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A sample of 617 student respondents was drawn from 12 universities, in differ-
ent parts of the United States. Semantic differential instruments were used to
measure respondents’ descriptive and importance dimensions of thei.- image of
Mexico.

The analysis indicated major differences between the two image dimensions.
Those image attributes which respondents considered to be important when
considering a vacation in Mexico were related primarily to sanitation and safety.
The most positive attributes respondents reported about Mexico related to climate
and low costs. 

Measurement of respondents’ descriptive image of Mexico indicated that the
farther away respondents resided from Mexico, the more favorable was their image
of that country as a vacation destination. Analysis indicated that the regional
differences were not significant. However, significant differences were found on 12
of the 30 individual attributes which were used to measure image.

Introduction

All segments of the tourist industry spend large
sums of money attempting to build an image. An image
may be defined as the sum of beliefs, ideas, and impres-
sions that a person has of a destination. In recent years
more attention has been paid by researchers to the role
of image in the tourist’s destination selection decision
process. Hunt’ stated, &dquo;It seems likely that images, as
perceived by individuals in the travel market, may have
as much to do with an area’s tourism development suc-
cess as the more tangible recreation and tourist re-

sources.&dquo; It is rationalized that this occurs because the
consumer often has very limited personal experience
with the destination he is considering. A number of
studies in a variety of fields suggest that the relationship
between image and decision making is important, since
a decision maker acts upon his image of the situation
rather than upon objective reality. 2

In a study which related to a four-state region of
the Rocky Mountains, Hunt,’ suggested that distance
from a region may be an important ingredient in image
formation, for respondents who resided farther from
the region did not differentiate areas within the region
as well as those respondents from closer markets.
Mayo’s’ study of regional images in the United States
found that some regions had a very favorable image

while other regions had a relatively weak image. He con-
cluded that three image attributes appeared to be
critical: scenery, lack of congestion, and climate. These
findings were generally supported by Anderson and
Colberg’ who concluded that the dominant attributes
were cost, climate, and scenery.

Objectives of the Study
The first objective of the study was to examine the

relationship between respondents’ descriptive image at-
tributes of Mexico, and attributes which they considered
important in any decision to visit or not to visit the
country for a pleasure vacation.

Tourist agencies have limited budgetary allocations
to finance marketing activities. They may decide to use
these funds for a national and/or regional marketing
effort. To assist these bugetary allocation decisions, the
second objective of the study was to identify those at-
tributes of image which should be emphasized in order
to most effectively market Mexico vacations. In addi-
tion, the study sought to identify if there were any
differences in the image of Mexico as a vacation destina-
tion held by respondents located in different regions of
the United States. Sound planning for a campaign to
market Mexico as a vacation destination requires that
the campaign be fitted to the particular segment of the
market at which it aims. If differences between regions
were evident and a national marketing strategy were
adopted, it would suggest that this effort should be dif-
ferentiated to ensure a more congruent relationship with
respondent image in each region. If a regional market-
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ing strategy were adopted, then the regions with the
most favorable respondent image would be targeted as
those most likely to be receptive to the marketing effort.

Methodology
Derivation of Semantic Differential Scales

The qualitative concept of image was operation-
alized by the use of semantic differential scales. Image
configurations were represented by the summation of
the individual attributes which constituted each of the
scales.

An effort was made to develop a comprehensive set
of terms which, when taken together, would constitute a
valid content universe of the image of Mexico. This ap-
proach minimized the danger of forcing respondents to
react to a standardized framework which may not be an
accurate representation of their image.

The set of terms was derived in two ways. First, a
content analysis was undertaken of selected general
reading materials on Mexico and of advertising bro-
chures published by the Mexican National Tourist
Council. Eight content areas of image emerged and key
words or phrases descriptive of image attributes were
collated. Subsequently, the words and phrases in this set
were expanded by 36 unstructured interviews which
were similarly content analyzed.
The basic descriptor terms were organized into 42

semantic differential scales. The scales were adminis-
tered to a convenience sample of students (n = 70) and
the data were factor analyzed. Thirty scales displayed a
salient loading on the factors and they formed the

measuring instruments.
Use of the Measuring Instruments

Two measuring instruments comprised of identical
semantic polar terms were used to measure both the de-
scriptive and the evaluative or importance dimensions
of Mexico’s image. The descriptive data without inclu-
sion of the evaluative dimension is of limited value for it
gives no indication of the relative importance which
respondents’ attach to particular attributes of destina-
tion image when making a vacation decision. For

example, two semantic differential scales, such as &dquo;The
People of Mexico are: Rich-Poor and Friendly-Un-
friendly,&dquo; may both receive a score of 5 by the same
respondent on descriptive scales. However, a decision to
go to Mexico on vacation may be greatly influenced by
the latter, while the former may be of only marginal im-
portance. The inclusion of an evaluative (importance)
component identifies respondents’ salient image at-

tributes and it is these which are most likely to serve as
behavior determinants.

