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Image Differences between Prospective,
First-Time, and Repeat Visitors
to the Lower Rio Grande Valley

PAUL C. FAKEYE AND JOHN L. CROMPTON

Destination image was conceptualized as evolvingfrom an organic image, through an
induced image, to a complex image. These image phases were linked to the informative,
persuasive, and reminding functions of promotion. Data were analyzed from a sample of
568 prospective, first-time, and repeat long-stay winter visitors to the lower Rio Grande
Valley in Texas. These three subsamples were considered likely to be reasonably reflective
of the three stages of image evolution. Significant differences on all five of the image factors
which were derived were found between nonvisitors and the other two subsamples. Length
of stay was found to significantly affect image on two of the five factors. Differences in
image based on respondents’ proximity to the Valley were revealed on only one of the five
factors.

In many contexts, tourism is a potentially strong eco-
nomic contributor. Despite the availability of a wide variety
of attractions, however, some destinations fail to fulfill their
tourism potential because their promotion is not themed or
targeted effectively. Promotion is particularly important in
tourism because tourism is an intangible service. It is an

experience which cannot be inspected prior to purchase.
While manufacturing distributes products to markets, tour-
ism moves markets to destinations (Gunn 1988). These char-
acteristics of tourism present special challenges and require
careful promotional responses.

The primary goal in promoting a destination is to project
images of the destination to potential tourists so it becomes
desirable to them. Image is the mental construct developed
by a potential visitor on the basis of a few selected impres-
sions among the flood of total impressions; it comes into

being through a creative process in which these impressions
are elaborated, embellished, and ordered (Reynolds 1965).
Image is the total perception of the destination that is formed
by processing information from various sources over time
(Assael 1984).

Images are of paramount importance because they trans-
pose representation of an area into the potential tourist’s
mind and give him or her a pre-taste of the destination. The
images held of such attributes as the natural environment,
climate, and people of a destination are likely to detract
from, or contribute to, successful tourism development
(Hunt 1975).

Over the past 20 years, the recognized importance of
image has led to it emerging as one of the most pervasive
topics in the tourism literature (Gray and Montgomery 1972;
Gess 1972, 1974; Mayo 1973; Hunt 1975; U.S. Travel
Service 1975; Crompton 1979; Gustke 1982; Keown,
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Jacobs, and Worthley 1984; Gartner 1986). Although such
studies have become a staple of the tourism research agenda,
invariably they have been atheoretical and lacking in any
conceptual framework. Hence, a primary goal of the study
reported here was to develop a conceptualization of image
development that would be useful for directing tourism
promotion efforts. This conceptualization was then used to
guide subsequent empirical work related to the image of
long-stay winter visitors to the Rio Grande Valley in Texas.

IMAGE EVOLVEMENT AND TOURISM PROMOTION

Gunn (1972) suggested that an organic image is formed
as a result of exposure to newspaper reports, magazine arti-
cles, TV reports, and other nontourism specific information
sources. This organic image evolves into an induced image,
which refers to an image influenced by tourist organizations’
directed information (for example, advertisements and travel
posters). Gunn suggested that even the individual who has
never visited a destination or sought information on that
destination will have some kind of information stored in

memory, even though it may be incomplete, to which she or
he adds other pieces.

An image, whether positive or negative, may continue
long after the factors that molded it have changed. Images
tend to have a considerable amount of stability over time,
even in the face of dramatic changes in destination attributes
(Crompton and Lamb 1986). Thus, even if key determining
destination attributes are improved, a change in image is
unlikely to be achieved quickly (Crompton 1979; Gartner
and Hunt 1987). While little can be done to influence organic
image, marketers can induce an image by investment in
promotion (Gunn 1988). Image can be changed, but the task
is likely to be difficult, costly and time-consuming.

Figure 1 suggests the relationships between organic,
induced and complex images and their roles in destination
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FIGURE 1

A MODEL OF A
TOURIST’S IMAGE FORMATION PROCESS

selection. A potential visitor develops organic images of a
comparatively large awareness set of potential destinations.
Once the desire to take a vacation emerges, the prospect
engages in an active information search guided by whatever
motives are driving the desire to travel. Alternative destina-
tions are evaluated against personal organic image, informa-
tion from personal contacts, and benefits and images por-
trayed by marketers. As a result of this process, the potential
traveler develops more refined induced images of alternative
destinations and selects the destination whose organic or
induced images suggest that it is best able to deliver desired
benefits (Goodrich 1978). The extent of this search will vary
from zero search, in which case the organic images are likely
to be decisive, to extensive search, which may result in
induced images that are substantially different from the or-
ganic images. Upon visiting the selected destinations, a
tourist will develop a more complex image resulting from
actual contact with the area.

