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Abstract
This qualitative research examined the lived experience of volunteers in providing
information to international travelers at a Visitors Information Center. The research
focused on intercultural communication during these touristic encounters. Interpersonal
communication and meaning engagement practices between volunteer information
providers and international visitors were examined from a narrative theoretical
perspective. Narratives of six volunteer information providers were gathered using
conversational interviews and analyzed using the method of thematic analysis. Six
themes emerged from volunteers’ narratives of their experience: independent/package
tour travelers, visitors’ expectations, information as product/process, foreign language
skills, adaptability and accommodation, and public inebriation of homeless local
residents. Contrary to expectations, volunteers reported that the experience of providing
information for international visitors was very little different from providing information
to visitors with cultural patterns of communication similar to their own. Several
explanations are offered for the apparent absence of difficulties in providing information
to international visitors. The surprising finding warrants further research.
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Chapter 1
Review of Literature
Statement o f the Problem
The central focus of this study is to understand the lived experience of individuals
who provide information to international visitors at a Visitors Information Center. After
three semesters in a communication graduate program, I took paid employment at a ticket
outlet servicing visitors, and concurrently volunteered several hours a week providing
information to visitors at the Visitors Information Center. I began to formulate the idea
for this research when I noticed a proportionately high number of international visitors
who first sought help at the Information Center, and then found their way across the street
to the ticket outlet for assistance, despite the availability of similar services in both
places. One would think the inconvenience of finding and walking to a second location
would preclude international visitors from seeking out the ticket outlet. I noticed another
interesting phenomenon concerning my behavior toward international visitors. I enjoyed
the lengthier, more challenging interactions with international visitors while volunteering
at the Visitors Information Center, and other volunteers allowed me to practice my
obvious interest in helping them. It occurred to me that intercultural communication was
at issue and that applying intercultural communication perspectives might provide a
greater understanding of “what is going on here.” In addition, initial research made clear
that an intercultural communication-focused study of volunteers providing information to
international visitors would offer a perspective not well-represented in current literature,
and might provide insights of value to both volunteers engaged in such work, and to those
who train or supervise them.
Background
In many cities in the United States, convention and visitor bureaus are
increasingly recognized as a powerful economic force, and the visitor “industry’s primary
marketing agent...” (Waddle, 1993, p. 36), offering a full range of unbiased,
comprehensive information without charge to the traveler. Record growth in the visitor
industry has been accompanied by growth in the functions of the local Convention and
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Visitors Bureau. The Visitors Information Center of primary interest in this study is one
of many functions of the Convention and Visitors Bureau and is known locally by several
names, including the Information Center, the Visitors Center, and the log cabin. The
Convention and Visitors Bureau is a non-profit organization funded in large part from a
percentage of bed-tax revenues collected by the hotels, bed and breakfasts, and other
establishments offering accommodations in the local area, and its mission is “to
contribute to the economic well being of the local area by marketing to potential visitors”
(K. Hautman, personal communication, October 20, 2003). The Visitors Information
Center is located in a small city in central Alaska, and serves as the hub of information
regarding visitor services not only in the local area, but also in the northern region of the
state, and in neighboring provinces in Canada. The information center is also a source of
information about state wildlife, local gold mining activities, and about fishing and the oil
industry.
“International travel is a rapidly growing activity” (Blue & Harun, 2002, p. 74),
and except for the two summer seasons since September 11, 2001, (the occasion of the
East Coast terrorist attacks) the trend has been for ever-increasing numbers of
international visitors each summer season, with the number of international visitors in
winter, especially visitors from Japan, on the rise as well. The increase in number of
visitors has prompted expansion of visitor services including additional lodging and
restaurant accommodations, numbers of seats on tours, a longer open season, and creation
of new businesses offering additional activities. Even so, in recent years availability of
services has not kept pace with demand.
The present location of the Visitors Information Center is downtown in a log
cabin, adjacent to the river and to a park. Typically, independent travelers (not arriving as
part of an organized tour) locate the Visitors Center and avail themselves of the free
information and assistance that is provided, including free telephones, lists of vacancies
in hotels and motels, nature and wildlife videos, and brochures for most attractions and
activities in town and the vicinity. Extensive information is also available on the national
park and attractions in other places in the state, as well as on popular routes in and
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outside of the state. On most wall space, hanging brochure racks make hundreds of
brochures available to the public. Brochures are grouped together in organizational
categories to make them more easily located, including Accommodations, Transportation,
Tours and Activities, National Park, and Surrounding Area. Other resources available in
the Information Center include: telephone books for the entire state, highway guides
including The Milepost, visitors guides in German and Japanese, place name publications
and maps, Internet access on two computers, and a television and VCR for previewing
commercially available video tapes about the area.
Along with the growth and maturity of the visitor industry, and the increased
marketing of the city as a destination for travelers, many changes have been made and the
infrastructure is beginning to develop. One noticeable change is the development and
improvement of downtown riverside areas in the vicinity of the Visitors Information
Center. Until recently, there were bars and pubs lining both sides of the street and dozens
of homeless individuals living more or less full time in the downtown riverside park and
area surrounding the Information Center. The improved park area sports a ramp and boat
docking area, a new walking bridge across the river, and riverfront benches and
walkways. There are changes projected for the downtown Visitors Center, intended both
to address problems resulting from insufficient space to accommodate the growing
numbers of visitors, and lack of visitor parking, and to combine facilities of several
entities offering visitor services. The Visitors Center will be relocated to a site a few
hundred yards upstream, that will house all departments of the Convention and Visitors
Bureau, not only the Visitors Information Center, but also a cultural center, interpretive
displays, and the facilities for the federally-funded Public Lands Information Center. The
proposed site remains centrally located downtown.
At present, there are approximately 15 year-round staff, additional paid seasonal
staff members, and numerous volunteers. Volunteers are especially helpful to supplement
paid staff members, and there is an attempt to have at least two volunteers in addition to
four staff members present in the Visitors Information Center, especially during peak
tourism weeks of the summer season. The sheer number of visitors overwhelm the
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available staff and volunteers at the Information Center during peak times and many
visitors could benefit from more personal assistance. One accommodation made by the
Information Center for increased personal assistance is to have volunteers and paid staff
members available who have some fluency in languages other than English, primarily
German and Japanese.
Some individuals who are currently volunteers were formerly paid staff members,
and partly for this reason, the duties of the volunteers are not often distinguishable from
the duties of paid staff members. Volunteers wear the same uniform as paid staff
members, attend the same “fam” tours (free familiarization tours donated by local tour
operators), and enjoy the same respect for their skills, abilities, and preferences as staff
members. I noticed only minor differences, mostly due to the longer shifts of paid staff
members. For instance, mounting newspaper clippings in an “around town” binder was
usually done by paid staff before daily visitor traffic became heavy. Other duties like
keeping track of the number of visitors, stamping and addressing mail, filling brochure
racks, and updating the room vacancy roster could easily be done by volunteers, by paid
staff, or shared. In fact, I did not realize some people I worked with were volunteers until
I began this research. In short, there was no discernible difference between the roles and
the work of volunteers and paid staff. My decision to interview only volunteers was
based primarily on my desire to compare my experience with that of other volunteers.
Also, during the period this research was conducted there were more volunteers available
than paid staff (seven compared to three).
Scope o f Literature
Among the bodies of literature that might be seen to inform the study of
communication used by the visitor in seeking information, there are four that upon closer
examination are of limited value to this research. The first body of literature concerns the
processes of adjustment among international “sojourners” in the United States.
Gudykunst and Kim (2003) define a “sojourner” as “a traveler, a visitor, not a person
who has come to the host community to reside” (p. 404). In describing the process of
adjustment, Ady (1995) defines a sojourner in terms of an extended visit “frequently
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characteristic of international students or employees of foreign/multinational
organizations” (p. 93). Sojourner adjustment is characterized by changes made over an
extended period of time by the sojourner to the host social environment, described by
Kim (1995) as “cross-cultural adaptation.” Theories of sojourner adjustment and
adaptation are not directly useful in understanding the interaction between international
visitors and volunteers at the information center because extensive social adjustments are
not usually characteristic of such interaction, which is of limited duration, limited
interpersonal interaction, and with a limited range of necessary changes. Of course,
multiple encounters between volunteers and international visitors do occur but are not
common for the majority of interactions when visitors seek information at the Visitors
Information Center.
The second body of literature concerns communication during service encounters.
The information provided at the Visitors Information Center takes place during what can
be viewed as a “service encounter” according to the description by Czepiel, Solomon,
Surprenant, and Gutman (1985; as cited in Grottola, 1998): service encounters are
purposeful, exchanges of information which are limited in scope, a prior interpersonal
relationship is not required, encounters are not altruistic, and roles of the parties are
defined and include a status differential (pp. 9-10). A review of the service encounter
literature turned up only two articles with discussion of diversity and of organizational
communication issues of service quality in hospitality corporations (Mok, 2001; Saunders
& Saee, 2000). Most research on service encounters in hospitality and marketing is
focused on industry economics and commerce, with an emphasis on increasing
productivity and expanding services or quality through improvements to service
encounters. The language that is used in face-to-face service encounters is considered in
the literature, but a communication perspective on the phenomenon is notably absent.
A third body of literature concerns interpretation and interpretive communication
competence, a context in which interaction between information providers and visitors is
common. One aspect of providing and seeking information is learning, and international
visitors’ motivations often include informal learning about the history, culture, social and
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physical environment. Koran, Willems, and Camp (2000) focus on the characteristics of
the situated learning occurring during participation in tours and other activities. These
characteristics resemble those of visitor information seeking and include: learning is
through free choice, is internally motivated, attendance is voluntary, time spent is self
directed, learners are of all ages, learners have diverse backgrounds, and communication
and language are more than likely casual and diverse (p. 9). The authors note that
connection, engagement, sensory rich environment, and affect (enjoyment) enhance the
learning experience in an informal learning setting, and more apropos to this study, the
role of staff in museums and on tours is to provide connection and engagement. “To build
connected knowledge through meaningful experiences” (p. 11) is a goal shared by
volunteer information providers and some visitors, but normally the interaction happens
too quickly, the interaction is superficial, and information providers are not often called
upon to supply the type of interpretive information described by Koran, Willems, and
Camp. Koran et al. view information as a “bridge builder” and this perspective has
relevance for communication research on sharing information, but for the most part, the
body of interpretive literature does not address issues of face-to-face communication
from a perspective that can be applied to the study of lived experience.
The fourth body of literature, marginally relevant to the study of interactions
between visitors who are seeking information and information providers, is
Uncertainty/Anxiety Management Theory (Gudykunst, 1985). After basic needs of food
and temporary housing are satisfied, visitors are faced with choosing from tours and
activities that will funnel into a visit of limited length. Many travelers plan their agenda
well in advance so as to take best advantage of local opportunities, often contacting the
Visitors Information Center by telephone or by making an Internet or written request.
Often, pre-scheduled transportation arrangements take precedence over tours and
activities that are desirable but not planned in advance. All these planning activities
reduce the visitors’ uncertainty about his or her visit, but do not eliminate it entirely.
Uncertainty/Anxiety Management Theory is aimed primarily at predicting
communication behavior during initial interactions, but Gudykunst develops
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communication behavior during initial interactions, but Gudykunst develops
Uncertainty/Anxiety Management Theory within the social science research paradigm,
examining cause and effect relationships among variables. In the context of this human
science research, cause-effect relationships are not of primary interest, and the models
offered have little direct application to the examination of lived experience.
Information-seeking Behavior Theory
Information-seeking behavior theory is a related perspective that focuses on the
attempt by motivated individuals to reduce unpredictability and uncertainty through the
seeking of information (Affifi, 2002, p. 207). Gudykunst and Kim (2003) describe three
information seeking strategies: passive strategies, in which people observe the cultural
stranger or phenomenon about which they are seeking information; active strategies in
which people ask questions or actively gather information about the stranger or
phenomenon; and interactive strategies, in which people interact with the cultural
stranger to gain understanding (pp. 279-280). These strategies are apparent in
international visitors’ attempts to reduce uncertainty, because while the visitor is
employing active and interactive strategies to gain information from others, passive
strategies are also at work.
Take for example a Japanese man who must make a decision about an expensive
tour. He hears the details about the tour, in the presence of his wife and two other
Japanese couples, from an American volunteer at the Visitors Information Center. The
(female) volunteer makes direct eye contact with the Japanese man and enthusiastically
uses a personal anecdote experienced on the very same tour, by way of encouraging the
Japanese man, who is acting as spokesperson for the group, to purchase the tour. Because
the volunteer information provider is not only “female” but also “service personnel” she
is on a lower hierarchical level than the Japanese leader of his group (Condon, 1984, p.
54). From the viewpoint of the Japanese visitor, the American may seem offensive and
socially incomprehensible. In his view, she should not be talking about herself and she
should not be looking directly at him. The Japanese visitor may overtly seek information
about a tour, but listens with “cultural ears,” and the passive information gathering may

