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 (a) Origin of respondents for whole sample. (b) Origin of respondents in Port Douglas and Cairns. 
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 (c) Origin of respondents in Townsville. (d) Origin of respondents in the Whitsunday region. 

 
Figure 1: Origin of respondents (as percentages). 

 
 
 
 



Coghlan and Prideaux  

6 

Employment 

In terms of employment, the most common responses were professionals and students.  The 
overall annual percentages of the more common occupations of respondents were as 
follows:   
 
• Professional, 26%; 
• Student, 16.6%; 
• Retired, 9.5%; 
• [In] management, 8%; and 
• Self-employed, 8%.  
 
Again, there are seasonality effects with the number of retirees peaking during the summer 
months (which are not the traditional ‘grey nomad’ season), and numbers of students 
peaking during the winter, or the Northern Hemisphere summer (holiday) months (Figure 2). 
There are also regional differences, with a larger student sample in the Whitsundays; more 
retirees in Cairns and Port Douglas; and finally, a higher number of public servants in 
Townsville.  
 
By comparing the international (N=1452) and domestic (N=955) markets, we find that the 
number of students, retirees and managers is slightly higher in the international market, 
whereas the domestic market includes more tradesmen, employees of the service industry or 
who are self-employed (Table 1).  
 
 
 

Table 1:  Comparison of domestic and international markets 
and respondents’ occupations. 

 
 Percentage of Respondents 

Occupation Domestic International 

Professional 25.7% 26.2% 
Student 12.3% 19.4% 
Self-employed 9.6% 6.7% 
Retired 7.7% 10.7% 
Office 6.8% 5.2% 
Management 6.5% 9.2% 
Public Service 6.4% 6.4% 
Service Industry 6.3% 3.5% 
Trades 6.0% 3.0% 
Domestic 3.9% 2.2% 
Retail 2.8% 1.5% 
Manual 1.4% 1.4% 
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 (a) Occupation of respondents for whole sample. (b) Occupation of respondents in Port Douglas and Cairns. 

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45
50

pro
fes

sio
na

l

stu
de

nt

pu
bli

c s
erv

ice
ret

ire
d

se
lf-e

mplo
ye

d

tra
de

s

man
ag

em
en

t

off
ice

do
mes

tic

se
rvi

ce
 in

du
str

y
ret

ail

man
ua

l

annual 
qrt 1
qrt 2
qrt 3
qrt 4

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45
50

pro
fes

sio
na

l

stu
de

nt

off
ice

ret
ire

d

se
lf-e

mplo
ye

d

man
ag

em
en

t

se
rvi

ce
 in

du
str

y

pu
bli

c s
erv

ice

tra
de

s

do
mes

tic
ret

ail

man
ua

l

annual 
qrt 1
qrt 2
qrt 3
qrt 4

 
 (c) Occupation of respondents in Townsville. (d) Occupation of respondents in the Whitsunday region. 

 
Figure 2: Occupation of respondents (as percentages). 
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Age of respondents 

The age of respondents remained steady over the year, with a strong tendency towards 
younger respondents in the 20-29 year age bracket. Cumulatively, 20-49 year olds made up 
over three quarters of the annual sample (68%), showing little variation across quarters or 
between regions (Figure 3).  
 
Again, as in the occupation of respondents, we find that there are certain differences 
between the international market, which included a higher percentage of students and 
retirees, and the domestic market. Table 2 illustrates these differences, most notably the 
prevalence of 20-29 year olds in the international market, and respondents in the 40-49 year 
age bracket in the domestic market.  
 
 

Table 2:  Comparison of age groups of the domestic and 
international markets. 

 
 Percentage of Respondents 

Age Group Domestic International 

Under 20 years 8.0% 8.1% 
20-29 years 29.2% 35.3% 
30-39 years 19.9% 18.2% 
40-49 years 19.6% 13.7% 
50-59 years 14.9% 12.3% 
60-65 years 4.1% 5.7% 
Over 65 years 4.2% 6.6% 

 
 
 

 
 Photo courtesy of N. Johnson Photo courtesy of B. Prideaux. 
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 (a) Age of respondents for whole sample. (b) Age of respondents in Port Douglas and Cairns. 
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 (c) Age of respondents in Townsville. (d) Age of respondents in the Whitsunday region. 

 
Figure 3:  Age of respondents (as percentages). 
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2. Respondents’ travel behaviour 
Travel party 

The majority of respondents were travelling as a couple (38%), a pattern that remained 
constant throughout the year. Quarters 2 and 3 saw more respondents travelling with friends 
than either Quarter 1 or Quarter 4, a pattern similar to the number of student respondents 
across quarters (Figure 4).  
 
A comparison of international and domestic markets reveals that international respondents 
were more likely to be travelling alone than domestic respondents, whilst the opposite is true 
of domestic/international response comparisons for respondents travelling with family and 
relatives (Table 3). Germans were particularly likely to be travelling alone, whilst other 
Europeans were likely to be travelling with friends or family. North American respondents 
were the only group who regularly travelled in tour groups (Table 3).  
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 (a) Travel party of respondents for whole sample. (b) Travel party of respondents in Port Douglas and Cairns. 
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 (c) Travel party of respondents in Townsville. (d) Travel party of respondents in the Whitsunday region. 

 
Figure 4:  Travel party of respondents (as percentages). 
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Table 3: Comparison of the travel parties of domestic and international markets. 
 

