts (Falk, 

2005). If, however, such processes and contexts have been chosen and controlled by learn-



 

 

ers then free-choice learning, a form of informal learning, occurs (Falk, 2005; Falk and 

Dierking, 2000). Studies in Table 2 address such informal learning processes in tourism-

related settings. 

 

Table 2: Studies on free-choice learning in tourism-related settings (Kachel, 2008) 

Study areas Authors 

Museums and exhibitions Falk and Dierking (2000) 

Packer and Ballantyne (2002) 

Storksdieck, Ellenbogen, and Heimlich (2005) 

National parks/ natural areas Brody and Tomkiewicz (2002) 

Boyer and Roth (2005) 

Ballantyne, Packer, and Hughes (2008) 

Zoos and aquariums Packer & Ballantyne (2002) 

Torfield, Coll, Vyle, and Bolstad (2003) 

Ballantyne, Packer, Hughes, and Dierking (2007) 

Randler, Baumgärtner, Eisele, and Kienzle (2007) 

Wildlife tourism Ballantyne, Packer, Hughes, and Dierking (2007) 

Zeppel (2008) 

 

 

As stressed by several authors (Brody and Tomkiewicz, 2002; Falk, 2005; Rickinson, 

2006), the important question is - how do people learn? Brody and Tomkiewicz (2002) 

state that past experiences and knowledge, the actual learning experience; as well as com-

munication and sharing with others, have a huge influence on what people learn. Of poten-

tial relevance may also be Gibbons' (1994; Nowotny et al, 2001) modes of knowledge, 

based on a knowledge production which is transformed into a social activity and empha-

sises the role of life-long learning.  

 



   

In free-choice learning, the underlying motivations and interests of learners are key drivers 

(Falk, 2005). Free-choice environmental learning, for example, occurs while watching a 

documentary on TV, reading a book or magazine, participating in a community-based or 

environmental organisation, or searching the Internet (Falk, 2005). In the ecotourism con-

text, learning about the environment is seen as an important part of the tourism experience 

and usually received through interpretation (Higham and Carr, 2002; Kimmel, 1999; 

Lück, 2003; Price, 2004; Swarbrooke and Horner, 2007).  

 

Subsequently, research that explores and explains how tourists acquire their environmental 

knowledge will further an understanding of influences on tourists' environmental values 

and serve to support sustainability and climate change agendas. In addition to the follow-

ing question, questions posed in the preceding section have overlap with this section. 

Bearing in mind the content of this section, we also need to ask: do tourists engage in en-

vironmental free-choice learning about climate change during their travel experiences? If 

so, why and how; if not, why not? Falk (2005) defines learning as a cumulative, combined 

process of knowledge acquisition and construction within social and cultural contexts. As 

a consequence, a postmodern constructivist paradigm provides a complementary socially 

based process for understanding tourists’ learning processes. 

 

 

Travel experiences 

While some extant literature essays to universally define what a travel or tourist experi-

ence is (Jennings, 2006), such essays are problematic. As other extant literature acknowl-

edges meanings are multiple, constantly changing and reinterpreted (Ryan, 2002). Given 

this diversity in perspectives, in using the term travel or tourist experience, the authors are 



 

 

referring to an individual's experience while engaging with travel and tourism activities. 

As the travel experience is a very personal and individual construct, one can only gain an 

understanding of what a travel experience represents for a tourist when interacting directly 

with the person (Jennings and Weiler, 2006).  

 

Literature on tourist or travel experiences is extensive, and more recently postmodern 

views and discourses have contributed to dialogues about the tourist experience (Jennings, 

2006; Uriely, 2005). This postmodern shift (Table 3) comprehends travel experiences as 

diverse, subjective, and part of everyday life experiences. 

 

Table 3: Conceptual developments of the nature of tourists' experiences (Uriely, 2005) 

 Reconsideration of the distinctiveness of tourism from everyday life's experiences 

 Shift from homogenizing portrayals of the tourist as general type to pluralizing depic-

tions that capture the multiplicity of the experience 

 Shifted focus from the displayed objects provided by the industry to the subjective ne-

gotiation of meanings as a determinant of the experience 

 Movement from contradictory and decisive academic discourse, which conceptualises 

the experience in terms of absolute truths, toward relative and complementary interpre-

tations 

 

Similarly, in other extant literature there is recognition of the multiple, multi-modal/phase 

and sometimes nebulous and particularised nature of travel experiences as well as the in-

clusion of travel experiences in everyday life (see Table 4).  

