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Abstract

Although ecotourism is fast growing industry information on travels to different ecotourism destinations are
often not easily accessible. This paper reports reviews of literature on eco-tourists behaviour regarding choice of
destination for ecotourism and factors influencing the choice. The importance of information in marketing of
ecotourism and eco-tourists’ satisfaction are discussed. The eco-tourists who are visiting a destination for the
first time go through all stages in the decision-making process and extensive information search before choosing
the destination to visit. Eco-tourists who have visited the destination in the past go through only some of the
stages and limited information search. Eco-tourists’ choice of an ecotourism destination are influenced by factors
such as, the family, friends, societal values, preferences, safety and promotions related to the destination.
Decision regarding re-visiting an ecotourism destination depends on the level of satisfaction that the eco-tourist
experienced during his or her first time visit to the destination. Eco-tourists who are satisfied with the ecotourism
destination during their first time visit are likely to re-visit the destination but those who are not satisfied are not
likely to re-visit. For ecotourism managers to sustain the inflow of eco-tourists to different ecotourism
destinations and revenue in the ecotourism industry it is important for the managers to strive towards meeting
expectations of eco-tourists and make information regarding the destinations more accessible.
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1. Introduction

Ecotourism is a responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being
of local people (TIES, 1990). It involves visits to destinations where animals, plants and cultural heritage are the
main attractions (Sadry, 2009; Ezebilo et al., 2010). Ecotourism accounts for a larger share of some countries
gross domestic product e.g. Kenya, Madagascar, Nepal, Thailand and Malaysia (Isaacs, 2000). There are more
than five million eco-tourists and most of them are from North America, Europe and Australia (Kamauro, 1996).
Eco-tourists (i.e. visitors to ecotourism sites) often have varied demographic characteristics, personal
backgrounds, preferences and motivations (Ezebilo et al., 2010). They can be classified based on motivations
and preferences (Wight, 1996), environmental attitudes (Uysal et al., 1994), benefit segmentation (Palacio &
McCool, 1997), and cultural values (Blamey & Braithwaite, 1997). Some literatures have also established a
relationship between individual and group values, choice of product and eco-tourists behaviour (Lawson et al.,
1996). There are many factors influencing ecotourism supply and demand (Assael, 1995; Sharpley, 1996). For
example, eco-tourists tend to be more concerned about safety, security and anti-stress as a main consideration for
travel (Jamieson, 2001; Klanarongran, 2001). In response to these demands most ecotourism destinations
promote anti-stress-based tourism (Douglas et al., 2001). Some studies (Barke, 2004; Frochot, 2005) have shown
that eco-tourists represent individuals with different values. Eco-tourists have different values and lifestyles,
which may have effect on their demand e.g. most North American eco-tourists look for cultural and educational
values (Plog, 1974; Hobson & Ko, 1994), Singaporean eco-tourists seek for novelty and business (Swarbrooke &
Horner, 1999). Most European eco-tourists want nature to be prominent in their vacations (Poon, 1994). In order
to meet the changing eco-tourist demands most countries which mostly depend on ecotourism for revenue have
developed various ecotourism products such as spas, and natural-based resorts. For example, Thailand has
developed many spas and anti-stress-based tourism sites to supply the eco-tourists demand (Circle of Asia,
2003).
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Eco-tourists are often faced with choice problems regarding decisions on destination to visit. Some of the
decisions require intensive effort, i.e. extended problem-solving, and others require less effort, i.e. limited
problem-solving (Solomon et al., 2006; Pride et al., 2012). In the extended problem-solving process the potential
eco-tourist collects as much information as possible both from memory and from external sources such as from
friends, internet and travel agencies. Each ecotourism destination alternatives are evaluated and ranked based on
the eco-tourist’s desired characteristics and the destination that corresponds to the eco-tourist’s preference is
chosen. For the case of limited problem-solving eco-tourists use simple decision such as price to choose a
destination among alternatives. In order to become a successful manager in the ecotourism industry, one should
be able to identify and understand eco-tourists’ preferences (Anon, 1985). This will help ecotourism managers in
planning and marketing of ecotourism products. Knowledge of eco-tourists preferences will help managers in
provision of facilities required to attract tourists to ecotourism destination and in designing effective promotion
strategy. The aim of this paper is to review the literature on eco-tourists’ behaviour regarding choice of
ecotourism destination and factors influencing the choice, as well as discuss the importance of information in
marketing of ecotourism and eco-tourists’ satisfaction.