be the basis for determining credibility and reliability. Often neither the Japanese nor the
American are aware of the knowledge gained in information seeking at this passive level,
although it affects the communication interaction. A great deal is still to be learned about
these passive communication processes.
Like Uncertainty/Anxiety Management Theory, (Gudykunst, 1995) however,
information-seeking behavior theories also rest on epistemological assumptions that
characterize social science— assumptions that marginalize their usefulness to the present
research. Understanding information-seeking behavior within a social science worldview
limits the understanding of interaction between volunteer and international visitor to
cause-effect relationships—a view that does not fit the goal of understanding the meaning
of persons’ lived experience. Mokros and Aakhus (2002) question the worldview that
underpins information-seeking behavior theory, and in so doing provide concepts that are
useful in the study of the lived experience of information seeking that is the focus of this
research. The authors advance meaning engagement practice as an alternative
conceptualization of information-seeking behavior consistent with a social constructionist
worldview. Mokros and Aakhus equate “information” with “meaning;” “seeking” with
“engagement;” and “behavior” with “practice” (p. 298). They note that “informationseeking” in a social science worldview is seen as an adaptive process contributing to
“learning, problem solving, [and] decision making” (p. 299), and that information is
viewed as “commodity or thing, as knowledge, as event, and as part of the
communication process” (p. 299). This worldview and the research that follows from it
emphasize individual cognitive processes and behavior as the locus of meaning, and
assumes a “psychologically autonomous individual as the foundational unit of human
existence” (p. 304).
By way of contrast, Mokros and Aakhus (2002) argue that in the human science
worldview, “information” is to be seen as an interactive communication process or event,
with interaction as the locus of meaning. The authors exhort scholars in communication
and other disciplines to explore “information” as “meaning” and “information-seeking”
as a “process of seeking meaning” (p. 302) as a matter of interpersonal “engagement,”
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interaction. “Meaning engagement practice” is the label Mokros and Aakhus employ to
identify this social constructional approach to understanding the phenomena that have
been identified in positivist approaches as “information-seeking behavior.” Mokros and
Aakhus do not, however, offer a theory or principles of meaning engagement practice
that would provide direct guidance for this research.
Intercultural Communication
Lindlof and Taylor (2002) note that research on intercultural communication
“focuses on reciprocal and emergent relationships between communication and
culture....[and] emphasizes the social construction of cultural knowledge and identities”
(p. 23). Samovar and Porter (2001) define “interpersonal communication” as “the
circumstance in which people from diverse cultural backgrounds are engaged in
communication” (p. 2). Baldwin and Hunt (2002) address confusions among terms
sometimes used interchangeably in current literature on intercultural communication. The
terms “cultural communication” are used to refer to communication practices of a group,
but do not refer to comparison of the group’s communication to that of another group. In
other words, when a visitor from Germany speaks to another German about German
culture, or if an ethnographer is studying the communication of those in Germany,
reference is made to cultural communication. “Cross-cultural communication” refers to
the comparative study of two or more cultures’ communication. For example, a crosscultural communication workshop in the Visitors Information Center might focus on
cross-cultural constructs (e. g., high-low context, content-relational level of meaning, and
individualism-interdependence) common to Euro-Americans or Alaska Natives. If the
interaction between members of two or more cultures is being referenced, “intercultural
communication is at issue. For instance, when a visitor from Japan speaks to a volunteer
information provider from the United States, the event is one of intercultural
communication.
A widely held view in intercultural communication is that we are being “driven
toward a global village and increasingly frequent cultural contact” (Bamlund, 1988, p. 7).
For this reason, Bamlund argues for the importance of gaining a systematic
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For this reason, Bamlund argues for the importance of gaining a systematic
understanding of intercultural interaction, because “To crash another culture with only
the vaguest notion of its underlying dynamics reflects not only a provincial naivete but a
dangerous form of cultural arrogance” (p. 7). In Bamlund’s perspective and that of many
other scholars of intercultural communication (e.g. Beamer & Varner, 2001),
fundamental to understanding intercultural interaction is recognizing that each person
creates his or her own unique reality: “the assumptive world of the individual” (p. 8).
Each person lives in this assumptive world, a world whose development begins at birth
and is constructed in a largely unconscious process of interactions with and modeling the
behavior of those in one’s social environment. In so doing, one becomes a member of
one’s culture. Cultural members are largely unaware of “the perceptual orientations,
cognitive biases, and communicative habits” (p. 14) underlying the dynamics of his or
her behavior.
Bamlund’s (1988) view of communication between individuals is “a transaction
between... private worlds.. ..as people.. .search for symbols that.. .enable them to share
their experience and converge upon a common meaning” (p. 9). Bamlund posits that the
degree to which intersubjective understanding is achieved depends on the degrees of
“Similarity of Perceptual Orientations,” “Similarity of Systems of Belief,” and
“Similarity in Communicative Styles” (p. 9). “Perceptual orientations” are an individual’s
approach to reality and flexibility in organizing reality; “systems of belief ’ are the
conclusions, biases, and values drawn from their experience; and “communicative styles”
involve the topics people choose to discuss, forms of interaction, depth of involvement,
and the extent to which they experience “the same level of meaning.. .the factual or
emotional content” of communication (pp. 9-10). Because perceptual orientations,
systems of belief, and communicative styles are all part of the assumptive world a person
develops as a cultural member, they will differ from those of members of other cultural
groups. Bamlund argues: “As long as people remain blind to the sources of their
meaning, they are imprisoned within them.... These cultural frames of reference.. .limit
what can be experienced and what can be learned from others,” (p. 13) making the
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communication with persons of one’s own cultural group. Bamlund’s challenge to
communication scholars is “to expose the culturally distinctive ways various peoples
construe events and seek to identify the conventions that connect.. .meanings” (p. 14).
Stewart and Bennett (1991) address what Bamlund (1988) refers to as “perceptual
orientations” and “systems of belief’ in their discussion of “subjective culture:
assumptions, values, and patterns of thinking” (p. 2). They note that:
In practice, confusion is created by two basic aspects of culture. One aspect is
subjective culture—the psychological features of culture, including assumptions,
values, and patterns of thinking. The other is objective culture—the institutions
and artifacts of a culture, such as its economic system, social customs, political
structures and processes, arts, crafts, and literature....Subjective culture is usually
treated as an unconscious process influencing perception, thinking, and memory
or as personal knowledge which is inaccessible... .(p. 2)
Stewart and Bennett provide a detailed examination of patterns in perceptions, beliefs,
and values that comprise the subjective culture of many United States Americans, in
comparison to the perception, beliefs, and values of members of other cultural groups,
with regard to perception and thinking, language and social relations, motivation and
achievement, activity, status, equality and formality, concept of time, and individuality.
Consistent with Bamlund (1988), Stewart & Bennett detail how difference in these
perceptual orientations and systems of belief among the participants in intercultural
encounters lead to difficulties in their interaction.
Research by Scollon and Scollon (1983) addresses cultural patterning in what
Bamlund (1988) refers to as “communicative styles.” Scollon and Scollon describe a
wide array of interactional practices encountered in intercultural interactions, a few of
which have been described in the context of touristic encounters (Katriel, 1995, p. 277).
For example, turn-taking is a characteristic of conversation which, among members of the
same cultural group, normally follows a smooth and fairly orderly pattern with pauses of
conventional length, and in which “any interruption, simultaneous speech, or very long
silences will be interpreted as saying something about the relationship of the speakers”
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(p. 160). As a consequence, when persons with conflicting turn-taking styles engage in
conversation, they may interpret the dysfluencies in relational terms. For United States
Americans, control of the topic is the responsibility or privilege of the person who
initiates the conversation, but this characteristic does not hold true for all cultures, a detail
which holds direct implications for intercultural communication. The structure of
information is another major source of difficulty. For example, the stress placed on
certain syllables, the rate, loudness, pitch of speaking, or the intonation of what is spoken
can all affect interpretation of what is said and are highly variable across cultures.
Aspects of politeness are also fundamental to the presentation of self in interaction. A
United States American using solidarity politeness conventions can be viewed as being
rude or coarse when conversing with a Japanese individual who is following deference
politeness conventions. In addition, Scollon and Scollon identify differences in the
cultural value placed on “much talking, volubility, or the avoidance of talking,
taciturnity” (p. 170), and in facets of the presentation of self such as bragging, putting
one’s best foot forward, and being modest.
Viewed with this background of theory and research in intercultural
communication of Bamlund (1988), Stewart and Bennett (1991), Scollon and Scollon
(1983), and others, Arundale (2003) focuses on the ways in which an individual’s
subjective culture forms the basis for interpersonal interaction in intercultural contexts:
Our individual subjective culture is the set of resources that enable our practices
or behavior in interacting with others. Those resources.. .provide us with
expectations for the practices and behavior of others, as well as with the basis for
interpreting or attaching meaning both to their behavior, and to the contexts or
situations in which we perceive their behavior. Our individual subjective culture
therefore lies at the root of much of our ability to make sense of the practices or
behavior of others (and of ourselves) in communication situations. In other words,
each person’s individual subjective culture enables them to produce certain
patterns of behavior in certain situations, and leads them to expect certain patterns
of response from others in certain situations, (p. 4)
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patterns of behavior in certain situations, and leads them to expect certain patterns
of response from others in certain situations, (p. 4)
Using the Arundale framework to examine the communication between volunteer
information providers and international visitors, unless the volunteer is very familiar with
the visitor’s subjective culture (as is the case with Japanese volunteers talking to Japanese
visitors), meaning will be interpreted “in terms of our own individual subjective culture,
or in terms of the resources of our own cultural group” (p. 4). For example, a United
States American volunteer who knows little about “comfortable” social distance for an
Italian visitor, might feel uncomfortable standing closer than arm’s length to an Italian
visitor and take a step backwards to a more “comfortable” (United States American)
social distance. Additionally, intercultural communication theory posits that if our
expectations of other’s behavior are not met, interactions are noticeably “irregular” and
therefore, “irregular differences” would be experienced by volunteers when speaking
about their experience of providing information to international visitors. Again, from the
Arundale framework:
There is a large body of research.. .which indicates that whenever we encounter a
pattern of behavior that differs from what we expect in a particular situation, we
generate special or unique meanings for the behavior, and make “non-standard”
inferences (based in our own culture) in order to explain to ourselves why the
other person acted as she or he did. This is exactly what happens when a U. S.
American greets another U. S. American, but does not receive the expected
response in return, (p. 4)
Research Question
Interactions between volunteers providing information at the Visitors Information
Center and international visitors involved in meaning engagement practice can be seen as
interactions between persons of differing cultural backgrounds and of differing subjective
cultures. This socially constructed interpersonal communication will be viewed
specifically from an intercultural communication perspective. It is likely that volunteers
will experience their communication with international visitors who are from a different
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cultural group as more problematic and as “different,” than with visitors from their own
cultural group, given that it is probable that culturally different international visitors will
violate the communication expectations of volunteers. Volunteers may find it necessary
to spend more time with culturally different international visitors and find such
interactions to be confusing: questions may be difficult to understand, responses may be
difficult to interpret, along with other unexpected communication difficulties. My goal in
this research is to study these meaning engagement practices from the perspective of the
volunteer, hence my research question: What is the lived experience of volunteers
providing information to international visitors at the Visitors Information Center?
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Chapter 2
Methodology and Method
Methodology
The use of conversational interviewing and thematic analysis to understand the
lived experience of co-researchers relies on an understanding of the social construction of
reality, the role of narrative in the everyday lived experience of individuals, and that lived
experience is socially constructed in everyday conversational narratives. Knowledge
claims made in this research are grounded in a human science epistemology, which
informs an interpretive theoretical perspective, which in turn informs the methodological
approach and methods applied to the questions of interest (Crotty, 1998, p. 4). The
knowledge produced in human science acknowledges the interaction between researcher
and co-researcher as being socially constructed and subject to the interpretation of
meanings.
To access the lived experience of volunteers providing information to
international visitors at the Visitors Information Center this research employed the
qualitative method of conversational interviewing to elicit narratives of six volunteers.
These narratives were then examined using the method of thematic analysis. Kvale
(1996) discusses the nature of knowledge acquired through conversational interviews:
If conversations did not exist, there would hardly be any shared knowledge about
the social scene.. ..Conversation is an ancient form of obtaining
knowledge.. ..Broad changes in current thought, reflected in philosophy,
emphasize themes such as the everyday lived world and its common language,
meaning, and interrelations. Narratives and conversations are today regarded as
essential for obtaining knowledge of the social world, including scientific
knowledge, (pp. 8-9)
Given the goal of the research is understanding of lived experience, in-depth narrative
interviews are an appropriate method.
Conversational interviewing is a method for eliciting from individuals abundant,
particular, descriptive data in narrative form. Kvale (1996) notes that “interviews are
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particularly suited for studying people’s understanding of the meanings in their lived
world, describing their experiences and self-understanding, and clarifying and elaborating
their own perspective on their lived world” (p. 105). Kvale suggests an approach steering
between the rigidity of the social science “all-method approach” (p. 13) and the “free
spontaneity of a no-method approach” (p. 13), employing conversational interviewing is
reliant on “the expertise, skills, and craftsmanship of the interview researcher” (p. 13).
The goal of the research craft challenges the researcher to keep an open mind about the
process and the content of narratives, and about what constitutes data relevant to the
research questions being examined. The use of a conversational interview format enables
the researcher to elicit lengthy responses without imposing judgment on those responses.
Conversational interviewing does not impose a rigid structure on the interview but rather
allows the researcher to follow leads offered by the co-researcher. Rather than view this
facet of conversational interviewing as a disadvantage, the unstructured nature of the
interaction becomes an asset and a strength of the method, in that the conversational
interview offers a more reasonable opportunity to ferret out a human understanding of
lived experience, and to gain the collaboration and trust of co-researchers.
The term “narrative” is used in this research in the sense employed by
Polkinghome (1988) referring “to the process of making a story, to the cognitive scheme
of the story, or to the result of the process” (p. 13). Polkinghome describes the multiple
uses of the term “narrative,” which he points out is often the source of confusion among
method, methodology, and theoretical perspective. For example, each interview
undertaken was narrated to the researcher, contained several narratives, (some told in
narrative form), and the narratives of individuals were then analyzed using narrative
methodology. The point here is to note that narrative analysis and thematic analysis are
two different terms to refer to the same method for analyzing the narratives of co
researchers. Narratives are abundant in the volunteers’ lives as they are in any social
world, and therefore it is possible to elicit thick, rich data during the course of
interviewing and hearing the narratives of co-researchers. The identification of themes in
narrative interview is an interpretive method. Themes are often ordinary language used
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by co-researchers in their everyday lives. Van Manen (1990) emphasizes the
expressiveness of everyday language and notes “ordinary language is.. .a huge reservoir
in which the incredible variety of richness of human experience is deposited” (p. 61).
This research follows closely the stages for interviewing suggested in Kvale
(1996), thematizing, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, verifying, and
reporting (p. 88). These seven stages did not occur in a tidy, linear-sequential process,
flowing in the particular order described by Kvale, nor did the researcher expect that
occurrence. The expectation was that human science research was holistic in nature, with
methodological concurrency taking place during the entire process (J. Brown, personal
communication, Spring Semester, 2003). That is, several stages of the research take place
concurrently, and spiraling back to re-visit earlier stages is a characteristic of the process.
The methodological concurrency as expected and experienced was both a source and
consequence of the holistic nature of the methodology. The research tool shapes the
research and is also shaped by the research. Both tool and data emerge altered having
shifted slightly during the course of the research investigation. In other words, the
researcher is more knowledgeable, more experienced, and in other ways changed by the
content and process of researching.
While examining details in the interview text for emergent themes, I endeavored
to keep the whole picture in mind—to remember that the details make up the whole, are
situated in the whole, and at the same time are the context of the whole. This approach is
multi-level to the understanding of phenomena situated in context, at times framed intact,
or at times fully animated figures in a background that is an ever-changing landscape of
culture and communication. The approach acknowledged the importance of the context
and at the same time allowed me to micro-examine the interaction between myself and
my co-researchers. The process of examining the interaction acknowledged that meaning
is socially constructed and that shared meanings arose intersubjectively, and are “always
produced in the relationships that we develop with others” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2003, p.
35.) Examining communication in this research was a process of locating intersubjective
meaning. Kvale (1996) uses the metaphor of the traveler (p. 5) to characterize this type of
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analysis. The researcher travels along with the co-researcher, enjoying the sights,
participating in the trip as observer, participant, and collaborator, but with a scientific
agenda. The behavior and meanings of the traveler are examined in detail, but cannot be
understood without an understanding of the context of the place being visited.
Keeping the multi-level nature of the process in mind, I asked many questions of
the data: What is the co-researcher saying? What does the co-researcher mean by this
statement? Do we share this understanding? What background or cultural factors lie
behind this shared understanding? What meanings have relevance for my research
question? What do I learn from this co-researcher’s narrative about the lived experience
of providing information to international visitors? This learning involved techniques for
becoming very familiar with the data: repeatedly pawing through the data, underlining
key phrases with various highlighter colors, cutting, sorting, and rearranging interview
texts. Kvale (1996) graphically and accurately describes the analysis stage of research as
“being overwhelmed by an enormous amount of qualitative data, of being completely lost
in a jungle of transcriptions” (p. 178). Analysis proceeded concurrently with the act of
transcription, but also during repeated review of the interviews in both written transcript
form and oral tape recordings. Although it was tempting to focus analysis on what was
said, “.. .what is not said may be just as important as what is said” (p. 179). It was
necessary to understand silences, but also to understand the absence of response to
questions, as for example, on the subject of providing information to international visitors
compared to providing information to other visitors.
Co-Researcher Interviews
Kvale (1996) suggests that “ 15 ± 10” (p. 102) interviews are needed, depending
on time available and the law of diminishing returns” (p. 102). Diminishing returns is
also termed “saturation,” that is, when information from one co-researcher starts to
overlap and to be repeated by more than one individual. Saturation was reached on many
topics during the latter interviews done for this study.
Access to volunteers at the visitor information center was possible because during
summer, 2003,1 worked as a volunteer at the Visitor Information Center. I also had
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contact with some volunteers during fall, 2003, in conjunction with another study related
to the travel industry. I requested a list of volunteers from the supervisor in charge, and
discussed my desire to schedule interviews. In this well-networked community of
volunteers it was important that the person in charge of volunteers be aware of my
activities. I did not need her permission to schedule interviews, but if would-be
interviewees called this individual, I wanted the project known as above board and with
no profit motive. I called all volunteers on the list provided, and was able to contact all
but two of them. All but one volunteer (who had serious time constraints) agreed to an
interview. During the initial contact in December 2003,1 asked questions to ascertain
availability for interviews during January 2004. Interview date, time, and places were
requested during January and February 2004 and the six interviews took place over the
course of ten days. I had worked with all but two of the volunteers interviewed for this
research.
The location for the interviews was based on the comfort and convenience of the
co-researchers. Two interviews took place in a private room at the University, two took
place in co-researchers’ homes, and two took place in a private room in a centrally
located church. Interviews lasted between forty-five minutes and two hours. Co
researchers were asked to review and sign an informed consent form (Appendix A), in
accordance with University Institutional Review Board procedures, and were given a
copy of the signed release noting contact information both for the Human Subjects
Committee and for the Principal Investigator. Each interview was audiotape-recorded,
and began with an introductory explanation about the topic of study, and about the
conversational nature of the interview. The open-ended questions followed naturally and
conversationally from the topics being discussed. Because of the unstructured nature of
conversational interviews, many decisions were made “on the spot, during the interview”
(p. 13) to pursue an avenue of discussion, or to feed “ideas back into the interaction for
clarification and confirmation of co-constructed meaning” (O’Donnell, 2003, p. 18). To
better understand and explore the experience and meanings of volunteers at the Visitor
Center, co-researchers’ cultural situation and background were of interest during research
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interviews. I often shared my own interest in languages and cultures during the course of
interviews, especially when intercultural topics were being discussed.
In particular, Kvale (1996) suggests active listening “can be more important than
the specific mastery of questioning techniques” (p. 132) but describes in detail nine
different types of questions that may be useful during interviews: introducing, follow-up,
probing, specifying, direct, indirect, structuring, interpreting questions, and silence (pp.
133-135). Examples of questions I asked, organized using the types suggested by Kvale
include the following: One introductory question was: What information were
international visitors looking for? One useful example of a follow-up question was: You
said you got feedback...? An example of a probing question I typically used: I’m not sure
I understand, can you tell me more...? Specifying questions are appropriate based on
something of interest: Do you have any other examples? An example of a direct question:
Are international visitors looking for the same kind of information as other visitors?
What did you do then? Many open-ended questions were indirect in nature: Any other
stories you would like to share about visitors? Some questions were structuring: Does this
fit in with the way staff handles it? Questions can also interpret either the question or the
response: Did I understand you correctly when you were talking about...? Kvale suggests
using silence as a technique to encourage response. When this technique was used,
silence was often accompanied by non-verbal head nodding and other gestures suggesting
active listening. Late during the course of an interview, I often interpreted silence to
mean the co-researcher was getting tired, or had exhausted ideas for responses about the
topic. All interviews were then transcribed to make the data less of “a moving target” for
analysis. Several copies of the transcripts were printed out for various types of perusal
and analysis.
Researcher as Research Tool
In a rigorous examination of all aspects of a research project, a thorough
examination of the tools used for measuring is essential. Kvale (1996) describes “the
interviewer as the primary methodological tool” (p. 287), and stresses the importance of a
close examination of the interviewer in much the same manner as an examination would
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be made of any other research tool, for example, a scale or a protocol. One examines the
researcher as research tool in order to understand the background and context of the
meanings and interpretations applied to the text gathered during interviews, during
selection of participants, during analysis, and in short, during the whole of the qualitative
research process. In acknowledging myself as research tool I situate my lived experience
with respect to the process, sources, and products of interpretation. I attempt reflexively
to infuse the transparent web of culture, experience, practices, and attributes by
scrutinizing the lens through which I view the research. I want to allow others to examine
the wellspring of interpretation, therefore I describe my “interpretive lens” so that others
can better understand what my attitudes, beliefs, and values are and how they affect my
interpretation.
I lived in Sweden for a year and studied ethnology and anthropology at the
University of Uppsala, Sweden. The experience of being a cultural stranger and of
learning to speak another language for the purposes of daily living was the precursor to a
life-long interest in people from other cultures and in communication between native
English speakers and those for whom English is a second language. From a practical
point of view, sojourning in another country where the primary language was not my
native language gave me extensive practice in listening carefully to others’ words to
determine whether my meanings were understood and whether I was understanding
others’ meanings. Therefore, the discomfort of having to attend to whether or not my
meanings were understood was a familiar experience to me. During face-to-face
interactions with others in Sweden, both in English and in Swedish, the discomfort was
even greater when the opportunity for viewing non-verbal responses was missing, as for
example on the phone. My heritage is Swedish, so I look the part of a native speaker of
Swedish, but during the first few months of my stay in Sweden, I could only manage a
few words before the Swedish speaker suggested we converse in English. The suggestion
may have been in part because the individual preferred to practice English language skills
with a native speaker of English, but may also have been because of a desire to converse
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as expediently as possible. Conversing with someone who struggles with a language can
be painful for all involved.
Having studied Swedish before traveling and after returning, I am a fluent speaker
of Swedish, however, opportunities to practice speaking Swedish are extremely rare
because of the relatively few native speakers and because of most Swedish speakers’
fluency in English. My desire to maintain contact with speakers of other languages has
recurrently been the take-off place for discussion of languages in general and an interest
in intercultural phenomena, and was a motivating factor in deciding to volunteer at the
Visitor Information Center during summer, 2003.
While volunteering at the Visitor Information Center I noticed I am particularly
sensitized concerning matters of intercultural communication, for example, taking notice
of a Japanese man’s hierarchical role, Korean travelers’ interdependence, or a European’s
polite formality. I spend more time offering assistance to international visitors than
during a similar interaction with a visitor from the United States. In fact, I prefer to
interact with international visitors because I find their questions more interesting to
answer and the interactions generally to be more engaging and challenging. This is not to
say that I do not interact enthusiastically and agreeably with visitors from elsewhere in
the United States, nor that I spend all my time with international visitors. Proportionately,
the overall number of international visitors to the Information Center is relatively small
and therefore even though the interactions with international visitors may be more
memorable, and of longer duration per interaction, the total time spent is less.
Also during summer, 2003,1 worked as a paid employee in the visitor industry
selling tickets and arranging visitor activities. Skills and information developed at the
Visitor Information Center complemented the information needed at the ticket outlet. The
ticket outlet was located in close proximity to the Visitor Information Center and many
visitors to the Information Center were directed to the ticket outlet, especially when they
needed extra help to purchase tickets. The Visitor Information Center is not a travel
agency and generally expects that visitors will make their own arrangements for booking
tours and activities, purchase of tickets, and settle other arrangements required after the
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decision to participate in a tour has already been made. In my experience, it was often
international visitors who were in need of the kind of extra help that could more
efficiently be provided at the ticket outlet than at the Visitor Information Center. In
particular, if there were heavy visitor traffic at the Visitor Information Center, the ticket
outlet was a more expedient place to help international travelers, and other travelers that
required a great deal of information, specialized information, or whose business and
information needs required more time. For many international travelers, the process of
making arrangements on the telephone was uncomfortable, and a task for which they
preferred to have assistance. International travelers making multiple types of
arrangements for accommodations, tours, and transportation were also in need of
assistance. Frequently the international travelers that came to the ticket outlet spoke
English, but were uncertain of their language skills, were uncertain of their
understanding, and wanted to discuss an arrangement in person.
In addition to study of interpersonal communication, my graduate coursework
included the study of intercultural communication during which a great deal of class
discussion took place. One valuable aspect of the class was to develop a vocabulary for
verbalizing concepts that involved “difference” and “distinction.” The vocabulary made it
possible to examine the origin and nature of stereotypes and biases, and to enhance the
respect with which we view other cultures, and to enable enhanced understanding. An
underlying assumption of the course was that no culture is viewed as inherently superior
to any another. One characteristic of students was their interest in discussing and learning
more about aspects of intercultural communication. The course offered in-depth
understanding of the nature of culture which served as “backlighting” for interpreting
“what was going on there” during interactions with international visitors at the ticket
outlet, in the Visitors Information Center, and as described by co-researchers during
research interviews. After tracing cultural patterns to values and beliefs, I began to
understand that part of my fascination for interacting with people from other countries
was the challenge of guessing what the cultural values were that underlie the words.
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CHAPTER 3
Narrative Perspectives
Adam