Sherak6 has challenged the value of these semantic-
differential type of instruments for measuring destina-
tion image:
The principal technical difficulty with the image study is that there is
no clear-cut rule on how to use the data for decision making. Should
advertising stress the issues on which the image of a country is

relatively strong, under the assumption that it is best to lead from

strength? Or should corrective action be taken when the image is

weak, as in the case for which a country is perceived to have a relative-
ly poor image on things to do?

Assuming that these are legitimate alternatives, the

answer to this predicament was provided by the evalua-

tive scales. If the image attributes deemed important by
respondents on the evaluative scales received high scores
on the descriptive scales then the destination should em-
phasize those. If they received low scores then corrective
action would appear to be the appropriate strategy, if it
was considered feasible. For this reason, the evaluative
scales included in this study represented an advance
upon image studies which have used only descriptive
scales. They enabled the salient attributes to be identi-
fied and an assessment of their influence on behavior to
be made.

Selection of the Sample

Respondents were selected from 12 universities in
different parts of the United States. The Discover
America Travel Organizations, Inc. (DATO) divides the
United States into eight regions. For analytical purposes
two schools were assigned to each of six regions which
were reasonably compatible with DATO region boun-
daries. The six regions were Frontier West, Far West,
Great Lakes Country, South, George Washington, and
Eastern Gateway and New England which were com-
bined and treated as one region.

Selection of the 12 universities was determined by
availability of a faculty member who was likely to be
sympathetic to a request for cooperation. Each cooper-
ating faculty member was provided with instructions for
administering the instrument and was sent 65 question-
naires with a request to administer them to junior and
senior level students in their recreation and park cur-
riculum. All sets of questionnaries were returned al-

though for various reasons some did not complete their
full quota of 65. After editing, a total of 617 usable
questionnaires were retained for use in the analysis.

The use of a student sample was an important
limitation of the study, for, clearly, their image may not
be representative of that held by other potential travel-
ers. At the same time, the use of students does provide a
relatively homogeneous occupation, education level,
and age grouping across regions. It was anticipated that
this homogeneity would assist in partially controlling
extraneous sources of variance, inevitable in the non-
randomized ex post facto type of research design, which
could serve as alternate explanations to locational dif-
ferences for any variance identified.

Analysis
Since this was an exploratory study, concern was in

assessing the utility of the methodology and in maxi-
mizing the search for relationships between variables
which may be worthy of further study in the future,
rather than having a high level of confidence in a

particular statistical result. Hence, a 0.10 level of sig-
nificance was used rather than the more usual 0.01 or
0.05 levels.

Mean scores of the total sample (N = 617) were cal-
culated for each scale. A comparison of the highest
scores recorded on each scale of both the descriptive and
the importance instruments quickly identifies the prob-
lem confronting Mexican tourist agencies (Table 1). The
eight scales (a little over 25 Vo of the total) which re-
ceived the highest mean scores indicating that they were
the most positive image attributes of Mexico reported
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TABLE 1

THE EIGHT MOST POSITIVE ATTRIBUTES OF MEXICO COMPARED WITH
THE EIGHT IMAGE ATTRIBUTES CONSIDERED MOST IMPORTANT IN

MAKING A DECISION TO VISIT MEXICO ON VACATION

by respondents, were, with one exception, different at-
tributes from those which respondents considered
important when considering whether or not they should
visit Mexico on a vacation. The single exception was the
attribute &dquo;friendly people&dquo; which scored high on both
instruments. This is an extraordinary lack of con-
gruency.