Experience with a destination will feed back and influ-
ence evaluation of alternative destinations on the next occa-
sion a selection is made. However, researchers do not agree
on the impact of actual contact visitation on image. For
example, foreign students’ impressions about the United
States have been shown to typically follow a U-shape curve.
Visiting students usually start with very positive attitudes
toward the country. During the first year, however, problems
of adjustment may arise which are accompanied by disillu-
sionment. Finally, after a certain time has passed, deeper and
more sophisticated insights are gained, and students become
increasingly favorable toward their host country. Pool

(1965) reported that these findings were replicated in many
studies and were highly generalizable in their application to
exchange student programs. This finding suggests that the
number of visits that have occurred, or the extent of previous
experience at a specific destination, may have an impact on
the image of that destination.

First-hand experience reduces stereotyping and leads to a
change in image, shifting the traveler’s images from simple
black and white perceptions to more qualified perceptions of
the destination (Pool 1965). The direct contact makes it more
likely that a more complex and differentiated image of the
destination will develop if individuals have spent enough
time there to be exposed to the destination’s varying dimen-
sions through developing contacts and establishing rela-

tionships (Mishler 1965). The more complex image allows
people to respond more in terms of a differentiated view and
less in terms of simple stereotyping (Crompton 1979). This
contention, however, was not supported by Hunt (1975),
who reported that respondents who had lived and/or visited
in one or more of the four states he studied did not perceive
image characteristics significantly different from those who
had not lived and/or visited in these states. Crompton ( 1977)
suggested that these findings may reflect the relative shal-
lowness of much of the contact between tourists and local

culture, exemplified by the phenomenon of &dquo;it’s Tuesday -
this must be Belgium,&dquo; or what Boorstin (1961) termed the
&dquo;pseudo-experience.&dquo;

Tourism promotion is the process of communication
between suppliers of a tourism product or their interme-
diaries in the distribution channels and the potential tourists
(Mill and Morrison 1985). It seeks to initiate or change
purchase behavior, or to remind tourists of an existing des-
tination. To accomplish these functions tourism promotion is
informative, persuasive, or reminding.

Informative promotion provides potential tourists with
knowledge of a destination so they are aware of it when
making a selection decision. This type of promotion is likely
to be most effective at the organic image state. Persuasive
promotion is intended to persuade potential tourists to buy
and is most appropriate when an induced image is being
formed. Reminding promotion targets tourists who have
experienced travel to a destination. Its intent is to keep the
destination in their minds so they consider repeat visits and
spread favorable word of mouth. Reminding promotion is
most effective at the complex image formation stage. Col-
umns one and two in Figure 2 summarize the relationships
between tourism promotion functions and the formation of
image.

FIGURE 2

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TYPE OF IMAGE,
TYPE OF PROMOTION,

AND COMPOSITION OF THE STUDY SAMPLE
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STUDY OBJECTIVES

The empirical part of the study had three objectives. One
of the outcomes emerging from the conceptualization of
image as evolving through three stages and the appropriate
role of tourism promotion at each stage was a recognition that
the images of nonvisitors who were prospects, first-time
visitors, and repeat visitors were likely to be at different
stages in their development. These relationships are shown
in column three of Figure 2.

Conflicting findings regarding the relationship of length
of stay to image (Pool 1965; Hunt 1975) were the basis of the
second objective, which was to examine the impact of length
of stay on destination image. The third objective was to
assess the impact of distance on destination image. This was
stimulated by the findings of Hunt (1975), who reported that
respondents who resided further from a region did not diffe-
rentiate between areas within the region as well as those
respondents who resided closer. Similarly, Crompton (1979)
found that the further away his U.S. respondents resided
from Mexico, the more favorable were their images of that
country as a vacation destination.

