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Abstract

This research project focuses on the experience of visitors at Aoraki/Mount Cook National
Park (AMCNP). Recent changes at the national park, such as the implementation of paid
parking and the reconstruction of one of the major swing bridges at the park, in addition to
increases in visitation, instigate the need to analyze how visitors view these changes and
the overall park facilities. In addition, many of New Zealand’s national parks are
understudied in comparison to their counterparts in Europe and North America, with most
research coming from the New Zealand Department of Conservation (DOC). There is a lack
of literature regarding New Zealand’s national parks infrastructure and accessibility.
Understanding these national parks’ strengths and weaknesses allows park management
to make the necessary changes to better protect the parks and improve visitors’

experiences.

To address this gap in research, this project employed qualitative methods to explore and
understand visitors' experiences at AMCNP. The data were gathered through a combination
of collecting online reviews and observation. Thematic analysis was utilized to analyze the

online reviews, while the observation data verified the claims gathered.

The findings suggest that with the continual increases in visitation, partially caused by
photography and social media, management of the park needs to proactively expand
already insufficient infrastructure. This expansion should be reflected in more accessible
trails and either a larger parking lot or improved bus service to the park. These changes are

ideal for decreasing crowds and increasing visitors’ safety and satisfaction.
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1 Personal Background

Growing up, | have always had an appreciation for nature and a strong desire to explore.
This led me to want to explore and show others how they could enjoy finding themselves
through adventuring in natural environments. This involved working at various public parks
and taking care of the land visitors used for recreation. In many instances, this made me
realize the challenges many people faced when trying to explore nature. Some accessibility
challenges were due to disabilities, whereas others were from transportation, social, or

other limiting factors.

Public parks are some of the few free or relatively cheap spaces left where people can
socialize without the expectation of buying something. With more people becoming
increasingly isolated and lonely (Buecker et al., 2021), | see these natural spaces as
bastions of socializing. For this reason, | feel as though access to the natural environment
ought to be considered a human right, and itis one | would like to cultivate and protect. |
acknowledge the possible bias in my perspective, and wish to share the services provided

by the environment.

This dissertation explores the perspectives of visitors to Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park
(AMCNP) to understand how best to improve the park and share its services with whoever
wants them. It will analyze the park's accessibility and infrastructure from these

perspectives and offer suggestions on how these issues can best be managed. In doing so,



I wish to increase the quality of the visitor experience while assisting the park’s

management.

1.2 Background to Research Project

New Zealand has become a hub of nature-based tourism, with over half of international
tourists visiting a national park during their trip (DOC, 2025a). Among these, AMCNP is the
second most visited in the country from January through June 2025 (DOC, 2025a).
Considering the importance of national parks to the New Zealand tourist economy and
ecology, an analysis of how these areas accommodate large numbers of visitors is
increasingly relevant. Tourist satisfaction plays an important role in ensuring more visitors
contribute to the New Zealand economy through repeat tourists and the attraction of new
tourists (Danaher & Arweiler, 1996). This is highly relevant to New Zealand’s mountain
parks, which serve as strong pull factors for tourism (Pan & Ryan, 2007). Excessive visitor
numbers in environmentally protected areas can degrade flora and fauna without proper
precautions (Ward et al., 2002), although with intentionality, tourism can play an important

role in protecting wildlife in New Zealand (Zhang et al., 2021).

In April 2025, a large storm caused erosion along the rivers of the Hooker Valley Trail at
AMCNP, causing a partial trail closure while the second swing bridge on the trailis being
repaired (DOC, 2025b). This trail was the most popular and accessible route within the
national park, making its closure especially impactful. Additionally, DOC (2025c) has
recently started charging visitors for parking at the White Horse Hill Campground at the

national park, with parking now costing visitors five dollars an hour or $25 per day.



Considering the popularity of the national park, these recent changes prompted this
research project. These changes serve as an additional incentive to reexamine how

operational infrastructure functions, especially in the presence of large groups of visitors.

Although the satisfaction of nature-based tourists visiting New Zealand is highly relevant to
the country’s tourism success, these tourists’ perspectives on their trip only receive a
moderate amount of research, with most of this research being conducted through the
DOC, the same organization responsible for protecting and managing the country’s
national parks (Higham & Espiner, 2019 ; Fehnker et al., 2021; DOC, 2025a). In comparison,
North American and European countries have a much higher saturation of literature on this
topic coming from a variety of sources (Slabbert & Du Preez, 2021; Donici & Dumitras,
2024). This creates both a need for verification of existing data and a research gap that this

research project addresses.

Considering the recent changes being made to AMCNP’s infrastructure and accessibility,
this research project addresses the gap in literature. This improves the facilities at the
national park and adds to the broader discussion about how accessibility and
infrastructure are planned around it. Doing so does not completely fill the research gap, as
itis too large to be addressed by a single study, but it contributes to the much-needed body
of research on visitor perspectives on New Zealand’s national parks. Thus, this research
project wishes to highlight unheard perspectives on the services these natural, recreational

areas provide.



As this research project involves discussion of various types of accessibility, defining
accessibility language is essential for clear communication. As such, for the purposes of
this research project, accessibility at AMCNP will be defined as the design of the park’s
infrastructure and services enabling use by as many people as possible. This includes
physical accessibility: design of the manmade and natural areas of the park, and cognitive

accessibility: design of the communication methods the park utilizes.

1.3 Research Aims and Objectives

The aims of this research project include understanding how infrastructure at AMCNP
assists visitors, especially during crowded conditions when it is strained. Additionally, this
research project aims to study how accessible the national park is for visitors from a variety
of backgrounds and ability levels. Lastly, the research project aims to investigate how
visitor management can be improved. To achieve these aims, the research project will

answer the following three questions:

RQ1: What are the visitor perspectives of the infrastructure at AMCNP?

RQ2: Do visitors perceive any accessibility challenges while visiting AMCNP?

RQ3: How can DOC better manage visitation at AMCNP?

To answer these questions the research project employs a netnography methodology in
combination with observational data to verify results. This methodology researches social
and cultural behaviors while overcoming geographical challenges (Jonsson & Roos, 2025).
Data was collected from publicly available Google online reviews due to their availability

(Sprague, 2023). The reviews were analyzed using thematic analysis to understand how



themes interacted and discover new patterns in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Following
this, the observations either verified or rebutted claims made in the data and discovered

additional information that is used to answer the research questions.

1.4 Importance of Study

This research projectis relevant because it analyzes unheard voices of the many park
visitors who are significant stakeholders in the protection and utilization of New Zealand’s
national parks. In addition to the significant contributions that tourism brings to the New
Zealand economy, national parks can promote regional economic growth in the often-rural
areas in which they are located, in addition to the expansion of related infrastructure (Lu &
Pan, 2025). The national parks benefit visitors' mental well-being (Li et al., 2024; Smith &
Turner, 2023) and can contribute to the local community while protecting the natural

environment (Sarhan et al., 2025).

Although this research project focuses on the case of AMCNP, many of the suggestions and
related literature apply broadly to other national parks. Infrastructure suggestions such as
those which decrease hiking trail crowding can apply to many of the other highly visited
national parks across New Zealand especially as visitation to these parks increases over
time (DOC, 2025a). Accessibility concerns and suggestions also broadly apply to other
national parks to improve the parks’ visitation and further increase inclusion of under-

represented people.



1.5 Structure of Dissertation

This dissertation is separated into six chapters, each with a specific purpose, to address
the aims and objectives of the research project. The Introduction describes a succinct
overview of the topic and outlines the research project’s goals and objectives. The second
chapter offers a thorough overview of the relevant literature with particular attention paid
to national park infrastructure and accessibility. The third chapter describes the research
methodology, including the research paradigm, its components, and the qualitative
research methods utilized. Chapter four presents visitors' experiences at the national park,
divided into discovered themes and sub-themes. Chapter five provides an analysis of the
findings through the lens of prior literature. The final chapter recaps the aims and
objectives of the research project, providing suggestions for the national park and further

lines of inquiry.



Chapter Two: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This literature review starts by examining the services that National Parks and other green
spaces provide for both humans and the environment. This will be followed by a detailed
overview of the uses of infrastructure, accessibility considerations, and funding for
National Parks globally. Then, to understand the local relevance of this research, this
chapter will summarize why national parks are relevant to the country and local culture.
The literature will conclude by examining the infrastructure, accessibility, and funding
challenges for AMCNP in order to better illustrate the relevance of this research to the

contemporary management challenges facing the Park.

2.2 Management of National Parks

The management of national parks is essential for their operation. Proper management of
these protected spaces provides benefits to visitors and the surrounding community
through infrastructure and maintenance, allowing the space to be well utilized by the
public. Management on site and broader departmental policy impacts the infrastructure,
accessibility, and funding for the parks. These important factors directly affect visitors’

access and experiences at the parks.

2.2.1 Benefits of National Parks

National parks serve the countries and communities in which they are located. There are
collective benefits ranging from cultural heritage conservation to environmental protection

that reinforce the need to create protected areas (Boley & Green, 2016). Many national



parks are cultural identifiers that exemplify the local environment and often inspire poetry,
music, and other works of art (Bravo & Silverman, 2024; Baker & Hover, 2024). In some
places, these parks are used to tell national stories that bring people together through a
shared history connected with nature (Bell, 2019). These places allow stories and culture
to be shared with the community they are native to, and to share with international

travelers.

People travel to national parks to meet a wide variety of needs. One of the most intuitive
needs these parks satisfy is proximity to nature, as many people camp and hike in national
parks as a form of recreation to deepen their interconnectedness with nature (Hassell et
al., 2015). Many other people visit these parks for sightseeing, social gatherings, and many
other personal reasons. Regardless of the reason, Buckley (2020) found that visiting natural
parks often makes people happier, reduces stress, and sometimes changes their

worldview.

There are supposedly numerous health benefits from national parks. According to Sancho-
Pivoto et al. (2024), there are benefits to visitors’ health. Other researchers, such as
Takenaka et al. (2025), suggest that because of the health benefits of parks and green
spaces, hospitals should work more closely alongside them to better address the needs of
the park and visitors’ health. Other studies suggest that nature has positive calming effects
(Kuo & Sullivan, 2001). Though nature seems to impact the brain in a multitude of ways,
Smith and Turner (2023) theorize that natural spaces often create peaceful stimuli allowing
focus toward emotional processing. These studies support research by Olson et al. (2020),

who found that the calming effects of nature cause decreases in brain activity in the



prefrontal cortex, which allows the decision-making parts of the brain to rest, creating

positive mental health benefits.

National parks have the potential to generate revenue that can be used to fund the park
and contribute to the local community. Rylance (2016) found that conservation efforts can
increase tourism revenue. This often results in further developing the regional
infrastructure in communities around the national parks, allowing for increased growth (Lu
& Pan, 2025). Many of the economic benefits tend to stay in the communities rather than
be extracted and spent elsewhere (Hunt et al., 2014). In most instances, locals report
economic benefits from their proximity to national parks, with only a small number of

primarily farming locals hurt by that proximity (Ghoddousi et al., 2018).

National parks and other protected areas play a large role in protecting the environment.
Langhammer et al. (2024) found that conservation efforts, such as national parks, had a
positive impact on biodiversity decline but were not sufficient to stop it. Protected areas
are of particular importance as decreasing funding or quality of these areas resultsin a
significant decrease in biodiversity in the surrounding areas (Li et al., 2024). National parks
can also conserve art and culture, particularly for indigenous people, such as in the case of
Mutawintji National Park in New South Wales, where cultural heritage conservation efforts
protect indigenous rock art (Dragovich & Amiraslani, 2023). Many national parks have deep
ties to indigenous peoples and can even help protect their cultures and traditions, such as
through regulated indigenous hunting on national park grounds (Stevens et al., 2025). This
holds particular importance for AMCNP and its connections to the indigenous Maori

people.



2.2.2 Infrastructure in National Parks

Infrastructure can mean many different things, depending on the context. For national
parks, infrastructure needs to meet the needs of the stakeholders, management, and
national regulations (Ferretti-Gallon, 2021), in addition to infrastructure that minimizes
safety risks such as for natural disasters, animal attacks, diseases, and in some instances,
poachers (Reindrawati et al., 2022). From there, any piece of infrastructure can be rated by

how well it meets these needs and how it does not interfere with other needs being met.

The number of people who visit a park per day greatly determines how much infrastructure
is needed. The greater the number of people who come to the park and the higher their
level of interaction with the environment, the greater the maintenance required. Too many
people in one specific place in the park can cause unintended damage to the area and
decrease visitor satisfaction (Manning, 2002). According to Manning (2002), the ideal
maximum should be 30 visitors in one area of the park. One solution to this problem is
limiting the capacity of the park and requiring people to book in advance or be let into the
park on a first-come, first-served basis; although these systems can favor visitors from
higher economic backgrounds, who will book further in advance (Rice et al., 2024). Another
work around involves spreading out visitors across the park. This can be difficult or
impossible depending on the size and terrain of the park, as the harder-to-reach areas will

have fewer visitors (Kohlhardt et al., 2017).

Transportation becomes a key consideration, as many national parks cover a large expanse

of land. Roadways and rail systems negatively affect surrounding soil and plants (Bhuiyan

10



et al., 2021). This infrastructure may still be necessary, but it should be keptto a minimum
with a few small parking lots dispersed around the park to reduce pedestrian density.
Ideally, the roads should be in areas of the national park with less plant matter vulnerable
to injury. In some instances, such as in mountain parks, the cost of creating these would be
too high and cause too much damage to the environment to be practical. In these
environments some parks, such as Mount Kilimanjaro National Park, have created a cable
car to decrease negative transportation impacts and get people into less accessible places

(Chitaunga et al., 2025).

Walking and cycling trails provide recreational opportunities that have minimal
environmental impact if combined with fences, proper signage and environmental
information (Park et al., 2024). It should be noted that the current cultural zeitgeist around
national parks comes with some drawbacks, such as safety risks — including increased off-
trail hiking and dangerous photography practices at “selfie-worthy” but hazardous
locations (Cornell et al., 2025). Directional signs need to be posted occasionally as a
deterrent to stop off-trail travel. This decreases the environmental impact of human travel
through the park as off-trail travel harms vegetation, increases maintenance costs, and
increases risks to visitors (Goh, 2023; Park et al., 2022). In addition, signs act to keep
visitors informed of any hazards in the local area, such as animals or terrain hazards

(Saunders et al, 2018) and to reduce littering behavior (Selvaag & Evju, 2025).

Cultural and historic structures play a large role in the iconography of national parks. These
structures deepen the visitor’s connection with the park, its history, and the nation’s

culture (Szczesny et al., 2022). Visitor centers are typically used as an all-purpose building

11



that serves the needs of visitors, such as toilet facilities, information about the park and
trail systems, and a breakdown of the culture and history, as well as shelter from adverse
weather (Zube et al., 1978). These centers are a way to provide the public with information

and resources dictated by park management and national recommendations.

Maintenance is required for all national parks to ensure their long-term sustainability. Litter,
erosion, overgrowth, and other forms of infrastructure degradation are a natural part of a
constantly changing environment. Physical repairs to infrastructure such as bridges, roads,
and buildings, in addition to more regular maintenance such as rubbish removal, account
for a large share of maintenance costs (Sprinkle, 2017). Maintenance is necessary because
it keeps the parks safer (Zube et al., 1978), more desirable (Selvaag & Evju, 2025), and
avoids potentially higher costs and problems in the future (Park et al, 2022). In addition,
maintenance is required to maintain the park's high quality. This increases tourism to the
park, thereby investing in local communities and stakeholders, and potentially back into

the park — depending on how funding is allocated (Taff et al., 2019).

