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ABSTRACT
Whale watching has become a globally important ecotourism activity due to its economic and con-
servation potential. The predictable presence of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) and 
consequent popularity of whale watching in Bahía de Banderas, near Puerto Vallarta on the Pacific coast 
of Mexico, throughout the winter months has resulted in a successful private and community-based 
whale-watching industry in. While private whale watching companies are operated as commercial, 
larger scale businesses, community-based whale watching operates with less financial resources and 
experience in tourism affairs. How do these two different approaches meet the needs of tourists and 
contribute to conservation? This paper compares whale watching tourists’ satisfaction between private 
and community-based platforms. During 2013–2014, a questionnaire survey was administered to whale 
watching tourists aboard private (n=246) and community-based vessels (n=101) using the intercept 
method. Whale watchers from both types of companies reported high satisfaction in environmental 
education. There appeared to be a different demand for the two types of companies, as a greater pro-
portion of Mexican nationals and those who had been whale watching previously chose to go whale 
watching on community-based vessels.
Keywords: Ecotourism, private and community-based companies, satisfaction

1 INTRODUCTION
In Mexico, ecotourism has been used as a strategy for conservation and poverty reduction [1], 
and various governmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have supported the 
development of ecotourism projects, including in rural, organized communities [2,3]. 
Ecotourism products have primarily been offered through a private, commercial industry, and 
frequently used as a marketing strategy to attract a new and growing set of tourists who pos-
sess environmental awareness, and are willing to travel to new, untapped destinations [4]. 
These types of companies, with greater financial capacity, may have some advantages over 
community-based operations, such as cooperatives, to achieve the goals of ecotourism and be 
sustainable in the long term. 

The term community-based tourism (CBT), used frequently in the 1990s [5], was centered 
initially on studying the economic benefits [6]. Currently, at least in theoretical discourse, 
CBT is associated with social justice and the desire to ensure a more equitable distribution of 
economic and social benefits of tourism, as well as democratic mechanisms for collective 
community participation (e.g. consensus decision-making) [5]. For this to occur, ecotourism 
activities should be based on a political, ideological and ethical meaning of sustainable 
development, with social and environmental objectives that can produce more equitable eco-
nomic returns that lead to empowerment of, and decision-making by, local community 
groups [3, 7, 8].

Whale watching is often considered an ecotourism activity, as it holds the potential for 
practices that are sustainable, ecologically sound, educational, and profitable [9]. However, 
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there is also concern that whale watching can be detrimental to the target species. Numerous 
studies have shown that cetaceans exhibit behavioral changes in response to whale-watching 
boat traffic, including restriction of biologically important behaviors such as feeding and 
resting, reproductive rates or direct mortality [10, 11]. 

Globally, commercial whale watching is an important component of marine-oriented tour-
ism that generated 2.1 billion USD and attracted more than 13 million of tourists in 2008, the 
most recent global compendium of whale watching statistics [12]. Cisneros-Montemayor  
et al. [13] suggest that the potential revenue for the global whale watching industry could be 
over 2.5 billion USD in yearly revenue and provide approximately 19,000 jobs.

As the number of global whale watchers has increased, so too has the opportunity to sen-
sitize tourists towards marine conservation issues. Whale watching tourists have been shown 
to have a high concern for marine mammal conservation in general [14], but conservation 
awareness can be increased through education and interpretation onboard whale watching 
vessels. As operations in developing countries has increased considerably in the past decade, 
practices are unregulated, without supervision by the authorities and not informed by 
research, especially research into the human dimensions of the tourist experience that is 
closely related to the encounter management and the number of boats involved in the experi-
ence [15]. The quality of the experience of mammal watchers has been gauged using aspects 
like safety, educational value, perception of the boat driver’s behavior, and overall satisfac-
tion [16]. Whale watching tourists in Scotland were found to be more environmental aware 
than general tourists and choose operators with proven good practices [17]. In Dominican 
Republic, surveys indicated that tourists generally favoured sustainable practices and prefer 
tour operators to partake in biological conservation [14].