International Respondents 
Travel Party Domestic 

Respondents Overall UK / 
Ireland

North 
America Germany Other 

(Europe) Asia

Couple 38.8% 37.1% 41.1% 35.8% 35.9% 44.1% 31.6%
Family 21.2% 12.6% 12.0% 9.7% 2.9% 21.4% 13.2%
Friends 13.9% 20.1% 17.9% 19.4% 21.4% 33.6% 18.4%
Relatives 13.6% 7.5% 9.2% 8.2% 5.8% 4.6% 7.9%
Alone 6.4% 14.5% 13.2% 12.0% 27.2% 20.6% 23.7%
Tour group 4.3% 7.6% 6.1% 13.8% 5.8% 5.0% 5.3%
Club 1.5% 0.4% 0.6% 0.3% 0.0% 0.8% 0.0%

 
 
 

Box 2:  Profile of Australian couples 
 
Many of the Australian couples in this sample were repeat visitors to the region (40%), with a strong 
preference for holiday apartments and resorts.  A quarter of these respondents used their own car to 
travel to the region and nearly half (42%) had visited other reefs prior to this trip to the Great Barrier 
Reef. 
 
Couples’ motivations to travel did not vary much from the general pattern, although rest and relaxation 
was more important here than for other groups of respondents (a mean score of 4.07 out of a possible 
5, where 5 equals “very important” motivation).  Good weather was also particularly influential in their 
satisfaction scores, emphasising the rest and relaxation aspect of their trip. 
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Previous visits and length of stay 

For 72% of respondents, this was their first visit to the region. This figure is high and stays 
relatively constant throughout the year, with 84% of respondents on first visits in the second 
quarter and 69% first time visitors to the region in the fourth quarter. Repeat visitation was 
much higher amongst domestic respondents, accounting for 72% of repeat visitors. Of note, 
however, is the trend in Townsville, which has a much higher rate of revisitation (only 43.5% 
of respondents in Townsville were on their first visit).  
 
Of those respondents who had visited the region previously, over half (58.5%) had visited 
once or twice before.  Again, this revisitation rate was higher in Townsville, with 72% of 
respondents who had visited the area more than once before. The average length of stay for 
the complete sample was 13 nights, but only 7.5 nights for the last quarter.  This represents 
a steady decrease in length of stay from 21 nights in the first quarter, to 11 nights in the 
second and third quarters, to seven nights in the final quarter.  Regional differences were 
also noted with respondents staying longer in the Whitsundays (26 days) than in other 
regions. This could represent that ‘backpackers’ were staying longer in the region on working 
holidays.  
 
 
 

Box 3:  Patterns of repeat visitation to the region 
 
Patterns of revisitation were closely linked (to a statistically significant level) to two trends:  the family 
holiday and/or VFR (“visiting friends and relatives”) market; and the respondents’ previous reef tourism 
experiences. 
 
In the first case, respondents from Australia stayed with friends or relatives or in holiday apartments, 
and travelled by private vehicle.  They were motivated to visit the region to visit friends and family, 
spend time with family and for rest and relaxation, however were less likely to be motivated to see the 
reef and tropical wildlife.  This group of respondents was more likely to be repeat visitors (Appendix B). 
 
In the latter case, repeat visitors to the region had generally visited the GBR before and in many cases 
had also been to other reefs in the world (Appendix C).  These respondents were also significantly 
more likely to be motivated to visit the region in order to see the GBR and to dive and snorkel the reef.  
However, there was no relationship between diving experience and repeat visitation (Appendix D). 
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Accommodation and transport 

Patterns of accommodation also varied between sectors although remained relatively 
constant across the quarters. The Whitsundays and Townsville showed the greatest 
variation, in the first case highlighting the high proportion of backpacker respondents, and in 
the latter, the strong VFR (“visiting friends and relatives”) market.  Seasonal patters in the 
importance of holiday apartments correspond to peaks of domestic visitors during school 
holidays (Figure 5).  
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 (a) Preferred accommodation for whole sample. (b) Preferred accommodation in Port Douglas and Cairns. 
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 (c) Preferred accommodation in Townsville. (d) Preferred accommodation the Whitsunday region. 
 

Figure 5:  Preferred accommodation arrangements of respondents (as percentages). 
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There are also some distinct differences between the accommodation preferences of 
domestic and international visitors. These are shown in Table 4, and most notably include a 
preference for holiday apartments in the domestic market and backpackers’ hostels for 
international respondents.  
 
 

Table 4:  Comparison of the accommodation preferences of 
domestic and international respondents. 

 
 Percentage of Respondents 

Accommodation Type Domestic International 

Holiday apartment 28.3% 16.4% 
Resort 20.1% 9.7% 
Hotel 17.1% 28.9% 
Friends / relatives 11.5% 3.9% 
Caravan park 9.2% 5.8% 
Backpackers’ hostel 8.6% 31.7% 
Camping 1.4% 1.8% 

 
 
Patterns of transport were similar, with regional differences in the Whitsundays and 
Townsville again revealing the differences in market preferences. Many backpackers were 
travelling through the Whitsundays by coach, whilst the VFR market in Townsville was more 
likely to use their private vehicles to travel to their destination. Again, there are few seasonal 
differences, particularly for arrivals by plane and bus or coach, although the use of private 
vehicles does show some peaks in the later quarters in both Townsville and the 
Whitsundays.  
 
Not surprisingly, when the transport preferences of international and domestic visitors are 
compared, we find a higher proportion of domestic visitors travel using a private vehicle 
(25.4%) whilst international visitors are more likely to travel by bus or coach (27.7%) or 
rented campervan (5.3%). 
 
 
 

Box 4:  Profile of the self-drive market to Cairns 
 
The socio-demographics and travel behavior of the self-drive market to Cairns is consistent with the 
Australian road trip holiday market.  The characteristics of this market is that they are predominantly 
Australian (64%), within the 20-29 year age group (44.5%), with a variety of occupations including 
higher percentages of manual labourers and tradesmen. 
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 (a) Preferred transport for whole sample. (b) Preferred transport to Port Douglas and Cairns. 
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 (c) Preferred transport to Townsville. (d) Preferred transport to the Whitsunday region. 

 
Figure 6:  Respondents’ preferred mode of transport (as percentages). 
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Previous holiday location 

The most popular single destinations given in response to the question, “Where did you 
spend your last holiday?” are provided in Table 5.  A thematic / regional analysis of the same 
answers reveals trends that are shown in Table 6. 
 

