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ABSTRACT 

Abstract 

This thesis explores the relationships and resultant meanings that people have for the 

place of Jenolan Caves, the most visited cave tourist site in Australia.  The aim of the 

research project was to: 

further our understanding of the social dimensions of caves tourism in order to 

comment on issues and practices related to sustainability. 

The question was approached from a constructionist perspective, which assumes that the 

world of human perception is not real in an absolute sense but is made up and shaped by 

cultural and linguistic constructs; it is a constructing of knowledge about reality not 

constructing reality itself.  

The findings are based on interviews with staff, visitors and other people who regularly 

associate with the place of Jenolan Caves.  The highlight, and perhaps the most exciting 

finding, was the rich depth of meaning that Jenolan is given by a broad range of people.  

Staff and visitors articulated a sense of passion, care and physical engagement.   

The obvious emotion of place reflects the embodied nature of place experience, other 

facets of which include the active and sensual ways we interact, and make sense of places 

we visit.  Although sight dominates the experience the sound, touch and smell in a cave 

are also essential ingredients of the experience. 

It was clear that emotion is a response we have to place; emotion is also central in the 

construction of Jenolan as a tourism place. In particular passion and enthusiasm 

oscillates between visitors and staff, creating a connection between the two and 

becoming a central facet of Jenolan.  

Emotions relating to place are also negative and there was a clear tension for many 

people in close association with Jenolan between protecting place and selling or using 

place.  Two dominant discourses that people draw on to make sense of Jenolan are 

stewardship and commodification, these are ways of making sense of Jenolan that have 

different primary goals but in practice are woven together.  The tension exists as a very 

real, expressed frustration, disillusionment, and at times anger for those that work at 

Jenolan. It is time this tension is acknowledged, if for no other reason than it will 

inevitably have an impact on the interdependent relationships that exist between staff, 
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ABSTRACT 

visitors and others.  That is, a satisfactory visitor experience is vulnerable to negative 

changes in staff relationship to place. 

Within the managing organisation, and across a portion of the relevant disciplines, the 

embodied nature of place experience and interdependence between peoples and place is 

not fully recognised.  It is not fully articulated within the Jenolan Caves Reserve Trust, 

and in likelihood is not articulated in other protected area agencies.  The implications of 

these findings for the ongoing sustainability of protected area tourist sites, such as 

Jenolan Caves, is that discourses and approaches are required that open the management 

system to the sensual, emotional, and interdependent nature of place.   

A systematic monitoring approach of Visitor Impact Management has been adopted by 

Jenolan Caves Reserve Trust. On reflection the aim of such an approach is to enable the 

organisation to identify when strategies need to be altered, that is to learn. The findings 

indicate that much about the visitor experience is emotional and relates to discourses or 

ways of seeing that aren’t fully articulated in the organisation. The findings also indicate 

strong links between place interpretations of visitors, staff, the organisation and others. It 

is possible that frameworks such as Visitor Impact Management, which examine a 

component of place meaning in a systematic way, will facilitate solutions to many visitor 

related issues, but when the issues relate to tacit processes in the organisation or arise 

from unfamiliar discourses will not be recognised and/or dealt with. Visitor Impact 

Management located in the broader context of organisational learning may provide a 

process that opens the organisation to the full depth of place meaning, and provide tools 

for engaging with a broader variety of meaning-making discourses.  

Qualitative methodology was adopted to answer these explorative questions. Specifically 

ethnographic methods of data collection were used: interviews, observations, and 

document analysis.  Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with 79 staff and locals, 

and 140 visitors.  These were recorded through note taking, returned to respondents for 

inspection (not to visitors), and then coded for items that provided insight into the 

relationship and meaning that Jenolan had inspired.   
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Principle conclusions 

The findings suggest that: 

1. The experience of relating to Jenolan is multi-sensual, emotional and cognitive. 

The full depth of the experience of place at Jenolan, including touch, sound and 

smell, should not be underestimated, partly because it is the fully sensual nature of 

the experience that provides an emotional response.  Emotion is a significant part 

of Jenolan place meaning as it is the passion held by staff that facilitates the 

interdependent relationship between people(s) and place.  

2. All persons were active in the process of meaning construction, for themselves 

and for others. Undoubtedly staffs were key players in the visitor experience, but 

so too were visitors in the staff experience. This web of interdependence suggests 

that an analysis of any one component can offer a limited understanding, 

indicating the need for ongoing wholistic awareness of place and relationship.  

3. The third dimension that is explored in the thesis is tension and frustration 

expressed by those who work and interact closely with Jenolan. Staff at all levels 

within the organisation, and in the formal documents, used both stewardship and 

commodification discourses to make sense of Jenolan. The stewardship discourse 

portrayed place as requiring care and protection, whereas the commodification 

discourse represented place as a resource available to be transfered into product 

and financial exchange. At times the task of trying to both care for and sell palce 

required incompatible strategies and resulted in considerable frustration and 

tension.  It is these discourses that are used in the language of management and 

the formal documents pertaining to Jenolan. The discourses of stewardship and 

commodification are dominant in their use; consequently points of view will be 

listened to, acknowledged and considered most valid if expressed in the discourse 

of commodification and stewardship.  
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Preface 

This preface is written mostly for the visitors, staff, and management of Jenolan Caves. 

When you read this interpretation of your experiences I fully expect that either the 

environment has altered or your own experiences have altered and so the particular view 

expressed here may no longer resonate with you.  After all, three years have passed since 

I did the interviews (2001).  However, I hope that I have captured some essence of your 

experiences, and that some of the key themes and interpretations explored here have 

some relevance and possibly provide a new window for looking at those experiences. 

If this is not the case, I have either erred (terribly) or it is time to again re-examine the 

relationships that people have with an environment and landscape such as Jenolan Caves.   

A member of the Australasian Caves and Karst Management Association, David 

Williams (1982) presents the human relationship with caves as interactive, that we impact 

on the caves, and they impact on us.  He says: 

So in a tourist cave man (sic) is an integral component of the 

environment influencing and being influenced by the other components. 

The structure of the thesis is not a single flow or theme. In adopting a qualitative and 

ethnographic approach I left myself open to the multitude of messages that could 

emerge from the data. And many ‘messages’ or insights did emerge, not all of which, you 

will be relieved to know, I attempt to cover here.  But rather than selecting one theme I 

have chosen several. Why? Because they all constitute invaluable insights regarding the 

relationship between people and place, and have some implications for the task of 

‘management’.  The themes I have chosen are connected by underlying theory and initial 

question. The thesis follows the route taken during the research; the arguments emerge 

from the data not as clear, singular findings but as particular viewpoints or 

interpretations. In reading it through you will be following the path, and struggle, of my 

own ponderings and interpretations.  I present the document in this way because I 

believe that the process of research, the transparency of research (which surely must be 

the basis of ‘validity or reliability’ or is that believability) is more apparent if you are given 

the whole story.  That is, the research is not treated as if the researcher was able to look 

at the world behind a glass wall – unseen and unfeeling, or that the emergence of results 
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was as clear a process as counting up the number of eggs that might have been hatched 

from a laboratory hen.  The process of sorting and thinking about the results was exactly 

that: a process.  It was not a linear path; it was convoluted, rugged and dark in parts.  The 

thesis outlines this path – omitting the convolutions and darkness – mapping the 

development and synthesis of ideas, so that you, the reader, can see where I have come 

from and how I have got there, but also so that it may, in the end, be more believable to 

you. 
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