Accessibility ensures that everyone can enjoy these recreational areas regardless of their
background. This study will attempt to address the disparities among visitors so that all
visitors can enjoy the facilities to the best of their abilities, regardless of age, physical or
mental abilities, athleticism, income, parental status, language proficiency, or any other
limiting factor. Weiler et al. (2025) Identifies that many studies on national parks only
consider able-bodied visitors, but research has shown that many of the challenges some

visitors face can be addressed through proper planning and park management.
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One such challenge is the cost of enjoying national parks, which can be higher than initially
imagined. Many activities, such as skiing, backpacking, camping, and so on, require
equipment that can be costly for many people (Nading et al., 2009). In addition,
transportation costs, including airfares or petrol, can at times be high given the long
distances one must travel to reach many parks (Beal, 2024). These costs are in addition to

any potential costs of entry and related tourism costs.

Deciding to visit a national park can be another barrier, as not all parks have the same
amenities or opportunities. Information about the park becomes crucial for visitors with
disabilities. To address this, the national park website could address the needs of people
with disabilities and give a clear list of which specific amenities are available (Aguilar-
Carrasco et al., 2024). This is often overlooked because national park websites are
maintained by only a small team, while usually only one of the team is trained in

accessibility standards to ensure the park’s accessibility (Bianchi et al., 2024).

2.2.3 Accessibility of National Parks

Transportation to and within the parks creates accessibility challenges. The only way to
reach many of the national parks is by car. Ideally public transit would be available,
allowing people without readily available transportation to access these public parks (Tang,
2015). The infrastructure within national parks also needs to be accessible to allow all
people a high degree of park access. To increase accessibility, slopes could be placed on

inclines, rather than stairs, to allow better access to wheelchair-bound people in
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combination with signage informing visitors of the terrain of the park (Aguilar-Carrasco et

al., 2023).

However, not all trails need to be highly accessible. National parks could focus solely on
making trails sufficiently accessible to meet the needs of the people who could
theoretically use them, because more accessible trails lead to higher perceived crowding,
causing visitors to spend less time in these areas of the park such as in The Vatnajdkull
Volcano where decreased visitor crowding led to longer visitation time and higher
satisfaction (Tverijonaite et al., 2018). Visitors who feel crowded have an increased
likelihood of going off-trail or creating makeshift trails, leading to higher risks of injury or
death (Sim et al., 2018). National parks need wide, paved, and accessible trails for highly
trafficked areas of the park, in addition to less accessible trails for visitors who want more
secluded experiences. This decreases excessive wear on the trails, increasing their

longevity (Adach et al., 2022).

Infrastructure within national parks can create challenges. Structures within the park, such
as road curbs and trails, need to be revisited to ensure they are effective. Road curbs
should have ramps for wheelchairs, and some trails need to be paved to improve internal
park accessibility (Piskin & Akdeniz, 2023). Additionally, many national parks have few
washrooms due to their protected historical status. Nonetheless, washrooms within
particularly accessible areas need to be accessible to visitors with disabilities — smaller

washrooms can be much more difficult to use while wheelchair bound (Stafford, 2022).
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Communication about the accessibility of trails and activities through various signs and
brochures ensures that visitors are informed about their trip. It has been suggested that
these brochures could be made more accessible by distributing the information via audio,
either through an app or other electronic method (Oppegaard et al., 2015). This increases
access to information for blind visitors or visitors who cannot read the language (if
translations are available). Placing QR codes at historical sites to link to an audio format, or
translations, through the park’s webpage could increase accessibility to information. This
method further reinforces the need for a consolidated and organized webpage to give
people with disabilities the necessary information they may otherwise not have before

coming to the park and during their stay (Aguilar-Carrasco et al., 2022).

Park staff play an important role in ensuring all visitors have the information they need for
their visit. Hansen et al. (2017) recommend that staff training and creating standard
operating procedures for accommodation services ensures all information is given
according to need. Disabled people have the same motivations for coming to national
parks, in addition to proving they can experience the same enjoyment as all other visitors
(Chikuta et al., 2017); showing extra consideration could greatly improve their experience.
As many visitors in national parks utilize it for physical exercise, disabled visitors may be
concerned about how they are perceived or treated (Chikuta et al., 2018; Chikuta et al.,
2019). This makes staff interactions and support crucial for the enjoyment of all visitors at

national parks.

Demographics are another important consideration for visitor accessibility. Weber and

Sultana (2013) found that nationals in the United States often draw in ethnic and racial
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minorities to the closer and smaller parks, suggesting that these groups are less likely to
travel long distances to visit national parks for various economic and cultural reasons. In
addition, women often travel to national parks at a similar rate to men; however, they are
more often accompanied by another person, focus on enjoying nature rather than physical
activity, and are more concerned about their safety than men (Farias-Torbidoni et al., 2024).
Where visitors travel from plays a role in their motivations for visiting. According to DOC
(2025a), locals were more likely to spend several days at a time camping in national parks
and to travel much deeper into the national parks than international tourists.
Understanding how different demographics utilize national parks helps management to
better understand and accommodate their needs, as they can determine what areas need

improvement.

The implementation of government accessibility policies often creates concurrent
changes in other fields of law, improving accessibility in national parks (Aguilar-Carrasco et
al., 2022). Unfortunately, in many situations accessibility law is written without the input
from the very people itis intended to serve, consequently often leading to extra
unnecessary costs or unneeded changes (Chikuta et al., 2019). Henderson and Fry (2019)
suggest that to implement legal changes to accessibility, it is best to first identify which
level of government to make the request to, be specific about what changes need to be
made and why, and advocate for these changes in tandem with other groups who will also

benefit from the positive changes to accessibility policy.
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2.2.4 Funding of National Parks

National Park funding primarily comes from taxation within the country, for the United
States, the European Union, and many other countries around the world (Sutton et al.,
2019; Sikora, 2024). National parks in countries within the European Union are often
partially subsidized (Sikora, 2024). Funding for many national parks is supplemented by
philanthropic support and groups that wish to see these parks prosper (Gazley et al., 2018).
Additional funding can come from direct fees at the national park, such as paid parking or

entry fees (Walpole et al., 2001; Ostergren et al., 2004).

Many national parks globally are trying to better understand the extent to which entry fees
ought to be implemented. Yamagishi and Safosa (2025) found that tourists with positive
environmental behaviors have a higher willingness to pay ecological fees for natural
protected areas. These fees do not influence satisfaction with the visitor experience but
may influence their visitation behavior (Yoon & Zou, 2025). As the parks are primarily
funded through taxation (Sutton et al., 2019; Sikora, 2024), these international tourists
make the least financial contribution. Although this problem is still being discussed
globally, increasing the price too much would likely decrease visitation and decrease
tourism revenue within the local community that relies on the visitation (Smith, 2023;
Schill, 2018). For this reason, it is suggested that national park management work with the
surrounding community and other stakeholders to reach an amicable solution (Haukeland,

2011).
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These fees vary significantly by country, as often high-income countries do not require
them while low-income countries do, and often require tourists to pay higher prices to
reinvest the money in the park (Thirumarpan & Robinson, 2025). Fee structures impact the
equity of revenue generation. For instance, a flat hourly parking fee charges for each car
rather than the number of occupants. Locals are more likely to visit the park multiple times
(Tu et al., 2020) and would consequently pay more frequently for recreational activities
unless special accommodations are designed for them. Many of these national parks will
run into a capacity problem as an increasing number of people visit them every year,
especially after the COVID-19 pandemic (Geng et al., 2025). As these capacity problems
increase, Schwartz et al. (2012) suggest dynamic pricing through entry fees that charges
more to people who are more willing and able to pay for access. This can limit visitation to

an amount that infrastructure can accommodate.

2.3 National Parks in the New Zealand Context

A complete history of national parks in New Zealand goes beyond the scope of this
dissertation but is still relevant to understand the needs of interest groups relevant to
AMCNP. This sub-chapter gives an overview of the 4 main interest groups invested in the
future of New Zealand’s national parks. These groups consist of DOC and their relevant
legislation, indigenous Maori advocates, the tourism industry, followed by residents

residing near national parks.
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Figure 1

Map of DOC Protected Areas in Aotearoa/New Zealand
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Figure 2

Timeline and Size of New Zealand’s National Parks

National park Year established Area (hectares)

Tongariro 1894 78,618
Egmont 1900 34,170
Arthur’s Pass 1929 114,840
Abel Tasman 1942 22,689
Aoraki/Mount Cook 1953 70,699
Fiordland 1952 1,260,742
Te Urewera 1954 212,714
Nelson Lakes 1956 101,872
Westland Tal 1960 127,165
Mt Aspiring 1964 355,522
Whanganui 1986 74,231
Paparoa 1987 38,822
Kahurangi 1996 452,895

Rakiura 2002 139,960

Note. This figure notates the time of creation and size of each national park in New

Zealand. Adapted from Nathan (2009b). https://teara.govt.nz/en/table/13914/national-

and-conservation-parks

DOC monitors and maintains the ecology and landscaping at National Parks and other
nature reserves around New Zealand (DOC, 2024a). Their main responsibilities consist of
ecological conservation of protected areas, which make up around thirty per cent of the
country's landmass, in addition to overseeing infrastructure such as the maintenance of
the huts and campsites (Booth & Cullen, 2001). DOC is also responsible for much of the
tourism in New Zealand, as many visitors come to New Zealand for many types of nature-

based tourism contributing to the New Zealand economy (Higham & Espiner, 2019;

20


https://teara.govt.nz/en/table/13914/national-and-conservation-parks
https://teara.govt.nz/en/table/13914/national-and-conservation-parks

McCleave et al., 2006). Through the efforts of DOC, the country has enforced strict
ecological restrictions encouraging the propagation of native plants and animals while
banning and removing invasive species (Hulme, 2020; Russell et al., 2015). This has
allowed species near extinction to reinhabit their native lands, in addition to inspiring
global initiatives (Simberloff, 2019). All these responsibilities made DOC a very large and
bureaucratic organization (Kappelle, 2001). Many residents believe their regional workers
within DOC are doing a great job, however the sheer size and bureaucratic nature of the
department leaves many in local communities frustrated, hindering the relationship

between DOC and the community (McCleave et al., 2006).

The Maori relationship with DOC has improved significantly compared to its historical state
(McCleave et al., 2006). However, some argue that the only way to truly restore Maori self-
determination is through having historically Maori land decoupled from past legislation and
instead be managed through an indigenous organization, believing it would better reinforce
the connection between the Maori people and their historical land (Quigg & Russell, 2025).
This controversy has developed for many reasons, including the historical oppression of
the Maori, but more recently growing social and economic changes and the erosion of the
tradition of free access to public land toward increased commodification and privatization
of these natural spaces (Mclntyre et al., 2001). In summary, Maori hold legal, cultural, and
spiritual ties to the ancestral lands on which many of the national parks are situated,
making them both a key stakeholder in the outcomes of these parks and a resource to

improve them.
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Organizations and businesses invested in the success of tourism are also stakeholders in
the success of national parks because they attract many international tourists who
contribute to both the local and national economies. According to the DOC Visitor Insights
Report (2024/2025), 52% of international tourists visited at least one national park, with
Fiordland and MCNP the most visited, with 23% and 21% respectively. As international
tourism visitation is projected to continue increasing, a total of 12.5 billion NZD was added
to the New Zealand economy in 2025 (Tourism New Zealand, 2025). According to Tourism
New Zealand (2025), 75.9% of international tourists visited New Zealand for its landscapes
and scenery. Many tourism businesses are large stakeholders in the success of national
parks and therefore wish to have an influence on the practices at these parks, to further
capitalize on their revenue. However, both actors representing the tourism industry and
locals’ preferences can lack decision making power or influence, creating conflict (Sarhan

etal., 2025).

As the current DOC system is generally centralized, many local residents find it difficult to
change or influence the policies regarding national parks due to bureaucratic hurdles and
inconsistent government support (Sarhan et al., 2025). Government regulations restrict
land and resource use and leave local residents feeling as though they have no voice in
changing these policies (McCleave et al., 2004). Many locals do appreciate the work DOC
does to protect their local environment and to bring economic opportunity, but find
government control frustrating (McCleave et al., 2006). Additionally, residents are much
more likely to be repeat visitors to national parks because they live in closer proximity than
tourists (Pan & Ryan, 2007). Consequently, they are significantly impacted by policy
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changes and are more likely to have stronger feelings on policy. For this reason, McCleave
et al. (2006) argue that a greater degree of decentralization is necessary to take local
preferences into account. In this way, all stakeholders could have greater influence over

future changes to national parks.

2.4 Infrastructure, Accessibility, and Revenue Management at AMCNP

Infrastructure, accessibility, and revenue management are three key components to
properly operating any national park. This sub-chapter draws on literature and online
sources to develop a deeper understanding of the inner workings of the national park. This
information is crucial because, in combination with data generated from this research

project, it allows for improvements for both visitor experience and management.

2.4.1 Infrastructure at AMCNP

The literature on the infrastructure of AMCNP broadly falls into two categories. The first
category consists of academic articles relating to climate change and safety concerns
within the park. Allen et al. (2009) show that many huts and walking tracks are close to
steep ice, and with the continuation of climate change monitoring of the ice becomes
increasingly important in order to minimize harm risks and damage to infrastructure. In
addition, Allen et al. (2008) show that lakes in AMCNP have been expanding, increasing the
risks of mass movement-induced outburst flooding. Large storms, such as the extreme
storm in July 2022, have caused erosion of manmade structures; a diversion berm was
constructed in 2018 to minimize harm to Aoraki/Mount Cook Village (Sheppard et al.,

2026). The Mueller Rockslide has the potential to worsen this, as debris could block
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waterflow to the downstream valley and damage nearby alpine huts (Cody et al., 2018).
Ironically, even though many of these issues are affected by climate change and tourists
are highly aware of it, aircraft are increasingly being used to access remote locations within

MCNP (Purdie et al., 2020).

The second category of literature on AMCNP infrastructure comprises plans and updates
from DOC and reports from local media outlets. According to Recreation Construction
(2021), many huts around Aoraki/Mount Cook have required considerable effort to build
because their remoteness makes materials difficult to transport. The huts have heavy
usage because many hikers who do not pay for the huts use the bathrooms, exceeding their
designed capacity of 28 users per day; consequently, the Mueller Valley Trail has been shut
down in the past (Bywater, 2024) (see Figure 3). According to DOC (2024b), the huts require
specialty equipment to dispose of waste, and the department looks after over 2,000 toilets

nationally.