 
Box 5:  Other reef tourism destinations 

 
Only fourteen percent of respondents cited destinations which include reefs in response to the 
question on alternative holiday destinations considered.  The most popular of these destinations 
included Fiji (14.4% of respondents); Cairns (13.7%); the Whitsundays (12.5%); Thailand (12.5%); 
Hawaii (4.3%); Port Douglas (4.3%); Townsville (3%); and the Caribbean (3%).  Australian 
destinations (including Ningaloo) accounted for forty percent of responses, and were more common 
among the domestic market. 
 

 
 

Table 5: Most popular single destinations for 
respondents’ previous holiday. 
 

OVERALL RESPONDENTS 
France 
Gold Coast, Australia 
Spain 
Thailand 
New Zealand 
United States of America 

3.6% 
3.6% 
3.4% 
3.4% 
3.4% 
3.2% 

INTERNATIONAL RESPONDENTS 
France 
Spain 
Thailand 
United States of America 
Italy 

6.4% 
5.3% 
4.5% 
4.1% 
3.8% 

DOMESTIC RESPONDENTS 
Gold Coast 
Fiji 
Tasmania, Australia 
New Zealand 

6.3% 
4.7% 
3.9% 
3.9% 

 
 

  
 

Photo courtesy of B. Prideaux. 
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Table 6: Regional analysis of respondents’ previous holiday 
destinations. 

 
OVERALL RESPONDENTS (N = 521) 

Europe 
Australia, except Queensland 
Queensland, Australia 
New Zealand, the Pacific and South-east Asia 
North America, including the Caribbean 
Asia 
Africa and Latin America 

25.0% 
20.0% 
16.0% 
13.0% 
12.5% 
7.0% 
6.5% 

INTERNATIONAL RESPONDENTS (N = 265) 
Europe 
North America, including the Caribbean 
New Zealand, the Pacific and South-east Asia 
Africa and Latin America 
Queensland, Australia 
Asia 
Australia, except Queensland 

40.0% 
19.0% 
11.5% 
10.0% 
4.5% 
8.0% 
7.0% 

DOMESTIC RESPONDENTS 
Australia, except Queensland 
Queensland, Australia 
New Zealand, the Pacific and South-east Asia 
Europe 
North America, including the Caribbean 
Asia 
Africa and Latin America 

34.0% 
28.0% 
15.0% 
10.0% 
6.0% 
5.0% 
2.0% 

 
 
Alternative destinations considered 

The most popular alternative destinations considered when planning this trip were relatively 
varied, with no clear patterns, although tropical and/or coastal destinations were popular 
(Table 7).  
 
 

Table 7: Alternative destinations considered by respondents. 
 

DESTINATION 
New Zealand 
Sydney, Australia 
Cairns, Australia 
Fiji 
Whitsundays, Australia 
Gold Coast, Australia 
Thailand 
Brisbane, Australia 
Darwin, Australia 

5.3% 
5.3% 
4.6% 
3.8% 
3.6% 
3.3% 
3.2% 
2.6% 
2.5% 
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Motivations  

The most important motivations (measured on a scale of 1 = not at all important, to 5 = very 
important) for visiting the region remain constant across regions and seasons. These include 
visiting the GBR, snorkeling and diving, resting and relaxing, and enjoying the natural 
environment and climate (Figure 7). Looking more closely at this last motivation, climate, we 
find that it increases in importance in the last two quarters of the year, times which should 
traditionally represent sunny, warm (not too hot or humid) weather in the Tropics, but were 
relatively unstable this year. This has important implications for satisfaction and value for 
money that will be discussed later.  
 
By comparing the motivations of domestic and international respondents, we find that one 
motivation, enjoying the natural environment remains consistently high for both markets, 
reaffirming Tropical North Queensland’s position as a nature-based tourism destination, 
whilst adventurous activities remains of medium importance, and business of low importance 
to both markets (Figure 8). For the remaining motivations, (statistically) significant differences 
are noted in each case (see Appendix E for statistical values).  
 
 

 
Photo courtesy of N. Johnson. 
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 (a) Respondents’ travel motivations for whole sample. (b) Respondents’ travel motivations, Port Douglas & Cairns. 
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 (c) Respondents’ travel motivations, Townsville. (d) Respondents’ travel motivations, Whitsunday region. 

 
Figure 7:  Respondents’ motivations to visit (mean). 
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Figure 8:  Comparison of domestic and international respondents’ motivations to visit (mean). 
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Focus on Townsville and the VFR market 
 
At least one fifth of respondents were highly or very highly motivated to travel to each of the regions in 
order to visit friends and relatives. However, Townsville has an above-average number of respondents 
who planned to visit friends and relatives (50% compared to 10-24% in other destinations). These 
respondents were most likely to be Australians (45.5% of respondents), or from the United Kingdom 
and Ireland (22.3%), between the ages of 20-39 years (49.1% of respondents) and travelling as a 
couple (35% of respondents). 
 
Just over a third of respondents had visited the region previously, indicating a higher percentage of 
repeat visitation for this market particularly within its domestic segment (57.5% of domestic VFR 
respondents had visited the region before), and many had been to the reef at least once before.  
 
Accommodation preferences were varied, with a slight preference for staying with friends and family 
(22.5%) (again, particularly for domestic respondents [33.3%]).  However, 21.4% of respondents 
chose to stay in hotels; 21.4% chose holiday apartments; and another 17.4% decided on a 
backpacker hostel. Transport to the region was predominantly by plane (42.7%), although 23.7% of 
respondents used their own vehicle to reach the destination. Whilst the selection criterion for this 
subset of respondents was their motivation to visit friends and relatives, seeing the GBR nevertheless 
remained the highest scoring motivation (4.60/5), whilst snorkelling (4.15), rest and relaxation (4.07) 
and seeing the natural environment (3.99) were also important motivations. In general, these 
respondents had a slightly higher satisfaction score than the overall sample (8.50 vs. 8.44) and were 
more likely to recommend the trip to others (93.7% vs. 90.2%).  
 