Similar comparisons of the eight highest scoring
scales on the descriptive and importance instruments for
each of the six DATO regions yielded similar incon-
gruent results. In all regions except the South, friendly
people appeared in both lists. In the Frontier West, Far
West, South, and Eastern Gateway/New England Re-
gions, the attribute &dquo;safe resorts&dquo; was also rated high
on both instruments. The only attribute which appeared
in both rankings was &dquo;inexpensive food&dquo; in the George
Washington region.

The mean scores for each of the 30 attributes on
both instruments were calculated. A Mann Whitney U

test was administered to test for differences between the
two schools within each DATO region. The six tests re-
vealed that there were no significant differences between
pairs of schools, and hence the overall image of the
selected universities within each region was consistent.
A Kruskal-Wallis test was administered across scales on
these mean scores to determine whether or not there
were differences in image between the six DATO

regions. It yielded H. values of 3.64 and 2.32 on the de-
scriptive and importance scales respectively, which with
five degrees of freedom suggested that there was no sig-
nificant difference in image of Mexico between respon-
dents from different regions.

Although overall image was not significantly dif-
ferent, analysis of variance tests administered to indivi-
dual image attributes on the descriptive instrument
identified significant differences between the regions on
12 of the 30 image attributes (.10 level). These scales are
shown in Table 2. The mean scores of each of these 12
attributes were ranked across the six regions, with a
rank of 1 indicating the region with the most positive
response to that image attribute. In this way, the direc-
tion of differences between the regions can be identi-
fied. In addition, the importance values recorded on
these attributes are also included in Table 2.

Summation of the rankings in Table 2 suggests that
there were a relatively large number of image attributes
on which the Frontier West and Far West regions rank
low. That is, they are ranked fifth or sixth of the 6
regions on the attribute. Hence, on these attributes their
image is relatively unfavorable compared to the image
reported by respondents in other areas. Table 3 indi-
cates that far more respondents have visited Mexico
from these two regions than from any of the others.
Thus, it may be reasonable to postulate that this nega-

TABLE 2
SHOWING THOSE 12 SCALES OUT OF THE 30 SCALES ON THE DESCRIPTIVE INSTRUMENT ON WHICH A SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE WAS IDENTIFIED BY

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE, AT THE .1 LEVEL
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TABLE 3

NUMBERS OF RESPONDENTS FROM EACH REGION WHO HAD VISITED
ANY PART OF MEXICO

tive response is a result of visitation to Mexico. Experi-
ence with the product may have resulted in a more nega-
tive image than those whose exposure had been confined
to a secondary exposure through the media or other
people. Respondents in the George Washington and
Eastern Gateway/New England regions reported the
most positive scores on these 12 attributes (Table 2).
These regions were the most distant from Mexico and
they contained the fewest respondents who had visited
the country (Table 3). Hence, these respondents had to
rely primarily upon secondary sources for their impres-
sions. There are a number of studies in the literature
which suggest that contact experience with a country re-
sults in reduction of stereotyping and a change in image.
Pool’ after reviewing a number of these studies con-
cluded : &dquo;The effect of first hand experience is reduction
of stereotyping-the shifting of the traveler’s images
from simple black and white perceptions to more quali-
fied perceptions of the foreign reality.&dquo; Mishler8 con-
cluded that there is no clear cut evidence that interna-
tional travel and exchange in fact produce more favor-
able images. Like Pool,’ she suggested that direct con-
tact makes it more likely that a more complex and dif-
ferentiated image of the country will develop if indi-
viduals have spent enough time in the country to be ex-
posed to its varying dimensions through developing con-
tacts and establishing relationships. This occurs because
people are then able to respond more in terms of a dif-
ferentiated view and less in terms of a simple stereotype.
In a sense they give up their responses to a country in terms of one
dominant image, in exchange for a view of the parts, which they learn
to see as having different degrees of value and with which they can be
in differing degrees of sympathy.’°

Figure 1 indicates that when all 30 scales on the de-

scription instrument were ranked and the ranks sum-
mated, the relationship between a positive image and
distance is clearly apparent. The map was compiled
using the indices formed by summating ranks as the
input data for the Symap computer maping process.

Conclusions and Implications
The data relating to the first objective of the study,

indicated that there was considerable disparity between
respondents’ descriptive image dimension of Mexico
and the attributes which they considered important in
any decision to visit or not to visit the country. At-
tributes associated with personal safety and sanitation

were identified as those which were most likely to

determine whether or not vacationers would visit Mexi-
co. This supports the more generalized findings which
Harris&dquo; reported, using a national sample who were
questioned about their priorities when considering a
pleasure vacation.