Another large infrastructure projectis the recently completed Hooker Valley swing bridge,
which is 189 meters long and began construction in August 2025 after the previous bridge
was closed due to erosion (DOC, 2025d). Since this new bridge has been under
construction, the Hooker Valley Trail has been closed beyond the bridge, however many
visitors to the park have been ignoring the signs and breaching the closed-off construction
areas (DOC, 2025e). Around 15-20 people per day have ignored the trail closure since
construction began in August 2025, causing delays for construction workers and creating

safety risks for visitors (DOC, 2025e).
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AMCNP is one of the most visited parks in New Zealand, making it a major tourist
destination. The Hooker Valley Trail closure blocks access to one of the main tourist hot
spots: the beautiful views at Hooker Lake. Cornell et al. (2025) found that many tourists
who visit popular national parks often lack awareness of responsible tourism practices and
engage in risky behavior, often for selfie experiences. Blocking the only passage to the lake
almost ensures conflict between tourists’ interests and management's interests. The
popularization of Mueller Hut has a similar implication for the infrastructure. Strain on the
infrastructure is already evident (Bywater, 2024). If trails are closed for an extended period
to improve infrastructure, tourists are likely to stray from established trails to capture
unique social media images, disregarding conservation efforts and their own safety

(Cornell et al., 2025).
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Figure 3

Map of AMCNP
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Note. This figure depicts a map of AMCNP with Mueller Hut and the closed second swing
bridge indicated in a green circle. The map has been adapted from DOC (2025f).

https://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/canterbury/places/aoraki-

mount-cook-national-park/things-to-do/tracks/hooker-valley-track/

2.4.2 Accessibility at AMCNP

In terms of accessibility, AMCNP faces many challenges: its highest peak is 3,724 meters

above sea level, it has potentially dangerous glaciers, and snowfall varies depending on the
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time of year (Lang, n.d.). While viewing a topographical map, it can be seen that a majority
of the national parkis on relatively steep inclines, other than around the basins of Mueller
Lake and Hooker Lake (see Figure 4). This limits the accessible areas of the park; however,
many trails were created around the areas with steeper inclines, allowing more able-
bodied visitors to veer off into more remote locations. This increased visitor distribution
therefore makes visitors feel less cramped and provides longer, more satisfactory hiking

opportunities. (Tverijonaite et al., 2018).

DOC (2025g) has put in place infrastructure at the national park to improve accessibility,
including huts, which provide visitors with restrooms and shelter for overnight stays. Park
brochures at the visitor center detail the difficulty, trail elevations across the park, and
information about the huts (Lake et al., n.d.). This information can be accessed online to

ensure that people of all abilities know what to look forward to.
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Figure 4

Topographical Map of AMCNP

Note. This figure depicts a topographic map of AMCNP with Mueller Hut and the closed
second swing bridge indicated by a green circle. The map has been adapted from DOC,

2025f (https://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-

go/canterbury/places/aoraki-mount-cook-national-park/things-to-do/tracks/hooker-valley-

track/)
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The Hooker Valley Trail is the most accessible trail in the park, as it is a flat, gravel path that
takes roughly one hour to complete (DOC, 2025f). This part of the park has been designed
to be the most accessible, with a restroom at the campground that leads to the trails
(Graham, 2024); although the toilet has received complaints that it is inappropriate for
wheelchair users (Aurélie, 2017). Wheelchairs and strollers can be used on the first section
of the trail only (Graham, 2024; Aurélie, 2017). Due to the current construction on the
bridge, the most accessible trail is temporarily closed, leaving some visitors limited in their
accessibility options. More expensive options, such as helicopter tours, become one of the

few remaining choices for families, the elderly, and the disabled to see more of AMCNP.

Many aspects of the park’s management plans are available to the public but are not
organized in a way that can be easily understood. The most extensive information on the
infrastructure at AMCNP can be found in the national park’s online management plan
(McCarthy & Ruinaka, 2004) and the more recent amendment (DOC, 2012), which details
exactly what the park manages, how it is managed, and in some instances how the public
should interact with the infrastructure. The original document (McCarthy & Rinaka, 2004)
comments on how cars should only be parked in the allotted parking areas in the national
park and within Mount Cook Village. Another important comment the amendment (DOC,

2012) highlights is the high maintenance costs for roads and huts within the national park.

2.4.3 Funding at AMCNP

Funding for AMCNP primarily comes from DOC, although the total annual operating

expenditure figures have not been publicly released. It is known, however, that the Ministry
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of Business, Innovation, and Employment (MBIE, 2016) subsidises national parks, including
Aoraki/Mount Cook, using revenue from the International Visitor Conservation and Tourism
Levy (IVL). According to the most recent Annual Performance Report 2024-2025,
expenditure included several million dollars for hut maintenance at several New Zealand
national parks, subsidies for conservation efforts, trail maintenance, and the creation of
the user-pays pilot parking scheme at three South Island visitor hotspots, including

AMCNP. (Ministry of Business, Innovation, and Employment, 2025).

The user-pays pilot parking scheme started on December 15, 2025 and charges $5 per hour
or $20 per day for non-locals, while locals pay a $10 annual fee or a $60 fee for repeat users
who do not meet the criteria (DOC, 2025h). The estimated revenue from the three pilot
parking lots is $1.5 million over the seven-month period from December 2025 to June 2026
(DOC, 2025c). In addition to generating revenue, the implementation of this policy should
help alleviate overcrowding and support ecological conservation (Thirumarpan &
Robinson, 2025; Schill, 2018). With the implementation of this new policy, DOC has asked
for feedback from the local community and stakeholders; the feedback period ended on

August 10, 2026 (DOC, 2025c).

2.5 Chapter Conclusion

This literature review on Aoraki/Mount Cook and other national parks broadly explains why
many people are invested in these protected areas. These lands provide many services,
including mental health benefits (Sancho-Pivoto et al., 2024), cultural and social spaces

for visitors to enjoy (Dragovich & Amiraslani, 2023), and ecological benefits (Langhammer
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et al., 2024). The infrastructure at these parks improves the quality of the services they
provide by creating trails, restrooms, and information centers. Accessibility increases the
number of people who can utilize these services through thoughtful consideration and
planning. Within the New Zealand context, these lands hold cultural and sometimes
spiritual importance, and their protection upholds the traditions of the Maori peoples who
have lived here for several generations. AMCNP draws a wide range of tourists every year;
however, it creates a strain on the parking, trail, and hut infrastructure. Management of the
infrastructure without proper forethought can, unfortunately, limit access to the services
the park provides, and lead to unintended consequences such as safety concerns or
increased off-trail hiking. In summary, this research project determines whether, and how,

services provided to visitors are being limited, and how best to alleviate these problems.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

3.1 Introduction

The primary purpose of this chapter is to describe the research goals and explain the
methodology for meeting these goals. The underpinning philosophy of the research,
including the research paradigm, ontology, epistemology, and their connections to broader
research paradigms, will be covered. Then the chapter will explore the qualitative research
methods used to examine public perception of the infrastructure and accessibility at
AMCNP. It explains why the data collection methods were used and how these specific
sources of information provide valuable insights into the experiences of visitors to the park.
The final sections of the chapter will address the ethical concerns and limitations of the
research, as well as the potential ramifications of its outcomes, to ensure the research was

conducted in a responsible manner.

3.1.1 Research Goals

With the importance of New Zealand’s national parks and the contemporary changes to
AMCNP - entailing the creation of a paid parking system and the construction of a new
bridge on the Hooker Valley trail detailed in chapter two (DOC, 2025a & h) — a new research
opportunity has emerged. With these new changes, reports are already emerging about the
challenges in theirimplementation, such as increased off-trail hiking (DOC, 2025e). This
research project aims to better understand visitors’ perceptions of the infrastructure,
accessibility, and contemporary changes at AMCNP. Specifically, the research questions

for this dissertation are:
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RQ1: What are the visitor perspectives of the infrastructure at AMCNP?

RQ2: Do visitors perceive any accessibility challenges while visiting AMCNP?

RQ3: How can DOC better manage visitation at AMCNP?

3.2 Research Philosophy

This section outlines the overarching framework and describes the background philosophy
behind the collection and analysis of data. The classification of research philosophies is
often incoherent, with overlapping meanings or ideas among researchers (Mkansi &
Acheampong, 2012). This section will explain the ecosystem services (ES) paradigm to be
used, followed by the underlying ontology and epistemology, and how this paradigm aligns
with a broader interpretivist paradigm. The methodology will be described in detail below.
Understanding this research project’s assumptions about existence or reality (ontology)
and assumptions about what kind of knowledge can be known (epistemology) are crucial
as they affect the methodology and thus what the outcomes of the research questions
could be. In turn, the outcomes can then have an impact on the philosophical assumptions

of the researcher (Cua & Garrett, 2009). See Figure 5 for further understanding.
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Figure 5

Research Philosophy Framework
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Note. This framework was adapted from Cua and Garrett (2009)

3.2.1 Research Paradigm

This research project evaluates the effectiveness of the services provided to the public at
AMCNP. The ES paradigm was chosen to evaluate the services that ecosystems provide to
the public — an increasingly vital component of the management of natural environments
(Choné et al., 2017). The role of the ES paradigm in this project was to focus the decisions
made during the research process to best evaluate the services to visitors provided by
AMCNP and recommend changes as needed. The infrastructure at national parks, such as
trails, bridges, and restrooms, is put in place to amplify the services provided by the natural
environment. Historically, this paradigm has primarily been used to evaluate material
products, as outlined in Yu et al. (2020), who defined ES as, “direct and indirect goods and
services that human obtained from nature, such as water, timber, and agricultural products
that human life and industrial production are deeply depended on.” The ES paradigm has
been defined in many ways, depending on the research at hand (Choné et al., 2017). Within

the last two decades, ES has been broadened to include cultural services such as
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recreation and community spaces and other less monetarily evaluable services (Chan et
al., 2012). This research project is primarily concerned with the cultural services provided
to visitors by AMCNP, as these services are the primary driver behind most human
infrastructure and accessibility decisions in New Zealand’s national parks. Although
infrastructure changes may have downstream impacts on other services, research on

these impacts are beyond the scope of this research project.

Although this paradigm allows for the evaluation of cultural ES, which are typically a priority
in national parks globally, it does have a few limitations. Cultural ecosystems services are
non-material services that are provided by the ecosystem, such as recreational or cathartic
experiences. The first limitation is that cultural services are difficult to quantify (Gao-Di et
al., 2006). Unlike monetary or economic services, cultural services are intangible and
cannot be easily expressed in monetary terms; even if they could be, the price would be
highly subjective and culturally dependent. This then limits most research on cultural ES to
qualitative methods. Another limitation of ES is that some services, such as spirituality, can
have inelastic value, making them difficult to compare with other ES, as some ecosystems
are priceless and irreplaceable to some groups of people (Winthrop, 2014). This is
particularly relevant for many indigenous communities globally, who have spiritual
connections to the land they and their ancestors have inhabited for many generations. This
is specifically relevant to AMCNP because, according to legend, the indigenous iwi Maori
tribe are descended from Aoraki, who became the mountain (DOC, n.d.). This spiritual

connection is not a realistically measurable service within the ES paradigm or in this
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research project, but it must still be taken into great consideration when making decisions

about the management of the national park.

3.2.2 Ontology

Ontology refers to the researcher’s understanding of reality and is broadly divided into two
categories: realism and relativism (Pretorius, 2024), although other ontologies exist beyond
research perspectives. Realism refers to the idea that the researcher seeks objective,
universal truths, whereas relativism holds that reality is subjective (Pretorius, 2024). The
ontology of the ES paradigm in this research project will follow a relativistic approach, as
when analyzing cultural services the values placed on those services are subjective
according to the people who receive them. Relativism is particularly useful when applied to
differing perspectives and cultural insights, as it rejects the idea of a single unified truth
(Rassokha, 2021). This research aims to understand the differing perspectives of visitors at
AMCNP to offer ideas and solutions to the problems the park may be facing; therefore, a

relativistic ontology is ideal for this research.

The ES paradigm does not always follow a relativistic ontology, because in many instances
the services provided are material goods such as food, water, lumber, and fresh air, which
can be objectively measured. In some research, realist ontology is preferred for this
reason. The purpose of the paradigm is to consider all ES to make well informed decisions
about ecosystem management and its relationship to people (Choné et al., 2017). ES best
aligns with an anthropocentric ontology, which refers to the idea that these services are

valued based on their instrumental usefulness to humans (Mylius, 2018).
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3.2.3 Epistemology

In a research context, epistemology concerns the nature of knowledge and how, or
whether, it can be known (Pretorius, 2024). This research project will employ an
interpretivist epistemology focused on understanding how knowledge is constructed
through the experiences of park visitors. This epistemological perspective views knowledge
as being socially constructed around a subjective reality (Cuthbertson, 2020). One key
advantage of this epistemology is that it takes culture and differing past lived experiences
into account when forming knowledge (Mogashoa, 2014). This is particularly relevant when
studying accessibility, as different people will have varying degrees of ability to enjoy the
services of the park. In terms of infrastructure, different cultures will adapt differently to
inadequate or inoperable systems. Through interpretive epistemology, these differing
perspectives are considered and can be utilized to adapt to the needs and desires of

visitors.

3.2.4 Axiology

This research project adopts some elements of pragmatic axiology. Pragmatic axiology
focuses on the idea that knowledge is valued based on its ability to solve the problem at
hand (Nkomo, 2024). Although pragmatism is rarely paired with a relativistic ontology
(Gobo, 2023), one objective of this research is to address the difficulties DOC faces in
serving its visitors. This research values the knowledge gathered for its usefulness in
addressing resource and visitor management at AMCNP. Themes generated from the data
help to identify visitors' needs and desires. Theoretically, addressing those needs should

then help to alleviate infrastructure and accessibility challenges.
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3.2.5 Similarities to Interpretivism

The research project employs an interpretivist paradigm. Interpretivism recognizes that
research problems often arise in social contexts where strict numerical analysis is either
not possible orimpractical due to research involving social constructs or shared meaning
(Gichuru, 2017). For this reason, interpretivists rely on qualitative methods to answer
questions about human understanding of the world (Cuthbertson et al., 2020). Similar to
interpretivist research, the current research involves understanding the visitors'
perspectives and personalized experiences. In many ways, the current paradigm, although
still primarily focused on optimizing ES for park visitors, adopts an interpretivist ontological
and epistemological perspective while adopting a pragmatic axiology to best serve the

research goals.

3.3 Methodology

As the research project involves understanding human perspectives, a qualitative research
methodology was chosen, as it enables the generation of insights into the problems facing
the park. This will allow more detailed descriptions of visitor experiences and a better
understanding of how visitors interpret their environment, going beyond what quantitative
data can provide (Hancock, 2018). Qualitative research allows for more nuanced and
complex information to be gathered, allowing for an understanding of the motivations of

the targeted group that is not constrained by the rigidity of a numerical data set (Lim, 2024).

The data was collected through a netnographic case study approach that incorporates

elements of traditional netnography and case study methods. The research requires
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elements of both research methods, as the data is collected online over a six-month
period, using netnographic methods and drawn from a particular group of people who have
visited the park. Following data collection from online reviews of AMCNP, thematic analysis
was conducted. Thematic analysis is particularly useful as it can summarize key features
of large bodies of data, identify key similarities and differences, and identify unanticipated

insights (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

3.3.1 Netnography Method

Netnography has become a particularly useful tool for researchers since its creation in
1997, as human lives are increasingly integrated into online spaces (Bartl et al., 2016).
Netnographies are similar to ethnographies but use social media and other online spaces
to research digital communities and culture (Whalen, 2018). User interfaces to the internet
exist in a multitude of ways, including text, audio and video recordings, and live streaming.
Thus, netnography does not have a “one size fits all” solution and must be adapted to fit the
interface being researched and the needs of the researcher (Paoli & D’Auria, 2025). Using
netnography enables researchers to access human thoughts and perspectives in real time
while overcoming geographic limitations, allowing observation of social and cultural

environments as they evolve (Jonsson & Roos, 2025).