’sNarrative
Adam is a Caucasian man raised in a household comprised of at least one family

member who spoke Pennsylvania German, in the eastern part of the United States. He has
lived in several different towns during the 24 years living in this state. He is retired and in
his 60’s. He was in Japan after doing military service where he met and married his wife.
They have been married 44 years and raised their children in the United States, but have
made many visits in Japan. He has equipment set up in his home to get Japanese
television and notes that on a normal daily basis he speaks and hears more Japanese than
English.
From listening to Adam’s comments about state and local history, mining, gold
rush history, and aviation it is obvious he is very knowledgeable about Alaska. He
pursues these interests through reading and by talking to visitors and staff at the Visitors
Information Center and at another volunteer program with which he is affiliated. If there
is time, not too many people in the Information Center, and if “people have some
interest,” he likes to share his interests at length with visitors. During the interview I
asked Adam what kind of information visitors are looking for when they come into the
Visitors Information Center. He replied the information they seek is “wholly dependent
on the time they’ve allotted to [this town].” He notes when someone says, “What can I do
here?” his first question is “Well, how much time do you have?” and that he knows
(laughing) he is “sunk” if the visitor looks at his or her watch, because half a day is not
very much compared to how much there is to do here. He characterizes the motivation of
some visitors as “simply making this trip to poke a pin on a map to say I’ve been there”
and that other visitors are “very thorough in their planning and looked up stuff on the
internet and rooted through visitor guides of different communities.” These visitors
know what they want to know but want “to know how to go about it.” Adam states
Some effort.. .is to dispel stereotypes.. .and myths.. .a fair amount of people want
to go out and see people living in a real Native situation.. .an Indian lifestyle.
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[Some people] are looking for the canned, packaged things to do.. .and some want
NOTHING to do with organized or industrial style tourism. They want to get out
and hike and canoe.. .get off the beaten path.. .and what you offer them has a lot
to do w ith.. .interrogating and finding out exactly what they want. Then if you
have any knowledge about what we have to offer here.. .you can tailor your
response in that regard.
Adam noted his numerous experiences with visitors who have lived and worked in the
area, for example in the gold fields or on one of the dredges, or whose relative had lived
and worked in the area in some previous decade. The visitor often is searching for some
additional information or a connection with the event, person, or location that has
meaning for the visitor.
At several points during the interview Adam and I discussed the learning of,
speaking, and value of foreign languages, and knowledge of people and events in other
cultures. Adam is a fluent speaker of Japanese and finds that if Japanese visitors come to
the Information Center and do not speak much English, the other volunteers will say,
“Just a moment, please,” to the Japanese visitor and then “call one of us [Japanese
speaking volunteers] over” to help them in their own language. He also notes that many
Japanese visitors want to practice their English so “if they speak good enough English,
we let [other volunteers] continue.... We need to be sensitive to that [need].” I asked if
being called upon to assist Japanese visitors was just a matter of language skills. He
answered yes, “What else do they want to consider?”
He described typical patterns for Japanese visitors. Many visitors in the winter
“are here for just about one thing and that’s to see the aurora.” Some Japanese visitors are
“really young low-budget travelers.. .and how to get around is a problem” or some
visitors sign up in Japan for “the ubiquitous package tour—people who are usually much
better off economically and they are guided around by three or four Japanese tour
operators from Anchorage.” Many of the elderly people on tours only “see [what] is
along the road.. .they aren’t really seeing the real Alaska.”
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Adam portrayed younger Japanese visitors as being “more inquisitive” than older
travelers, possibly because older Japanese “are so used to going around with a guide that
tells them this.. .and that’s all they take in. He mentioned taking tours in Japan, especially
a recent guided tour through a park in Japan during which he asked questions, “but I’ve
never seen a lot of other people asking questions.” I asked him if he thought there were
cultural reasons for not asking questions, to which he replied that it probably had more to
do with not researching activities beforehand and having only a superficial knowledge,
making it difficult to generate questions.
I asked if he saw a tendency to interact with only one individual in a group of
Japanese visitors. He responded that sometimes the group comes in with the tour
operator, and that they rely on the guide for information, but for the most part:
I like to talk to all of them. There may be one who’s more outgoing and.. .will
stay by the counter and talk while the others are looking at brochures.. .but I don’t
zero in on anybody in particular. I think it’s the natural flow of things, some
people like to converse and chat and others are not particularly inclined to do that.
When I asked about Japanese visitors’ reactions when they find that Adam speaks
Japanese, Adam discussed the “insular” nature of Japanese people, saying “Japanese still
think that for anybody to master their language, is really rare.” He noted that visitors are
surprised and view him as an oddity because he is a Caucasian man speaking Japanese.
He wonders “how anyone can be surprised that ANYbody speaks ANY [foreign]
language. He noted in Japan during face-to-face incidences that people answered his
question posed in Japanese with the answer (in Japanese) “I do not speak English.”
However, on the telephone his Japanese language conversations go smoothly until he
gives his (non-Japanese) name at which point the Japanese person on the telephone is just
incredulous to discover that Adam is not Japanese.
I asked Adam if international visitors are interested in traveling to the North
Slope. He stated that he discusses with all visitors what to expect when considering bigticket tours to Barrow and Prudhoe Bay:
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Why do you want to traipse around an oil field? It’s an industrial area. For less
money you can do the trip to Barrow and see a living Eskimo town with a vibrant
Inupiak town with the whaling.. ..You get to see how people live in the Arctic.
You get to see the old town with ice frost cellars, you can do it in a day.. ..The
nice thing about going to Prudhoe is not Prudhoe, it’s the drive.. ..You get to go
through the Brooks range and the chances are you are going to see muskox.. .Dali
sheep, and very likely caribou.. ..Of course, our job [at the Visitors Center] is not
to make up their minds. We’re only supposed to provide information and then let
them decide what they want to do. We can’t make recommendations.. ..Rating
one of our members over another.. .is a definite no-no.
Adam saw a young couple riding bikes in town he recognized as being Amish
from their appearance. When he was helping the couple later in the Visitors Information
Center, he spoke to them about their trip in Pennsylvanian German. He related stories of
young Amish boys sneaking around to use a Pontiac GTO that they had hidden away in
the town where he grew up and the idea that:
.. .Middle-aged Amish coming up as tourists.. .seemed a little odd.. .normally one
would think they would shun that sort of thing.. .but their’s is a very
paradoxical—to me anyway—society. Something that I just don’t understand.
Adam depicted the location of the Visitors Information Center as being part of
making it “a great place to work.” Because the building is situated on the banks of the
river with large picture windows facing the river, he has seen beaver, muskrat, moose,
and otter and has viewed numerous incidents. I asked Adam if he had any favorite or not
so favorite international visitor stories. Two that were mentioned: a woman trying to
jump off the bridge located immediately adjacent to the building (Adam was involved
with preventing her from doing so), and a woman that was swimming nude in the river in
full view of boats and a growing crowd of onlookers, and subsequently arrested.
He mentioned that in the last two summers since the Pinkerton police were hired
by the Downtown Association, fewer drunken and disorderly incidents must be handled
by volunteers at the Information Center. Adam also described incidents in previous years
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with inebriated individuals who would sneak downstairs to the public bathrooms, would
often pass out, and be difficult to arouse and to remove from the building. In one incident
an individual locked himself in the downstairs public toilet and “became belligerent... he
smeared feces all over the walls.” As a result, the public bathrooms in the Visitors
Information Center were closed to all visitors. Adam states, “[Not having public
restrooms] is probably our biggest complaint.” He notes a frequent compliment
mentioned by visitors is that the people in this town are so friendly and that friendliness is
what he likes about the area, too, “the people are unique.. .and they have time for each
other.” The interaction with visitors is why he likes volunteering at the Visitors
Information Center. Visitors are interested in many things:
.. .[H]ow long have you been here, what is it that you like about this place, why
do you stay, do you go out in the wintertime, .. .and I always ask people where
they’re from.. ..If I’ve never heard of the place I’ll get out the atlas. ..[visitors]
enjoy that if someone is interested in where they’re from.. ..time permitting, I
mean if you’ve got a hoard of people in there you don’t have that luxury.
Adam admits his desire to volunteer at the Visitors Information Center is motivated by a
desire to “mingle with people” and assist people who are pursuing enjoyment. Adam told
a story about an international visitor with a Russian accent who expressed displeasure
that many items were expensive. Adam finally said, “You have a problem, you don’t
want to spend any money.” The visitor replied at length about how much money she had
spent. Adam described other interactions with visitors who he perceives to have taken
time to enjoy the area or have also found accommodations and food to be very expensive.
Cindy’s Narrative
Cindy is a woman in her fifties who formerly worked seven years as a paid staff
member but more recently has volunteered at the Visitor Information Center due to a
medical condition that prevents fulltime work. Cindy likes to keep a “hand in” and
“love[s] the place.. .love[s] the people, where else can you see what’s going on, the
vibration of [town] — Because it’s a hub, everything goes on down there.. .All the
building, who is doing what, what companies are coming in...and it’s so pleasant to work
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there compared to the old days.” She volunteers whenever health permits and often picks
up her friend, “Heather” who does not drive anymore, so they can both continue to
volunteer. We began the interview talking about Heather, the visitors industry, and about
writing a graduate thesis.
Cindy described a visitor’s experience coming into the Information Center: many
decide how long to stay in town “depending on what there is to see.” Volunteers point out
brochures that visitors may pull from the racks about tours “not just Fairbanks, but from
tours all over.” She continued, “We encourage them to do tours plus things they can do
on their own... so they can get a full view of Fairbanks.. .and [they] could spend four
nights in Fairbanks, there’s so much to see...”. She stated many visitors “come
back.. .with feedback.. .Oh, this is wonderful, I’m so happy you suggested this...”. She
said she is often recognized, in particular, “one fellow recognized me four years and
would always come up and say ‘Hello, Cindy,’ because we had sent him information and
been so helpful.”
In response to my question about international visitors, Cindy said:
They’ve planned.. .they’re pretty educated.. .because they travel all around the
world, they usually plan and are on some kind of a budget and want to know
where they can get a room or a hostel and whether it has a continental
breakfast.. .and that’s one of the first things they’ll look at. All the outdoors, they
just can not get enough, because most of these [foreign] countries are like our
cities.. .well, we’re so vast here, it’s the outdoors [that attracts them].. ..Most of
them are second time repeaters who come in. Once they do their tour, they say,
‘We’re coming back on our own.’ Which is good because you can’t see Fairbanks
in an overnight, in two days.
I asked Cindy if she often helped international visitors who are independent
travelers. Cindy noted that calling to arrange a tour on behalf of an international visitor is
something she has experienced: “.. .sometimes we spend more time on them because
what would they do if we didn’t help them?” and cites an example of a German-speaking
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couple who did not speak very much English. Cindy used the German phrases she
remembered to make phone reservations in Denali Park for the couple. She recounted:
I said, I’m just going to take tim e.. .it took over half an hour.. .and they would
never have been able to do it on their own, never!.. ..I remember the little lady
putting her arms around me and hugging me and kissing me because she was so
thrilled because she thought they were not going to be able to go because nobody
spoke enough German.. ..When you finesse and call around.. .I’ve never had
anybody—especially foreign people—to be rude. They’re always very thankful. It
makes you feel good that you’ve done something.. .good.. .because now they’re
going home and they’re going to tell their friends and family how wonderful it
is.. .and what good service you get from the Visitors Center.
In recent years, volunteers speaking German and Japanese have been helping at the
Information Center. Cindy comments on how very necessary it is for visitors to be able to
get help if they are “struggling with the language.”
I asked Cindy to describe some of the implications of people traveling
independently versus on a tour. To paraphrase her answer: visitors who are on a packaged
tour have everything taken care of so they are not looking for hotel accommodations but
often want to pick up brochures. Visitors seeking information on activities and tours in
the area are guided over to the brochure racks to give them a choice, and are offered an
explanation of how the brochures are arranged by category. Often after their selection of
brochures, visitors bring the brochures back to volunteers and staff standing behind the
counter and they can have questions answered. She elaborated:
Because it wouldn’t be fair if we selected.. ..They have to do some of the work
themselves, otherwise we would be hours and hours with one visitor.. ..Some
don’t [plan], some just come in and maybe they planned their trip on the fly and
they.. .want to know.. .how far, what does [this town] have to offer, that type of
thing.
There is also a daily “Vacancy” list with prices and other information, and visitors are
encouraged to call ahead on the Information Center telephones to ensure vacancies are
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still available. Visitors can also “plan their trip” using internet connections on the
computers that were set up during Summer 2003. Cindy mentioned past accommodation
of visitors who requested connection of their personal laptop computers at the Visitor
Information Center to check their e-mail. I asked her about what it was like when the tour
bus people came in. She noted many visitors are “on a tour bus and don’t want to stand
around in line because they’re in a hurry; they’ve only got 10 minutes, but they want
stamps and postcards” therefore, in recent years, postcards, stamps, and a mailbox have
been made available. On the other hand, she said of others, “you’d be surprised how
some folks will stay, especially on a rainy day.. .just sit and watch all these movies
on...glaciers...the gold mining, dog racing... [on]... the little tiny TV [and VCR].
Cindy noted many international visitors on a tour come in and pick up brochures
“ .. .sometimes the luggage—all these brochures, it’s for friends and neighbors and for
themselves.” The first time around many take a cruise or tour but they get to town one
day and have to be 100 miles away at the park the next day so they say, “We’re coming
back so we can spend more time on our own, when we’re done with this tour.”
She described the seasonal procedures for keeping current brochures available for
visitors coming in to get information on tours and activities. It was one of her duties to
contact vendors to make sure the current brochures “were stocked and enough [of them].”
She talked about the Visitors Guide, the various benefits of becoming a member of the
Convention and Visitors Bureau, and that members’ advertising in the guide is a “better
deal than .. .other types of advertising.” The Visitors Guide contains much information
sought by visitors, is always offered to visitors who come into the Information Center,