METHODS

The Study Area
The study area was the Lower Rio Grande Valley, which

is located at the southern tip of Texas and comprises four
counties: Cameron, Hidalgo, Starr, and Willacy. It has a
total population of 700,000 people and in terms of per capita
income is one of the poorest areas of the United States. In the
winter, this local population is supplemented by approx-
imately 80,000 &dquo;snowbirds&dquo; from the Great Lake and
Midwestern states and Canada, who exchange the cold win-
ter climates of their home environments for the warm

subtropical winter climate of the Rio Grande Valley. Typi-
cally, these &dquo;winter Texans&dquo; are over 60 years old, stay for
three to five months mainly in recreation vehicles or mobile
home parks, and contribute an estimated $193 million into
the Lower Rio Grande Valley economy (Vincent and de los
Santos 1989).

The Sample
The sample was drawn from three different groups. The

first subsample was composed of 390 people who had never
been to the Rio Grande Valley for winter vacations. This
group was designated &dquo;nonvisitors.&dquo; The second subsample
consisted of 289 individuals who had visited the Valley for
the first time within the past year. They were referred to as
&dquo;first-timers.&dquo; The third subsample was made up of 297
visitors who had been coming to the area for two years or
more. They were called &dquo;repeaters.&dquo; The gender, marital
status, age, and income characteristics of respondents in the
three subsamples were reasonably similar (Table 1).

The subsamples of first-timers and repeaters were drawn
from lists of names of visitors from the Great Lakes and the
Midwestern states, which were provided by the McAllen
Chamber of Commerce. Each time an individual visits the
visitor information center in the city of McAllen, she or he is
requested to complete a form. The information provided on
this form includes name, address, and number of previous

TABLE 1

SOCIOECONOMIC PROFILE
OF THE THREE SUBSAMPLES

visits. These forms were used as the sampling frame from
which names of first-timers and repeaters were selected. The
subsample of nonvisitors consisted of a list of names pro-
vided by existing visitors to Fun ’n Sun RV/Mobile Home
Park in Harlingen as being friends and relatives who may
have an interest in coming to the Valley. All the nonvisitor
respondents resided in the same Great Lakes or Midwestern
states as respondents in the other two subsamples.

Data Collection

The design and implementation of the mail survey was
adapted from the total design method developed by Dillman
(1978). The procedure consisted of an initial mailout to the
976 individuals in the study sample, a follow-up postcard,
and second and third mailouts to nonrespondents. After
incorrect addresses and incomplete responses were ac-
counted for, the usable questionnaires numbered 133 for
nonvisitors (36%), 190 for first-timers (69%), and 245 for
repeater groups (85%). The 568 usable questionnaires was a
61% overall response rate.

Instrumentation

Two questionnaries were developed, one for the first-
timers and repeaters subsamples and another for the nonvisi-
tors subsample. Each of the two questionnaires was designed
to solicit similar information. The image items were gener-
ated from three sources. First, secondary sources were used.
The initial pool was composed of items used in other image
studies reported in the literature and from tourism literature
published by a variety of tourism agencies and businesses in
the study area. Second, additional items were derived from
personal interviews conducted with representatives of
selected chambers of commerce and RV/mobile home park
managers in the study area, and experts in tourism who were
independent of the chambers of commerce representatives.
Third, a panel of seven tourism professionals from the study
area was convened to review and discuss the items.

At each stage, items were added, reworded, and deleted.
At the end of the three stages, the items were formatted into a
questionnaire which was mailed to the panel of tourism
professionals. Panel members returned it with suggested
changes. Finally, 10 doctoral students and two university
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professors were given the instruments and they provided
feedback on layout and wording. The final instrument was
comprised of the 32 items shown in Table 2.

TABLE 2

MEAN SCORES AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS
OF THE 32 VALLEY IMAGE ITEMS (n = 568)

Respondents were asked to rate along a seven-point scale
(1 = very strongly disagree to 7 = very strongly agree) the
32 items that were used to measure the Valley’s image. Table
2 shows the means and standard deviations. For further

analyses, the 32 items were factor-analyzed using the prin-
cipal components factoring method along with a varimax
rotation. The data loaded on six factors based on the criterion
of eigenvalues which exceeded 1 (Table 3). Most of the
factor loadings were greater than. 50, which indicated a good
correlation between the individual items and the six factors.

However, three of the six Cronbach alpha coefficients scored
.60 or lower. These lower alpha values appeared on Factors
IV, V, and VI. A separate factor analysis was repeated on
these three factors, and Factors IV and VI which yielded
alpha coefficients of .98 and .60, respectively, were re-
tained. Factor V was dropped from further consideration and
the remaining five factors were reordered from I through V
(Table 4).