Regarding the current research, a netnographic method enables data collection remotely,
saving time and costs while providing access to information from both those who
experienced the event immediately and from visitors who waited before uploading their

reviews (Li et al., 2020). This research project would be considered netnographic as it
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studies an online community sharing their experience of visiting AMCNP. Using publicly
accessible information, such as reviews in this case, reduces the need for ethical
consideration, as the information has already been posted with the intention of expressing
their thoughts and opinions to a public audience. Different platforms offer diverse types of

information on this topic.

This research employed the “lurker method” in netnography. This method allows the
researcher to observe natural interactions without interference, insertion of personal
opinions, or bias (Sun et al., 2014). In addition to the lack of interaction with the
communities, this method captures the communities’ changes over time (Takahashi et al.,
2002), which will be particularly useful for this research, which aims to study contemporary
changes at AMCNP. This method should enable better insights into current attitudes and
their comparison with past attitudes regarding both changes to paid parking and opinions
on the partial closure of the Hooker Valley Trail due to construction. Methodologies and
research methods that involved interviewing visitors before and after the recent changes to
AMCNP would have either required interviews with visitors long after their trip, making their
memories of parts of the park less reliable, or conducting interviews over a long period of

time. This was unable to be done due to the lack of resources and funding for the research.

3.3.2 Case Study Approach

A case study approach is used in this research because, instead of studying a broad group,
it focuses on the perception of specific facilities at AMCNP. According to Coombs (2022,

para. 1), a case study is defined as, “a methodological research approach used to generate
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an in-depth understanding of a contemporary issue or phenomenon in a bounded system.”
A case study is used when there is a need for an in-depth understanding of a contemporary
issue or real-life phenomenon (Crowe et al., 2011). To address infrastructure and
accessibility at AMCNP, a detailed analysis of the park's specific circumstances is
necessary to understand its unique challenges. The contemporary changes implemented
at AMCNP alter the specific needs and opportunities of the visitors. For all these reasons, a
case study that specifically focuses on AMCNP, rather than applying more general park

management principles, is needed.

3.3.3 Data Collection

The data collection for this research project is split into two distinct parts. The first part of
the data collection process involved collecting visitors’ descriptions of their experiences
from Google Reviews. Online reviews have become an essential tool for almost everyone:
95% of travelers check them before booking, and 72% of potential customers refuse to
purchase products online without access to them (Sprague, 2023). Many people use the
internet to plan their vacations, which can be considered a form of online purchasing,
making online reviews an ideal tool for analyzing their experiences and expectations.
Google reviews were used because they are the most widely used online review platform,

accounting for 73% of all online business reviews (Yaqub, 2025).

These statistics make Google Reviews a largely untapped source of netnographic utility,
providing researchers with large quantities of detailed consumer perspectives on

businesses and tourist destinations. Using online reviews does have some drawbacks. For
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instance, the timing of the post is not always immediately after the consumer experience;
most mediocre consumer experiences have the largest time gap between when the
experience occurred and when it was posted (Li et al., 2020). An additional drawback is
that many online reviews are polarized, as consumers with extreme experiences are the

most likely to leave reviews (Schoenmueller et al., 2020).

The second part of the data collection was conducted through observation. Observation
was used to verify comments made during the thematic analysis and to gain a better
understanding of the park’s facilities and how visitors use them. Additionally, many claims
were made in the online reviews that implied that some visitors were breaking various park
rules or were unclear about what those rules were. Considering the observation method
allows the researcher to observe participants from a natural perspective (Lashley, 2024),
showing how visitors interact with the infrastructure and how they react to unsuitable
infrastructure beyond what they may be willing to say or are consciously aware of. The
observation method provides the researcher with a direct understanding of a specific case,
enabling the identification of patterns, exploration of complex interactions, and
enhancement of the validity of other data (Chauhan et al., 2024). In this case, observation
was used to further inquire into illicit behaviors that would likely not be self-reported in

online reviews and used to verify claims made about park infrastructure.

3.3.4 Data Sources

Google Reviews are primarily associated with Google Maps, where each location has

specific reviews. Given that AMCNP spans multiple locations on Google Maps, data was
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collected from the areas most affected by the infrastructure changes the park has
implemented. These locations consist of the Red Tarns Track Trail Head, White Horse Hill
Campground, Hooker Valley Track, Mueller Lake Lookout, First Swing Bridge, Kea Point,
Mueller Hut Route, and the Mueller Hut. For a visualization of these locations, refer to
Figure 3. Data was directly copied and pasted from google reviews into Microsoft Excel,
where the thematic analysis would occur. No data collection software was considered as

this process only required a few minutes to complete.

After the locations were chosen, all reviews posted more than six months prior were
discarded as they were not relevant to the ongoing infrastructure changes at the park.
Then, all online reviews that included only pictures, a rating from 1 to 5 stars with no
context, or little relevant information were all discarded. The discarded reviews lacked
detail, such that they could not be themed and were often only a few words long. This
ensured the data collected was the most relevant to the issues at hand. In addition,
pictures were not included in the reviews because many were irrelevant to the research or
contained identifiable information about visitors, such as faces. Even though quotes were
collected, no user IDs were recorded in order to protect the reviewers' anonymity, as they
did not consent to having their personal information collected by a third party. Reviews not
written in English were considered, as many contained relevant information, although the

translations were generated via Google Translate, which may have introduced minor errors.

This then resulted in the collection of 91 reviews containing substantial information,
ranging from a few sentences to multiple paragraphs. These reviews consider the

perspectives of visitors from a variety of cultures, perspectives, and abilities. Some of the

43



reviews were left by locals, but many were from international visitors who spent only one or
two days at the park. Some reviews also mentioned their personal ability level and
accessibility needs while considering the needs of others. Even though 91 data points are
above the norm for most qualitative research, as they surpass the saturation point for
theme generation (Wutich et al., 2024), collecting all relevant data does create a sample
that can be used to indicate the importance of each theme. This assumes that the more a
theme is mentioned in reviews, the more relevant it is to visitors’ experience — which may

not always be the case, but nonetheless it does serve as an indicator to consider.

Observation data were collected at four main locations on April 6, 2026. These locations
included the White Horse Hill Campground (from 10am to 11am), the Lake Mueller Lookout
(from 11:30am to 12:30pm), near the closure point on the Hooker Valley Trail (from 1pm to
2pm), and at Kea Point (from 3pm to 4pm). These locations were chosen to observe parking
congestion and restroom cleanliness at the campground, odd or illicit behavior, such as
off-trail hiking resulting from the partial closure of the Hooker Valley Track, in addition to
any other peculiarities. Pictures were taken when relevant, but visitors’ faces were blurred
out to protect their privacy. Due to research limitations, observations were conducted near
the start of the national park's off-season, which may have reduced overall visitor use.
Additionally, my ability to collect data at Mueller Hut was restricted, as snow had already
covered parts of the trail to the hut, and adverse weather conditions made traveling to the

hut unwise.
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3.4 Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis was conducted, as explained by Braun and Clarke (2006), to address the
research questions. The research analysis of online reviews enables omnidirectional
movement among the six steps of thematic analysis as new themes are discovered and
adjustments are deemed necessary (see Figure 6). As most of the data collected was text
with many similarities across reviews, thematic analysis was ideal for interpreting the data
and understanding the themes of the datasets. Thematic analysis involves identifying
shared ideas between data sets. This is done by identifying keywords or phrases (codes)
and fitting them into broader patterns (themes) (Ahmed et al., 2025). Finding these themes
and patterns in the dataset allows the researcher to address questions through human
lived experience (Christou, 2022; Walters, 2016). This process was divided into six steps by

Braun and Clarke (2006) (see Figure 6).

Figure 6

The Six Steps of Thematic Analysis

6 Steps of Thematic Analysis

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 5 Step 6

Familiarizing
Yourself with

Reviewing Defining and

Generating Searching Potential Naming Writing Up

Initial Codes for Themes

the Data Themes Themes

Note. This figure is an adaptation of the six steps of thematic analysis originally created by

Braun and Clarke (2006).
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3.4.1 Step 1: Familiarization with the Data

Step one of thematic analysis involves reviewing the data to understand and identify
patterns and recurring ideas. This was tricky, as many of these ideas come from various
sources and may contradict one another. That said, considering differing viewpoints can
yield deeperinsights into the research (Naeem et al., 2024). During this research project,
this step involved reading reviews to understand the main compliments, complaints, and

useful information visitors left.

3.4.2 Step 2: Generating Initial Codes

Step two of thematic analysis involved generating codes to then identify themes in step
three. Ordinarily, codes are key words or phrases that occur repeatedly in the data. The
core part of a code consists of a complete thought, which includes some codes that can be
abstract or obscured through literary techniques (Castleberry & Nolem, 2018). In this case,

9 ¢

many of the codes were very explicit, such as “parking,” “trail closure,” or “toilets.”
However, because many reviews are written by visitors on their phones, they often include
emojis. Interpretation of these codes required the context of the full review and, even
though rudimentary, effectively conveyed the ideas of the reviewer and were therefore

taken into consideration when used. These codes enabled the identification of themes by

grouping together similar ideas.

3.4.3 Step 3: Searching for Themes

With the codes collected, the thematic analysis progressed to step three, searching for

themes. This step involved grouping similar codes into broad themes. These themes go
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beyond the individual elements of the codes and create abstract meanings that can be
used to address the research questions (Naeem et al., 2023). In the research project, the
ideas in the reviews primarily concerned parking difficulties, park crowding, trail length and

ease, and the second bridge, among other issues.

3.4.4 Step 4: Reviewing Potential Themes

Step four, reviewing potential themes, focused on refining the identified themes. This
process involved collapsing themes into a single theme when insufficient supporting data
justified the smaller themes, or breaking large themes into smaller ones when this provided
greater utility to the research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This involved analyzing the dataset
again and reexamining the meaning of the responses to gain further understanding. In this
case, many themes were merged into one: the initial themes of photography, social media
use, and ES were merged into Cultural Services, because all these themes focused on the
nature of the beauty of the park and how visitors used the visual environment. These initial

themes were then transformed into sub-themes. This is depicted below (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7

Merging of Themes into the Cultural Services Theme

Initial Themes Theme New Sub-Themes
Photography Photography
Cultural Services Social Media
Ecosy.stem Relaxation
Services

Note. This figure depicts how the three initial themes of photography, social media, and ES

were merged into a single theme called Cultural Services.

3.4.5 Step 5: Defining and Naming Themes

Step five, defining and naming themes, finalizes the themes by attachinga name to a
definition that encompasses their ideas. This step includes defining which aspects of the
theme are relevant to the research question and why. Defining these themes is essential for
understanding and communicating their explicit and underlying meanings (Clarke & Braun,
2017). In this research project, once themes were refined, defining them allowed the ideas
to be communicated more effectively to the reader and prompted further research
inquiries that needed to be followed up during observation. Once themes were concretely
defined, a final analysis of the data was conducted, separating each review into the five

discovered themes and indicating which theme each review discussed. Figure 8 details
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)

how this process was conducted in Microsoft Excel, showing information about the review

on the left and the themes included in each review on the right.

Figure 8

Screenshot of Thematic Analysis Data Spreadsheet

Reviews age location themes: Infrastructure  Accessibility Cultural services Crowding Rule Breaking
- —
5 - - ™= . - 2 months Red Tarns Track trail head 1 0 0 1 0
47 T -R - - 1 months Red Tarns Track trail head 0 1 1 0 0
5 o L e = 3 months Red Tarns Track trail head 0 1 1 0 0
Sl - wart — - 7 months Red Tarns Track trail head 0 1 1 0 0
57 - — e — - 5 days White Horse Hill Campground 1 0 0 0 0
4 - B o - - 1 week  White Horse Hill Campground 1 0 0 0 0
St = - - moams  » me® 2 weeks White Horse Hill Campground 1 0 1 1 0
5 - - - = = wmowe. 2weeks White Horse Hill Campground 1 0 0 0 1
Sl - " - .- ToTaw 2 weeks  White Horse Hill Campground 1 0 0 0 0
1E—— - womne ow ® «%3 weeks White Horse Hill Campground 1 0 0 0 0

Note. This is a screenshot from the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet the data was analyzed
with. The reviews are blurred as the accompanying information would make it possible to
trace back to the source material. The “review stars” column refers to the rating the
location received, from 1 to 5. The “age” column refers to the age of the review relative to
when the data was collected on May 2, 2026. The “location” column refers to the Google
Maps location from which the reviews were retrieved. The “themes” columns indicate if a

theme was present in each review, with a one indicating yes and a zero indicating no.
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3.4.6 Step 6: Writing the Report

Step six involves creating the report and sharing the findings with the reader. This process
explains why certain themes were chosen, how these themes are used to uncover answers
to the research questions, and reflects on the entire research process. In this case, due to
the themes uncovered, further research utilizing observation was conducted to validate the
themes and examine behaviors hinted at in the data. The observation data acted as a
follow-up to the netnographic data through observing how visitors interpreted their
experience and why, in addition to identifying possible infrastructure for policy changes.
The observation data was supplementary and allowed me to understand how the themes
interacted with each other. This is explored further in the findings and discussion chapters.
Once all data sources were collected, step six of the thematic analysis was finalized. The

thematic framework will be presented in the Findings chapter (see Figure 9).

3.5 Ethics

The ethics committee at Auckland University of Technology (AUT) oversees research
conducted at the university. Ethical approval from the committee was unnecessary
because there was no direct interaction between the researcher and visitors to the park. All
the data collected were publicly available reviews or observable in a public setting.
Additionally, no identifiable information was collected from visitors, making all data
collected anonymous. This minimizes any risk to visitors whose data was collected. In this
way, the research project acts with beneficence while protecting the privacy of visitors, in
accordance with basic ethical principles (Greaney et al., 2012). For these reasons, ethical

permission was not required under the rules set by the AUT ethics committee. Additionally,
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due to the inability to contact the online reviewers, direct quotes are not used in the final

research project.

All the reviews were presumable left with the intention of assisting visitors and/or
the park. Using publicly available statements in alignment with their intended purpose
seems either morally neutral or positive depending on the use of either a deontological or
utilitarian moral framework. For this reason, the research project’s use of online reviews
should have minimal to positive impact on trustworthiness. All quotes are paraphrased to
preserve essential information while maintaining the reviewer's anonymity. This ensures

that information cannot be traced back to the reviewers.

3.5.1 Reflexivity

Reflexivity is important for this research as reflecting on my position and biases within this
research project allows for a better understanding of how the methods were developed.
Questioning how | constructed meaning within my research allows further thought beyond
dominant narratives and can generate new insights about the target of the research
(Alvesson et al., 2008). Additionally, reflecting on who is writing the reviews, how | am
interpreting them, and my own prior experience with this subject increases the legitimacy

and trustworthiness of the result (Hibbert et al., 2014).