2. Method and Behavioural Learning Theory

This paper is based on literature review. The articles used include text books, published articles in journals and
grey literature related to consumer behaviour, ecotourism and factors influencing eco-tourists behaviour in the
course of choosing destination for vacations. The articles were generated from google scholar, web of science
and Scopus search engines.

Behavioural learning theory portend that people learn from their experiences and that people behavioural
responses is related to their background and past experience (Pritchard, 2009). Behaviour that is followed by a
reinforcing consequence will continue or strengthen, while behaviour that is followed by a punishing
consequence will decrease or weaken (Lovell, 2012). For example, an eco-tourist who had good experience with
a destination would be willing to re-visit the destination and vice-versa. Cognitive, emotional, environmental
influences and past experience play an important role on how people perceive the world (Illeris, 2004; Omrod,
2012). According to conceptions of attribution (Kelly, 1963), i.e. all people are researchers; each individual have
his or her own theory and they test their on hypothesis. An individual often test excuses than try to modify their
thoughts (naive theories, Olsson & Ljunghill, 1997; Ezebilo, 2012). This is associated with individual’s
psychological theory, i.e. conscious and unconscious formed that influences an individual’s life. In this paper this
is referred to as “personal explanatory” theory (Emilsson & Johnsson, 2007). It is assumed that learning process
begins when the potential eco-tourist identifies some problems associated with ecotourism destination. Then the
eco-tourist focuses on his or her personal explanatory theory and tries to explain reasons for the problems. In
doing so the eco-tourist reflects on the problems associated with choice of destination and the probable solution
to the problems. At the end of the reflections the eco-tourist develops new knowledge and personal theory
regarding choice of ecotourism destination and this influences the eco-tourist’s perceptions of the destination.
Thus the perceptions are built around the eco-tourist’s knowledge and experience (Morrison, 2004).

Eco-tourists’ behaviour is influenced by the expectations of achieving desirable outcomes (Solomon et al., 2006;
Ezebilo, 2011). They often choose the destination that will maximize their utility. Attitude is a predisposition to
evaluate destination positively or negatively (Solomon et al., 2006). Attitudes are made up of beliefs and
behavioural intentions. Some eco-tourists may develop some attitudes toward a destination based on whether the
destination has security challenges. While some eco-tourists may develop an attitude toward a destination
because of what the destination may say about them. Attitudes often help to guide choice of ecotourism
destination e.g. a visit to the destination can be used to boost self-esteem. Choice of ecotourism destination may
be based on non-compensatory rules, i.e. elimination of alternatives that are deficient in any criterion that the
eco-tourist chose to use. The eco-tourist may also base his or her choice through compensatory rules, i.e. the
eco-tourist considers each alternative’s positive and negative points before making the final selection. If the
alternative results in the eco-tourist’s satisfaction over time, then, he or she may develop loyalty to the
destination and encourages re-visit. Some eco-tourists may belong to or admire many different groups and are
often influenced in their decisions on choice of destination by a desire to be accepted by others. According to
Solomon et al. (2006) individuals often conform to the desires of other people basically for two reasons;

1) People model their behaviour on others because they take others’ behaviour as evidence of the correct way to
act.