and can be requested on the internet and on the “800 number free... and the guide gets
mailed out first class postage. You don’t have to wait six weeks to get a guide from us,
sometimes it comes in 3-7 days—we just hope they’ve been touched.”
Cindy described the “great strides in publications:” the printed publication for the
walking tour, “it’s a keepsake and only a dollar,” the winter book that formerly was
copied in “any color [the Information Center] happened to have,” and the “big book,” the
Visitor’s Guide. Mailing out the published visitor’s guide is a major expense. It goes out
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to potential visitors all over the world. She described the Visitors Guide as containing
information on each of the businesses, with brochures on the walls of the Visitor
Information Center, and that many people have looked at the Visitors Guide, however:
.. .[T]hey want a person just telling them about something. They want to hear
YOU talk about it, have YOU done this.. .is THIS a good experience? or What
age should go on this?.. ..How much time will this take? Can I fit this in with this
before I leave this evening?
She stressed that the visitor needs to select and read about the tours but that often
volunteers act “like a planner for them.” She described the arrangement of brochures
according to general categories, “Activities,” “Transportation,” “Bed and Breakfasts,”
Accommodations,” and the importance of keeping current brochures available for visitors
and for local people coming in for information which keeps the Information Center a
centrally located fun “hub” during all seasons. Cindy made many references to going out
to participate in different activities that would be sought by visitors, called “fam tours”
(familiarization tours), for example, going in an air balloon, visiting the hot springs and
ice hotel, visiting accommodations at various hotels and bed and breakfasts. She noted
that volunteers are encouraged to take tours so they can better help visitors.
Cindy described the many recent changes that have made it more pleasant to work
downtown. The downtown area had been “getting seedy, and is now being cleaned up,”
with a new parking garage, hotel, park areas and dock, and court building adding to the
commerce in the core. Business owners have helped “spruce up” the area by putting out
flower boxes and lights, scheduling band concerts and other events downtown, and being
open later to accommodate visitors who want to shop and get something to eat when they
arrive on the 8:00 p.m. train.
Cindy described several incidents with numerous “inebriates” that would sleep in
the flower boxes outside the Visitor Information Center, sleep in the doorway, urinate in
public, harass visitors, yell obscenities, and hang around the immediate vicinity of the
Information Center and drink liquor hidden in a bag under their shirt or in a coke can
being passed around. She pointed out that police foot- and bicycle-patrols have helped
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reduce the number of such incidents, that there are fewer homeless local residents, that
word is getting out that the downtown is trying to “clean up [their] act,” and that it’s “not
just a visitors problem, all.. .businesses are affected by this.”
She talked about having sympathy for one particular individual:
This one fellow I knew for years.. .a Vietnam Vet, when he was sober he built log
cabins in Talkeetna.. .he was famous.. .they had a book about him .. .he was
smart.. .talk about politics, talk about anything, but when he was drinking, it was
terrible. So he would always want me to call the Social Security people because
his check didn’t come in. And he would cry.. .it breaks your heart because when
they’re sober they’re so nice. But he was a mild person, he never got violent,
never used bad language.. ..I would call [for him] once in a while when he didn’t
have money for the machine. I always kept my eye where he was at. I think he’s
dead now .. ..It’s a shame, all these years I’d give them food.. .never money, ever,
.. .because they’d buy liquor.. .but a bottle of juice or milk and a sandwich. ...a
couple of the fellas could be redeemed, you know.. .when they were sober they
were just like your neighbor... .And the girls do treat them with respect.. .if
they’re behaving themselves.. .if they’re just talking to the tourists about their life
and their home life and about hunting and fishing, that’s fine, it’s when they get
belligerent that’s when we ask them to move on. So you have to really have a
heart.
I asked Cindy about changes in services to visitors that will come about when
there is a new visitors center. Cindy talked about the many services that will be offered in
the proposed new visitors center including: a large theater for educational seminars and
movies about Alaska; Alaska Native craft demonstrations; many interpretive displays to
look at; a coffee stand; gift shop; parking for buses; motor homes, and cars; and the three
main agencies offering visitor information will be available in one location offering “the
concept of one stop shopping.. .for the consumer.”
Cindy described her previous “public-oriented” 18-year employment for the state
mining office explaining to people who were “checking on mining claims, where you can
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mine,” and that many visitors are also interested in mining claims. Having lived in the
state 36 years, being involved in hunting and fishing, working in the mining claims
office, working at the Visitor Information Center was like “slipping.. .on a different pair
of slippers and going to work because it was public-oriented.” Cindy noted that
information about where to pan to gold and other related information is available at the
visitors center. She noted that visitors who go to the mining tours often get very
interested about the details, relating some people’s expectation that “we are paved with
gold, here” and that one visitor wanted to “make enough money to pay for my trip.”
I asked Cindy why she likes to volunteer at the Center and to describe her favorite
part of the job. She answered:
Oh, it’s just answering questions for the visitors.. .you learn so much and people
are people no matter where they’re from, whether they’re from Timbuktu or
Canada or the Philippines, people are people. They want to know about.. .our
politics.. .about the Permanent Fund.. .about the daylight.. .and you ask them
questions about themselves.. .you have a nice little rapport going back and forth.
I’ve learned a lot about other countries.. .when is their spring and what kind of
winter they had. Everybody wants to know how cold it is.. .all kinds of questions.
They’re curious and we’re curious about them. And I think that’s what’s fun.
She told me by telling about meeting a visitor who had also lived in the very small town
where she stayed two years with a family in a German village, and having also met
someone who went to the same junior high school in a different state.
We have some beautiful sight-seeing places, it sure would be a shame to pass by
Fairbanks and miss them.. .so you talk to them.. ..It’s not the kind of job, and I
hope it never becomes the type of job where the visitor just picks up a brochure
and leaves.. .and nobody talks to them.. .because they can learn so much and you
can help them have such a rewarding time here that’s not.. .on the pamphlets, they
would never know about them.. ..[Visitors] want a face-to-face contact. They
want to know, Did you go on that, is that worth the money to go, how much time
did you spend. This is how people do, and they’re smart [to do], they’re spending
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a lot of money.. .and so.. .it’s like a big family... .and [the Information Center]
gives a good impression.. ..and strives to improve .. .to make a better visit for our
visitors, and it helps the whole community.
Connie's Narrative
Connie is a woman in her fifties who is recently widowed and has lived in the
area five years. We began the interview getting to know each other a little better by
talking about volunteering at the Visitor Information Center. She speaks of herself as a
newcomer because everything is “still exciting and adventurous and.. .it’s not a mundane
lifestyle for me at this time. And there’s still a lot I don’t know.. .and want to explore.”
She volunteers during summer on a regular basis, but paid employment may alter her
volunteering schedule. Last summer she wasn’t able to get in and work—not like in the
past. One person was not there who she “really enjoyed” and the Information Center was
“wonderfully busy with help.” She likes to be there when “it’s hopping and you barely
have time for a ten-minute break.” She likes talking to people, and meeting people,
“talking about life, where they’re from and what they want to do, and sharing with them
what we have to offer here.. .in the city.”
I asked Connie what she says first to visitors. She responded:
Well, some of them just come right up and tell you what they want, so I just
proceed with what they want and those that are people like myself that are curious
to dig into the nooks and crannies, then I get very excited, I like to share with
them, tell them what I find interesting as a person who lives [here] and also as a
newcomer.. ..There’s special people.. .like the lady whose husband
w as.. .confined in bed.. .because he hurt his back. And I said it sounds like he
needs a good chiropractor. So I called one I knew.. ..The lady called and left a
message .. .that her husband was out of bed and beginning to enjoy their vacation.
So there is a lot that the tourist bureau does that I didn’t realize. They help with
everything and everybody and every question that’s asked pertaining to the
bureau or not. And I’ve never found a group of people so courteous and so good
at helping.. .wonderful.. .they really are.
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Connie seeks out experiences in the area and shares them with visitors at the tourism
center so she “can relate to what [visitors] would really like to see, that’s usually not
shown to them, or told to them.” She states she is “a people person so [volunteering at the
Information Center] feeds me, in my need to be around people.” She mentions enjoying
the rustic atmosphere in the Captain Bartlett Hotel bar, Malemute Saloon, and the
Chatanika Lodge. She takes opportunities to go on “fam” tours (to familiarize volunteers
with tours and activities) offered at tour operators’ expense.
I asked Connie if she helps many international visitors, and Connie notes that the
ratio of international visitors “varies greatly day-to-day” and that most visitors are from
other states but there are many Japanese, Germans, and Norwegians. She views the
Japanese young women volunteering at the information center as “a big asset” and states:
I have trouble communicating with the Japanese.. .because they can’t pronounce
some of the letters of our alphabet. I .. .find it difficult.. .to try to understand what
they’re trying to say because I’m not around them.. .daily or weekly... It’s like
I’m a blind person when it comes to [understanding] someone trying to speak in a
foreign language.. ..I just look dumbfounded at them sometimes, I’m afraid I do.
Being able to give visitors translations of the visitors guide and brochures “has been very
helpful for those that speak very little English.” When I asked if there were differences
talking to international visitors traveling by themselves from talking to a group of
international visitors, Connie indicated that in her experience, each group has a
spokesperson that “gets in there and gets what they want done.” She described a visitor
from Canada who labored over a decision at length, including asking the same questions
of several different staff and volunteers at the visitor center. The visitor “wanted to know
every tenth of the mile of the road” which she attributed to “just the difference in
people,” unlike her own style of “spontaneity and just let things happen.”
Connie has traveled in Europe and Mexico and found it useful to buy a book of
translated phrases so that she could locate a needed phrase in English and show it to
someone who is non-English-speaking. She said when traveling she doesn’t “really
observe people, but the surroundings, the buildings, the settings.” For instance, she
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traveled to France to see a historic place seen in newsreels from WWII; “It was not to
observe the people or study them, it was to see the street of freedom that we gave those
people.” She stated that international visitors come here to see:
the unordinary.. ..we haven’t been civilized for 500 years.. ..International
people.. .think it’s kind of a lost land.. .and they’re somewhat surprised at the
modem town it’s become.. ..And a lot of what WE know and experience, they
have no conception of, like outside toilets.. ..They think we’re teasing, but we’re
not. I find that there’s a lot of intellectual foreigners.. .they like museums.. .more
of the culture.. .they want to camp out.. .and see the roughness and experience the
mining.. .get off the beaten path. Now the Japanese.. .just come up here for the
Northern Lights.
When people expect to see the Northern Lights, she sends visitors to Ester to see the
Northern Lights slide show, if they are traveling during the summer when the “lights are
not on.” She described “more of the culture” as “going to the bush to experience that.. .or
shop at the Arctic Traveler where there is wonderful native work, baskets and ivory and
artifacts.. .and people who will explain it all to you...”
She noted many international visitors are on guided tours: “Their feet never really
touch anything but cement...and herded like cattle.” Some international visitors might
have an hour and come in to ask “where can we go shopping, or where can we get
something GOOD to eat...but that’s about all they ask....there’s a difference if you’re
scheduled.. .you just don’t have time.” In response to my probing, she reported not
noticing that international visitors are any more hesitant to ask questions, stating:
Well, people are the same all over and those that are curious and inquisitive will
want to talk. And those that are not.. .learn through their reading and will pick up
all the reading materials.”
She noted she can generally tell by looking where visitors are from: “the tall
Swedish people, the Italians.. .very dark or olive with snappy black eyes.” Connie often
recommends The Milepost and thinks the Visitors Center should sell this popular
highway guide. As a traveler herself, she “got used to traveling with AAA and you miss
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so much of your trip.. .when you aren’t knowledgeable about what to ask.. .about what to
do. I asked her about other whether international visitors appreciated the services offered
at the Information Center, to which she replied:
The Tourism center is invaluable [for this type of information].. ..When they say,
“I don’t have a clue, what should I see?” and then I think, boy, what I am doing is
invaluable.. .that person doesn’t know what to ask.. .and I know what they want. I
ask them some key questions... “Are you a history buff, are you an outdoors
person, or do you like more on the Native culture.. .What are you personally
seeking on your trip up here” .. .and they know their interests.. .or they say “What
does everybody else want to see” . . .or they say “I just want something exciting”
.. .and I say, “Exciting in history, exiting in luxury, exciting in primitive?” and
you can just get really enthused.... We can go from there and come up with some
special places.. ..I like it when I can come up with special places.. .and give them
the best I can give them in information....It’s part of loving [this state] more and
more.. .and sharing the beauty of it.. .1 have tried volunteering at other places
and.. .volunteering at the Tourist Center is wonderful.. .it fits my free
spirit.. ..Once in a while, if the visitor is very personable.. .and special, I connect
them with my son and he’ll take them up the Salcha River to .. .stay at his little
cabin.. .or tour [a visitor] around.. .to drive out to Chatanika, a nice long drive and
plenty of time to talk.. ..And it’s just a special blessing and we realize how good
people are.. .from all over the world.. .it isn’t just some people. There’s good
people all over the world. And that’s what’s so wonderful about working there.
I asked Connie about expectations that visitors have when they come to the
Information Center. She discussed the difficult parking situation and noted “Americans
come up just to have the freedom of coming and going as they want, and they should be
able to find parking.” She pointed out several things about visitors’ experiences trying to
find the Information Center; for example, the building has a very small sign and is
difficult to find, parking is scarce and that it is “very sad .. .what the tourists see with the
Native people around our Center.. .it hurts the heart because I don’t want to see that part
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of Alaska represented over the good part.” She quoted a traveler who remarked,
“Everything here in Alaska is a miracle, but outside the Information Center is sad to see
and it’s not good to see people who are drunk, laying down, urinating, living in the park.”
She cited numerous ways the downtown businesses and the town are cooperating to make
this “whole tourist center area.. .nice for our city and for the people who come.” She likes
the growing and changing and notes that the tour operators have a profit motive but that
being a volunteer means that she can give away free brochures and booklets “just loaded
with information,” and that she can help accommodate visitors with “a large variety of