While addressing the research questions, | focused on visitors' motivations and
perspectives, given my years of prior work experience within parks and recreation spaces,
and the potential for the creation of bias against the competence of some park visitors. By

shifting my positionality and understanding park visitors' experiences, this research
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mitigates the inherent bias that would arise if | were to address these questions from a
managerial perspective. Furthermore, the observational data were in part collected
because of contradictory evidence in the netnographic data. This helps eliminate bias by
relying on firsthand experience rather than disregarding data that contradicts evolving
themes. The observation supplemented the knowledge gained from thematic analysis,
deepening my understanding of both the importance and the topic. Observation made me
realize that contradictory narratives about issues such as smell or confusion, were
personal, subjective interpretations affected by their prior experiences. One visitor's messy
bathroom was another visitor’s perception of a reasonably clean outhouse with flush
toilets. This helped me revise my understanding of the park facilities by viewing them
through the lens of experience rather than as an aggregate of the information provided in

reviews.

3.6 Limitations

The data collection was limited by several factors. The first limitation was that the
netnographic data was collected through Google Reviews. This creates a trade-off between
quantity and quality, as there are hundreds of reviews, often with little or no substance. Of
the hundreds of reviews, only 91 contained useful data but many of those consisted of only

a few sentences or up to a paragraph, and often only detailing a specific theme.

In addition, online travel reviews are often motivated by a desire to help others on their
journeys, concerns for consumers, and to reinforce positive self enhancement (Yoo &

Gretzel, 2008). This often results in issues, such as parking congestion or accessibility
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concerns, that arise frequently but usually lack any critical problem solving that
management could employ. The reviews also provide very little information about why
visitors made certain decisions, such as which trails they took or whether they hiked off-
trail. It is known that off-trail hiking has become an increasing problem (DOC, 2025e¢), but

this issue was discussed only once in over 400 reviews.

An additional limitation for this research and netnographies in general is the rise of artificial
intelligence (Al). Although there are indicators that Al can potentially generate reviews,
such as higher comprehensibility and lower levels of specificity, exaggeration, and
negligence compared to human-generated reviews (Zhao et al., 2025), no Al-generated
reviews were found in any of the data analyzed. This may be because there are no Al
reviews at AMCNP —this is possible because, aside from the new parking fee, there is no
entry fee to the park; therefore, there is no monetary incentive to have fake Al reviews.

However, it is equally possible that there are unknown Al reviews in the dataset.

Lastly, the observation was conducted in the month of May. This is during the park's off-
season, resulting in fewer visitors. This reduced the opportunity to observe how large
groups of people interact, and with fewer people in the park there was a smaller chance of
observing rule-breaking behavior such as off-trail hiking. In addition, there was less parking
congestion in the park, creating a unique opportunity to observe how the infrastructure

operates when the park is not under a high visitor capacity.
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3.7 Chapter Conclusion

This chapter explains the various reasons and methods for designing this research project.
This research project aims to understand visitors’ experiences at AMCNP, in order to
improve their experience and assist with the management of the park. This is done through
a paradigm that focuses on access to the park's services. This project consists of
qualitative research conducted through netnography and observation. Data was gathered
through online Google Reviews and through observation of the park grounds. Thematic
analysis was used to identify and analyze the collected data in addition to generating new
inquiries. Following this, an explanation of the research ethics and limitations was
discussed. The next chapter details the findings of the themes, and sub-themes, and

discoveries from the observation.
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Chapter Four: Findings

4.1 Introduction

This chapter explains the results of the thematic analysis and the observations. The results
of the thematic analysis are depicted in Figure 9 below. Each sub-heading explores one of
the five themes discovered and details each of the sub-themes with additional reinforcing
information discovered through observation. The analysis generated five themes and 17
sub-themes, all based on the experiences of visitors to AMCNP from October 2025 to
March 2026. The five primary themes consisted of: Infrastructure, Accessibility, Cultural
Services, Crowding, and Rule Breaking. Each of these themes and their sub-themes
comprises challenges and / or motivations for either the visitors or the park management.
Understanding these themes allows for better park management and furthering DOC’s
goals while improving the visitor experience at AMCNP. The thematic framework informs

the structure of this chapter (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9

Thematic Framework of Reviewers’ Experiences at AMCNP

Experiences of Reviewers
at Aoraki/Mount Cook
National Park

/]

Themes Sub-Themes
/’/4 Campgrounds |
Infrastructure . If’arkmg |
— Maintenance |
\*I Costs |
I— Wheelchair Use |
Accessibility { Fitness |
] Family Use |
—] Relaxation |
Cultural Services ——— Photography |
—— Social Media |
+| Availability |
Crowding — Overtourism |
I Satisfaction |
P Sign Location |
Rule Breaking ] Language |
Q Off-Trail Use |
Fines |

Note. This thematic framework depicts the experiences of reviewers at AMCNP categorized

into themes and further into sub-themes.

4.2 Infrastructure

The infrastructure of the park consists of all the facilities and any manmade structures or

natural environments maintained by the park. This sub-chapter details the reviewers’

thoughts on AMCNP’s infrastructure, primarily exploring their views on the four sub-

themes: Campgrounds, Parking, Maintenance, and Costs (depicted below in Figure 10).

Understanding reviewers’ insights allows for the improvement of the infrastructure and

visitor experience by taking their critical feedback into account.

56



Figure 10

Sub-Themes of Infrastructure

Theme Sub-Themes

Campgrounds

/ Parking
\* Maintenance

Infrastructure

Costs

Note. This figure depicts the theme of infrastructure and its accompanying sub-themes.

4.2.1 Campgrounds

The Campgrounds sub-category refers to the reviews of the utilities in the White Horse Hill
Campground, the surrounding parking lot, and other camping areas in the vicinity. The
primary review regarding the campgrounds’ sub-theme related to the quality. Many
reviewers’ experiences reflected the beauty of the surrounding area at the campsite and
the cleanliness of the utilities in sight, in addition to describing what the facilities offered

visitors. One reviewer was paraphrased, saying [Quote 14]:
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“One of the best Campsites | have seen. The beauty was stunning, and the night sky was
out of this world. It is right next to the hiking trails with clean toilets and fresh drinking

water.”

However, not all the reviewers had positive things to say about the quality, particularly
regarding the restrooms. Some reviewers shared similar sentiments, suggesting that the
toilets were unclean or smelly, even though they still regarded the campground itself as a
positive experience. Overall, the reviewers assessed the campsite's quality alongside

mixed reviews of the facilities. One reviewer described the campsite as [Quote 20]:

2

“The campsite itself was good, but there were no showers, and the toilets were not clean.”

A few reviewers noted that the restrooms were only open during the summer months and
closed in winter, but that the price did not change when booking the facilities. Other
reviews mentioned that the campgrounds themselves were great, but the utilities were
lacking, suggesting that visitors stay in Glentanner Station, as one reviewer suggested

[Quote 22]:

“Stay in Glentanner station as it is far cheaper, quieter, and only a short drive away.”

Observation revealed that the facilities were standard relative to other DOC campsites.
There were no showers, but the campsite never advertised having one. There was only a
slight smell reminiscent of a porta-potty in the restrooms. There were flush toilets whose
bowls were clean enough, considering they were in a campground bathroom. The
campground is relatively noisy; however, given how popular the location is, this is almost
unavoidable.
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4.2.2 Parking

The parking sub-theme refers to the parking lot at the White Horse Hill Campground, which
implemented a paid parking service charging $5 per hour or $25 per day. There are mixed
views on the parking system, but the consensus was that it was easy to use and convenient
for English speakers, with some non-native English speakers having trouble. The most
common posts mentioned that there was free street parking, which is inconsistent with the
rules provided by DOC. It seems that fines are only enforced within the parking lot, leading
visitors to park on the side of the road. This leads to the idea that there is free curbside
parking, which leads to more people parking on the side of the road. One visitor

commented [Quote 11]:

“The changes in parking erode the other parts of the park outside the parking lot.”

Many more comments suggested that the parking lot fills up quickly, leading to a full

parking lot around 10am, as one reviewer said [Quote 44]:

“We came about 10am and in hindsight it was probably one of the busiest times. Still easy

to park, but the car park has long been filled, plenty of space along the road though.”

Another reviewer said [Quote 37]:

“Most hikers park on the roadside. It seems staff are patrolling the area, so parking outside

appears to be free.”

Taken together, these comments suggest that the roadside parking effectively serves as an

overflow, with little way of preventing visitors from parking there, while the parking lot is too
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small to accommodate the visitors to the national park. In addition to the problematic
nature of the erosion this causes in the national park, it also leaves visitors confused about

what the rules of the park are.

Observation of the parking lot revealed that the car parks were filled by around 10am,
although visitors started using the curbside parking far earlier. The curbside parking
seemed to be on only half the road, as the other half had a rope railing blocking cars from
parking. This implies that the curbside parking intentionally acts as an overflow, as the

parking lot is full early in the day.

4.2.3 Maintenance

The maintenance sub-theme refers to the groundskeeping and construction of any
infrastructure in the park. The most common reviews involving maintenance notified
visitors that the second swing bridge was under construction and only the first half of the
Hooker Valley Trail was open. Over one third of the total reviews mentioned the bridge
closure in some way and some reviews noted that they were not made aware of the closure

until after arrival. This included reviews such as [Quote 28]:

“Such a lovely walk but | didn’t read upon visiting!! Due to construction the second and
third bridges are closed so the walk was cut off early. No fault to anyone but us for not

reading beforehand!!”

Overall, the reviewers had primarily positive things to say about the trails and
environmental maintenance. The only other maintenance-related reviews were about the

hut, but very few hut reviews were substantial enough to make it into the dataset. Out of
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the substantial reviews, they were almost exclusively positive with remarks commenting on

the upkeep of the facilities, such as [Quote 91]:

“Breathtaking sunrises, gas burners, and water, second-floor bunks, dining area, and

restrooms provided convenience. | want to go again!”

The maintenance of the campground and surrounding trails were observed to be good
quality. The trash bins were at a reasonable level with little overflow, indicating that with the
high number of visitors the bins are regularly maintained. On the trails the litter was kept to
a minimum. A few wrappers were found on the Hooker Valley Trail; however, that was
recent litter as they were still dry in the wet conditions of the trail. No litter older than a few

hours or a day was found.

4.3.4 Costs

Costs refer to the payment value to use any of the utilities at the national park, which is
split between parking costs and cost of booking the campsite. The most common review in
this sub-category described the parking cost which, as previously mentioned, is $5 per
hour or $25 for 24 hours; and the camping booking, which is $20 per adult and $10 per
child per night, in addition to a $10 booking fee if it is done in person. Many reviewers
complained about the excessive costs, especially as many people would avoid the costs
entirely through curbside car camping or other methods, such as this reviewer who said

[Quote 20]:
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“We paid the camping fee however, there were many people staying overnight without
paying the rather expensive fee, either at the campground itself or on the nearby parking

lot.”

Other reviewers also mentioned they were frustrated with the costs for the campground as
during the winter season when the utilities such as the toilets were not functional such as

this reviewer who commented [Quote 27]:

“Two nights for two people for $80 is too expensive in winter when the only thing you have is
flushing toilets and no light. This should be priced like all the other DOC campsites with no

facilities not $20 base whether you have facilities in the summer or not in the winter.”

When observing visitors using the campsite it was unclear if all visitors were paying the
campsite or parking fees. Many people were curbside parking, avoiding all fees. There were
camper vans among the cars curbside parking and in the paid parking rather than the
campsite parking, but it was unclear if the visitors in those campervans were car camping
and avoiding overnight costs. The campsite filled up quickly and signs were posted asking
camping visitors to ask permission from national park employees to park in the paid
parking zone if campsite parking is full — this made observations of who paid for what
inconclusive without a digital footprint. From the perspective of other visitors, itis
understandable that they would think they are paying for unfair parking and camping costs,
in combination with the confusion around the curbside parking with $20 per person per

night camping costs or $5 an hour parking cost.
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4.3 Accessibility

The accessibility theme holds that the desigh and maintenance of the park should be such
that as many people as possible can use it, regardless of their individual capabilities. This
sub-heading describes reviewers’ thoughts on accessibility levels of AMCNP. It explores the
sub-themes of Wheelchair Use, Fitness, and Family Use at the park (see Figure 11). As
explained in the literature review, not all the trails in the park need to be highly accessible,
as the more accessible a trail is, the more perceived crowding there is, and the more
visitors want to disperse into less accessible trail systems (Tverijonaite et al., 2018). This
sub-chapter reveals the current accessibility challenges facing the park, allowing park

management to better meet the needs of all their visitors.

Figure 11

Sub-Themes of Accessibility

Theme Sub-Themes

Wheelchair Use

Accessibility Fithess

Family Use

Note. This figure depicts the theme of accessibility and its accompanying sub-themes.
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4.3.1 Wheelchair Use

Wheelchair use refers to the ability of people who use wheelchairs to enjoy the services at
the park. One thing to note is that the national park is highly mountainous, making most of
the trails unable to be used by wheelchairs. This includes the popular Mueller Hut Route,
making the Hooker Valley Track the only trail remotely suitable for wheelchair use. The few
reviews referencing wheelchair use on this trail system were largely mixed, with reviewers

saying things such as [Quote 41]:

“Not really suitable for wheelchairs, and you need a level of flexibility to move some

sections of the trail.”

In addition to saying things such as [Quote 64]:

“Not difficult to walk. | saw people with wheelchairs along the way.”

Observation revealed that the only part of the national park fit for wheelchair use is the
Hooker Valley Trail until the first swing bridge lookout and connecting routes to the rest of
the national park, although there was a somewhat steep incline to the lookout, making
wheelchair use difficult nearing the lookout. For that section, a powered wheelchair or
assistance from someone pushing it may be needed, especially since the gravel would

make wheelchair mobility on the entire trail difficult.

4.3.2 Fitness

The fitness sub-theme refers to the variation in physical ability required of visitors to hike

certain trails. Although the average visitor at AMCNP is able-bodied, given the mountainous
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nature of the terrain, an individual’s level of athleticism heavily determines the extent to
which they can hike the trails. Many of the trails vary in difficulty, allowing visitors of all
athletic abilities to enjoy parts of the park. Many travelers have been transitioning to the
Kea Point Lookout Trail for similar levels of elevation gain, while the second swing bridge is
under construction and closing half the Hooker Valley Trail. When describing the Kea Point

Trail, one reviewer said [Quote 84]:

“Currently, a better option than the Hooker Valley Track because of the partial closure. Kea
Point is a good walk that’s about 1hr return from the parking lot with minimal elevation gain

(100-150 meters).”

This suggests, as predicted, that the other trails are being utilized more with the partial
closure of the Hooker Valley Trail and, as a result, there is a demand for more accessible
trails in the national park. Other trails nearby may also be seeing increased usage.
Specifically, the Mueller Hut Route may be seeing increased usage due to the trail closure,
leading to a possible increase in the chance that a visitor with less athletic ability and
greater difficulty completing the route would use it instead of a more accessible route. One

visitor described the Mueller Hut Route as [Quote 91]:

“I' found it tiring to walk up the 2200 steps and extremely challenging to hike the slope
because there are loose rocks and | worried | might slip (especially on the way down). The
end partis a climb over large rocks instead of a path. It’s safe but it takes time. | couldn’t

have done the hike in one day and was grateful | managed to book a bed in the hut.”

65



The constraints of this research project prevent it from determining if this route has seen
increased usage during the months of the partial trail closure. Additionally, many routes,
such as Kea Point, specifically mentioned the track as an alternative because of the trail
closure, but there were no reviews that did the same with the more challenging Mueller Hut
Route - suggesting limited or no increase in visitor usage from the Hooker Valley partial

trail closure.