 

Table 4: Relevant concepts of travel experiences (Kachel, 2008) 

Author(s) Focus Pertinence 

Urry (2002) 

Lash and 

Multiplicity of the tourist experience 

Holidays and everyday lives are blur-

Continue at home while sharing 

travel experiences online 



   

 

 Urry 

(1994) 

ring 

People are being tourists all the time  

Ryan 

(2002) 

Inclusion of recreation and leisure in 

everyday or work lives 

Part of everyday life's activities 

Killion 

(1992) 

Circular model (Clawson, 1963) of 

different travel phases: 

Planning, travel to, on-site activities, 

return travel, and recollection 

Reflections are made on pre, during, 

and post travel experiences 

 

Given the preceding, further questions are generated for our proposed research agenda. 

How do multiple travel experiences influence tourists’ environmental values in relation to 

climate change and why? How does the inclusion of travel experiences in everyday life's 

activities influence tourists’ environmental values in relation to climate change and why? 

How do the differing stages of experiences influence tourists’ environmental values in re-

lation to climate change and why? How do environmental values in relation to climate 

change impact on tourists’ travel experiences and why? Is environmental learning about 

climate change part of tourists’ travel experiences? If so, why; if not, why not? These 

questions focus on how and why. A focus from which adopts a postmodern constructivist 

approach provides a suitable lens to gain insight and understanding. 

 

Research agenda: Recommended informing paradigm 

The extant literature demonstrates a paucity of qualitatively informed research. Qualitative 

research enables researchers to gain insights into the “how” and the “why” (see Jennings, 

2010) of the nature and influences of environmental learning on tourists’ environmental 

values and travel experiences in relation to climate change. Subsequently, this paper con-

tinually advances a postmodern constructivist lens as appropriate to achieve holistic per-



 

 

spectives of the “how“ and “why”, in order to gain understandings of the complex and 

multiple nature of values, environmental learning, travel experiences, sustainability, and 

climate change.  

 

A postmodern constructivist lens adopts an ontology, which does not privilege any par-

ticular view of the world: all views are subjectively determined (a relativist epistemology) 

and equally ‘valid’ interpretations. Methodologies tend towards qualitative methods and 

carry a sceptical axiological position associated with continuous deconstruction processes. 

Given the diversity in and perspectives of travellers, it is fitting to use such a paradigm as 

a lens to understand the nature and influences of environmental learning on tourists’ envi-

ronmental values and travel experiences in relation to climate change.  

 

Within the qualitative research fields, we promote a grounded theory approach for empiri-

cal material collection and analysis to address such an agenda. In particular, a grounded 

theory approach that follows Charmaz (2005, 2006) and Clarke (2005) approaches is rec-

ommended. Their approaches define grounded theories as co-constructions of realities 

from past or present experiences or interactions and, for this research agenda, enable mul-

tiple deconstructions and reconstruction. In adopting a grounded theory approach, theo-

retical frameworks, constructs and theories are able to be identified and/or articulated. 

Identification of these occurs in the process of the development of the grounded theory it-

self (Jennings and Junek, 2007). It is our perspective that use of grounded theory enables 

the nature and influences of environmental learning on tourists’ environmental values and 

travel experiences in relation to climate change to be generated from within the processes 

and experiences of the travellers both holistically and in situ. We acknowledge that the 



   

theoretical processes that arise will be multiple in nature to accord with the principles of 

not privileging one position over another.  

 

Research Agenda: Aims and Questions 

The paper has posed a number of questions, which arose from review of literature and ex-

tant knowledge of tourists’ environmental learning, values, travel experiences and climate 

change. On several occasions the paper has made reference to a proposed research agenda. 

The research agenda is focussed on studying the nature and influences of environmental 

learning on tourists’ environmental values and travel experiences. The paper now turns its 

attention to the presentation of that agenda. The agenda is constituted of two parts. The 

first presents the aims and the second, potential questions that may arise or be used in the 

course of empirical material collection.  