information.”
H ank’s Narrative
Hank is retired, in his 60’s, and very active in various local organizations, as well
as volunteering year-round several times a week at the Visitors Information Center,
which he has done over five years. He has relatives in town and has lived here many
years. We are well acquainted through interactions at various organizations and started
the interview talking about the new person in charge of the volunteer workers at the
Visitors Information Center and how things are going there. Hank likes volunteering
because he enjoys the people that he encounters. He tells a story about meeting a person
who was raised in the same tiny town in the Midwest, population 58, and many others
that he finds he has some connection with after visiting with them.
Hank had just come from volunteering at the Information Center and mentioned
how difficult it was to understand names and addresses of people leaving messages on the
800 number requesting Visitors Guides. I have never tried to respond to the recorded
calls and asked Hank if the calls are ever from international visitors. He answered that
they come from everywhere, and often seek specialized information. For instance, he
often calls back and recommends that travelers purchase The Milepost before driving up
the Alaska-Canadian Highway, so that they are aware of lodging and gasoline availability
along the road to this area, adding that this information is not required by visitors on tours
whose “trip is all scheduled for them once they get here.”
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I asked if Hank found that international visitors need a great deal of explanation,
at which point he described visitors from Paris who had planned to drive to Ft. Yukon, an
Athabaskan village with no connection to the road system. They had planned to fly there
with a commercial provider, but the flight was grounded due to cloudy weather. Hank
relates the story:
I said, “You can’t drive there.” “Oh, but we have a caaa-aaaar.” I said, “That’s not
the issue, there are NO ROADS there.” “NO!” They couldn’t believe that. So, I
had to show them on the map that there were no roads to Ft. Yukon.
Hank said he often gives directions to various destinations and that part of the
explanation is often “You’ve spent a lot of money to get here, if you really want to cross
the Arctic Circle.. .or go to Barrow, it’s going to be cheaper to do it now than when you
get back home.. .and you’ll never get any closer.” He does not see “the thrill” in crossing
the Arctic Circle, himself, but understands “that’s something they really want to do.”
Hank stated that another explanation is needed for people who think the North
Pole cannot be too far north from here, or that if they go to North Pole, the town, they are
at the North Pole. Hank also reported that he finds it hard to explain why travelers need to
contact someone in places like Arctic Village for permission to fly there—why visitors
“might not be welcome in some of those villages.” He referred to Alaska’s multi-cultural
population, their various customs, ways of living, and their reluctance to be intruded
upon.
Hank described other surprising aspects of Alaska: for instance, visitors are
surprised by the light in summer, how warm Alaskan summers are, and in winter that it is
not dark all day. He especially finds international visitors are surprised by how friendly
Alaskans are, but Hank says “we’re not so much friendly as we are just familiar.” Talking
about all travelers, he states:
Most people are not surprised., .this is a big trip for most people, it’s expensive, it
takes a long time and you’ve got a lot invested in coming here, so I think they
research it.. .they know quite a bit about it before they come.. .They research this
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more than if they were going to the Midwest, New York City, or Washington,
D.C.
Hank notes that this area is not very well known to guides on the tour busses, or
on the railroad who tell visitors “you don’t need to go there, there’s nothing up there.”
Hank thinks that visitors should come here, and if they don’t come to the Interior they
“haven’t seen the real state.” He describes the “authentic” experience travelers might get
from “an old sourdough that’s been here for a while.. .and has a ‘step-on guide’ service”
compared to the experience of visitors who hear about the state from college students
who work at a summer job for one of the large tour companies.
I asked Hank what international visitors want to know when they come into the
Information Center. He said people come into the Visitor Center and ask, “What can we
do” in a day, or half a day, and that he questions them as to whether they would like to
see the downtown, wildlife, Native crafts, a boat ride, gold mining, or other tours. It is his
experience that many people don’t know what they want to do, but they tend to be from
the United States, not generally from other countries. He said he has the sense that
independent travelers arriving by plane wait until they are here to make up their tour but
that pattern is less common for international guests. He states that most international
visitors he sees are on a tour and often “tack something on to the beginning or end of a
tour,” and unless travelers take an extra day separate from a packaged tour, all they see is
the University museum, the Large Animal Research Center, and one or both of the two
large tours, which are the riverboat and a goldmine. He described the need for more tours
to go around downtown and to locations like the Large Animal Research Center and
some of the unusual “farms” that are not on the public transportation system, especially
for small family groups of two-three-four people, later in the day and evening, and earlier
and later in the season. Many people are looking for “an overview” and the tours are
filled up or not available at a convenient time. Visitors also request horse back riding and
snow machine tours but these are not available.
I asked if international visitors expect what they find here. Hank notices that
many international visitors commonly use buses for transportation and ask for
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instructions. He has to explain that the buses do not go to all likely destinations, run half
days on Saturdays, and not at all on Sundays and evenings. Hand reports that
“particularly New Zealanders, Australians, and British Isles people” find hotels and
meals are very expensive here, but this is not a complaint from Germans. I asked if
people thought tours are also expensive and Hank replied that is generally not the case.
He has very little contact with Japanese visitors because they mostly speak with other
(Japanese-speaking) volunteers, but noted many visitors from the Midwest and Southern
states also complain about the Alaskan prices and that “unfortunately, we have a lot of
people trying to make their year’s living in the summer time, and they have to.” A large
number of international visitors, particularly young people, like to stay at hostels.
Generally, older international visitors are on a tour, therefore accommodations are pre
arranged, but the “younger ones might be independent travelers.”
When I asked if the information that international visitors need is different from
that required by visitors from other states, Hank said:
We’re almost a foreign land to anyone... .About the only [people] you don’t have
to explain to are from this state.. .like the Americans who want to know what the
exchange rate is.. .or how much it costs to mail a letter....I’m not sure the
international visitors are all that different from the visitors from the lower
48.. ..We do probably get a higher proportion of international visitors than they do
in Nebraska, for instance.. ..[Travelers] know quite a bit about the state, although
generally not about this area.. ..Some are concerned about expenses.. ..I think they
want to see wide open spaces. They want to see the wild and they see that and
they’re satisfied.. ..I am concerned about the incorrect information being given to
them by the young tour guides on the bus and train.. .although they’re
starting.. .an intensive training.. ..Our bragging sometimes.. .scares people
away.. ..You say it only got to 55 below this winter and.. .it’s funny to us but
sounds scary to tourists.. ..They’re sure their nose will freeze and immediately
drop off.
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I asked a follow-up question about violated expectations, and Hank noted that
both visitors from other states and international visitors express concern about the
homeless local residents downtown some of whom are inebriated. He also hears people
request help in their own language; he depicted people from Eastern Canada who speak
only French as “the most difficult.” He says he often hears requests to have translators
available. He doesn’t speak Spanish but can understand it, and has helped travelers get
translator services, as for example the Russian group in town recently whom he helped
connect with a Russian-speaking student at the University.
Hank reported he has noticed quite a few people who go on a mail plane find it’s
“a pretty good way.. .to get a view of the geography.” He warns them not to expect an indepth chance to visit: “You’re going to land, deposit the mail, pick up the mail, and get
back on the plane, and go to the next village.” He also tells his story of being on the
runway in Galena and having the pilot request each passenger kill at least 24 mosquitoes
apiece before take-off. The pilot’s request was made in a joking manner but Hank said he
did not have any trouble finding that many mosquitoes to kill. He tells this story to people
to further explain the type of experiences that accompany a trip out of town.
Heather ’sInterview
Heather is a woman in her sixties who worked 10 years as a paid employee,
retired due to health issues, and continues to volunteer and help “however she can.” She
does not wear her Information Center uniform, but usually volunteers to help with mailouts and other work that does not involve walking. She has seen many changes in the 55
years of her residency here in town, and is very interested and knowledgeable about the
history of the town. Heather has traveled several times abroad both on a package tour and
as an independent traveler as part of a small family group.
At the beginning of the interview I talked a little about why I am interested in the
visitors industry and asked Heather about her early years working at the Information
Center. She noted one change she has seen over the years is in the professional quality of
the information. She characterized it as becoming “more streamlined.” She says that
when she first started working at the Visitor Information Center there were fewer
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published materials but that she and other workers personally took visitors around town
on a guided walk, twice a day, following a route that started at the log cabin where the
Visitors Center is, then to the church across the river, the old library, and Rebekka Hall,
to the Northern Commercial Company, and then they would get to the row of houses on
3rd Avenue:
.. .and I’d explain that this was the red light district.. ..The girls used red light in
the wintertime when it was dark.. .but they couldn’t use light in the summer time,
they used to hang out red geraniums in front of the cabins.. .to show they were
open for business.. ..The group couldn’t be too big.. .your voice had to
carry.. ..Some groups had lots of questions.. .especially about the buildings.. .and
some didn’t, depending on the group. ...I think people were interested in the
history of the town.. .but some seemed disappointed.. .[They were expecting
something more] like the board walks and dirty dusty streets in Dawson
City.. .like a frontier town.. .that’s what they expected the town to be like.. .And
they would say, “We want to see the OLD town, the real town”. . .I’d have to say
“There’s nothing left now.. .You’ll have to go out to Alaskaland [theme park]
where they moved some of the old buildings.” Now I see people with their map
looking at the library and.. .those building we looked at on the guided tour.. .with
a very confused look on their face.... Now it’s a self-guided tour.. ..but I think
there’s something so personal about hearing someone tell about their personal
experience.
Heather described changes to the publications as being “business-like” and that
“they used to run all these free brochures on the Xerox machine, but they’ve gotten more
professional.. .and have them printed now.” Historically, a list of churches was available
to visitors until someone complained that the synagogue listed was not a church. The
name was changed to “Worship Services” and there were other pamphlets about
restaurants downtown, fishing in rivers and lakes.. .panning for gold.. .one about hotels
and bed and breakfasts that got “included in the Visitors Guide.”
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In response to my question about what information international visitors need
when they come to the Information Center, Heather discussed some of the standard
questions:
“We just arrived in town, what can we do?” And then we’d tell them about drives,
and the Hot Springs, panning for gold. Mostly visitors ask “Where to stay, where
to eat, and what to do.” Another question we get a lot is, “When can you see the
northern lights?” and I have to explain: “You can’t see them in June. The Aurora
is up there but you won’t see them until it’s dark.”
Heather also says that many people are interested in the prices of things. She explains
people who have access to a vehicle have more time in the Visitors Center log cabin, but
if they are on a tour, as many international visitors are, they only have 15 minutes or
maybe an hour at the most to get a quick lunch. They never stay long because of “the
rigid time schedule.” Many of the people on tours might “grab brochures,” but do not ask
many questions because they “rely on their driver.” She often encounters people who say,
“I was stationed here when this was Ladd Air Force Base,” and she says, “I was too.. .and
they were always so pleased that someone else knew it from that time, and surprised at
how much it’s changed.”
I asked Heather whether visitors find what they were expecting and she said she
has heard visitors discuss problems downtown and that parking is “a big problem” that
has become even worse after the new hotel and new courthouse were built on a former
parking lot. She notes, too, that the Information Center is hard to find, with not many
signs indicating the right direction.
I’d say 90% of visitors were really pleased to talk to us and get information and
not even 10% were irritated, the town wasn’t what they expected or there wasn’t
an old part of town, but most of them were just friendly and excited.
She also hears visitors talking Alaska-Canadian Highway conditions and remembers mud
up to the hubcaps in 1950 and doesn’t “say too much about that to the people that are
complaining just that, ‘It used to be worse and they’re improving it.’” She also pointed
out other improvements and changes, for example the inside of the Information Center
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has changed with all the interior walls taken out so you can see across the room to view
the river through the large picture windows from everywhere in the room.
I asked Heather if the information required by international travelers is different
from the information required by other visitors and she replied that it was about the same,
saying:
Many international travelers, especially the ones from Australia were interested in
the outdoor things, they were mostly young m en.. .[who asked] “How can we get
into the back country?”.. ..The Japanese.. .most of them don’t speak English.. .or
not w ell.. .1 remember Adam volunteers there.. .and here’d be this white
m an.. .and [the Japanese] would say something in broken English and we’d say,
“Adam, here’s someone for yoooo-oooouu.” And he’d come right up to the
counter and speak this fluent Japanese. You could just see their faces light up! It
was just great.. .1 understand they’re having a Japanese girl volunteering.. .who
spoke really good English along with her Japanese. I think that’s an important part
for the Visitors Center, in fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if sometime that might be
a requirement to speak another language.. ..We had information in German and
French and maybe Japanese, so they are trying to accommodate the visitors.
Heather remembered one visitor from Spain who “couldn’t understand [English]
at all.. .and we tried to name places where he could go and things to do.” She notes she
“did not have any good answers” for those who did not speak English. “Some of them,
French especially, were very upset that we didn’t have anything French for them. They
were more impolite in a way.” Most others were always glad to hear what volunteers
have to say. She explains there are many German visitors, mostly men, some couples, and
mostly independent travelers. She remembers a couple from Switzerland who maybe
came first on a tour and then came back three times and remembered her each time, and
one time brought her a box of German chocolates because “they thought I was helpful.”
Heather likes being helpful to the visitors, and reports she enjoys them and enjoys
working with the others at the Information Center because everybody is friendly. She can
no longer stand at the counter, but she does mailings for the Information Center and can
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perform this task sitting down. She knows how important it is to run postage, seal
envelopes, or “whatever it takes to get that mail out.”
Rachael