 
 
Information sources 

The most popular sources of information on the region to be visited included friends and 
relatives, followed by guidebooks and the internet. Few variations to this pattern exist across 
regions or quarters, except in the case of television and radio advertisements, which 
substantially increased in the first quarter (in the six months following Tropical Cyclone Larry) 
in all the locations except Townsville, before decreasing again in the following quarters. It is 
also interesting to note that travel agents did not strongly influence destination selection.  
 
There were some slight variations in the use of information sources between domestic and 
international respondents.  Domestic visitors were more likely to rely on information gained 
from previous trips to the region (21.6% of domestic respondents and only 6.1% of 
international respondents); whilst the international visitors were more likely to use 
guidebooks (39.5% of international respondents but only 15.8% of domestic respondents). 
Information from friends and relatives was equally important for both market segments 
(40%).  
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 (a) Information sources for whole sample. (b) Information sources of respondents in Port Douglas and Cairns. 
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 (c) Information sources of Townsville respondents. (d) Information sources of Whitsunday respondents. 

 
Figure 9:  Respondents’ sources of information (as percentages). 

 
 
 
 

Box 6:  Profile of Internet users 
 
The internet is recognised for its increasing importance in dessiminating information to potential 
travelers, both through official travel websites and via informal, word-of-mouth and travel forums. 
 
A profile based on socio-demographics and travel behavior indicates that internet users tend to be in 
the 30-49 year age group; are often students, managers or public servants; are travelling with their 
families; and are on their first visit to the region.  These respondents are most likely to be travelling via 
a rented car or campervan; staying in hotels, resorts or at backpackers’ hostels; and are less likely to 
be travelling in a private vehicle or staying with friends and relatives. 
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3. Respondents’ reef experience and satisfaction 
Previous visits to the reef 

When asked if this was their first visit to the reef, the majority of respondents said yes; this 
was greatest in the summer months, where 73.2% of respondents indicated it was their first 
visit to the GBR; and lowest in the winter, where 69% had not visited the GBR before. This 
was also consistent across locations, although in areas where numbers of domestic visitors 
were high, more respondents had been to the reef before (in Townsville, 36% had been 
before, and in the Whitsundays, 33% of respondents had been to the reef before).  There 
was also little variation across time in the different locations. Overall, international visitors 
were more than twice more likely to be visiting the reef for the first time than domestic visitors 
(Table 8).  
 

Table 8:  Percentage of respondents that were first-time visitors to the reef. 
 
Survey Location Annual Quarter 1 Quarter 2 Quarter 3 Quarter 4 

Great Barrier Reef 70% 70% 73% 69.5% 69% 
Port Douglas and Cairns 70% 70% 73.5% 69% 69% 
Townsville 64.3% 60.4% 71.5% 72% 61% 
Whitsundays 67.6% 70% 62% 62.5% 74% 

 
 
Choice of tourism operator 

The most common reasons for choosing a reef tour operator remained relatively constant 
throughout the year, with agents, both at respondents’ accommodation and travel/tour agents 
being the most common reason for choosing an operator. Word of mouth was the second 
most important reason, whereas availability was more important than price, a trend that may 
become more important if length of stay continues to decrease, particularly in Townsville and 
the Whitsundays which have fewer operators that go to the reef than in the (combined) 
Cairns and Port Douglas region. In both of the former places, availability tends to be one of 
the more important factors in operator choice (28% and 25% respectively).  
 
In general, domestic respondents also tended to choose operators based on their availability 
(16%) than international respondents (7.3%), who instead would rely on the recommendation 
of an agent (22.3% compared to 12.2%). No other noticeable differences existed between 
domestic and international respondents.  
 

Table 9:  Respondents’ reasons for choosing their particular reef tour operator. 
 
Reasoning Annual Quarter 4 Quarter 3 Quarter 2 Quarter 1 

Recommended by travel agent 17.9% 19.0% 21.0% 19.2% 44.5%* 
Recommended by a friend or relative, or other 18% 17.9% 16.5% 19.0%  
Availability 10.2% 13.8% 12.5% 7.7% 12.0% 
Price 13.4% 12.8% 12.5% 13.8% 18.0% 
Advertising 9.0% 8.9 8.5% 7.7% - 
Size of the operation 5.3% 8.7% 4.5% 5.7% - 
Tourism package 7.7% 6.8% 12.5% 8.8% 10.55 
Type and range of activities offered 6.5% 5.5% 10.5% 7.2% - 

* No distinction was made in the first quarter between types of recommendations. 
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Focus on the Whitsunday region 
 
Unlike respondents in other regions, those in the Whitsunday region were less likely to choose their 
operators based on the recommendation of a friend or relative (4.5%), but more likely to be far more 
price conscious, with a quarter of respondents using price in their decision making process.  
 
Availability was another important consideration, as 12.5% cited this as a reason for choosing their 
operator, and both travel agents and advertising were mentioned by 10% of respondents. Another 
10% said that the reef trip was part of a package tour.  
 
Age and occupation were the most important variables in determining operator choice, with younger 
respondents and students most likely to give price as a response. First-time visitors were also 
(statically)* more likely to use travel agents’ recommendations to make their choice. Nationality, 
gender, travel party and chosen accommodation type had very little influence in this question. 
 
* (Chi-squared = 10.741, p<0.05) 
 
 
 
Diving profile 

Whilst this project does not focus specifically on divers, recent interest in the diving market 
and requirement for more data on this sector prompted the authors to include a section on 
divers’ profiles. The diving profile of respondents revealed some interesting trends, which 
must be considered within the limitations of the research methodology which did not include 
operators belonging to CHARROA, although the sampling methodology did include other 
live-aboard dive operations outside the Northern GBR.   
 