The grand means of items within each of the six factors
were computed. Factor IV, &dquo;Infrastructure, Foods, and
Friendly People,&dquo; was respondents’ most important image
attribute component, with a factor mean of 5.84 (Table 3).

TABLE 3

IMAGE ATTRIBUTE DOMAINS,
BASED ON FACTOR ANALYSIS

OF THE RIO GRANDE VALLEY IMAGE ITEMS

aCoefflclents in parentheses are those which emerged when a sepa-
rate factor analysis for the items in Factor IV, V, and VI was under-
taken.

This corresponds to &dquo;strongly agree&dquo; on the seven-point
scale.

IMAGE DIFFERENCES
AMONG THE THREE SUBSAMPLES

The first objective was to compare the images of the three
subsamples. To do this, analyses of variance were conducted
on the five factors. All of the ANOVAs revealed significant
differences between the three subsamples of nonvisitors,
first-timers, and repeaters (Table 5). Waller-Duncan t-tests
were conducted to identify the source of the differences
(Table 5). The analysis revealed that on every image factor,
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TABLE 4

RESULTS AFTER DROPPING INITIAL FACTOR V

aFor the 32 image items, using prmcipal components factoring
methods with varimax rotation for the five remaining factors after
dropping the imtial Factor V.

nonvisitors who had not been to the Valley perceived the
factor differently from first-timers or repeaters who were
familiar with the Valley. This suggests there is a significant
promotion and communication problem since the percep-
tions of nonvisitors were markedly different from the reality
reported by the visitor.

On Factor I, Social Opportunities and Attractions,
repeaters scored significantly higher than first-timers, who
scored significantly higher than nonvisitors. This suggests
that the more frequent the visitations to the Valley, the more
Social Opportunities and Attractions are recognized and
appreciated.

Similarly, those who had been to the Valley voted Factor
IV, Infrastructure, Foods and Friendly People, and Factor V,
Bars and Evening Entertainment, significantly higher than
those who had not been to the Valley perceived them to be.
Again the reality of exposure exceeded the perception.

In contrast, on Factor II, Natural and Cultural Amenities,
and Factor III, Accommodations and Transportation, the
perceptions of nonvisitors significantly exceeded the reality
reported by visitors. Whenever expectations exceed per-

formance, the result is likely to be a dissatisfied visitor. This
dissatisfaction can be avoided either by upgrading perform-
ance by improving the Valley product in these areas or by
de-emphasizing these items in promotional efforts and pro-
viding a more realistic assessment so as to reduce the ex-
pectations of prospective visitors.

IMPACT OF LENGTH OF STAY ON IMAGE

To address the second study objective, concerned with
impact of length of stay on image, the repeater and first-timer
subsamples were divided into those who stayed a short time
(eight weeks or less) and those who stayed a long time (over
eight weeks). ANOVAs were conducted on the five image
factors for each of the two subsamples and Waller-Duncan
t-tests were used to determine the source of differences.

Results were the same for both subsamples. In both cases
no differences were found on three factors, but differences
were revealed on the two factors shown in Table 6. A very
large difference existed between the two groups on the Social
Opportunities and Attractions Factor. Attractions are the
medium for much social interaction, and among both first-
timers and repeaters long-stay visitors perceived these to be
substantially better than short-stay visitors. This suggests

TABLE 6

DIFFERENCES IN IMAGE OF SHORT AND LONG STAY
FIRST-TIMERS AND REPEATERS ON TWO FACTORS

TABLE 5

RESULTS OF ANOVAS AND WALLER-DUNCAN T-TESTSa

acomparing the image attribute factors for the three subsamples.
bMeans with the same letter are not significantly different.
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long stayers are better integrated socially and more aware of
all the opportunities for facilitating socialization than are
short stayers. Similarly, the long stayers among both first-
timers and repeaters had a higher opinion of the Infrastruc-
ture, Food and Friendly People than short stayers. To fully
evaluate the highways, the types of foods, the people, and
the other items included in this factor, visitors probably need
to stay longer. Those who stay longer gain a deeper experi-
ence, which has the effect of reducing stereotyped images
and establishing more realistic perceptions.

IMPACT OF DISTANCE ON IMAGE

For the purpose of addressing this third objective, re-
spondents were assigned into one of two categories based on
the nine states from which they originated. The long-distance
category consisted of respondents from the Great Lakes
states of Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Michigan. The short-
distance category included those from the Midwestern states
of Iowa, Illinois, Ohio, Indiana, Kansas, and Missouri.