’sNarrative

Rachael is a young woman in her 20’s who was raised in Japan and has been in
the local area approximately one year. She volunteered during the previous May and June
and hopes to volunteer at the Visitor Information Center again. Her English is fluent and
she spoke mostly English while volunteering. She has worked at getting to know about
local activities and attractions, and says she is often mistaken for being Native Alaskan.
When I asked Rachael what visitors are seeking in the Information Center, she
describes two categories of visitors that come into the Information center, those who
already know what they want to do and are in need of technical help such as “the way to
go there or how to proceed,” and the other group of visitors who have just arrived, do not
know what there is to do in the area, and sometimes do not know what they want to do.
She usually explains the major popular attractions, asks visitors questions about their
particular interests, and determines if they have any tours in mind. Later when I asked
about people on package tours, Rachael made a further distinction about visitors who are
dropped off from a bus tour, do not have much time, and tend to pick up postcards,
stamps, and camera film, and not ask many questions. Those visitors do not have their
own transportation so Rachael says, “We give them a map and information of what they
can do in the downtown area.”
Rachael says she saw only two older Japanese couples during the two months she
volunteered and quite a few young Japanese men, about her own age, that were “kind of
adventuresome and traveling from Canada with backpacks.” She has encountered many
Japanese tourists during the winter who travel in this area, especially to the local hot
springs, but in summer the Japanese visitors tend to travel to a larger city in the state.
Rachael refers to the many other international travelers she encountered while
volunteering; those from Korea, Canada, Australia, Germany, and other parts of Europe.
She mentioned Korean families whose children spoke English, which she assumed meant
“Probably they are living somewhere here [in the United States] and the [adult children’s]
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parents have come here to visit.” Additionally, during the time she volunteered she saw
more Chinese and Korean people than Japanese people, but that “they were really a small
percentage of the visitors that come into [the Information Center],
I asked Rachael what kinds of questions international visitors ask, to which she
states, “The hardest question I got was, ‘I want to see Indians,’ or ‘I want to see Native
people, their real life.’” She said visitors expect people in trappers’ cabins and living a
subsistence lifestyle along the river, similar to what is seen on one of the local boat tours.
She often hears questions or problems expressed regarding transportation, convenience,
and prices. Another problem, especially early in the visitor season, is that many tours are
not yet open and visitors who will only be in town for a couple of days are disappointed
to hear “it will not be open until next Saturday.” In addition to tours where transportation
and lodging are based on double occupancy, individuals traveling alone find it very
objectionable to be charged a higher price.
Rachael said if people are looking at the brochures, or just standing around she
will often ask, “Do you have any questions?” She remembered one fellow who replied
“Well, I don’t but my WIFE might.” Rachael noted that more often it is the woman who
buys postcards and the men “just stands around.”
When I asked about people on the “city tour” (a large bus tour), Rachael was
reminded of an incident during which one person asked a question and then when
Rachael started to answer, the visitor waved to her friends and said, “Come here, she’s
explaining this to us.” She said often if a small party is traveling together, all will gather
to hear an explanation given by the volunteer behind the counter. But many times,
especially among large groups of people dropped off during a bus tour, questions come
from individuals and the information is not generally shared, which Rachael explains by
noting that: “If they are strangers, they are not going to share information or share
something to do.”
I asked what people do when they first come into the Information Center. Rachael
notes that some people go first to the brochures available on the wall and walk back out
the door without asking any questions, but that most people come to the counter first to
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ask questions. She explains that she takes the visitor over to the brochure racks on the
wall, points out activity categories, pulls all the company brochures about a tour of
interest, for instance “Fly to Barrow,” and then gives them a little time to realize that “the
brochures.. .are all right there together.. .grouped by genre ... transportation, flightseeing, activities....” She notices that many people already have a copy of the Visitors
Guide, “a large magazine with activities and places to stay,” but comments on the
tendency for visitors to ask questions of volunteers and staff: “it’s just easier and faster to
ask questions, rather than spend a lot of time looking at brochures.”
When she was trained, she said she was directed “not to recommend or advertise
only one company,” but that people want to know “Which one is best?” The question
“Which one is best?” is a question that Rachael says “they would like to ask personally
that kind of information.. .because they already know [who the tour operators are], but
want to hear a personal recommendation instead of going through all of the brochures.”
She avoids making a recommendation by further probing to find out more: whether the
visitor “has a specific need,” for instance, if the visitor is seeking a restaurant, and if there
is no transportation, the location should be downtown, close to the Visitors Center. If
they ask, “Where’s the best restaurant?” a return question she uses is “Are you interested
in seafood, Mexican, or Italian?” Other questions: “Do you want to sit down to eat lunch,
can you take a cab, or do you need a shuttle? Do you want to be close?” The questions
and answers continue until Rachael is satisfied she understands “what is going on here,
especially with the older couples.” She has noticed that older couples are more likely to
want to hear an explanation of popular attractions or other lengthy explanations and they
“seem to have more particular interests.”
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Chapter 4
Narrative Analysis
Independent or Package Tour Traveler
During interviews volunteers indicated that providing information for independent
travelers is largely dissimilar from providing information for people visiting as part of a
package tour. Having been a volunteer myself, the volunteers I interviewed presumed I
understood the significance of the independent traveler/package tour distinction. The
distinction is also well understood in the visitor industry as a whole. Co-researchers
referred indirectly to dissimilar information provided to independent and package tour
travelers during interviews. Visitors on package tours are often in a hurry because their
time is heavily scheduled, resulting in very little time to stay and ask questions at the
Visitor Information Center.
Rachael noticed visitors who are dropped off from a bus tour are in a hurry, do
not need as much information, and mostly want to buy stamps, postcards, and camera
film. If they have a little more time to walk around the downtown area or eat a quick
meal, they are given a map, and some package tour visitors were observed picking up
brochures. It is unclear if the brochures are for friends, for their scrapbook, or to aid in
planning a return trip, or some other purpose. Heather noted people on package tours rely
on their bus drivers or on tour guides for information and to answer questions. Visitors on
tours do not have their own transportation and therefore do not require a driving map, nor
an explanation of locations or activities. For the most part, the number and kind of tours
they take are already determined in advance through selection of package options before
arrival. Similarly, the place where they stay and the number of nights is pre-determined.
Many tours are comprised of international visitors from one country; the tour may have
formed in Japan for instance, like the ones noted by Adam, and may be individuals
related to each other including relatives, neighbors, co-workers, or through another
common interest or organization. Members of package tours being dropped off for only a
few minutes at the Visitors Information Center are unlikely to rely heavily on verbal,
face-to-face information available from workers at the Information Center.

