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My friend the whale

Emotional connectedness and willingness to behave proenvironmentally in whale watchers
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A social-psychological perspective on whale watching
Emotions as
powerful
motivations
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Emotional connectedness and behavioral intentions

(1) Background: Contact, emotions,
and behavioural intentions
(2) Study: Testing a (very) basic
model with whale watchers
(3) Discussion and conclusion:
Emotional connectedness with
nature

Some pieces to the puzzle

• Contact effects on positive
attitudes towards outgroups
mediated by emotional process
variables (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006)
- “Contact” with animals?

• Collective political behaviour
can be a powerful driver of
social change (Bamberg et al., 2015)
• and depends on (emotional)
investment in a specific group or
cause (Iyer & Ryan, 2009; Subasic et al., 2008)
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A (very) basic model

• How could experiences in
nature affect pro-environmental
behavioural intentions?

Psychological
experience
Situational
variables

Behavioural
intentions

Study setup: Whale watching in Iceland

•
•
•
•

N = 286 whale watchers
53% female
11 - 80 years old, M = 32.7 (SD = 17.4)
at least 1 sighting during 90% of tours
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Measures and results

Participants reported stronger
emotions when they had seen
orcas or dolphins during the
tour.

sighting
no sighting
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Measures and results

Emotions
Joy
Gratitude **
Awe
Fascination
Disappointment
Emotions

.32**
(0) No sighting
vs.
(1) At least 1 sighting

.34**
.16*
.06
(.16*)

Willingness to protest

Positive
Gratitude
emotions
mediates
mediate the effect of sighting on willingness
to protest, Sobel z = 3.69, p < .001.
analyses control for number of passengers, age, and gender
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Conclusion and discussion

• In some respects, exceptional
experiences in nature may function
just like “meeting a friend” (Brown, 2010)
- Watching whales evokes strong
positive emotions

• These emotions, in turn, seem to
drive willingness to engage “on
behalf of that friend”
• Exceptional experiences in nature
may mobilise pro-environmental
political behaviour (Rees & Bamberg, 2014)

Thank you!
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