The use of a student sample obviously prohibits
generalization of the findings beyond the student popu-
lation. However, if these findings were replicated with a
sample which could be generalized to the total popula-
tion, the data suggest that the problem confronting
those concerned with marketing vacations in Mexico is
acute. Respondents had a relatively poor image on the
key attributes on which a decision to vacation in Mexico
was made. The attributes on which they reported a posi-
tive image played a relatively minor role in the vacation
destination decision. Hence, the study did illustrate the
usefulness of considering both the descriptive and im-
portance dimensions of image.

Images tend to have a considerable amount of sta-
bility over time, even in the face of dramatic changes in
destination attributes.’ Thus, even if the key deter-
mining destination attributes are improved, a change in
image is unlikely to be achieved quickly. There are two
schools of thought concerning image causation.&dquo;
However, whichever of them is accepted, it suggests that
manipulation of destination image is not easy.

The first school of thought suggests that images are
largely person-determined. This implies that consider-
able image variance will always exist because people
have different experiences at the destination and process
communications relating to the destination differently.

The second approach suggests that image is largely
destination determined. This means that people will
form their image on the basis of what they or their ac-
quaintances have actually experienced at the destina-
tion. It implies that a destination cannot do very much
to create an image of itself which is different from what
it really is. If the destination wants to change its image,
it will have to improve its product. The tourist agency
operating at the state or national level is confronted
with unique difficulties in resolving this problem. It
does not control its product; it is only able to promote
it. The attributes which constitute the product are con-
trolled by others.

A marketing communications program designed to
improve the image of Mexico as a tourist destination is
likely to succeed only if it brings information to people
about attributes of which they are not aware or of which
they have a distorted view. To the extent that the poten-
tial vacationer lacks awareness of certain attributes of a
destination and is not likely to experience them directly,
he will add them to his image as long as they are not
contradicted by other beliefs. Thus, a destination is able
to create an image only to the extent that it can control
all the sources of mediated information that come to
people.

Unfortunately, the potential tourist is likely to be
exposed to a considerable quantity of informational
stimuli about a destination, which may be counter to
that offered by the tourist agency. Because a state or
country is substantial in scope and size, distinctive and
diverse, it is frequently referenced by the news media.
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The volume of information and the &dquo;superior credibili-
ty&dquo; of this source effectively serve to make such stimuli
dominant over any stimuli emanating from a tourist
agency which frequently is perceived to be a biased
advocate. This limitation may not be so critical at the
level of the individual attraction or localized destination
because they are less likely to be exposed to counter
views from more &dquo;legitimate&dquo; sources. However, at the
level of a state or country the impact which a tourist
agency is able to exert on potential vacationers’ images
is probably limited because of the greater number of
competing stimuli from other sources.

Hence, if the image of determinate attributes is rela-
tively negative, it is difficult for an agency to seek to

change that image. This realization may account for the
lack of attention given to personal safety and sanitation
in the Mexican tourist agency’s promotional effort even
though they are the critical factors. The obvious strate-
gy is to maximize the strength of the attribute &dquo;Friendly
People&dquo; which was the only attribute to appear in Table
I as one of the most positive and most important at-
tributes.

It should be recognized that the reported results re-
flect mean scores. This implies that there are sub-groups
whose descriptive scale scores on the key importance at-
tributes were relatively high. Hence, an alternative

strategy to seeking change of image attributes may be to
identify those groups within regions who scored more
highly on the determining descriptive scales and thus
form a more responsive market target.

The data did indicate that the overall image of
Mexico became more positive as distance from the

country increased. This may reflect respondent’s experi-
ences at the border towns which many would consider

atypical of Mexico. Nevertheless, in the absence of
other experiences, these border town images are gen-
eralized to the rest of the country.

The differences in overall image of Mexico between
respondents from different regions of the United States
were not significant. Hence, there would appear to be
little benefit to be gained from regionally differentiating

a national marketing strategy. There was a significant
difference between regions on 40To of the attributes
which constitute image, and some of those attributes
were identified as key determining attributes. This sug-
gested that if a regional marketing strategy were pur-
sued, the Eastern Gateway/New England and George
Washington regions were most likely to be receptive to
that effort since they reported the most favorable image
on the 12 differentiating attributes.
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