51

Several volunteers commented on people who “tack on” days either before or
after their package tour. Visitors who tack on days to extend time in this area have
information needs more similar to the needs of the independent traveler for the time
extensions when they are not part of an organized tour package.
In sharp relief is the group of independent travelers arriving in this area
evidencing a broad range of information needs noted by volunteers such as where to
spend the night, where to get something to eat (for example fresh seafood), and where to
find more information about activities and tours in the area. The range of options both for
providing information and for seeking information is more dependent on time available
and transportation than on whether or not the traveler is an international visitor. The
repertoire of the information provider is challenged by the range of diverse requests:
visitors want a map so they can walk around downtown, a map so they can drive around
in town, a map specifying where popular attractions are located, a list of hotels, hostels,
bed and breakfasts, campsites with space available, churches or synagogues, special
interest activities, activities close to their hotel, inexpensive activities, a wilderness area,
somewhere “off the beaten path,” a place where they can pan for gold, see “Indians,” and
many other requests. Rachael noted two types of travelers, those who already know what
they want to do and are in need of technical information about “the way to go there or
how to proceed” and those who do not know what is available or necessarily what they
want to do. It is apparent that both these types of travelers observed by Rachael are
independent travelers. It is also apparent that independent travelers claim more of
workers’ time and offer more of a challenge due to the diverse nature of questions and the
amount of time available to spend in the Visitors Information Center.
Visitor Expectations
Another emergent theme arising from analysis of interview data is the difference
between visitors’ expectations and the reality of the visit. Many visitors expect to find
public restrooms in the Visitors Information Center, the Information Center to be easier
to find, to have adequate parking adjacent to the Center, and prices to be more
reasonable. Some visitors have speculative expectations for “more of a frontier town,”
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with old buildings, for the “streets to be paved with gold,” to be able to view the aurora
during the summer, and “to see Indians living off the land.” Many visitors are surprised
by the extremes of the climate and terrain, surprised by the warmth and friendliness of
local residents and Information Center volunteers, and surprised by the unexpected extra
care taken by Information Center workers. One Swiss couple recognized they had
received special treatment by returning the next year with a gift of chocolate. The
volunteer was surprised by the gift because she was unaware of having made such a
favorable impression. Many visitors are pleasantly surprised to find mutual
acquaintances, mutual acquaintances of a loved one, or a person with whom there was an
overlap of history, for example, living in the area when the air force base was known as
Ladd Field. Many comments were made by volunteers during interviews about the effort
to dispel myths (“There is nothing to see”) and to prepare visitors for what could be
expected, for example on a mail plane trip, which is a good way to “see the geography,”
but not a tour to be scheduled if the visitor wants to visit at length in a Native village.
Adam described the process of mentally preparing a visitor to visit “an industrial area”
after driving for two arduous days to get there, by giving the caution that the main
attraction is the scenery on the way and the chance to view wildlife.
Expectations are socially constructed and derive from an individual’s subjective
culture of values, beliefs, and patterns of thinking (Stewart and Bennett, 1991). Whether
expectations were exceeded in a positive way or were violated in a negative way was not
necessarily attributable to the visitor’s country of origin. In general, comments made by
volunteers during interviews noted international visitors were pleasantly surprised and
thankful for information available at the Visitors Information Center, with the lone
exception of the woman speaking with a Russian accent observed by Adam.
Information as Product and Information as Process
Another emergent theme in the interview data became apparent when I examined
meanings of the term “information” when questioning volunteers during interviews. For
example I asked volunteers “What kind of information are international visitors looking
for?” volunteers took the term “information” to mean brochures, maps, the Visitor’s
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Guide, and other written information mailed or otherwise provided to visitors. Rachael
noted the tendency for visitors to ignore the racks of brochures lining the walls and come
straight to the counter to ask questions of workers behind the counter. She explained this
observable behavior by suggesting that probably there is too much information— an
information overload—and that visitors want help to sort out what it all means. Cindy
commented on her involvement with maintaining current brochures and the mailing of
Visitors Guides requested by potential travelers. She said, “We HOPE they have a
Visitors Guide, that we’ve touched them with all these mail-outs.” Visitors who have
received the Guide, often have read the overview of available activities, tours, and
accommodations but have questions for volunteers: “Have you gone on this tour?” “Can
you recommend this tour?” “Is the tour worth the price of admission?” Cindy also
indicated that she understands different types of information needs, written and oral,
product and process, content and relationship when she made the comment:
It’s not the kind of job, and I hope it never becomes the type of job where the
visitor just picks up a brochure and leaves. Nobody talks to them.. .you can help
them have such a rewarding time here, and that is not found in the pamphlets.
It is evident from volunteers’ narratives that providing brochures and answers to
questions fulfills an acceptable minimum standard of job performance expectations;
however it is also evident that in many interactions volunteers take more time, explain in
greater detail, and in other ways far exceed the expectations of visitors.
From previous experience, many visitors are familiar with the types of
information provided by information centers, and one familiar component of an
information center is that it is staffed by people who are available to engage in
conversation and to add social value and meaning in response to visitors’ questions. From
statements made during interviews it is not clear whether international visitors differ from
other visitors with respect to the content and relationship nature of the information
provided. Spoken language competency would certainly play a role in international
visitors’ ability to capitalize on the availability of relational level communication from an