Whale watching in general has become an increasingly responsible activity aimed at pro-
tecting whales during viewing activities, although monitoring is continually necessary [17]. 
In some cases there is also required training for interpretation and education, monitoring and 
human dimensions inquiry to inform the development of interpretation programs on board 
whale watching vessels. 

The study reported in this paper addresses this human dimensions issue, in which we 
investigate the expectations and satisfactions of tourists choosing a private (commercial 
companies operating out Puerto Vallarta) or the cooperative community based company, 
out of Punta de Mita at El Anclote, with the aim of contributing to the understanding of 
whale watching tourists in Bahía de Banderas and informing environmental education and 
awareness in the area.

The predictable presence of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) throughout 
the winter months in Bahía de Banderas, on the Pacific Coast of Mexico, has resulted in a 
successful whale watching industry, mainly out of Puerto Vallarta. 

The aim of this study is to compare tourist characteristics, expectation-satisfaction, and opin-
ions about whale watching between whale watchers that choose private versus community- 
based companies offering whale watching in Bahía de Banderas.

1.1 Whale watching in Bahía de Banderas 

Bahía de Banderas is located in the Eastern Pacific zoogeographic region [18], within the 
Mexican Province, which includes the mouth of the Gulf of California [19] (Fig. 1). The 
region’s biotic and abiotic characteristics are influenced by the northern and southern ends of 
two main water masses and currents: the California Current and the subtropical water reflux 
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of the Gulf of California to the north, and water masses from tropical systems brought north 
by the North Equatorial Current [18]. Humpback whales from the north Pacific feeding 
grounds in the Gulf of Alaska seek the warm and shallow waters of Bahía de Banderas during 
the mating and breeding season between November and April each year [20].

Whale watching in Bahía de Banderas is an important economic component of the regional 
tourism industry. The local whale watching industry grew throughout the first decade of the 
2000’s, beginning with approximately 14,000 tourists in 2001–2002, rising to 38,000 in 
2006–2007, and to 76,000 in 2008–2009 [21]. Growth in the local whale watching industry 
and tourist participation is reflected in the number of vessel permits issued to operators, 
which grew from 44 in 2005 to 183 in 2014 [22]. Whale watching is currently offered by 
approximately 15 companies in and around Puerto Vallarta that provide 450 direct seasonal 
jobs annually [23]. The majority of the operators are small, private commercial companies, 
using vessels with capacities up to 10 people (e.g. small zodiac-type and single-hulled ves-
sels, locally called pangas), along with several other vessels with capacities up to 200 
passengers, that can serve approximately 12,000 tourists per season. In addition, there is a 
rural cooperative organization, the Sociedad Cooperativa Corral del Risco (herein after 
referred to as the Cooperativa), which operates in Punta de Mita at the north end of the bay 
(Fig. 1). The Cooperativa is composed of approximately 23 pangas, as well as 20 other pan-
gas not associated with the cooperative that have permits for whale watching. The private 
commercial companies are usually staffed with guides possessing a biological education that 
are available to interpret the whale watching experience for tourists, while on the commu-
nity-based vessels tourists are often accompanied only by the owner/driver of the boat In 
total, there were 125 whale-watching vessel permits for the bay issued in 2014 by SEMAR-
NAT [23]. The Cooperativa was established in (1989 put in year) by a group of anglers 
displaced by a tourist hotel development in nearby Corral del Risco; they primarily offer 
whale watching, although they will also take tourists diving, snorkeling, and surfing through-
out northern Bahía de Banderas, as well as tours to  the Islas Marietas, a marine ecological 
reserve (Fig. 1).