Observation revealed the Hooker Valley Trail and the trail to Kea Point to be relatively
accessible for any able-bodied person of any fitness level. These two trails had small
sections of a 45-degree incline with stairs when reasonable. Steep inclines were sparse,
with most of these trails consisting of acute inclines. The Mueller Hut Trail could not be
observed due to snow accumulation, in addition to adverse weather and more snow

possible on the return hike the following day.

4.3.3 Family Use

The family use sub-theme refers to families visiting the national park having to
accommodate the lowest level of ability within the family as, in many cases, children are
too young to explore the park on their own and elderly visitors may not be able-bodied
enough to safely travel the less accessible trails. This leaves many families confined to the
most accessible trails. This primarily consists of the Hooker Valley Trail, with many of the
trail reviews specifically mentioning how it is doable for people of all ages, such as this

reviewer who said [Quote 54]:

“Easy and enjoyable trail. Can find high mountains near view. Suitable for all ages.”
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Other trails, such as the Mueller Hut Route, have also received reviews related to the
families using them, although this trail is significantly more difficult, and many of the
reviews are surprised at the number of children traveling these trails. One reviewer

commented [Quote 88]:

“An eventful hike, but one that requires a certain level of sure-footedness and alpine

experience. We were surprised by the number of children we encountered at the hut.”

Observation revealed visitors of all ages were using the trails. A field trip with a large group
of school children was seen on the Hooker Valley Trail, in addition to many elderly visitors
using the trails. Additionally, two hikers with infants were seen descending from the Mueller

Hut Trail in heavy rain.

4.4 Cultural Services

The cultural services theme comprises the cultural benefits the park provides through its
environment. This is divided into three sub-themes of relaxation, photography, and social
media (see Figure 12). By understanding the many reasons people visit the park,
management can improve visitor experiences and create better ecological compromises
without substantially disturbing visitors. This sub-chapter describes the three main
reasons reviewers describe for visiting the national park and their perspectives on these

experiences.
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Figure 12

Sub-Themes of Cultural Services

Theme Sub-Themes
Relaxation

Cultural Services Photography

Social Media

Note. This figure depicts the theme of cultural services and its accompanying sub-themes.

4.4.1 Relaxation

The relaxation sub-theme describes the visitors’ tendency to enjoy a state of serenity often
experienced in the park. As with many natural spaces, visitors look forward to
disconnecting from the world and taking in the environment. This is reflected in the results,
with many visitors describing the visit they had and the effects the national park had on

them, such as one visitor who left a review stating [Quote 5]:

“It's a wonderful place for relaxation, cleansing the mind, body, and restoring health!”

From the descriptions in the reviews, this effect seems to be created at AMCNP for a few
reasons, such as the air quality, natural beauty, and peaceful surroundings. Many reviewers
shared the common sentiment but often described their experiences differently. One

reviewer may focus on the air quality, such as a reviewer who said [Quote 26]:
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“The campground is set right in the heart of nature, surrounded by majestic mountains and
breathtaking views. Waking up here was truly magical, imagine opening your door to see

snow-capped peaks and crisp, fresh mountain air.”

Whereas another may focus on the peaceful nature of the national park, such as the

reviewer who said [Quote 56]:

“Amazing views. Peaceful, scenic, and truly awe-inspiring. A must-do!”

Even though each of the reviewers described slightly different feelings, the common
sentiment is the same, as well as the common idea that the scenic beauty of the national

park helps the visitors to relax and unwind.

4.4.2 Photography

The photography sub-theme refers to reviewers describing themselves taking photos,
others taking photos, or good positions to take photos from. Many of the reviews were
accompanied by photos of the surroundings at the national park, while others described
visitors, often in groups, taking photos of themselves, their groups, or landscape shots.
This created situations in which large groups of visitors coalesced to get the perfect photo.

One reviewer posted [Quote 61]:

“The view is better from Kea Point, as the second bridge was closed. It's not the site's fault,

but it was packed with people taking photos, leaving no room for others.”

In these cases, it seems many visitors take photos for social reasons, or at least the large

groups of visitors taking pictures serve as a cue for new approaching visitors. Other reviews
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suggest angles and locations to take photos from, as well as other detailed information to

create the perfect shot, such as this reviewer who said [Quote 40]:

“Photography and Visiting Tips * Best Time to Shoot * is at Sunrise or sunset. At dusk, the
setting sun paints the peaks of Mount Cook in pinkish-purple or golden, creating a perfect

scene.”

The different descriptions of how and what visitors are taking photos of suggest different
intentions, ranging from professional, capturing memories, or reasons relating to the next

sub-theme, social media.

Observation across the national park revealed that visitors were taking photos in
problematic places, such as in the middle of trails or on the first swing bridge, congesting
the walking traffic on the trail and limiting the number of other visitors who could cross the
bridge at once. In one baffling instance, | observed a visitor setting up a tripod on the first
swing bridge of the Hooker Valley Trail. The man remained there for 15 minutes trying to
take a photo while stabilizing the camera on a swinging bridge, taking up much of the space
on the walkway. A vast majority of the visitors took photos with their phones or with more
expensive cameras. Roughly 75% of observed visitors took photos in some way. They did so
primarily at designated locations, such as the ends of trails or lookouts, while only a much

smaller number of visitors took photos on the trails or atinconvenient locations.

4.4.3 Social Media

Social media was also a prevalent sub-theme that emerged in some reviews. Many of these

reviews described seeing AMCNP online and wanting to come to the park to see the
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beautiful photo location in person. The online nature of sharing experiences has seemingly
prompted people to take and share these photos, creating a social signifier. One reviewer

has said [Quote 62]:

“This world-famous track is all over social media on a blue-sky day, but honestly, it’s just as
stunning when the weather turns moody — cloudy or light rain gives the whole valley a

dramatic, almost mystical vibe.”

Observation on social media use was limited, given the nature of the theme, but visitors
were taking photos of each other individually and as groups. | was asked twice to take
photos of passing groups, with at least one person saying they would post them to
Facebook later that day. There were also many visitors holding selfie sticks or filming
themselves at the national park. Presumably, these photos and videos would be uploaded

to social media later.

4.5 Crowding

The crowding theme emphasizes the feeling of compactness that many visitors feel as the
large groups disrupt the peaceful atmosphere being generated by the surroundings. This
theme is divided into three sub-themes consisting of availability, overtourism, and
satisfaction (see Figure 13). As AMCNP is becoming more popular, more visitors will arrive
to see it, furthering the problem. This sub-chapter reveals how reviewers feel the park is

crowded and how that affects their experience.
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Figure 13

Sub-Themes of Crowding

Theme

Sub-Themes

Availability

Crowding

Overtourism

Satisfaction

Note. This figure depicts the theme of crowding and its accompanying sub-themes.

4.5.1 Availability

The availability sub-theme describes the lack of physical space within the national park.

This primarily concerns the parking lot but, to a lesser extent, it also refers to the availability

of space on trails such as the Hooker Valley Trail. Many reviews mention the lack of

available parking at the White Horse Hill Campground, suggesting that visitors secure a

parking spot early or park on the side of the road. The parking lot at the campground

prompted one reviewer to say [Quote 16]:

“Desperate drivers then repeatedly circle the area searching for a parking space. Resulting

in cars often parking on the road in front of the parking area — long before it even comes into
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This suggests that the parking facilities are insufficient to accommodate the large number
of visitors. Many visitors stay only a short time, but the number of visitors creates
congestion on the trails. One reviewer commenting on the Hooker Valley Trail said this

[Quote 53]:

“The second of the three suspension bridges was closed. This trail is even more crowded,

as everyone is crammed into the first third.”

Observation revealed that even on a day with bad weather, the parking lot was full by 10am
with a substantial overflow of cars on the curbside. The photo below shows the extent of
the curbside parking (see Figure 14). Additionally, the parking lot and many of the trails
were flooded with visitors, making driving in the parking lot and meandering through the

trail system difficult.
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Figure 14

Curbside Parking at White Horse Hill Campground

Note. This photo depicts the usage of the “free” curbside parking at White Horse Hill

Campground. Faces are blurred to protect the visitor's identity.

4.5.2 Overtourism

The overtourism sub-theme notes a pattern of how specific locations have seen highly
increased use while others have been under-traveled. Locations such as the Hooker Valley

Trail have seen the most use, while slightly less accessible locations, such as Kea Point and
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Mueller Hut, have shown similar trends to a lesser degree. The implication, although rarely
stated outright, is that the overwhelming number of people detracts from the quality of the
cultural services the national park provides. One reviewer said this about the Hooke Valley

Trail [Quote 46]:

“It was disappointing because of the effects of mass tourism. Many people hiding behind

their phones taking as many pictures as they can as quick as they can.”

This contrasts with other trails, such as the nearby Red Tarns Track, which sees fewer
overall reviews. Some are saying it is a less crowded alternative, such as this review [Quote

5]

“Great views + no people on a sunny day & "

Observation of these locations revealed that locations such as the Red Tarns Track had
overall less visitation, whereas the Hooker Valley Trail and Kea Point were very crowded.
Mueller Hut could not be observed due to the weather conditions. In the main tourist
locations, such as lookouts or the ends of trails, the number of visitors increased
substantially, with many standing or sitting for upwards of 30 minutes before leaving. Many
of them were talking loudly over the wind, disturbing the atmosphere, changing these

points from a serene natural landscape to a busy tourist site.

4.5.3 Satisfaction

The last key sub-theme concerns the resulting decrease in satisfaction due to crowding.
Across all the reviews, people’s experiences were broadly split into being satisfied with the

cultural services theme or describing how the crowding in the national park decreased the
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quality of their experience. This was a very common occurrence, with many reviewers
describing how the large crowds disrupted the peaceful atmosphere and their calming

experience. One reviewer’s response to the large crowds was saying [Quote 44]:

“Come early to avoid the crowds, can’t enjoy the views because there’s so many people

trying to get past you all the time.”

While another said [Quote 52]:

“The biggest downside is how busy it is. It was crammed, both the carpark and the track
itself, which was full of people not looking where they're going and not keeping their kids out

of other people's way.”

These reviews were from the Hooker Valley Trail. All the negative reviews regarding how the
large crowds reduced their satisfaction were almost exclusively from this trail, or to a much
lesser extent photo locations such as Kea Point. Complaints about overcrowding from

other locations were negligible.

Observation was unable to determine the satisfaction level of visitors, other than a general
pleasant demeanor. Extrapolating the visitor perspective from my own experience, the
national park hot spots felt more like tourist sites with people packed into small areas
seeking photos. It was difficult to feel relaxed in these areas, but walking to less traveled

areas, the natural environment felt more peaceful.
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4.6 Rule Breaking

The rule breaking theme describes the various rule breaking and confusion that many
visitors experience while at the park. This theme is divided into four sub-themes: sign
location, language, off-trail use, and fines (see Figure 15). Understanding why visitors break
the rules of the national park allows management to adjust their policies to accommodate
for both parties, or to more effectively communicate rules to clear up confusion. In some
cases, the rules seem arbitrary to visitors while in other cases visitors may not be aware of
what is allowed. Through more effective communication such as sign placement, language
translations, or explanations as to why the rules exist, management may be able to

decrease unwanted visitor behavior.

Figure 15

Sub-Themes of Rule Breaking

Theme Sub-Themes

Sign Location

/ Language
\- Off-Trail Use

Rule Breaking

Fines

Note. This figure depicts the theme of rule breaking and its accompanying sub-themes.

77



4.6.1 Sign Location

This sub-theme was created as there were multiple reviews complaining about the sign
placement, particularly regarding the Hooker Valley Trail, while the second swing bridge is
under construction. Some reviews remarked that, as the trail is the main and most
accessible location that many of the visitors want to use, it was unfair to notify the visitors
of the closure further down the trail after they had already paid for parking. Many of the
reviewers also acknowledge that the information was posted online, and they should have

checked before they came. An example of one of these reviews is as follows [Quote 33]:

“We discovered that the trek was only open at the beginning. We searched around and only
found a relatively distant sign saying that the trek was closed, there was no sign at the
entrance/during the trek saying that it was closed. It sucks that we paid a price for a full

day's parking...”

Along a similar perspective, another reviewer responded [Quote 51]:

“After you pay for the parking, you will see a sign saying the 2nd bridge is closed &s....”

Another sign-related issue was the disregard of the sign at the first swing bridge, limiting the
capacity to 20 people. From the reviews recorded, all four of the reviews at the first swing
bridge mention how the bridge has a 20-person limit and how no one follows that rule, as

this is exceeded regularly. An example of this that best describes this states [Quote 76]:

“The view is also great. It clearly states that the maximum number of people allowed at one

time is 20, but no one seemed to care.”

78



Upon observation, the first sign explaining the trail closure of the second half of the Hooker
Valley Trail was well beyond the parking lot, after any visitor would have paid for parking.

The photo below depicts the distance from the sign to the parking lot (see Figure 16).

Figure 16

Photo of Sign Distance from Parking Lot

Note. This photo depicts the distance between the first sign describing the closure of the

Hooker Valley Trail and the paid parking lot.

Additionally, the signs for the maximum load limit on the bridge are clearly displayed in very
large, noticeable letters, with depictions showing the 20-person limit. The sign and its
location do not seem to be the reason the bridge's limit is occasionally exceeded. The
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photo below shows the bridge over capacity with 23 people on it (see Figure 17). There were

three instances of the capacity being exceeded during one hour of observing the bridge.

Figure 17

Photo of The First Swing Bridge Over Capacity

Note. The capacity of the bridge was exceeded by three (people in this picture), while the
signs informing the visitors of the capacity are clearly visible to them. Signs exist on both
sides of the bridge, but only one is visible from this photo. The faces of visitors are blurred

to protect their identity.
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4.6.2 Language

The language sub-theme is created from the many reviews which suggest that languages
other than English should be posted to better communicate with the public, as many
visitors to the national park are non-native English speakers. Many of these reviews were
translated into English, and it is unclear how many visitors have difficulty understanding
the information. Nonetheless, reviews suggest that translations should be available for
languages that make up a large proportion of the international visitors. These reviews

include statements such as [Quote 17]:

“All of this is only explained in English. The beautiful hiking trail is closed halfway for

construction. It would have been so easy to mention it at the beginning.”

Relative to the total number of reviews, the number that mention language is small. Further
observation at the national park revealed visitors speaking various languages, including
French, German, Korean, Japanese and, most commonly, Mandarin. Occasionally, other

languages that were unidentifiable to me were heard.

4.6.3 Off-Trail Use

The sub-theme of off-trail use emerged from a pattern of comments noting off-trail use by
some visitors who bypassed the second swing bridge and continued on the Hooker Valley
Trail past its closure point. There were very few comments regarding this; however, given
both the safety concerns and disruption to the creation of the bridge (DOC, 2025¢) the
visitor perspectives on this issue were of particular importance. One important concern

that was pointed out regarding the off-trail use was [Quote 38]:
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“Strongly recommend avoiding walking off trail due to a high risk factor. It would be better if
the signage also included Chinese language translation. Due to the large number of tourists

who get off the trail and endanger themselves.”