54

Information Center volunteer. This language competency aspect will be further expanded
in the next section.
Languages and Language Skills
There was recognition among volunteers that acknowledged extra assistance is
appropriate and appreciated by international visitors. Often difficulties attributed to
language-speaking skills necessitate some extra effort. Generally speaking, visitors are
expected to select and book their own tours. Cindy remarked: “We’re not a travel
agency.” But on an occasion referred to during the interview, Cindy decided to take the
extra time required to telephone on behalf of a German couple whose competency in the
English language prevented them from being able to book a tour in the national park.
Cindy got them on the tour of their choice and she remembers:
.. .that lady putting her arms around me and hugging me and kissing me because
she was so thrilled because she thought they were not going to be able to go
because nobody spoke enough [German].. .It’s been a long time [since I spoke
German] but.. .1 try to remember phrases.. .They were probably in their 50’s and
the little lady would turn red in the face.. .and she couldn’t dial the number and I
said I’m just going to take time, and it took.. .over half an hour.. .and they would
never have been able to do it on their own, NEVER!
Cindy also remarked that any of the workers at the Information Center would do
the same if they see someone struggling with the language. Heather reported having
Japanese visitors wait a moment while she summoned a Japanese-speaking volunteer to
come help, “and their faces just lit up” when they realize they can converse in their own
language. Several volunteers have some foreign language skills, at least enough skill to
be able to help visitors with phrases and on the phone. Hank stated he could understand
Spanish-speaking visitors if they speak slowly and recognizes regional dialects
distinguishing people from Minnesota and Wisconsin and other states. Adam speaks
fluent Japanese and Pennsylvania German and knew an Amish couple by their manner
and dress before speaking with them. Cindy remembers enough German to be able to
help people from Switzerland, Germany, Denmark, and Austria. During the summer there
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is a worker who speaks German but Adam pointed out that she cannot be at the
Information Center during all hours of operation and that German helps with visitors
from many German-speaking countries, not just Germany. All volunteers noted the
desirability of foreign language skills for assisting international visitors and several
comments were made during interviews concerning the need for Spanish, German,
Russian, Italian, Japanese, and French.
At present at the Visitors Information Center there are three volunteers who speak
Japanese and one staff member who works in a different building but who is sometimes
called upon to come to the Information Center to translate in the absence of Japanese
speaking volunteers. There have been volunteers who spoke Norwegian and Swedish but
visitors from those countries tend to be competent speakers of English. Connie noted that
all international groups have a spokesperson, in her experience, and that she speaks to the
spokesperson more so than to the entire group. Connie suggested a method she uses in
Mexico and France for people who are not fluent in the language of the country. She
purchases an English phrase book, finds the translation in Spanish, for example and
points to the phrase when trying to communicate with a Spanish-speaking person. Adam
is fascinated by the subject of languages and noted in the interview that he and his wife
spoke Japanese in their home in the United States with their first-born child in the hope
that the child would be bilingual, that he learned Pennsylvania German but that his
brother did not, and that many immigrants to the United States did not speak their native
language with their children. His experience with speaking Japanese includes the
experience of being well understood on the phone but not understood if he is visible—he
is obviously not of Japanese descent, therefore he is not speaking Japanese, an example
of cognitive dissonance. Adam is also very interested in aboriginal languages and
discussed the growing disfavor of the word Eskimo to describe Yupik, Inuit, and other
aboriginal peoples. He has adopted the Canadian term “First Nations People” and tries to
use language groups when discussing First Nation People with visitors. Adam also
wondered aloud about future scenarios for First Nations people because Yupik,
Athabaskan, and Ingalik languages are being lost.
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Adaptability
Another pervasive theme can be described as accommodations made to fit the
circumstances or the adaptability of Visitors Information Center workers in interacting
with a variety of visitors and circumstances. Several sub-themes appeared among
adaptive behaviors described by volunteers. The first is hardest to describe but probably
is the most important with respect to examining communication.
Adaptation made toward people.
The focus of this sub-theme is the adaptable behaviors of volunteers toward
people. Each volunteer described strategies for accommodating diverse visitors and
requests. In each case volunteers described “key questions” they pose to visitors to enable
the volunteer to gain a better understanding of the information needs of that individual.
Often, during the course of the conversation between visitor and volunteer, volunteers
must refrain from recommending one member over another, in accordance with the
policy of the Convention and Visitors Bureau. Additional questions posed to the visitor
are often used to sidetrack the request for a recommendation, allowing the volunteer to
“tailor the response.” Connie likes to spend extra time with people who enjoy “poking
into the nooks and crannies” and described going to great lengths to meet special needs
by storing a canoe at her home for a “very personable” visiting couple while they went
out of town.
Several volunteers made remarks about trying to explain things to visitors,
especially the great distances involved and the length of time required to travel around
the state. Hank noted that explaining to international travelers is not so very different
from explaining to other travelers; by the time people have arrived, they have usually
planned and are fairly sophisticated travelers. Hank noted the fact that traveling to Alaska
is not so very different for international visitors than it is for other visitors. The culture
here is unique, it is a long distance and expensive for everyone, not just international
visitors. Hank said, “Getting here is hard.. .We’re like a foreign land to everyone.”
Visitors come for what Connie calls the “un-ordinary,” and many “nuances.. .hard to
explain both to international visitors and visitors from other states, for instance not being
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welcome in certain Athabaskan villages, the rural nature of the state, the lack of farms,
and the lack of roads to many parts of the state. Explanations have to be suited to the
knowledge that visitors already have. To many visitors this place seems very foreign;
they do not know what to ask and they are fairly certain they need more postage than a
37-cent American postage stamp. Adaptation is occurring during the process of finding
new ways to describe the extremes and surprises without “bragging” or misrepresenting
information. Information Center workers’ specialized knowledge and experience has
been a factor in how best to “finesse” problems with various situations including
ameliorating problems with inebriated local residents, making accommodations when
there is a shortage of seats available on a tour or in hotels, and calling a key-holder to
open up the S. S. Nenana for three visitors from South Africa that worked on the boat
(now a museum) in the 1950’s.
Adaptation o f informational products.
The second sub-theme concerns changes and adaptations to the nature of
informational products. All volunteers also talked about adaptations occurring during the
process of modernization and growth of the visitor industry. Information has become
“streamlined;” glossy printed publications have replaced copies. One booklet for the
historical walking tour, (which is now self-guided) is a type of suitable “keepsake” that
can be put in a scrapbook. Other information such as available rooms, local churches and
synagogues, daily event listings, and inexpensive activities to do in town has been
compiled and made available. A binder containing newspaper clippings of local events is
kept current in the Visitor Center. Additional resources are available to accommodate
questions that come up, a copy of a book about Alaska place names, The Milepost, atlas,
and phone books for other towns in the vicinity. Adam stated if he is not familiar with the
hometown of a visitor, he looks it up in the atlas, because people enjoy conversing and
sharing about where they are from. New tours have been added, winter tourism is been
further developed, including the harvesting of ice locally rather than paying for ice to be
shipped in from another state, and an overall increase in the value placed on the visitor
industry, quality of attractions, and a “cleaned up” downtown core area.
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Adaptations to infrastructure.
The third adaptability sub-theme is characterized by changes to the physical
aspects of buildings and infrastructure supporting the visitor industry. Similarly, the
volunteers described a number of adaptations that involve changes over time to physical
surroundings. The log cabin was never intended to be a Visitors Information Center but
accommodations have been made over time by the removal of interior walls, installation
of appropriate shelving and counters, and wheelchair-accessible doorways. Information
workers recognize that public restrooms, parking, and other physical requirements are
inadequate and look forward to the building of a new Visitors Information Center that
will enable “one stop shopping” for visitors and also contain interpretive displays, a gift
shop, and other amenities that will expand the usefulness of the Information Center
beyond its present scope. Parking and public transportation networks have not kept up
with the growing visitor industry, for example, Hank has noticed that visitors want to go
to the Large Animal Research Station but it is not on a bus line, nor within walking
distance of the Information Center.
Public Inebriation o f Homeless Local Residents
A final emergent theme was the discussion by all volunteers of the many
interactions with drunken and disorderly people who often come into the Visitors
Information Center and are present in the park immediately adjacent to the Information
Center. Cindy noted that in the past, “You can watch them drinking in the park,” and
some people did not feel comfortable being downtown. She described several things that
are not tolerated and that affect visitors: yelling obscenities, harassing visitors, and lying
in the flowerbeds or in front of the Information Center door. She emphasized that there
are fewer incidents of harassing visitors and yelling obscenities, that the policemen who
patrol the downtown area on bicycles are called upon to handle inebriated individuals so
that Information Center personnel are not required to, that protocols have come about
through public discussion of the situation, and that Information Center personnel act in
ways that show they “have to have a heart” and that they show homeless individuals
respect “as long as they are behaving.” She has given food (not money) and made an
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effort to assist individuals, especially to help one person in particular, by making phone
calls and in other ways to maintain their positive connection. She also emphasized that
public drunkenness in the vicinity of the Information Center is a problem for “all
downtown businesses” and for the community as a whole, not just for the visitor industry.
Connie remarked that she hates for visitors to see homeless individuals; “it is very sad to
see...”. Adam suggested one way to explain local homeless individuals to visitors might
be to describe them as being “part of the local color,” and also noted that Visitor
Information Center personnel spend much less time and energy addressing problems
caused by public inebriation since the Downtown Association’s formation and decision to
pay for patrols in the downtown core area. His stories of an inebriated woman swimming
nude in front of the Visitors Center and one inebriated woman trying to jump off the
bridge close to the Visitors Center were extreme examples of the kind of behavior that
occurs in the vicinity of the Visitors Information Center, deviates from legally and
culturally acceptable behavior in public places, and most importantly to this study, is
experienced by volunteers as problematic.
Summary
To summarize, six themes emerged from volunteers’ accounts of their experience:
independent/package tour travelers, visitors’ expectations, information as
product/process, language skills, adaptability and change, and public inebriation of
homeless local residents. The themes represent the coalesced construction of repetitive
motifs identifiable to the researcher, but, not all themes dovetail neatly with the concerns
of this research. Independent travelers seek different kinds of information than other
travelers, but further analysis of that particular theme leads toward an economic or
marketing perspective and away from a communication perspective. Communication
aspects of the five remaining themes will be examined in order to magnify elements of
interest and better understand their bearing on the question posed in this study.
When asked directly how providing information to international visitors differed
from providing information to others, volunteers saw very little “difference.” Volunteers
discerned “difference” when visitors’ English language skills were problematic or when a
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volunteer was not available to speak to the visitor in the visitor’s own language.
“Difference” was also noticeable in the adaptations made by volunteers for international
visitors. For example, volunteers occasionally booked tours on the telephone when
international visitors were having difficulty, although the normal expectation is for
visitors to book their own tours on the Information Center “free” phones. In other words,
“difference” was described by volunteers in only two arenas: with respect to language
skills and with respect to accommodations requiring more time and effort on the part of
volunteers. Volunteers did not report differences in cultural practices of international
visitors as a noticeable part of their experience.
Because intercultural communication theory posits that when differences in
cultural patterns are experienced, “we generate special or unique meanings for the
behavior, and make “non-standard” inferences...” (Arundale, 2003, p. 4), I expected that
volunteers would experience “difference” in interactions with international visitors. I
have repeatedly experienced such difference in my own travel and study experience
abroad, and importantly, as a volunteer. I experienced many interactions with
international visitors that I noticed were examples of difference in cultural practices. In
addition, throughout the summer I observed interactions between other volunteers and
international visitors that were likewise examples of culturally different patterns. I
expected that the volunteers would experience differences in their communication with
international visitors and therefore make “non-standard” inferences as I did in the
following personal experiences: I had just started to speak and the visitor asked another
question; or The visitor was silent for so long I thought I had answered the question and
we were done; or I tried to find out if there was a different tour that would be of interest,
but after asking the question in several different ways and getting no response, I gave up;
or The visitor was practically shouting at me and I don’t know why; or I was trying to
direct my answer to the mother of the child, but her husband stood in front of her and
would not let her stand by the counter. In short, my observations at the Visitors Center,
my personal experience in intercultural encounters, and theory in intercultural
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that volunteers would experience differences in communication practices in working with
international visitors.
After completing the interviews and examining in detail the narratives of the
experience of co-researchers in providing information to international visitors, it came as
a surprise, therefore, to note that volunteers made relatively little distinction between
providing information to international visitors and providing information to others. In the
experience of volunteers, international visitors are present and distinguishable as a group,
but the volunteers did not indicate differences in communication at the expected level of
cultural patterns of behavior. Why are there no reports of confusion, of questions and
responses that are difficult to understand, or of other problematic interactions? I was
prepared to hear volunteers reporting patterns of behavior and making inferences about
those patterns in accordance with their own culturally-based perceptions, values, and
beliefs. That they did not, except with respect to language skills and accommodation, is
puzzling and demands further consideration. Four factors seem important to consider.
First, were differences in cultural patterns in communicating part of the
experience of volunteers, but something that did not emerge during the interviews? Did I
ask the “wrong questions” and thus fail to elicit experiences of difference? In
conversational interviews, gaining an understanding of the meanings of co-researchers
depends to a great extent on crafting questions. The process of crafting questions, hearing
responses, crafting additional and different questions, and sizing up the quality of
questions requires extensive experience. Although I became more adept at questioning
with each successive interview, experience certainly could be a factor. Lack of
experience was a factor in not determining beforehand that the word “information” could
be used with multiple meanings in discussing touristic encounters. The word
“information” was used in all interviews, but the insight about information as product and
information as process, (the content and relational aspects of the word “information”) did
not occur until after the interviews were over. Asking different questions would have
changed the interviews because of the holistic nature of qualitative research, but there is
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no way of knowing whether different questions would have elicited experiences of
“difference.”
However, as research tool, I was clearly and consciously expecting that volunteers
would report experiences related to differences in cultural patterns of communicating,
and this expectation influenced the questions I posed to volunteers. My long-standing
interest in cultural patterns provided an underlying bias toward noticing and seeking to
understand “what is going on there” during interaction with international visitors. I am
trained in theoretical aspects of intercultural communication, have spent considerable
time investigating and experiencing intercultural communication, and am predisposed to
attribute visitors’ patterns of communication to their subjective culture. Had I found
differences where I was expecting to find them, social scientists might argue that my
expectations were in part responsible for the findings. That I did not find differences
where they were expected is thus an argument that volunteers may not have experienced
such differences.
Second, the purpose of the research interviews was not to understand the content
of the information communicated, for example, what tours are available and where a
campsite can be found with water and electricity “hookups,” but to understand what
meaning the process has for volunteers. In the majority of interactions between
volunteers and visitors, information is sought, information is received (content level), and
the process of both giving and receiving the information being sought is satisfactory and
therefore rather unremarkable. The volunteer has done his or her job, and the visitor is
satisfied. In some interactions, information is sought, but information is not satisfactory
(if the last tour of the day has already departed), however, on a process level, working out
alternatives or being sympathetic is satisfactory. The volunteer has done a more
challenging job of overcoming unsatisfactory content level information and achieving
success on a relational level. In other interactions between volunteers and visitors,
information is sought, information that is received is not satisfactory on a content level
and the process of receiving the information is also not satisfactory on a relational level.
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It is much less clear whether the volunteer experiences this type of interaction as
successful, due in part to attribution of meanings made on an individual basis.
Adam provided an example of this last scenario. After considerable effort on his
part to suggest tours and activities that might be of interest to a woman with a Russian
accent, he was not able to satisfy the visitor because everything was “too expensive.”
While other volunteers noted complaints about the high prices, this woman stood out in
Adam’s memory for several reasons; she had an accent, she was persistent in her pursuit
of additional “less expensive” options, and he could not assist her to a satisfactory
solution. Adam wanted to assist her, and based on previous successful experiences
assisting visitors, he expected that he would be able to assist her. Acting in his capacity as
Information Center volunteer, it is his job to inform her about options and logistics of
“how to,” not to change her (cultural) belief that the tours offered are too expensive. The
visitor violated one of Adam’s expectations: “If you refuse to be helped, why are you
asking for help?” That Adam negotiated (through patient listening) a peaceful conclusion
is testament to his ingenious and highly-developed adaptive capabilities.
Adaptive capabilities are also noticeable in volunteers’ interactions with
inebriated individuals. While volunteers apparently do not experience “difference” in
cultural communication practices during interactions with international visitors, they do
report “differences” arising from the problematic practices of inebriated individuals.
They report that inebriated individuals violate their expectations and expectations of
many visitors with respect to communication and public behavior, such as shouting
obscenities to each other across the park, harassing travelers, and sleeping in front of the
Information Center doorway. Volunteers noted that the presence of inebriated individuals
in the downtown area is an ongoing problem— one which is not expected to “just go
away,” and therefore Information Center workers have joined with others in the
community in a public dialog directed to ameliorate the effects of public drunken and
disorderly behavior on people and industry in the downtown area. Volunteers reported
they “have a heart” and interact with homeless local residents by showing respect, caring,
and tolerance “as long as they are behaving themselves.” This type of accommodation to
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local residents is parallel to the type of respectful accommodation that volunteers show to
international visitors. Accommodations that are made to help local homeless residents of
the downtown area and to help international visitors are further examples of the welldeveloped adaptive skills used by volunteers.
Adam’s example is atypical of the volunteers’ experience of providing
information, but that experience and volunteers’ manner of interacting with homeless
local residents is the basis for a third insight into why volunteers apparently did not
experience difficulty linked to different cultural patterns. The volunteers are highly
skilled, adaptive, and willing to accommodate whatever needs arise, for example, finding
a chiropractor, calling upon a member of the community to open a locked building,
locating a translator, or any one of the other profoundly helpful acts mentioned by
volunteers. Some accommodations go far beyond required normal duties of volunteers
and occasionally are elaborately appreciated by some visitors, often to the surprise of
volunteers who are accustomed to making accommodations and do not expect anything in
return. Volunteers may be sufficiently accustomed to negotiating a very broad range of
accommodations to visitors’ expectations and cultural patterns, that they are unaware of
the adaptations they actually accomplish, including adaptations to differences in cultural
patterns occurring during face-to-face interaction.
A fourth rationale for why volunteers did not report experiencing “difference”
may be that problematic interactions with international visitors were part of the
experience of volunteers, but volunteers did not want to share that information with an
interviewer they did not know well; and for purposes that might not have been well
understood. Volunteers enjoy their work at the Visitors Information Center and enjoy all
the visitors who come seeking information. They routinely provide whatever service is
required to all visitors, whether they are of international origins or not. My questions
about “difference” might even have been offensive to some volunteers. All but one
volunteer interviewed is culturally a United States American. One United States
American cultural belief that is practiced and acted on daily is that “All people are
created equal.” A wealthy person does not get special treatment in the Visitors
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Information Center based on his or her ability to pay for a tour. A visitor does not get
preferential treatment because they are in a hurry; they wait in line like everyone else. An
Information Center worker is trained not to assume a person carrying a backpack only
wants to know about hostels; instead the worker informs the traveler about all types of
accommodations. An Information Center worker does not address only the oldest male in
a group of Japanese travelers. Because volunteers do not know a great deal about
international visitors’ subjective cultures, and because they are members of United States
American culture, they may well engage with visitors assuming (without realizing they
are doing so) that “We are all equal” and “It is really not polite to stereotype others.” In
short, United States American volunteers may not experience “difference” because they
are culturally biased to overlook it.
Finding that volunteers apparently did not experience difficulties linked to
different cultural patterns in communicating indicates the need for further research on
such touristic encounters from an intercultural communication perspective. For example,
a study focusing on intercultural communication patterns in face-to-face encounters
might be designed using video-taping to capture patterns of which the volunteers are not
conscious in their encounters with international visitors. Alternatively, a more in-depth
study might be designed to focus on communication aspects of the kinds of adaptive
skills that are being used by volunteer information providers as a routine part of their
work at the Visitors Information Center.
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Appendix A.
Informed Consent Form for Visitor Information Provider Interviews

This interview is being conducted in connection with my pursuit of a Master of
Arts in Professional Communication at the University of Alaska Fairbanks.
The purpose of this research project is to explore volunteers’ experience
providing information to the public at the visitors’ information center. You will be asked
to talk about your experiences providing information to visitors. The interview will last
approximately 1-2 hours. All information obtained during the interview process will
remain confidential.
Each interview will be audio taped and transcribed. The audiotapes will be kept
locked in a file when they are not being used for research purposes, and Dr. Arundale, my
advisor, and I will be the only people with access to the tapes. The tapes will be
destroyed after the study is complete.
Your name will not be used in this research. A pseudonym will be used for the
narrative story of your interview, and other potentially identifying factors, such as
specified places of employment, will be changed. There are no apparent risks involved
for either the participant or the researcher in this research process. You are not expected
to share any information that would make you feel uncomfortable.
Singing this form acknowledges that your participation in this research is strictly
voluntary. If, at any time, you feel the need to withdraw, you may do so without penalty
simply by informing me.

Participant’s Signature _____ ____________________________D ate_______________
Researcher’s Signature__________________________________ Date

Thank you for your interest and participation in this research project. A copy of
the research results will be available to you at your request. If you have any questions or
concerns, feel free to contact me at the Department of Communication.

70

Researcher: Sherrill Lea Peterson

Advisor: Dr. Robert Arundale

Office: Room 507, Gruening

Office: Room 507, Gruening

Department of Communication UAF

Department of Communication UAF

Phone:474-1876

Phone: 474-6799

E-mail: ftslpl@uaf.edu

E-mail: ffrba@uaf.edu

If you have any questions regarding your participation in this study, please
contact the Research Committee Coordinator, Office of Research Integrity, UAF at
474-7800 and reference IRB 03-64.