The results show that when asked if they planned to dive the reef, only 36.5% of respondents 
said yes. This figure varied significantly between nationalities, with Europeans being the 
most likely to plan a dive (Figure 10). Of the respondents who did plan to dive, 31% had no 
previous diving experience; 26.1% had completed between one and four dives (i.e. were not 
certified divers); 12% had completed five to ten dives previously; and 28% had completed 
more than ten dives. This trend is repeated throughout the year, although Townsville and the 
Whitsundays have lower percentages of divers than Cairns and Port Douglas (Table 10).  
 
 

Table 10:  Diving profile of survey respondents. 
 
Survey Location Annual Quarter 1 Quarter 2 Quarter 3 Quarter 4 

Great Barrier Reef 38% 35.5% 40% 36.5% 41% 
Port Douglas and Cairns 38% 36% 40% 36.5% 41% 
Townsville 22.5% 22.5% 19% 25% 23% 
Whitsundays 29.5% 28,5% 39.5% 21.5% 29% 
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Figure 10:  Profile of divers. 
 
 
 

Box 7:  Profile of divers 
 
Whilst this research does not specifically target divers, a profile of those respondents that planned to 
dive the reef shows that they are often international visitors; professionals or students; and are 
travelling with their partner.   
 
Just under half of those respondents who planned to dive were certified divers, and many (55%) had 
visited other reefs prior to visiting the GBR.  Certified divers were also (statistically)* more likely to 
have considered other reef tourism destinations before choosing the GBR, and were motivated to visit 
the region in order to go to the GBR, to see the wildlife, and to snorkel and dive. 
 
* (Chi-squared = 13.516, p<0.05) 
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Visits to other reefs 

Over 44% of respondents said they had visited other coral reefs before coming to the Great 
Barrier Reef. In the last quarter, this figure increased to 58% in Cairns and Port Douglas. The 
most commonly cited alternative destinations were South-east Asia (31.2%); the Indian 
Ocean (21%); the South Pacific Reefs (19.8%): Micronesia (17.5%) and other Australian 
Reefs1 .  There were no clear patterns across different seasons and locations.  
 
Figure 11 depicts the previous reef experiences of different market segments based on 
country of origin. Clearly, each market segment has distinctive reef visitation patterns, 
leading to different comparisons between reefs; North Americans were more likely to have 
visited the Caribbean, South-east Asia, and the Indian Ocean; European respondents had 
typically visited the Red Sea or South-east Asia; whilst respondents from the United Kingdom 
and Ireland had the most diverse travel patterns, with visits to the Red Sea, South-east Asia, 
Hawaii and the Caribbean. The domestic market on the other hand were most likely to have 
visited destinations closest to home, such as Micronesia, the South Pacific, Indian Ocean 
and South-east Asia.  
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 (a) Other reefs visited by all respondents. (b) Other reefs visited by Port Douglas & Cairns respondents. 
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 (c) Other reefs visited by Townsville respondents. (d) Other reefs visited by Whitsunday respondents. 

 
Figure 11:  Other reefs that were visited by respondents (as percentages). 

                                                 
 
1 Other Australian reefs were sometimes interpreted as other reefs within the GBR. This figure should be 
interpreted with caution.  
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Box 8:  Effect of previous reef tourism experience on satisfaction with the GBR. 
 
Previous experiences with reef tourism would appear to have a marked effect on respondents’ 
satisfaction scores.  A more detailed analysis noted that respondents with no prior reef experiences, or 
who had visited the GBR previously, had slightly higher (but no significantly so) satisfaction scores 
(mean of 8.44/10) than respondents who had visited other reefs beforehand (mean of 8.40/10).  On 
the other hand, respondents who had visited reefs not situated within the GBR had significantly lower 
satisfaction scores (mean of 8.25/10) (Table 3) than respondents who had not visited any other reerfs 
before (mean of 8.59/10).  A result such as this encourages more investigation into what are the 
features that promote a satisfying GBR tourism experience for all visitors, regardless of their previous 
experience within the GBR and elsewhere. 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 12: Previous reef visits to the Great Barrier Reef and worldwide according to visitor origin.  
The figure in the circle represents the percentage (and count) of respondents from that location, 
whilst the figures on arrows show the number of respondents who had previously been to different 
reefs around the world, according to their origin.  
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Perceptions of the reef trip 

Perceptions of the reef trip remained remarkably consistent between seasons and sites, with 
some differences in Townsville that were generally perceived as an introduction to the reef 
and a relaxing, fun-filled day.  
 
The figures did vary, however, according to the origin of the visitor, with domestic visitors 
less likely to feel that their trip was an introduction to the reef (16.3%) and more likely to see 
the trip as a day of relaxation and fun (50.3%). The combined elements of fun diving and 
adventure diving only made up 14% of the total number of statements selected by 
respondents.  
 
 

Table 11:  Respondents’ perceptions of their chosen reef trip. 
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“A relaxing, fun-filled 
day on the reef.” 45.4% 43.5% 44.0% 40.0% 40.0% 41.0% 58.4% 50.6% 

“A fantastic reef tour 
for all.” 44.3% 40.0% 57.0% 43.5% 38.5% 40.3% 19.5% 50.6% 

“Introduction to the 
reef.” 21.2% 21.5% 26.0% 20.5% 22.0% 21.4% 41.6% 22.3% 
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Activities undertaken 

The most common activities undertaken during the trip are shown in Table 12. 
 
 

Table 12:  Activities undertaken by reef tourists during their trip. 
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Snorkelling 75.3% 79.0% 73.0% 75.0% 75.5% 72.5% 87.0% 79.0% 
Swimming 46.2% 50.0% 40.0% 47.0% 44.0% 47% 55.0% 53.5% 
View marine animals 39.0% 44.5% 45.0% 46.0% 24.5% 37.5% 35.5% 55.0% 
Glass-bottom boat 
tour* 43.6% 44.5% 40.0% 45.5% 43.0% 42.0% 62.0% 65.0% 

* Only those operators that offer a glass-bottom boat or semi-submersible tour were included in this figure. 
 