2) Some people conform to certain behaviour to satisfy the expectations of others or to be accepted by the group
that are affected by normative social influence.
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3. Market Segmentation and Information Search in the Ecotourism Industry

Market segmentation involves targeting a brand of product to specific group of consumers who share similar
demand characteristics and preferences (Solomon et al., 2006). Because efforts are focused on meeting the
demands and expectations of consumers of interest this can help improve effectiveness in marketing. Marketing
of ecotourism involves identification of the characteristics of a desired group, appropriate advertising and careful
crafting of the advertising message (Ryel & Grasse, 1991). Like other industries the ecotourism industry does not
have enough resources to supply the needs of all its market. Because of this limitation, the industry tends to
target certain segment of the market based on the product they supply and eco-tourists’ demands. Eco-tourists
can be targeted on the basis of natural environment (Ryan et al., 2000). There may be differences between
eco-tourists occupying an ecotourism environment. For example, some eco-tourists may only admire the natural
environment without motivation beyond the immediate satisfaction of being there, whereas others may seek for
specific benefits in reference to flora, fauna or cultural manifestations. The ecotourism marketer tends to target
more of the group of eco-tourists who sought for specific benefits for visiting the ecotourism destination because
they are more likely to revisit the destination. Ecotourism marketer may make use of demographic characteristics
of eco-tourists such as age, gender, religion and income to target the ecotourism market. For example, a typical
Taiwanese eco-tourist is a male and a recent graduate of the university (Tao et al., 2004). Furthermore, the
ecotourism marketer may use the eco-tourists opinion to target the market. For example, eco-tourists who have
eco-centric views favour more protectionist approach to management of national park, while those with
anthropocentric views favour the transformation of the park (Kibicho, 2006). Eco-tourists can be targeted based
on their attitudes, values and personalities (Silverberg et al., 1996). Eco-tourists visiting coastal wetlands of
Taiwan were motivated to visit natural environments for physical health reasons (Kerstetter et al., 2004).

Ecotourism is an experience good, i.e. it is difficult to assess its qualities prior purchase. Hence, information is
required from both eco-tourists and the ecotourism marketers (Williamson, 1985). Eco-tourists need information
to choose destination and for onsite decisions such as selecting accommodations, transportation, activities, and
tours (Gursoy & Chen, 2000). Ecotourism is an information-oriented phenomenon (Schertler et al., 1995).
Information increases the eco-tourists knowledge regarding a potential ecotourism destination and this helps the
eco-tourists in choosing a destination (Werthner & Klein, 1999). Thus, information is essential for the success of
the ecotourism industry. Ecotourism industry relies on the exchange of information with eco-tourists to market
their products. Eco-tourists depend on travel-related information for functional needs such as travel planning and
other social, visual, entertainment, and creativity needs (Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998). Information search can be
divided into internal search, i.e. scan in long-term memory for relevant product knowledge, external search, i.e.
collection of information from the external world (Mullen & Johnson, 1990). Information search may depend on
the purpose of the trip (Fodness & Murray, 1998), planning horizon (Gitelson & Crompton, 1983), motivation
(Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998) and level of involvement (Solomon et al., 2006). Many studies have shown that the
major purpose of information search is to support decision-making (Bettman, 1979; Moorthy et al., 1997).

4. Eco-Tourists Decision-Making Process

Decision-making is an outcome of mental processes resulting in the choice of a product among several
alternatives. Eco-tourists decision-making process can be seen from various perspectives such as psychological,
i.e. decisions with regard to needs, preferences and value. The decision-making is a continuous process that may
be influenced by the environment. Decision-making can also be regarded as a problem solving activity which
ends when a solution to the problem has been achieved. According to the decision-making model (Solomon et al.,
20006) the eco-tourist decision-making process comprises:

1) Need recognition i.e. the potential eco-tourist identifies the need to change environment. It can be stimulated
by market information such as advertisement of the ecotourism destination. It can also be stimulated by relatives,
friends and culture e.g. most European eco-tourists have the culture of travelling to ecotourism destinations
during the summer.