Commercial whale watching in the Bahía de Banderas has been studied from various 
viewpoints. Rodriguez-Vazquez [24] analyzed the tourism potential of whale watching, 
realizing the growing interest in this segment, as well as the opportunity to deliver marine 
environmental education, especially about marine mammals. Beets [25] described the 
activity in the bay as sustainable but noted some issues associated with business practices 
and compliance with standards. Although it is considered a low-impact activity, Cornejo-
Ortega, Chávez-Dagostino and Massam [26], calculated the ecological as well as carbon 
footprints of whale watching in the bay and, revealed that although the impacts were pri-
marily local, the global implications of the activity should be considered as well [27].
Human dimensions research has also been undertaken. Avila-Foucat, Sánchez-Vargas, 
Frish-Jordan, et al. [28] observed that vessels crowded around whales negatively affects the 
probability that tourists will return to whale watching again in the area, while at the same 
time reporting a positive impact on attitude towards conservation. Cornejo-Ortega, Chávez-
Dagostino and Ivanova-Boncheva [29] also examined the perceptions of tourists with 
respect to whale watching and climate change. Finally, Malcolm, Chávez-Dagostino and 
Cornejo-Ortega [30] compared expectations of whale watching guides versus whale watch-
ing tourists. They found that guides placed a higher importance on learning, while tourists 
were more interested in experiential thrills such as viewing whales up close and seeing 
behaviours such as breaching.
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There are also NGO initiatives in the region, such as Ecología y Conservación de Ballenas 
(ECOBAC, www.ecobac.org), which provides education and conducts photo-identification 
to contribute to research, protection, and conservation of natural resources, particularly 
humpback whales.

2 METHODS
Using the intercept method, we administered a questionnaire survey to whale watching tour-
ists aboard private (PC) and community-based (CC) vessels during the 2013 and 2014 whale 
watching seasons. The questionnaire was available in either English or Spanish and collected 
data at two time points: before and following the trip. Following check-in, but before board-
ing the vessel, respondents answered questions regarding previous experience viewing 
whales, expectations, opinions about whale-watching management, and demographics, 
Satisfaction questions were answered following the trip, as the vessel was travelling through 
the harbor to the dock (Fig. 1). 

The size for a simple random sample was calculated as in Fig. 2 [31]. Questionnaires were 
piloted and revised according to feedback from pilot respondents. Quantitative data were 
analyzed with SPSS. We first compared demographics and previous experience with whales 
and whale watching between PC (n=246) and CC (n=101) whale-watchers. This was followed 
by comparison of expectation (importance) and satisfaction of fourteen experiencial items on 
four-point Likert scales from 1 (Not at all important, Not at all satisfied) to 4 (Essential,  

Figure 1. Puerto Vallarta and Punta de Mita locations at Bahía de Banderas 
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Very satisfied). We then used the same method to test for differences in opinions between the 
two groups towards eight statements regarding whale and whale-watching management. 

3 RESULTS

3.1 Demographics

The PC whale-watcher sample was more diversified in origin that the CC whale-watchers 
(Table 1); this difference was statistically significant (U=8987.5, p < 0.000). PC respondents 
came from eight different countries, primarily the United States (55.1%), Mexico and Canada, 
while the majority of CC whale-watchers were Mexican (80.8%). 

Other demographic metrics were different between the PC and CC groups as well: gender, 
age and with whom the respondent traveled on the trip were significantly different between 
groups. Level of education was not. Forty-percent of PC respondents were male, compared 
to 56.6% for CC whale-watchers (U=9705.5, p=0.006); the majority of PC respondents were 
over 50 years in age (58.1%), while the majority of CC respondents were younger, 20 to 39 
years of age (74%)  U=5483.5, p<0.000). The majority of PC whale watchers (63.4%) made 
the trip with a spouse or partner, while only 41.2% of CC participants did so (U=9535.5, 
p=0.009). Education levels were similar between groups, with 68.4% of PC and 62.1% of CC 
respondents reported completing an undergraduate or higher degree.