 

The research agenda aims are to: 

 Investigate what influences tourists’ environmental values in relation to climate 

change; 

 Understand the relation between environmental values and environmental learning; 

 Explore how environmental awareness, knowledge, and attitudes influence environ-

mental values; 

 Understand what factors change tourists’ environmental values over time; 

 Investigate tourists’ involvement in environmental learning in relation to climate 

change;  

 Investigate the influence of environmental learning on environmental values with re-

spect to climate change; 



 

 

 Investigate the influence of environmental learning about climate change on travel ex-

periences; 

 

Key research questions include: 

 What are tourists' climate change information needs?  

 How do tourists gain environmental knowledge and information about climate change? 

 How do knowledge and information on environmental issues related to climate change 

influence tourists’ environmental values and why?  

 Which media are the most effective for eliciting change and why?  

 In what contexts are knowledge and information regarding environmental values asso-

ciated with climate change most influential in tourists’ experiences and why?   

 What are tourists’ environmental values in relation to climate change? 

 How do tourists engage in environmental learning experiences in relation to climate 

change? 

 How do environmental learning experiences influence tourists' environmental values 

and tourism experiences? 

 Do tourists engage in environmental free-choice learning about climate change during 

their travel experiences? If so, why and how; if not, why not? 

 In what travel settings do tourists engage in environmental learning about climate 

change? 

 How do multiple travel experiences influence tourists’ environmental values in rela-

tion to climate change and why?  

 How does the inclusion of travel experiences in everyday life's activities influence 

tourists’ environmental values in relation to climate change and why?  



   

 How do the differing stages of experiences influence tourists’ environmental values in 

relation to climate change and why? 

 How do environmental values in relation to climate change impact on tourists’ travel 

experiences and why? 

 Is environmental learning about climate change part of travel experiences? If yes, why; 

if not, why not? 

 

The outcome of such an agenda will be research that explores and explains how tourists 

acquire their environmental knowledge about climate change. This will further under-

standings of influences on tourists' environmental values and serve to support related sus-

tainability and climate change research agendas. To reiterate, to complement this agenda’s 

focus on ‘how’ and ‘why’,  postmodern constructivism and grounded theory approaches 

are suggested as suitable research lenses.  These lenses enable the study of the co-

construction and deconstruction of environmental learning experiences, whilst acknowl-

edging and including multiple perspectives. They further allow theory to be reconstructed 

from within study contexts and environments themselves.  

 

Conclusion  

To date, in related literature, only a few studies focus on tourists and their perceptions of 

climate change in the tourism context (Becken, 2004, 2007; Gössling et al, 2006; Kachel 

and Jennings, 2009). The majority of studies on tourists’ perceptions have used a quantita-

tive approach, with Becken's (2007) and Kachel and Jennings’ (2009) qualitative inquiry 

promising a deeper insight into tourists' perceptions. These studies, however, do not relate 

tourists' perceptions or knowledge on climate change to their environmental values and 

travel experiences.  



 

 

 

To address identified “gaps in knowledge” regarding studying the nature and influences of 

environmental learning on tourists’ environmental values and travel experiences in rela-

tion to climate change, this paper has provided tourism and travel researchers with a re-

search agenda. That agenda is constituted of aims and potential research questions, a rec-

ommended paradigm, that is, a postmodern constructivist lens, along with a grounded 

theory orientation towards knowledge and “theory” development. Our agenda contributes 

to stimulating future research studies and projects that focus on the inter-play of values, 

learning, tourist travel experiences and sustainability, with particular regard to climate 

change imperatives.   

 

In advancing this agenda, we are mindful that it is but one of many agendas that may be 

constructed. It is our hope that in reading this paper readers will engage in their own re-

flexive processes and subsequently reconstruct our agenda as well as construct their own. 

Our paradigmatic perspective recognises that perspectives are multiple. Such multiplicity 

only serves to advance further dialogue and research with regard to achieving holistic un-

derstandings of the nature and influences of environmental learning on tourists’ environ-

mental values and travel experiences in relation to climate change. 
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