2) Information search; once the need to travel is aroused the potential eco-tourist searches for information
regarding ecotourism destinations. The information may be acquired from friends, internet, travel agencies and
individual’s memory.

3) Evaluation of the available ecotourism destinations; the potential eco-tourist makes an assessment of the
available alternatives. He or she attempts to rank the potential destinations in order of preference.

4) Purchase decision; the eco-tourist chooses the most preferred ecotourism destination from the available
alternatives. The choice of the destination is often determined by the criteria that the eco-tourist uses in the
course of selection. The choice can also be influenced by price, friends, family and culture.
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5) Post purchase behaviour; if the eco-tourist is satisfied with his or her trip to an ecotourism destination the
eco-tourist will likely re-visit the same destination.

Suffice is to say that, each eco-tourist segment will be different (Krippendorf, 1987). For example, backpackers
may need a different level of recognition and different method of information search compared to mass tourists.
Decision-making process can be classified according to the complexity of the process, i.e. extended, limited and
habitual (Solomon et al., 2006). In extended problem-solving the eco-tourist collects information from external
sources such as friends, internet and travel agents; they rank the available ecotourism destinations, eliminates
destinations with undesirable characteristics and the most desired ecotourism destination is chosen (Solomon et
al., 2006; Blackwell et al., 2001). Extended problem-solving may be used by the eco-tourists who are visiting an
ecotourism destination for the first time. For the case of limited problem-solving, it does not require much effort
in choosing an ecotourism destination. In this type of problem-solving the eco-tourist may not have much
incentive to evaluate the available alternatives rigorously. The eco-tourist often makes use of internal search
(memory) of information and may also use little external sources to update his or her knowledge on the
ecotourism destination. Limited problem-solving may be used by eco-tourists who are re-visiting an ecotourism
destination. Because they already have experience regarding the destination they may not need to put much
effort in search for information with regards to the destination. Habitual problem-solving is related to decisions
which eco-tourists make with little or no effort in searching for information. This includes the type of food to eat
and whether to swim. The eco-tourist may implore this type of problem-solving technique at the ecotourism
destination.

According to the decision-making model (Solomon et al., 2006), if eco-tourists are satisfied with an ecotourism
destination, they may be more willing to re-visit the destination. This implies that eco-tourists satisfaction is
crucial for a re-visit to an ecotourism destination (Hui & Wan, 2006). Decision-making process for re-visit
behaviour is different from that of the first time visit. First time visitors go through all stages in the decision
making process before choosing the destination to visit. But re-visitors behaviour is characterized by shortening
the stages, a limited information search and few or only one alternative. If satisfaction from the initial visit to an
ecotourism destination results in a re-visit this may develop the eco-tourist’s loyalty to a certain destination. On
the other hand if the eco-tourist is dissatisfied with his or her initial trip to the destination, the eco-tourist will
follow the extended problem-solving process for the next trip. Many studies have shown that there is a
relationship between eco-tourist satisfaction and the intention to re-visit (Alegre & Cladera, 2006; Chen & Tsali,
2007). Petrick et al., (2001) found that satisfaction along with perceived value and past experience is a good
predictor for the intention to re-visit entertainment travel destinations. A lot of studies have reported that
re-visitors to ecotourism destination usually spend less time on information search and planning because they
relied on their previous experience (Gursoy & MacCleary, 2004; Woodside & Dubelaar, 2002; Li et al., 2008;
Kozak, 2001). Repeat visitation may offer a stable source of revenue for ecotourism destinations and also
contributes to provision of information regarding the destination to potential eco-tourists (Pritchard, 2003).
Repeat eco-tourist visitors may not be very sensitive to the price strategies of competing ecotourism destinations
(Alegre & Juaneda, 2006) and satisfied eco-tourists are likely to return (Oppermann, 2000). Re-visit behaviour is
usually led by brand or product loyalty (Hawkins et al., 2004). The opinions and behaviour of other people such
as relatives and friends may influence the potential eco-tourist choice of an ecotourism destination (Jang et al.,
2007). For example, a family member may have different preferences for the different destinations. One of the
most important tourism decision making and consumption units is the family (Kang & Hsu, 2005). The family is
the most influential social group. Thus, preferences for alternatives within the family unit may hinder
re-visitation because the final choice of ecotourism destination is likely to be determined jointly (Van Raaij &
Francken, 1984).