3.2 Previous experience whale-watching and learning about whales

The majority of respondents on PC vessels had never been on a commercial whale-watching 
trip prior to the trip on which they filled out the questionnaire (Table 2), compared to 40% of 
CC whale-watchers, the majority of whom had been on a commercial whale-watching trip 

Figure 2. Sampling technique 

Table 1. Whale watching visitor’s origin country for PC and CC in the Bahía de Banderas

USA Netherlands Mexico Canada Spain Peru Costa Rica Israel

PC 55.1% 2.1% 20.3% 19.1% 0.8% 0.9% 0.9% 0.8%

CC 16.2% 80.8% 3.0%
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between one to five times (U=9630, p<0.000). Most PC whale watchers have never made this 
kind of trip. However, of those who had been whale watcher before, 25.9% of PC and 14.1% 
of CC respondents, respectively, had gone whale watching in countries other than Mexico. 
For 62.9% of the PC respondents whale watching was one of several activities during their 
visit, compared to only 38.5% of CC tourists (U=9630, p<0.000), who had mainly come to 
the area to go whale watching. 

Whale watchers from both groups reported similar use of media sources to learn about 
whales prior to their whale watching trip (Table 3).  Television remains the preferred medium 
to learn about these trips.

3.3 Expectation – Satisfaction

It was important for both groups to experience a whale watching trip while in the Bahía de 
Banderas area, although slightly more so for the PC respondents, 79.8% of whom indicated 
it was important or essential, compared to 71.3% for CC whale-watchers. 

Table 4 presents mean scores for the fourteen importance items for each group type. The 
scores indicate that the items primarily range between “slightly important” to “important” and 
there are no statistically significant differences between the groups (at p ≥ 0.05) except for the 
item “How important is to identify different species of whales?” which is less important  
for the PC respondents. 

Table 5 presents mean scores for fourteen satisfaction items for each group type. The 
scores are statistically significant between both companies (p≤0.05) except for the items “See 
a variety of wildlife besides whales” and “Learn about whales in local culture.” In each case, 
the PC group indicated a higher satisfaction.

Fig. 3 reveals that the PC group reported greater satisfaction than expectation (importance) 
for all items, which is demonstrated in the Fig. 4 by all X’s below the isoline. In contrast, the 
CC whale-watchers reported lower satisfaction than importance scores for seven of the 14 
items, indicated by the O’s above the isoline (“See lots of whales,” “See whales in a manner 
which is respectful to the whales and their environment,” “See spectacular behaviours such 

Table 2. Number of times respondents had previously been on a commercial whale-watching 
trip

Never Once 2–5 Times 6 10 Times More than 10 times Total

PC 61.9% 18.4% 13.9% 3.7% 2.0% 100.0%
CC 39.6% 27.7% 28.7% 1.0% 3.0% 100.0%

Table 3. Media used by visitors to learn about whales

Books Magazines Internet Educational Videos Television Aquariums Museums

PC 38.5% 63.8% 51.6% 24.8% 75.6% 50.8% 19.5%

CC 28.7% 66.3% 66.3% 30.7% 57.4% 20.8% 7.9%



796 J.L. Cornejo-Ortega, et al., Int. J. Sus. Dev. Plann. Vol. 13, No. 5 (2018)

as jumping or a whale’s tail as it dives,” “Learn about protection of whales,” “Learn about 
whale behaviours (jumping, socializing, migration),” “Learn about ocean conservation,” and 
“Learn how to identify different species of whales.” Although four of these seven items pos-
sess a mean score of 3.0 (“satisfied”) or higher, the results indicate levels of satisfaction that 
do not meet the respondents’ expectations for these items.

Table 4. Calculation of importance index by group type

Mean score1

Chi-square 
(X²)

Expectation item – How impor-
tant are the following items for 
your whale-watching tip today?