 
An analysis of diving as an activity shows that a total of 36.9% of respondents went diving 
either as certified divers (18.3%), as divers on a training course (7.2%) or as resort/try divers 
(9.4%). This frequency varies according to the operator, location and origin, as international 
respondents were (statistically) significantly more likely to be certified divers or diver trainees. 
Table 13 highlights the difference in activities between international and domestic 
respondents.  
 
 

Table 13:  Comparison of the activities of domestic and 
international survey respondents during their reef trip. 

 
 Percentage of Respondents 

Activity Domestic International 

Snorkelling 78.0% 73.0% 
Swimming 51.0% 43.0% 
View marine animals 47.0% 33.5% 
Glass-bottom boat tour 64.5% 61.0% 
Certified diving 15.0% 21.3% 
Resort diving 7.5% 11.2% 
Diver training 3.6% 9.9% 

 
 

 

Focus on Cairns 
 

Cairns is recognised as one of the highest PADI certification centres of the world, with a great diversity 
of reef activities. Many tours include glass-bottom boats, adventure snorkel tours led by marine 
biologists, helicopter tours and transfers, sailing, island visits, underwater observatories, and so on.  
The results presented here indicate that whilst a popular activity, diving is the only one of many 
activities that do occur on the reef, and is surpassed in sheer volume of tourists by snorkelling 
(73.7%), swimming (46.5%) and undertaking glass-bottom boat / semi-submersible tours (48%).  By 
way of contrast, 27% of respondents completed a certified dive, and 13% went on a resort dive. 
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Satisfaction levels and recommendations 

The mean satisfaction score on a scale of 1 to 10 was 8.44.  This score increased over the 
quarters from 8.41 in the first quarter to 8.58 in the final quarter. This pattern is repeated in 
Port Douglas and Cairns, as well as Townsville where the satisfaction score reached 8.75 in 
the last quarter, with 8.6 in the Whitsundays. When asked if the trip met their expectations, 
over 90% of respondents said the reef at least somewhat met their expectations, and 94% 
said the trip at least somewhat met their expectations. In addition, 86% of respondents felt 
that they achieved value for money, and 92% said they would recommend the trip to others. 
Interestingly, a significant drop in satisfaction was recorded when more respondents reported 
having experienced bad weather in response to the question about their worst experience 
during the trip (7.16/10 vs. 8.93/10). Further, value for money and recommendation rates 
also dropped and fewer respondents felt that the trip met their expectations in poor weather 
conditions, particularly in the third quarter, which is also when the travel motivation to enjoy 
the climate was highest.  
 
The factors that influenced satisfaction and the best and worst experiences remained 
consistent across seasons and locations. The most important factor that influenced 
satisfaction was staff and their level of professionalism (at least 25% of respondents) and 
the natural environment (15%).  The weather and sea-state affected the satisfaction of 10% 
of respondents in the first quarter and 21% in the last quarters. Finally, 10% of respondents 
cited diving and snorkeling as influencing their satisfaction. The tourists’ best experiences on 
the other hand included diving and snorkeling for one third of all respondents, regardless of 
location and season. The marine life was the best experience for 10-20% of respondents, 
whilst the service and staff was the best experience for 10% of respondents. The tourists’ 
worst experiences were predominantly limited to the sea-state, lowest in Quarter 4 at 17% 
and highest in Quarter 3 with 39%, but consistent across locations.  
 
 
 

Box 9:  Market differences in experiences 
 
A more detailed analysis of best and worst experiences as well as satisfaction influences reveal that 
there are certain differences that exist between domestic and international markets, as well as within 
the international market itself. Most notably (due to their statistical significance) is the importance of 
weather influencing satisfaction for domestic respondents, whilst the satisfaction scores of 
international respondents were influenced by the snorkelling and diving (particularly for those 
respondents from North America) and the natural environment (more so for those respondents from 
Europe, including the United Kingdom and Ireland). The staff, on the other hand, was most likely to be 
cited as a best experience by the North American market (Appendix F). At present the Asian sample is 
too small to draw any significant conclusions, but similar differences between the importance of 
service, activities and the natural environment may also exist for this market.  
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Publication List – Year 1 
Quarterly ‘Tourism Barometers’ 
 
Great Barrier Reef – Quarters 1, 2, 3 
Port Douglas / Cairns – Quarters 1, 2, 3 
Townsville – Quarters 1, 2, 3 
Airlie Beach – Quarters 1, 2, 3 
 
Technical Reports 
 
Prideaux, B. and Coghlan, A. (2006) Reef Tourism:  Establishment of a visitor monitoring 
structure. 
 
Coghlan, A. and Prideaux, B. (2007) Reef Tourism:  An analysis of the competitiveness of 
the Great Barrier Reef tourism destination and a comparison with other reef tourism 
destinations. 
 
Refereed Papers 
 
Coghlan, A. and Prideaux, B. (2008) No pictures, no memory:  Unravelling who takes 
photographs on the Great Barrier Reef.  Proceedings of the 18th Annual CAUTHE 
Conference.  Gold Coast, Australia.  February 2008. 
 
Coghlan, A. and Prideaux, B. (2007) Keeping an I (and 1.9 million others) on the reef:  The 
sustainability of tourism on the Great Barrier Reef.  5th International Coastal and Marine 
Tourism Congress.  AUT, Auckland, New Zealand.  September 2007. 
 
Coghlan, A. and Prideaux, B. (2007) Welcome to the Wet Tropics:  The importance of 
weather in reef tourism.  Cross-collaboration in hospitality and related services:  synergies 
and future possibilities.  James Cook University, Cairns.  October 2007. 
 
Conference Presentations 
 
Coghlan, A. and Prideaux, B. (in press) What makes a good day out ojn the reef?  Australian 
Coral Reef Society Annual Conference, Freemantle, WA.  October 2007. 
 