5. Discussion and Conclusions

Choice of ecotourism destination is strongly linked to the amount of information available to the potential
eco-tourists and their experience. Eco-tourists who do not have adequate information regarding the destination
they intend to visit are likely to choose a destination that may not meet their expectations. This implies that it is
important for potential eco-tourists to carry out an extensive information search related to the destination before
choosing it. It is also important for potential eco-tourists to seek help from travel agencies and people who have
visited the ecotourism destination. Ecotourism managers should strive to make information on different
ecotourism destinations available to potential eco-tourists. This will help in bridging the gap between facilities
that are available at different destinations and the expectation of eco-tourists.

Information plays an important role in efficient allocation of resources and for market to operate competitively
(Nicholson, 2002). The mode and the extent of information search regarding an ecotourism destination will
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depend on the cost associated with the search and whether the individual is familiar with the destination. In a
study of information search behaviour of tourists Gursoy and McCleary (2004) found that information search is
influenced by costs, familiarity with the destination and previous visits to the destination. In many countries,
access to information regarding benefits and costs of ecotourism to society is limited. Some ecosystem services
provided by ecotourism sites are post-experience goods, i.e. their consumption does not necessarily reveal
information to consumers. The information needed is expensive to gather and individuals may be unwilling to
pay for it, and third parties may not have the incentive to provide the necessary information. Government
intervention to reduce information asymmetry associated with post-experience goods is likely to be
efficiency-enhancing because learning through individual action does not always occur. The long-term period
over which management decisions take place implies the need for information concerning the future. When there
is no adequate information it may delay potential eco-tourists from making information-based decisions
regarding travels to ecotourism destinations.

Eco-tourists vary with respect to preferences, motivation, values and demography. Decision to visit an
ecotourism destination are influenced by eco-tourists’ preferences, relatives, friends, culture and advertisement.
In a study on the comparison of first-time and repeat visitors Li et al. (2008) found that first-timers’ behaviours
are more travel oriented and are more active planners, while repeaters’ behaviours are activity oriented and are
more positive post-trip evaluations. Knowledge and quality of a destination motivate tourist expenditure;
preference for quality and place attachment leads to a higher expenditure (Alegre & Juaneda, 2006) and
ecotourism destination image have direct and indirect effects on behavioural intentions and satisfaction (Chen &
Tsai, 2007). Information is of great importance with regard to marketing of ecotourism because the more
information a potential eco-tourist have regarding a destination the greater would be the possibility of choosing
the ecotourism destination. In a study of past vacation and the intentions to revisit Petrick et al. (2000) found that
satisfaction and perceived value of a destination influences intentions to revisit. Family members have influence
on choice of ecotourism destination to visit. Jang et al. (2007) found that each member of a couple reduced
conflicts by adding some of other’s alternative choice into their own choice set through discussion and then build
the final choice set.

Eco-tourists who are visiting an ecotourism destination for the first time may require a longer time to make
decision regarding choice of destination because ‘first timers’ often go through complex problem-solving
technique. Eco-tourists who are re-visiting a destination often use less time in making decision because they
already have some experience on the ecotourism destination. Sustenance of the ecotourism destinations depend
on the patronage by eco-tourists. Thus it is important for ecotourism managers to have more understanding of
eco-tourists preferences in order to package ecotourism to meet the expectations of eco-tourists. Future study
regarding strategies to reduce costs associated with information search especially those related to travels to
ecotourism destinations is advocated.
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