Private 
company 
(PC)

Community 
cooperative 
(CC)

Groups 
combined

See whales in a manner which is 
respectful to the whales and their 
environment

3.5 3.3 3.44 7.325 
P=0.062

See a whale even if it is only one 3.35 3.19 3.3 7.782 
P=0.051

Learn about protection of whales 2.96 3.08 2.99 6.334 
P=0.096

See whales up close to the boat 3.01 2.91 2.98 3.316 
P=0.345

Learn about ocean conservation 2.94 3.06 2.98 2.566 
P=0.463

See spectacular behaviours such 
as jumping or a whale’s tail as it 
dives 

2.95 2.98 2.96 7.700 
P=0.053

Learn about whale behaviours 
(jumping, socializing, migration)

2.94 3 2.96 1.981 
P=0.576

Take pictures of the whales 2.91 3.04 2.95 6.663 
P=0.083

 See lots of whales 2.94 2.93 2.93 4.344 
P=0.227

Learn about regulations for watch-
ing whales

2.86 2.95 2.89 7.287 
P=0.063

Learn about whale biology (feed-
ing, reproduction)

2.81 2.92 2.84 6.175 
P=0.103

Learn about whales in local 
culture

2.81 2.86 2.83 1.615 
P=0.656

Learn how to identify different 
species of whales

2.76 2.95 2.82 10.581 
P=0.014

See a variety of wildlife besides 
whales

2.62 2.86 2.7 7.724 
P=0.052

 1 Likert index: 1: not at all important, 2: slightly important, 3: important, 4: essential
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3.4 Whales and whale-watching management

The majority of both PC (66.5%) and CC (61.4%) whale watchers agree or strongly agree 
that “Paying for a whale watching trip should guarantee I see whales.” Most visitors responded 
that “The number of whale watching boats around the whales should be limited,” (88.9% and 
79.0% respectively). Respondents from both groups (PC=78.4%, CC=78.8%) agreed or 
strongly agreed that “There should be some areas set aside where whale watching is not 
permitted.

Table 5. Calculation of satisfaction index by company

 Mean score
Chi-square 
(X²)

Dependent variables
Private 
company

Community 
company

Locations 
combined PC vs CC

See whales in a manner which is 
respectful to the whales and their 
environment

3.66 3.24 3.55 32.974 
P<0.000

See a whale 3.66 3.22 3.54 34.608 
P<0.000

Learn about whale biology (feed-
ing, reproduction)

3.6 2.99 3.44 42.993 
P<0.000

Learn about whale behaviours 
(jumping, socializing, migration)

3.55 2.92 3.38 43.473 
P<0.000

See lots of whales 3.5 2.92 3.34 35.902 
P<0.000

See whales up close to the boat 3.4 3.1 3.32 16.994 
P=0.001

See spectacular behaviours such 
as jumping or a whale’s tail as it 
dives 

3.45 2.9 3.3 29.247 
P<0.000

Take pictures of whales 3.33 3.19 3.29 9.570 
P=0.023

Learn about protection of whales 3.3 3.01 3.22 16.585 
P=0.001

See a variety of wildlife besides 
whales

3.13 3.05 3.1 3.277 
P=0.351

Learn about regulations for 
watching whales

3.12 2.95 3.08 8.870 
P=0.031

Learn how to identify different 
species of whales

3.16 2.88 3.08 11.441 
P=0.010

Learn about ocean conservation 3.05 2.95 3.02 10.586 
P=0.014

Learn about whales in local 
culture

3.05 2.96 3.02 4.075 
P=0.253
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Visitors from both groups also agreed that “Whale populations that are endangered, they 
should be off limits to whale-watching boats (PC=246, CC=101). With respect to whether ”A 
portion of the costs to go whale watching should go directly to whale research and manage-
ment,”90.6% of PC whale watchers agreed or strongly agreed, compared to 78.0% of CC 
whale watchers, which is significantly different.. The two groups were again similar in their 
responses to whether “It is acceptable to keep whales in aquariums; 74.2% of PC respondents 
and 64.0% of CC disagreed or strongly disagreed (Table 6).