 
 

For information about this project, contact the project team: 
 
 Prof Bruce Prideaux, Project Leader 
 Bruce.Prideaux@jcu.edu.au ...............................Phone (07) 4042 1039 
 
 Dr Ali Coghlan, Project Manager 
 Alexandra.Coghlan@jcu.edu.au.........................Phone (07) 4042 1763 
 
 

These and related reports are available for download from the  
Marine and Tropical Sciences Research Facility website: 

 
http://www.rrrc.org.au/mtsrf 
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Appendix A 
Survey Instrument 
 
Q1. Are you:   Male  Female 
Q2. Where do you usually live?        Australia (postcode)          Overseas (country)    
 
Q3. Please indicate your age group: 

 Under 20 yrs   20 to 29   30 to 39  40 to 49  50 to 59  60 to 65  Over 65 yrs 
 
Q4. How would you best describe your occupation: (Please choose only one) 

 Self-employed   Professional   Domestic duties   Office/Clerical   Manual/Factory worker       Retail   
 Student              Public Service   Management   Tradesperson   Service Industry   
 Retired / Semi-retired   Other:  

 
Q5. Which of these best describes your immediate travel party: 

 Alone   Couple (partner/spouse)   Tour group  Club  Friends  Family with children   Relatives 
 
Q6. Is this your first visit Cairns?      Yes     No        If No, how many times have you visited Cairns?     
Q7. How many nights do you intend spending in Cairns?     nights 
 
Q8. What is your main type of accommodation during your visit to Cairns? 

 Hotel/motel   Backpackers hostel       Holiday apartment/unit           Bed and breakfast  
 Camping  Caravan park/cabin              Friends/relatives                       Resort 

 
Q9. What is your main type of transportation to Cairns? 

 Air                        Bus/coach   Private vehicle           Rented campervan/caravan 
 Rail                      Rented car   Cruise boat                 Other:      

 
Q10. Where did you find out about Cairns? (Select all that apply) 

 Internet   Tourist guide books   Friends/family   Advertisements in print   
 Advertisements on TV/radio  Travel Agent   Visitor centres   Been before 

  TV documentary     Other (please specify):  
 
Q11. Please tell us where you spent your last holiday:   
 
Q12. Please list up to 3 other destinations you considered while planning your current holiday:  
(1)    (2)     (3)    
 
Q13. Please indicate how important each of the features was in your decision to visit Cairns: 

 Not at all 
important Unimportant Neutral Important Very 

important 

Visit the Great Barrier Reef      

Visit the rainforest      

See Australian wildlife      

Experience Aboriginal culture      



Reef Tourism First Yearly Report:  November 2006 – October 2007 

33 

 Not at all 
important Unimportant Neutral Important Very 

important 

Climate      

The price matched my budget      

Experience the natural environment      

Spend time with my family      

Meet new people      

Visit the beaches      

Taste tropical fruits      

Visiting friends and relatives      

Experience the outback      

Go shopping      

Visit the islands      

Adventure activities      

Business / conference / meeting      

Try reef seafood      

To go sailing      

 
Q14.Please explain why you chose this reef operator today     
 
Q15. Is this your first visit to the reef?  Yes  No If No, how many times have you visited the reef?    
Q16. Are you here to dive the reef?  No  Yes If Yes, how many dives have you completed before this trip?    
 
Q17. Have you visited any of the following reefs?    

 Caribbean  Hawaii  Indian Ocean  South Pacific  
 South-east Asia  Micronesia  Red Sea  Ningaloo / other Australian reefs  

 
Q18. How do the other reefs that you have visited compare with the Great Barrier Reef? 
 Better Same Worse  Better Same Worse 
South-east Asia is    Red Sea is    
South Pacific is    Hawaii is    
Indian Ocean is    Micronesia is    
Caribbean is    Ningaloo    
 
Q19. Did you notice if your reef operator is eco-certified?  Yes  No  
Q20. Please pick from the following list words that describe your reef trip today:  

 fantastic reef tour for all  adventure diving expedition  luxury live-a-board  fun diving 
 introduction to the reef  a relaxing, fun filled day on the reef  disappointing 

 
Q21. What activities have you participated in today? 

 Swimming  Helicopter flight  Certified scuba diving  Resort/uncertified scuba diving 
 Snorkelling  Visiting the islands  Overnight cruise  Glass bottom boat/semi-sub coral viewing 
 Sailing  Marine biologist tour  Diver training course  Viewing marine animals 

 
Q22. Have you visited the Great Barrier Reef at any other locations on this trip? 
  No  Yes If Yes, where did you go?    
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Q23. On a scale of 1 (not at all satisfactory) to 10 (highly satisfactory) how would you rate your reef trip?  
  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
 

Q24. What factors influenced your satisfaction rating?   

  

Q25. What were the best features of the trip for you?   

  

Q26. What were the worst features of the trip for you?   

  

Q27. To what extent did the reef that you saw today meet your pre-trip expectations?  
 Not at all  Not very  Somewhat  Very much 

 
Q28. To what extent did the experience that you had today meet your pre-trip expectations?  

 Not at all  Not very  Somewhat  Very much 
Q29. Taking into account all the different elements of your trip today (comfort of the boat, quality and diversity of the 

reef, activities and interpretation available, professionalism of the crew, etc.), do you feel that you got value for 
your money? 

 Yes  Unsure  No If No, please explain:    
 

Q30. Would you recommend visiting the Great Barrier Reef to prospective visitors? 

 No  Yes  Unsure  Not to everybody:   
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Appendix B 
Comparison of means of travel motivations between repeat and first-time visitors 
 
Respondents were asked to rate 21 possible travel motivations on a Likert-scale from 1 (not 
at all important) to 5 (very important). Using a means test (T-test) to look for significant 
differences between the mean scores of repeat visitors and first-time visitors, we find that the 
following six motivations show significant differences between the two groups, e.g. seeing 
the wildlife and the GBR were significantly higher for first-time visitors than for repeat visitors. 
 