No other reasons for off-trail use were directly given. Other comments stating that the best
view of Aoraki/Mount Cook is past the bridge give credence to the idea that visitors go off
trail to both gain a better view of the mountain and to avoid the crowding at the first half of

the Hooker Valley Trail.

Observation of the second swing bridge did not reveal any visitors traveling off-trail over the
two-hour period from 11am to 1pm; however, additional signage was uncovered on the
Hooker Valley Trail prohibiting visitors from traveling off trail (see Figure 18). Several of
these signs were posted between the first and second swing bridges, with only one other

sign found at Kea Point.
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Figure 18

Sign Prohibiting Off-Trail Use

=

Stay on the track

Don’t stand

on the bait Don’t touch

baitor devices  © 908S

Note. Various signs like this were placed between the first and second swing bridges on the

Hooker Valley Trail.

4.6.4 Fines

The fines sub-theme was created because of the large number of reviews mentioning the
fines they received from the paid parking system. The number of reviews with this sub-
theme may result from bias, as the fines probably resulted in a higher likelihood of leaving a
review —reviews are left more often when visitors have more extreme experiences

(Schoenmueller et al., 2020). In combination with other information collected, displaying
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confusion about the paid parking system, the resulting fines are nonetheless a relevant
factor when considering how functional the parking infrastructure is. Some reviewers
comment about how frequently the DOC employees check the parking. Additionally,
reviews mentioned different amounts for the fines, with values of 70, 75, or even 200

dollars used as fines. Reviews will say things such as [Quote 39]:

“If you park, make sure to leave the exact timeframe you entered. Otherwise, expect to pay

a $70 fine. They track when your car enters and leaves.”

Other reviewers mentioned that the fines are only enforced within the parking lot, creating
confusion about where parking is and is not available, or is free. The reviewers generally did
not seem sure of the validity of their statements. Rather, they were just deferring to the
shared consensus with no signage indicating the rules. One reviewer who exemplified this

said [Quote 37]:

“It seems there are staff patrolling the parking lot, so parking outside the area appears to be

free.”

4.7 Chapter Conclusion

This chapter examined visitors' experiences at AMCNP, focusing on their interactions with
park infrastructure and accessibility. Themes and sub-themes were created based on the
comments of the reviewers, primarily focusing on visitor interaction with the park facilities
and the services it provides. Information collected from the reviews was investigated
through observation, validating or contradicting the experiences presented online. Many of

the themes interacted with each other in a variety of ways, creating an interrelated,
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multifaceted dynamic between visitor experiences and desires, their interactions with
various park infrastructure, and how park management wishes the park to be used.
Understanding how these sub-themes relate to one another provides an avenue to address
the concerns of both park visitors and DOC. The following chapter discusses how these

themes relate to each other and the available literature.
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Chapter Five: Discussion

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, the findings from the previous chapter are connected to relevant literature.
The discussion will uncover how the themes and sub-themes, observed in the previous
chapter, when combined with critical thinking and relevant literature can improve visitors’
experiences while simultaneously alleviating some of the challenges faced by AMCNP. This
chapter will begin by addressing sub-themes derived from a single theme, as they often
involve the simplest policy changes. Following this, the chapter will discuss how specific
problems incorporate multiple themes and sub-themes to create complex dynamics.
These problems overlap in themes because the visitor motivations, behavior, and
outcomes draw from different themes. Through the understanding of how the themes are

interconnected, this project will be able to fully address the research questions.

5.2 Mono-Themed Comments and Challenges

This section addresses visitors’ comments and national park challenges that are
connected to only one sub-theme. Several of these comments are benign and suggest
either minor or small changes would be beneficial, while others may have simple, although
not easy, changes that ought to be implemented for the betterment and safety of visitors

and the environment.
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5.2.1 Infrastructure Critique

Reviews regarding maintenance and costs were limited to the infrastructure theme. The
park's groundskeeping was mentioned in many overwhelmingly positive reviews, as
described in the Findings chapter. This has many implications for the surrounding
environment, but it also indicates that the park has positive environmental impacts beyond
the scope of this research (Alemu, 2015). Many maintenance reviews referred to the
construction of the second swing bridge. The bridge’s construction and the partial closure
of the trail were disappointing to many visitors, especially as they were unaware of it before
their arrival. DOC provides all this information on its website (DOC, 2025d). Even though
these trips can often be planned months in advance (Backhaus et al., 2022), information
available at the time of planning may be outdated. The construction of this bridge was
delayed (Srinivasa, 2025), likely causing inconvenience to visitors who had planned
months in advance for the bridge's opening. It is best practice to be precise to avoid these

situations.

Cost reviews criticized the relatively high cost of parking. Visitors felt that other visitors
getting free parking or camping while they paid was unfair, especially since the camping
fees were higher at the park than at nearby campgrounds with similar facilities. This issue is
likely compounded by the unclear communication about how the curbside parking
operates. Some suggestions, such as those by Pierce and Shoup (2013), recommend
seasonal pricing that charges people more when parking spots are in higher demand. This
relative decrease in price should help alleviate frustration over high prices during the off-

season when the facilities are not fully operational. Other researchers suggest that the
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costs of national parks directly affect the number of visitors who come to the park, but if
costs are too high they could exclude low-income individuals (Schill, 2018). In this way, the
high costs during the busiest parts of the year decreases the excess humber of visitors, but
by decreasing costs in the off-season the park could increase visitation by favorably

targeting visitors with less economic access.

5.2.2 Family Use and Fitness

The sub-themes of fithess and family use functionally act the same in terms of policy
implementation. The findings revealed that Kea Point and the Hooker Valley Trail are by far
the most used and most accessible trails in the park, with visitors of all ages and fithess
levels on them. Other trails, such as the Red Tarns Trail and Mueller Hut Route, have much
steeper inclines and were primarily used by physically fit visitors. One consideration in the
literature is the walking speed of visitors on trails, as elderly visitors often walk at a much

slower pace, leading to greater trail congestion (Schamel & Job, 2018).

5.2.3 Planning Around Cultural Services

Photography and social media follow similar implementation approaches in terms of policy
suggestions, as photography is part of the social media experience and partly explains why
visitors take so many photos at specific locations. The experience on the more accessible
trails felt like a popular tourist attraction rather than a natural environment. This seems to
be a major motivating factor for visitors to engage in unusual and unsafe behaviors, and to
lack awareness of other visitors around them (Evans, 2018; Cornell et al., 2025). In many

ways, AMCNP offers a highly desirable location for photo tourism as its high level of
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aesthetic natural environment, infrastructure, recreational resources and uniqueness
make it a prime location for this type of tourism (Maslennikova & Vladimirovna, 2020).
Unfortunately, for other visitors on the trail, especially on the swing bridges with a weight
limit, the significant occurrences of photography blocks people from progressing on the

trails.

To make this experience more pleasant for visitors, especially those with different
motivations such as recreation and relaxation, building more locations with views
overlooking tourist attractions separates visitors who wish to take pictures from other
visitors who would be inconvenienced (Maslennikova & Vladimirovna, 2020). The swing
bridges have become a major attraction for the national park, making them a key location
for this to happen —the congestion of photographers on the bridge prevents people from

moving forward and causes an unsafe number of people to move onto the bridge.

5.2.4 Carrying Capacity

Availability has become an issue with the trail systems because there are a high number of
visitors across accessible trail systems. While observing there was only congestion at a few
key locations, including the bridges, therefore the large number of people across the trails
creates a substantial amount of noise detracting from the relaxing environment. This
problem raises the question of what the national park’s carrying capacity should be, as
visitor numbers are likely to continue increasing (Visitor insights reports, 2025). There is ho
clear answer to this question, as different types of tourists have varying levels of what is too

crowded (Pulido-Fernandez et al., 2024); nevertheless, the capacity is generally
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determined by the level of environmental damage done and by visitor experience, as both

are impacted by crowding quality (Chen et al., 2014; Manning, 2001).

5.2.5 Communication of Rules

Signage, language, and fines all relate to how DOC communicates the rules of AMCNP. No
level of communicating the rules will fully lead to compliance, but communicating park
rules clearly will still increase rule compliance to an extent, in addition to clearly
establishing visitor expectations at the park (Selvaag et al., 2022). The first sign of a
communication issue was the sign describing the closure of the second swing bridge,
which was far beyond the entrance to the park (see Figure 16). Many travelers plan farin
advance or read that the bridge should be reopened by the time they arrive, creating
disappointment at not being able to see one of the main tourist attractions at the national
park. For the partial closure of a trail relevant to visitors to the park, signs should be posted
much closer to the park entrance, as the entrance serves as a primary communication

point for visitors (Upchurch, 2006).

Another concern regarding sign location is the signs on the first swing bridge, which
prohibit more than 20 people from being on the bridge at one time. The signs on both sides
of the bridge are very clear, with both words and graphics describing their intent, yet more
than 20 people regularly cross the bridge at a time. The graphics help convey the sign's
meaning across potential language barriers (Muekthong, 2021) and appear intuitive. The
signs are large and directly next to the bridge, making them nearly impossible to miss. For

this reason, | think that the sign location or communication is not the issue. According to
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Dehaene (2011), the human mind becomes increasingly poor at estimating crowd size: as
crowd size increases, as the density of people increases, and when vision is occluded from
the person making the estimate. Considering how densely packed the bridge is, and the
extremely occluded vision of the visitors because they are in a line, it is likely that the
visitors are inaccurate when estimating the number of people on the bridge, therefore

causing them to go beyond the bridge’s limit.

Language is another important factor to consider to diminish rule-breaking. Many of the
signs relevant to the national park's rules were only in English, although they did include
figures illustrating the rules, such as Figure 18. The figures with a circle around them and a
slash through them act as a universal prohibition symbol, effectively communicating the
prohibition to everyone (Murray et al., 1998). The findings show that many of the visitors’
native languages vary significantly. Best practices for proper signage often include
recommendations for translations (Saunders et al., 2019), although the difficulty instead

lies in deciding which languages to translate to, given the limited space on the sign.

One policy expected to be notable was the ban on drones in the area. This research project
did not find a single review of drone sightings. Signs were regularly posted around the
national park informing visitors of the ban and suggesting that their use is a problem in the
area, but with no evidence of this being a challenge, it is unclear how common this issue is

or what could be done to address infractions.
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5.3 Poly-Themes Comments and Challenges

This section addresses the reviews and challenges within the sub-themes that span
multiple themes, highlighting the motivations, behaviors, and outcomes. These challenges
are interconnected and require alterations that address visitors’ motivations to alleviate
problems, create behavioral changes in the visitors, and achieve positive outcomes for the
national park. The structure of this sub-chapter follows the interconnected sub-themes

that have not yet been addressed.

5.3.1 The White Horse Hill Campground Experience

The campground’s quality had a mixture of reviews, with some stating how nice the area
and facilities were and others describing a lack of cleanliness and an odor. Observation
made me realize the facilities can become dirty quickly, leading some experiences to be
highly positive and some negative depending on when the area was last cleaned. This
pattern was exacerbated as reviewers are more likely to leave a review if they encountered
a more extreme experience (Schoenmueller et al., 2020). For this reason, the negative
reviews are likely inevitable, considering the high visitation level at the park. The bins in the
campground were emptied with relative frequency, and none were observed to be
overflowing, which is one of the largest contributors to visitor littering (Lev et al., 2026).
Additionally, park management has already implemented signage with appropriate
language suggesting visitors help to protect the park by not littering, thereby creating a

deterrent (Taff et al., 2022).
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Parking becomes difficult to find during the busiest hours of the day. Based on the number
of visitors complaining about their inability to find parking and the fact that curbside
parking is sometimes available on only half the road, with the other half restricted by a
railing, it is likely that curbside parking is intentionally used as an overflow parking area
(see Figure 14). | can only assume that the curbside parking is free because when the new
paid parking system was established, it was only enforceable inside the parking lot, leaving
the curbside parking in a grey area because it would be deemed necessary for high
visitation. Curbside parking can damage the environment through vegetation trampling,

erosion, or the creation of “social trails” (Marion et al., 2016).

Additionally, curbside parking creates a potential hazard, as more visitors walking on the
main road, as shown in Figure 19, increases the risk of traffic accidents involving
pedestrians (Box, 2004). One limiting factor for this hazard was the moderately smooth
hiking trail along the curbside parking on Hooker Valley Road, all the way to Highway 80.
This connects to The Hooker Valley Trail and serves as a wheelchair-accessible route to the

car park, although the trail does veer off the road near the parking lot.
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Figure 19

Google Maps Satellite Image of Curbside Parking Hazard Zone

Note. This satellite image depicts an aerial view of The Hooker Valley Road, indicating the
potential hazard zone in yellow, as well as potential hazards from crossing the road to
reach the trail, which are obscured by parked vehicles. This image was sourced and edited

from Google Maps on June 4", 2026.

5.3.2 Disability Accessibility

Much of the infrastructure in public spaces is designed for people with a wide range of
abilities, leaving consideration for people with disabilities as a challenge to be overcome
(Stafford et al., 2022). This is shown in many ways at AMCNP, such as the previously
mentioned trail next to the curbside parking. The trail itself, even though unpaved, should

still be usable by a wheelchair, but there is no connection to the road, making the meter-
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and-a-half distance to the trail exceedingly difficult for wheelchair users. This could easily
be resolved with enough disability parking locations within the parking lot. None were
observed within the park lot. The disability parking spots, in addition to leaving spaces for
visitors who need them the most (Lu et al., 2014), increase participation (Darcy & Burke,
2018) and quality of the experience for people with disabilities (Flemmer & Mcintosh,

2025).

In many instances, disability seems to be an afterthought in the planning of the park. This is
in alignment with the tourism industry across New Zealand which lacks experiences that
offer equity of access (Cockburn-Wootten & Mcintosh, 2020). Other than the trails to the
parking lot, the only trails accessible in a wheelchair are the first approximately 800 meters
of the Hooker Valley Track and a small fraction of the route to Kea Point. The only proper
viewpoint they can access is the Lake Mueller Lookout, assuming they can get up the hill to
it, which according to Lepoglavec et al. (2023), is nearly impossible to do while traveling a
gravel path with an incline above nine degrees while wheelchair-bound. The DOC (2025f)
claims this area is “suitable” for wheelchairs, while areas beyond it on the trail are

“difficult” for wheelchair use, which is a significant understatement.

The national park facilities would be more accessible with minimal stairs and larger
restroom stalls when space is needed. According to Chen (2013), the facilities at the
national park ought to include accessible restroom doors, grab bars, curb cuts, accessible
trail-connecting facilities, and minimal barriers between the campground and utilities to be
fully accessible. Other than curb cuts, which are unnecessary at the park due to the lack of

road curbs, the only missing element is grab bars for visitors with mobility disabilities.
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Aside from physical infrastructure, communication is one of the most important factors in
encouraging people with disabilities to visit the park (Whiting et al., 2025). While
information is available at the facilities and online through DOC (2025g), independent
sources, such as blogs, have provided the most detailed information about accessibility

concerns at the national park (Aurélie, 2017; Graham, 2024).

5.3.3 Decreasing Quality of Experience

Relaxation is one of the main cultural services that draws visitors to the national park. This
sub-theme is responsible for some of the main positive benefits of visits to nature, such as
emotional well-being and reduced mental fatigue (Sancho-Pivoto et al., 2025; Kuo &
Sullivan, 2003). The reviews suggest the national park’s potential for relaxation is extremely

high, although visitors note that due to crowding they are finding it more difficult to relax.