Figure 3. Satisfaction versus expectation (importance) for private company (PC=X) versus 
community cooperative (CC=O) whale-watching groups.

Table 6. P-value for Whale and whale-watching management at Bahía de Banderas

their trip 
should 
ensure 
whale 
watching

the number 
of whale 
watching 
boats 
around the 
whales 
should be 
limited

there should 
be some 
reserved 
areas where 
whale 
watching is 
not 
permitted

whale 
populations 
are in 
danger

part of the costs 
of whale 
watching should 
go directly to 
research 
projects and 
management of 
whale

keeping 
whales in 
aquariums

U de Mann-
Whitney

11758.500 9983.500 11309.500 11123.000 9799.000 10887.500

W de 
Wilcoxon

16909.500 15033.500 16259.500 39089.000 14849.000 37222.500

Z -.202 -2.386 -.243 -.903 -2.606 -.763
Sig. asintot. 
(bilateral)

.840 .017 .808 .367 .009 .445

a. Grouping variable: Company
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4 DISCUSSION 
Our results in this study show that while expectations and opinions regarding whale watching 
management of respondents that choose to go whale watching on private (PC) versus com-
munity-based Cooperativa (CC) vessels are generally similar, the demographics and 
satisfaction are different. Private companies are chosen more often than the Cooperativa by 
foreign tourists. This result can likely be explained by PC advertising in hotels and popular 
tourist areas, such as the Malecon; PC whale watching trips can also be booked on PC web-
sites or in conjunction with hotel reservations before foreign tourists arrive in Puerto Vallarta. 
Although it is cheaper to go whale watching with the Cooperativa, they do very little advertis-
ing and Punta de Mita is a 30-minute drive from Puerto Vallarta. The majority of visitors that 
choose the Cooperativa are Mexicans who likely find out about the CC by word-of-mouth. 
The Cooperativa also seems to receive repeat visitors, indicated by the facts that a greater 
percentage of whale watchers that chose the CC had been whale watching previously, but not 
many had gone whale watching in other countries.

The two groups appear to have learned about whales from different sources: TV is the most 
popular media used by PC whale watchers, while the internet and magazines are more popu-
lar with CC whale watchers. Given the country of origin differences, this may be related to 
cultural learning differences or differential access to various types of media. This difference 
did not seem to translate into different expectations for the whale watching trip or opinions 
about whale watching management, however. 

In fact, there were no significant differences in expectations between PC and CC whale 
watchers regarding expectations for either the experiential or learning items. For whale 
watchers on both platforms it was most important to “See whales in a manner that is respect-
ful to the whales and their environment”, followed by “See a whale even if it only one.”“See 
whales up close to the boat” was also important to both groups, however, which is counter to 
results found by Orams [32] and seemingly in opposition to “See whales in a manner that is 
respectful to the whales and their environment.” Our results are more similar to Kessler, Har-
court and Bradford [33] who found that whale watchers reported a desire to be closer to 
whales, even when they understood the minimum distance restrictions.These results are 
reflective of Curtain [34] who found that close encounters in wildlife viewing are important 
to the participants. Learning items were generally less important than experiential items to 
participants on both the PC and CC vessels. This result is discussed in more depth by Mal-
colm, Chavez-Dagostino and Cornejo-Ortega [30], where we suggest, following Beaumont 
[35], Uysal et al. [36], and Malcolm and Duffus [37] that ecotourists lacking special skills or 
experience is correlated with less interest in the environment. It is interesting to note that all 
in cases of the learning expectation items the CC whale watchers, who had a higher incidence 
of previous whale watching, exhibited higher means, although the scores are not statistically 
significant. It would be interesting to explore further whether increased instances of whale 
watching result in different learning expectations perhaps with a larger sample size.