 

 Significant Mean score* for 
repeat visitors 

Mean score* for 
first-time visitors 

Spend time with family t = 6.22, p<0.05 3.48 2.99 

Visit friends and relatives t = 6.98, p<0.05 2.85 2.31 

See the Great Barrier Reef t = -5.13, p<0.05 4.51 4.70 

See Australian wildlife t = -3.87, p<0.05 3.44 3.68 

Experience Aboriginal culture t = -4.87, p<0.05 3.79 3.77 

Rest and relaxation t = 2.88, p<0.05 3.97 3.87 

* Scores represent average Likert-scale ratings from 1 (not at all important) to 5 (very important). 
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Appendix C 
Comparison of frequencies between repeat visitors to the region and previous reef 
tourism experience 
 
A chi-squared test was used to look for significant differences in the frequency of visits to 
reefs (either GBR or other reefs) between first-time visitors to the region and repeat visitors 
to the region. In both cases, it was more common that repeat visitors to the region had been 
to other reefs (GBR or other) than first-time visitors. 
 
 

 Repeat visitor  
to the region 

First-time visitor
to the region 

Repeat visitor  
to reefs 

First-time visitor
to reefs 

Repeat visitor  
to the region 422 134 294 240 

First-time visitor  
to the region 240 1502 726 936 

Chi-squared 823.85, p<0.05 27.802, p<0.05 
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Appendix D 
Comparison of means for travel motivations for repeat visitors to the region who had 
or had not any previous reef experience 
 
Respondents were asked to rate 21 possible travel motivations on a Likert-scale from 1 (not 
at all important) to 5 (very important). Using a means test (T-test) to look for significant 
differences between the mean scores of repeat visitors with or without previous reef 
experience we found that the following two motivations showed significant differences 
between the two groups, e.g. seeing the wildlife and the GBR were significantly higher for 
repeat visitors without any previous reef experience.  
 
 
 T-test for Equality of Means 

 T-test  
values (t) 

Degress of 
freedom 

Sig.  
(2-tailed) 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

Great Barrier Reef -2.081 366.245 .038 -.161 .077 

Snorkel and dive -2.061 311.519 .040 -.223 .108 
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Appendix E 
Comparison of means of travel motivations between international and domestic 
respondents 
 
Respondents were asked to rate 21 possible travel motivations on a Likert-scale from 1 (not 
at all important) to 5 (very important). Using a means test (T-test) to look for significant 
differences between the mean scores of domestic visitors and international visitors, we found 
that the following eighteen motivations showed significant differences between the two 
groups, e.g. seeing the wildlife and the GBR were rated significantly higher for international 
visitors than for domestic visitors.  
 
 

 
T-test  

values (t) 
Degrees of 

freedom  
Sig. 

(p value)  
Mean  

Difference 
Std. Error 
Difference 

Visit the Great Barrier Reef -8.065 1588.134 .000 -.233* .029 

Visit the rainforest -3.742 1852.391 .000 -.190 .051 

See Australian wildlife -10.650 1787.267 .000 -.497 .047 

Experience Aboriginal culture -12.563 1865.373 .000 -.594 .047 

Enjoy the climate 4.304 1833.108 .000 .184 .043 

The price matched my budget 7.900 1823.302 .000 .368 .047 

Rest and relaxation 12.777 2071.384 .000 .528 .043 

Snorkel and dive -2.265 1960.749 .024 -.102 .045 

Spend time with my family 12.777 1988.776 .000 .827 .065 

Meet new people -3.928 1882.696 .000 -.192 .049 

Visit the beaches 3.818 1908.668 .000 .174 .046 

Taste tropical fruits 2.785 1866.992 .005 .134 .048 

Visiting friends and relatives 4.501 1820.341 .000 .282 .063 

Experience the outback -5.661 1899.730 .000 -.299 .053 

Go shopping 2.488 1823.609 .013 .127 .051 

Visit the islands  5.033 1925.639 .000 .247 .049 

Try reef seafood 2.470 1865.837 .013 .139 .056 

To go sailing  -5.612 2009.201 .000 -.313 .056 

* Negative values indicate that international respondents rated this motivation as more important. 
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Appendix F 
Comparison of frequencies between international and domestic visitors 
 
In each of the following cases, a chi-squared test was used to look for significant differences 
in the frequency of the natural environment, the weather and snorkelling/diving in influencing 
visitor satisfaction; the frequency of staff as a best experience; and the frequency of weather 
as a worst experience.  
 
1. Comparison of frequencies between international and domestic respondents for the 

frequency of the natural environment as a satisfaction influence.  It was more 
frequently cited by international respondents than domestic respondents.  

 
 Value Degrees of freedom Asymp. Sig.(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 45.444(a) 22 .002 

 
2. Comparison of frequencies between international and domestic respondents for the 

frequency of the weather as a satisfaction influence.  It was more frequently cited by 
domestic respondents than international respondents.  

 
 Value Degrees of freedom Asymp. Sig.(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 18.355(a) 11 .074 

 
3. Comparison of frequencies between international and domestic respondents for the 

frequency of snorkelling and diving as a satisfaction influence. It was more frequently 
cited by international respondents than domestic respondents.  

 
 Value Degrees of freedom Asymp. Sig.(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 38.153(a) 11 .000 

 
4. Comparison of frequencies between international and domestic respondents for the 

frequency of staff as a best experience. It was more frequently cited by international 
respondents than domestic respondents.  

 
 Value Degrees of freedom Asymp. Sig.(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 20.899(a) 11 .034 

 
5. Comparison of frequencies between international and domestic respondents for the 

frequency of weather as a worst experience. It was more frequently cited by domestic 
respondents than international respondents.  

 
 Value Degrees of freedom Asymp. Sig.(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 6.888(b) 1 .009 

 