The quality of visitor experiences at the park is partially determined by all five themes. The
quality of infrastructure in parks, such as washrooms, campgrounds, and parking areas,
directly affects the relaxing nature of the experience (Geng et al., 2021). Accessibility
becomes a double-edged sword because the more people who can access the park, the
more people who visit, increasing the crowding problem, which ultimately decreases the
tranquility, relaxation, and quality of experience in natural environments (Manning et al.,
2026; Sever & Verbic¢, 2019; Blut & lyer, 2019). Combining all these motivating factors
increases the likelihood of rule breaking, such as off-trail hiking, due to the park’s issues

with carrying capacity (Park et al., 2022; Manning, 2013).
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5.3.4 Touristification of AMCNP

AMCNP has seen increasing use in recent years, making it the second-most-visited
national park in New Zealand (Visitor Insights reports, 2025). The overtourism is reflected in
reviewers' reports that many visitors are clustered around specific areas, such as the main
bridges. This is likely due to several reasons, including growth and higher standards for
nature tourism after the COVID-19 pandemic (Geng et al., 2025; Diaz-Pérez et al., 2024),
concentration of visitors in specific times and locations within the park (Rogowski et al.,

2024), and social media popularization (Wichman, 2024).

The literature on this topic suggests that the clearest way to alleviate this problem is to
address the times and locations with the most visitors (Rogowski et al., 2024). This could
be done by limiting how long visitors can spend at specific locations or by making other
times and locations more appealing to them. Other suggestions include expanding nearby
tourist hotspots, which would spread visitor density around the park as crowding
perception is more often defined by specific locations than by average visitor density
(Kohlhardt et al., 2017). This pattern is present in the case of AMCNP due to the previously
mentioned high density areas in the park creating these hot spots. This is likely
exacerbated by the partial closure of the Hooker Valley Trail, blocking access to the second

and third swing bridges.

5.3.5 Rule Breaking

Off-trail hiking, although only indirectly referenced in the thematic analysis and with no

observations recorded, has increased in frequency and caused disruptions during the
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construction of the second swing bridge (DOC, 2025¢). The literature suggests that a
primary reason for off-trail hiking is high levels of crowding (Sim et al., 2018). This seems
especially applicable in this situation. The lack of visitors past the second bridge creates a
unique photography and social media incentive for visitors to capture a photo of the bridge
without anyone standing on it — tourists will often try to replicate photographs they see
online (Payntar et al., 2021). For this reason, the social media fascination with the swing
bridges increases visitation to the park, particularly in these areas, while also creating a
social incentive to see and photograph them when the chance arises. Once the Hooker
Valley Trail reopens, the off-trail hiking should decrease as the locations the visitors want to
see will be available again. This is still important because any future trail closure for

construction or maintenance creates the same problem.

Fines are the only enforcement for paid parking at the national park. The cost should
remain consistent but at a relatively high level to minimize rule-breaking, as a smaller fine
would mean weighing visitors' costs of receiving a fine against the parking cost (Cullinane &
Polak, 1992). Consistent enforcement monitoring of the parking lot should be made by park
staff. None were observed; however, reviews have spotted regular sightings of DOC
workers at the parking lot, especially in the mornings. One suggestion would be to increase
the clarity of the parking rules, as the zones in the parking lot and surrounding area
designating camping, parking, and non-enforced parking are not intuitive, and the curbside
parking is left without signage. If some zones are effectively free, visitors may become
confused, leading to fewer people paying for parking, as they will innately prioritize

curbside parking in restricted areas (Albalate & Gragera, 2022).
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5.4 Chapter Conclusion

This chapter discussed the implications of the findings and explored their relationship with
prior literature. The themes and sub-themes do not directly map onto the issues or
recommendations for the park, with many of the sub-themes being self-contained, while
others require a deeper understanding of the underlying causes and motivations of visitors.
By understanding the themes and sub-themes in relation to the academic literature, this
chapter provides a basis for the recommendations in the following chapter. In addition, this
chapter clarified visitor perspectives on the national park’s infrastructure and accessibility,

furthering this research project’s aims and objectives.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion

6.1 Introduction

This research project adds to the literature by using visitor experiences to gain deeper
insights into the infrastructure and accessibility of AMCNP. This research project
investigates online reviews of AMCNP to improve policies, infrastructure, and accessibility
practices. This was conducted through thematic analysis of online data combined with
onsite observation to clarify, verify, and elaborate on the data. This chapter addresses the
aims and objectives of this study, provides suggestions for the national park, discusses
limitations of the research project, and provides a reflection on the research project. A
reflection is included in the chapter to help academics understand my perspective on the
national park and create additional discussions regarding the challenges these parks are

facing.

6.2 Answering Research Project’s Research Questions

The primary purpose of this study is to understand the experience of visitors at AMCNP, to
improve its infrastructure, accessibility, and better manage visitation at the park. Based on
the reviews collected, combined with observations of the park, the following insights were

made:

e The infrastructure consisting of the parking lot, trail system, and campground is

insufficient for the volume of tourism the national park receives.
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e The national park is accessible to visitors of all ages and fitness levels, although
accessibility for people with mobility disabilities is mostly limited to the

campground and parking lot with some exceptions.

e Visitors greatly enjoy the cultural resources of the park, using it for photography and

social media, while visitors who wish to relax find difficulties due to large crowds.

e Crowding has become an increasing problem, particularly around key hotspot areas
for tourists such as Kea Point and the swing bridges. Construction of the second

swing bridge limits hotspot areas and creating larger crowds in fewer areas.

e Confusion due to signage location and lack of translations, combined with

frustration from crowding, creates motivation for rule breaking.

Through analysis of online reviews and observation, the research project found answers to

the following research questions:

RQ1: What are the visitor perspectives of the infrastructure at AMCNP?

The visitor perception of infrastructure broadly falls under four sub-themes: (1)
campground; (2) parking; (3) maintenance; and (4) cost. The visitor reviews of the White
Horse Hill Campground consisted of messages noting how beautiful the campground was,
with few comments complaining about the restroom smell, and other comments
highlighting the high cost during winter when campground facilities were closed. The claim
of the smell could not be corroborated, but altogether the experiences of the campground

were highly positive with only minor frustrations partially related to the next sub-theme.
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Parking-related reviews consisted of visitor speculation about what park rules were. This is
because parking fees are not enforced past the boundaries of the parking lot. Some visitors
use this to avoid fees for parking altogether thereby creating frustration from perceived
unfairness. Additionally, the newly implemented paid parking system was praised for its
usability. Furthermore, reviews noted that because of the volume of tourists, finding a

parking spot was difficult and therefore contributed to crowding in the national park.

Maintenance was exclusively mentioned positively in the reviews, with their experiences
being verified through observation. Rubbish bins were cleared consistently, with trash
rarely overflowing. Very minor amounts of litter were found on the park grounds, which
seemed to be cleaned quickly after. Overall, visitors consistently mentioned how beautiful

the national park was and praised its environmental conditions.

Visitors were upset with the high price of the campground, especially as there is a nearby
campground with similar facilities that is cheaper. Other visitors were upset that some
visitors did not pay for parking by using the curbside parking, which is not explained
anywhere with most visitors finding out about the “free curbside parking” after they had

already paid.

RQ2: Do visitors perceive any accessibility challenges while visiting AMCNP?

While most visitors refrained from speaking broadly about accessibility, many mentioned
their own challenges which consisted of being wheelchair-bound, their fitness level, and
traveling with a family of varying ages. Some visitors mentioned how the only trail useable

with a wheelchair is the small section of the Hooker Valley Trail. Even though the
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campground and parking lot are fully wheelchair accessible, the curbside parking creates
hazards as wheelchair users must use the road to reach the parking lot from their vehicle.

Additionally, there is no disability parking.

Fitness level was mentioned in relation to the trails used by a wide range of visitors with
diverse demographics. The two most accessible trails were the Hooker Valley Trail, which
was partially closed and the route to Kea Point. The other trails, such as the route to
Mueller Hut, were mentioned as possible with lower physical endurance, but observation
revealed they were rarely used by visitors who lacked athleticism. Family visitor groups
rarely deviated from the Hooker Valley Trail and the route to Kea Point, although some

families with small children were seen hiking to Mueller Hut.

RQ3: How can DOC better manage visitation at AMCNP?

This question has multiple answers, as many factors are involved in national park tourism
management. In addition to infrastructure and accessibility challenges previously
mentioned, other issues such as crowding and rule breaking are continual problems facing
the park, which are often motivated by the cultural services visitors obtain through use of
the park. Some of these answers are much easier to implement, whereas others are more
complex, require funding, or require the creation of new infrastructure. To answer this

guestion fully, the answers are split into short-term and long-term suggestions.
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6.2.1 Short-Term Suggestions

e Notify visitors about trail closures before they pay for parking.

Regardless of whether visitors intended to pay for parking, this fully informs them about
their experience before paying for a service. This can be done by creating a sign in the

parking lot or at the park entrance that informs visitors of any trail disturbances before they

pay.

e Clarify to visitors how the curbside parking works at the entrance to the park.

This helps alleviate confusion about the rules of paid parking and decreases the number of
visitors who paid the parking fee, feeling that others are getting into the park without paying
the fee. If this leads to visitors prioritizing the curbside parking and avoiding the fee, either
enforce paid parking on the curbside parking area, or prevent people from parking there

and expand the parking infrastructure.

e Implement seasonal pricing for parking and camping.

Seasonal pricing for both the campgrounds and parking encourages more domestic
visitation during the off-season when the park sees its lowest visitation. The results limit
domestic visitation as international tourists pay so much for the trip to New Zealand that
the additional costs for parking or camping would be negligible for their decision.
Additionally, the closed facility due to the cold weather is understandable to visitors, but if
they pay the same amount for less functional facilities visitors may feel as though they are

being ripped off, especially with cheaper alternatives nearby.
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o Create designated disability parking spots.

To increase the park accessibility, the creation of disability parking spots should create a
large difference for disabled visitors. It could allow them quicker access to national park
facilities, such as restrooms, while reducing the time required to move across driving

areas. Additionally, it could create an easy solution to the hazards that curbside parking

creates for disabled visitors.

e Create translations for important signage.

Reviews have shown that language barriers are common occurrences. Creating digital
translations through a QR code attached to the signs could create a solution that informs
foreign visitors without a large amount of effort, to decrease rule breaking. Although not
likely a major motivator of rule breaking, this simple change could decrease unwanted

behavior.

6.2.2 Long-Term Suggestions

e Expand the Hooker Valley Trail.

This is the most visited trail system in the national park, based on reviews and
observations. Expanding the trail system here would decrease crowding, especially if it
were a loop, or partial loop; this removes the need to follow the same trail back. This also
creates more opportunities for photography locations. Additionally, more of these
locations should decrease the perception of crowding at the national park (Kohlhardt et al.,

2017).
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e Expand the parking lot.

The parking lot is not large enough relative to the volume of tourism visitation the national
park receives. The excessive number of vehicles creates issues such as overflow curbside
parking. This should be expanded to accommodate the visitors at the most popular times
and beyond, as the number of visitors will likely continue to increase each year (DOC,

2025a)

e Create a weight indicator for the bridges.

Creating an indicator of how many people are on the swing bridges at a time lets visitors on
either side know when they should cross. Currently, visitors estimate bridge capacity, and
given how they are lined up, counting all the visitors who cross becomes challenging,
leading to visitors surpassing the 20-person limit on the bridge (Dehaene, 2011). To stop
this, a mechanicalindicator on the bridge would depict the tension the bridge is under and
shows an approximate indicator for the number of people on the bridge. This should reduce

the frequency and the number of people crossing the bridge at once.

e Create more locations to view bridges on the Hooker Valley Trail.

The swing bridges act as one of the main tourist locations in the park, which creates large
crowds around them and the areas where photos of the bridges are taken. Creating more of
these viewing locations spreads out visitors, which decreases perceptions of crowding and

would increase visitors’ satisfaction with their experience (Kohlhardt et al., 2017).
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6.3 Reflection

| decided on this research topic because of my years of experience in visiting and working
at recreational parks. This perspective allows me to gain further insights into the research
while expanding my knowledge of the topic. My journey through this research allowed me
to see this national park as more than just a recreational space - it is a tourist hub with
visitors relaxing in the beauty of nature while using the experience to bolster their online
social presence. This topic has allowed me to draw parallels between my prior work
experience and the academic literature relating to infrastructure and accessibility at
national parks. Analysis of visitor reviews allowed me to gain further insights into
perspective of casual visitors while my work experience allowed me to notice infrastructure

which ought to be improved.

Even though these visitors will likely only remain in the park for a few days at most, learning
from their experiences allows the park to improve. It allows the national park to hear from
one of its key stakeholders. Understanding the needs and desires of the visitors allows me
to better serve them in any future occupation related to the research project. Through this
understanding | and many others can bring people closer to enjoying the cultural services

that nature has to offer.

6.4 Limitations

Although the findings are informative, this research project does not come without
limitations. The first limitation is that all the non-observational data was collected online,

therefore creating a selection bias towards those who post online reviews being more likely
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to have had more extreme experiences than a typical visitor (Schoenmueller et al., 2020).
Additionally, all the review data is self-reported, which is prone to biases and individual
experiences which may not be replicable. Observation data were used to verify relevant
information but, given that the observation was not collected during the busiest season of

the national park, some of the crowding reviews could not be verified.

Furthermore, visitors to the park were not asked for their opinion on what should change.
Suggestions were extrapolated from the issues compiled in the cumulative data set. If
visitors had highly detailed suggestions forimprovements, it is likely they wouldn’t be
shared with the reviews, as they are primarily a way to send information between visitors
(Yoo & Gretzel, 2008). Additionally, clarification cannot be made as there is ho way to reach

out to reviewers through Google reviews.

6.5 Conclusion

As more people shift their recreational activities to wilderness areas due to the COVID-19
pandemic (Geng et al., 2025), it becomes imperative to conserve these areas. These
spaces help develop mindfulness and cultivate our wellbeing (Olson et al., 2020; Smith &
Turner, 2023) in addition to the ecological services they provide. For these reasons,
protecting these areas while making them available for the public to enjoy and benefit from
is vital. In doing so, it is necessary to provide infrastructure so that these areas do not
deteriorate over time, while planning it in an accessible way that considers people with

varying ability levels.
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Additionally, as climate change continues it becomes increasingly important to re-examine
infrastructure and how national parks build trails. A large storm was responsible for the
second swing bridge needing reconstruction (DOC, 2025b). This led to the partial closure of
the Hooker Valley Trail and likely increases in crowding during its repair. As storms are likely
to worsen and become more frequent, infrastructure that can better withstand the natural
environment or is quicker to repair becomes more important. Future research on
infrastructure, accessibility, and park management is necessary, as over time the
population and environmental conditions of these areas change, creating sustainability
difficulties. Designing parks to accommodate the needs of the visitors who travel to them
have the potential to create positive community, environmental and sustainability

outcomes (Ghoddousi et al., 2018; Hunt et al., 2014; Lu & Pan, 2025).

These findings suggest many improvements could be made to AMCNP. With approaching
sustainability challenges due to increased visitation and climate change, listening to all
stakeholders of the national parks becomes essential. These voices help protect the
environment, contribute to the local economy, and ensure quality experiences in these

protected areas.
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