Unlike the expectation means, the satisfaction means revealed some significant differ-
ences between the two group types. For 12 of the 14 items passengers aboard PC vessels 
reported significantly higher satisfaction than those aboard CC vessels. Additionally, in all 
cases PC satisfactions were higher than their expectations for the same items, indicating a 
highly satisfied group.  With respect to CC satisfaction, seven of the 14 items fell above the 
isoline in Fig. 4, indicating a lower satisfaction than expectation for these items. These 
results included both experiential (“See …”) and learning items so the dissatisfaction was 
not restricted to either what they saw or what they learned. Malcolm and Duffus [37] stated 
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that increased experience whale watching would provide previous context and might lead to 
more realistic expectations and consequently increased satisfactions; however, this did not 
occur in this case as the CC whale watchers reported more prior experience than the PC 
whale watchers. It is possible that the CC dissatisfaction might be linked to the presence of 
professional staff with biological backgrounds as guides aboard the PC vessels that are able 
to give a comprehensive explanation of the activity, while the CC do not usually have bio-
logically trained staff and the boat captain may or may not converse with the passengers. 
Environmental education is essential for sustainable ecotourism. Providing educational 
information about cetaceans and marine life to whale/dolphin watching tourists has been 
reported to encourage positive responses from passengers (e.g., better acceptance and 
improved appreciation for implementation of guidelines, increased awareness for cetaceans 
and marine conservation, improved tourist satisfaction that could lead to repeat visits and 
recommendations) [38, 39]. Perhaps education is warranted in this location, as both groups 
desired to be closer to the whales, which is contrary to results in Lovina, Indonesia, where 
passengers were dissatisfied with the vessel captains’ driving behavior [40]. Given that the 
excessive number of boats and extreme proximity to the dolphins is likely to lead to behav-
ioral changes [41–43]. Nevertheless this results support investigations about dolphin 
watching. All respondents on this survey had seen dolphins on their trip, which logically 
contributed towards their positive experience and “fantastic” or “good” responses. Similar 
responses were reported in studies in other whale/dolphin watch locations where interviews 
were conducted with tourists, all or most of whom succeeded in seeing cetaceans on trips off 
the coasts of California [44], Tangalooma, Australia [32], the Great Barrier Reef [45], San 
Juan Islands, Washington [46], and Newfoundland, Canada [47].

There were no significant differences between tourists on PC versus CC vessels with 
respect to whale and whale watching management. For example, nearly 80% of visitors on 
both vessel types agreed that there should be reserved areas where whale watching is 
restricted. In fact, whale watching vessels are prohibited in Marietas Islands Ecological 
Reserve, located near whale watching activities in northern Bahía de Banderas, but whale 
watching naturalists rarely mention this. Naturalists do often mention that humpback whales 
are nowlisted as “Least Concern” on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species and that atti-
tudes towards conservation of cetaceans, such as those found in this study, are important for 
sustainability of the species and whale watching in the future.

5 CONCLUSIONS
Whether respondents in this study choose to participate in whale watching on a private com-
pany (PC) or community-based Cooperativa (CC) vessel did not result in any expectation 
differences for the trip, even though there were country of origin and previous experience 
differences between the groups. However, there were differences in satisfaction following the 
trip. Whether this was due to on board interpretation, how the vessel was driven near whales, 
or something else, we do not know. If the satisfaction is lower, why do the CC vessels receive 
repeat customers? This could be examined with further research. We suggest, however, that 
the Cooperativa explore how to incorporate more interpretation during their trips. It would 
also be interesting to explore whale watching experiences with community-based whale 
watching ventures in other locations. Similarly, it would be beneficial to conduct a compre-
hensive study in various locations on the desire of whale watchers to get close to whales, due 
to the variability in the literature, to explore whether the differences are geographical, 
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cultural, or educational In the end, whale watch operators in the area should be aware that the 
most important expectation and highest satisfaction for passengers on both company types 
was “to see whales in a respectful manner,” which offers an opportunity for all operators in 
the Bahía de Banderas to ensure best practices are followed for both continued satisfaction of 
their passengers and conservation of local whale populations. 
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