A comparison of respondents’ images was made across
the total aggregated sample and within each of the three
subsamples. The analyses for the total sample and for the
first-timer and repeater subsamples revealed significant dif-
ferences only on Factor IV, Infrastructure, Food and Friend-
ly People. In all three cases, respondents from the closer
Midwestern states rated Factor IV higher than did respon-
dents from the Great Lakes states.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The formation of destination images was conceptualized
as evolving through three stages: organic, induced, and com-
plex. The organic image exists prior to exposure to any
promotional information from tourist destinations. Induced
images occur when desire to travel surfaces and prospects
actively search and are exposed to promotional messages
from tourism suppliers. Complex images constitute the final
phase of the process and incorporate experiences at the
destination.

The consistent significant differences in image between
the nonvisitors and the first-timers and repeaters subsamples
appeared to validate the conceptual framework. The results
suggested substantial differences between initial organic im-
ages and subsequent more complex images. It was suggested
in the earlier discussion that informative promotion was
likely to be most effective at the organic image stage, persua-
sive promotion most critical at the induced image stage, and
reminding promotion most useful at the complex image
stage.

In the context of the findings of this study, this suggests
that informative messages sent by Valley tourism suppliers
trying to move potential visitors’ images from the organic to
the induced stage should not emphasize Factors II and III
(Table 5), which are the strongest components of organic
image. First-timers and repeaters did not rate these attributes
highly, suggesting that the organic image held by nonvisitors
is misleading. If these prospective visitors make a decision to
visit the Valley on the basis of their organic images, they are
likely to be disappointed because their expectations are not
likely to be met. Rather, the strategy should be to stress

Factors I, IV, and V. These are &dquo;hidden qualities&dquo; which are
not obvious to people who have not been there. They are the
strengths of the destination perceived by first-timers and
repeaters, which are not recognized by non visitors.

Knowledge of the organic image of nonvisitors and how
it compares with the more complex image of visitors forms a
useful basis for developing a strategic promotional plan. The
organic image states, &dquo;Here is where they are now.&dquo; The
more complex image of visitors states, &dquo;Here is where we
want them to be, if they are to be attracted here and have a
satisfying experience.&dquo; The challenge of the strategic plan is
to address how to move the organic image to the desired more
complex image. It is likely to be a particularly useful
approach when the target market is so tightly defined, as
when the subsamples from whom the data are solicited are
from the same geographic area with similar sociodemo-
graphic profiles.

The results provided some support for the notion that
experience with a destination changes image. They appear to
confirm Mishler’s (1965) contention that direct contact
makes a more complex and differentiated image of a destina-
tion area more likely to develop when individuals have spent
enough time at the destination to be exposed to its varying
dimensions through developing contacts with residents and
using the destination’s facilities. However, the lack of differ-
ences on the five image factors between first-timers and
repeaters suggests that most of these changes occur during
the initial visit and do not change thereafter. This degree of
consensus may be a function of the long stay of these winter
visitors and may not be characteristic of image development
in the context of more traditional vacationers.

The factor on which first-timers and repeaters differed

significantly in their image was Social Opportunities and
Attractions. Repeaters scored significantly higher on these
attributes, suggesting that those who had made more than
one visit had a greater awareness of social opportunities and
attractions and perhaps stronger social networks.

The study revealed that visitors’ length of stay was re-
lated to their image on two of the factors. Both first-timers
and repeaters who stayed longer rated the Social Opportuni-
ties and Attractions Factor and Infrastructure, Food and
Friendly People Factor higher than did short-stay visitors.
The differences between the two groups on the Social Oppor-
tunities and Attractions Factor was especially large (Table
6). Future studies may wish to explore this further to see
whether any causal relationship exists between these two
factors and visitors’ decision to stay for a relatively short
time. Alternatively, these differences may be interpreted as
reinforcing Mishler’s (1965) notion that longer exposure in
an area contributes to a more complex, differentiated image.

Finally, no differences were found in the images of the
Valley held by nonvisitors in the two distance zones into
which the sample was divided, and differences within the
other two subsamples emerged on only one factor. This was
contrary to the findings reported by Hunt (1975) and Cromp-
ton (1979), but may be attributable to the rather gross and
somewhat arbitrary measures that had to be used to create the
longer and closer distance categories.
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