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“A ll companies should plan fo r  growth and survival in a world 
o f  international competition. To prosper they must become 
competitive in global terms whether they remain at home or go 
abroad.” Root (1982)

Irish firms to-day are internationalising by m arketing their products/ 
services to  an ever increasing num ber of foreign m arkets. The in ter­
nationalisation path for a tour operator, however, is more intricate; 
as well as marketing i t ’s products/service offerings to  an increasing 
num ber o f foreign markets it can also m arket an increasing num ber of 
countries. A  tour operator going “ in ternational” thus requires answers 
to  two m ajor questions:

1. How are we positioned with regard to  the com petition?
2. How are the countries we are m arketing perceived?

While the first question is a com m on one for all firms going international 
the second one is more unusual. The problem  arises because m ost firms 
go abroad with the objective of creating an image for their products/ 
services, b u t the tour operator m arketing a new country is faced with 
the fact th a t there is usually an enforced image of the country already 
in  the consum ers’ m ind. In Ireland’s case, for example, this image is 
likely to  be the end result of the activities o f a diversity of bodies such 
as Bord Failte, Coras Trachtala and the Industrial Development A uthority, 
all of w hich, in pursuing their own particular purposes, would tend to 
emphasise different aspects of the coun try . The problem  is com pounded 
for the international tour operator in th a t it is in fact m arketing a mul- 
ticiplicity o f countries and m ust know  which aspects of a country to  
emphasise and which countries to  group together in a tour package 
offering.

This research, in  attem pting to  assist an Irish tour operator in its 
internationalisation process, had two principal objectives:

(1) to  determine the competitive positioning o f each tour operator 
in the US to  Europe m arket, and

(2) to  determine how the countries being m arketed were perceived in 
the US.

♦The author is an executive in the Computer Services Department in Coras Iompair Eireann.
IBA R—-Journal o f  Irish Business and A dm inistrative R esearch, Volume 7, N um ber 2, W inter, 1985, 
pp 56-67.
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Research M ethodology

As m ost of the operators’ business is conducted through travel agents, 
US travel agents were considered to be the most suitable research base. 
With regard to  setting up a competitive profile it was hypothesised th a t 
it would vary considerably between East coast and West coast travel 
agents, so it seemed m ost suitable to  conduct two separate surveys to  
satisfy this requirem ent of the research. A further com plication arose 
in th a t the research was scheduled to take place in the sum m er season 
when travel agents are particularly busy, so that response from  a m ail 
survey could be extrem ely low. Therefore, it was decided to  a tte m p t 
three separate telephone surveys, the first stage of which w ould consist 
of two surveys among New York and Californian travel agents to  
establish a com petitive profile. Discussions with m anagem ent in New 
York and Dublin produced a list of perceived com petitors in  the US 
to Europe m arket. A list of attributes was also set o u t in th is m anner 
and com bining these w ith a review o f attributes which are claim ed by 
tour operators in their brochures; nine attributes were decided u p o n  
as representing the m ost im portant distinguishing features. The coun try  
attributes for the second stage of the survey were similar to  those 
devised by Haahti (1984). They were compiled in a tw o stage inquiry  
which was carried out during two travel agents’ w ork shops held  in 
Finland in 1978/79. While the original attribute list num bered  67, 
discussions w ith tourism  specialists in Finland, extensive lite ra tu re  
reviews, pretests and exploratory factor analysis resulted  in th e  choice 
of the 10 m ost im portan t attributes. The country list was also devised 
by Haahti (1984) in a similar procedure, bu t was am ended slightly for 
this study in that Norway, Sweden and Denmark were g rouped  to ­
gether as “the  Scandinavian countries” with the objective of m inim ising 
the num ber o f  stimuli, as it was considered that they  were likely to  be 
perceived similarly.

The Stapel scale, a simplified version of the semantic d ifferen tia l 
scale, was chosen for the principal questions in the survey. T he advan­
tages of this technique, according to Tull and Hawkins (1984), lie in :

“the ease o f  administration and the absence o f any need to pretest
the adjectives or phrases to ensure true bipolarity. ”

Thus, this scale was particularly suited to a telephone survey. A  un ipo lar 
10 interval scaLe was utilised, whereby the scale value w ould ind ica te  
how  accurately the list a ttribu te described the stim ulus in q uestion . 
The resulting questionnaires and further background to  the s tu d y  are 
described in a separate w ork [M urphy, 1985] .
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Use of a Modelling Technique

I t  can sometimes prove difficult to  undertake a comparative analysis 
o f images of objects by comparing statistical averages and percentages, 
e tc . This problem can be resolved through the modelling technique 
M ultidimensional Scaling (MDS) which, according to  Goodrich (1978) 
was unreported  in the tourism and travel literature until 1978. He 
defines MDS as:

“a global or generic name for a series o f  computer-based statistical 
techniques that attem pt to display graphically the underlying 
structure or dimension o f  empirically obtained data (specifically, 
perceptual and/or preference data). ”

The ou tp u t of this technique is “a perceptual m ap” whereby the stimuli 
are represented as points in such a way that significant relationships 
among the stimuli are preserved.

The competitive profiles obtained from  this study were utilised as 
inpu t to  one such MDS com puter m odel, the INDSCAL [Carroll and 
Chang, 1981] . The evaluations of 14 New York travel agents and 14 
Californian travel agents who were familiar with all the listed tour 
operators served as input to  the m odel and two perceptual maps were 
produced . Figures 1 and 2 show the spatial display o f the listed tour 
operators as perceived by New York and Californian agents respectively.

Figure 1: Perceptual Map o f  New York Travel Agents’ Evaluations
o f  Tour Operators
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Figure 2: Perceptual Map o f  Californian Travel A gents’ Evaluations
o f  Tour Operators

International 
* Vf IE

GOOD 
REPUTATION/ 
FAVOURABLE . 

CLIENT 
FEEDBACK

Travellers

Cosmos

Caravan 

CIE .

TWA

American
Express

Brian Moore

.  Brendan 
Tours

Globus

RELIABLE

A com parison of the tw o maps reveals immediate differences betw een 
the way the operators are perceived on the East coast and  the way they 
are perceived by West coast agents, e.g.

(1) CIE Tours’ stronger image in New York, and Am erican E xpress’ 
stronger image in California, is reflected in the fact tha t A m erican 
Express are positioned quite close to TWA (which w ould appear from  
the ratings given to  be perceived as the top operator) in  the Californian 
m ap, while in New York it has moved further away and CIE Tours have 
moved somewh a.t closer.
(2) The fact th a t Caravan pose more of a competitive th rea t in Cali­
fornia is reflected in their movement m uch closer to  CIE on the m ap , 
relative to th e  New York positioning.
(3) The stronger image of Cosmos as an economy opera to r in C alifornia 
is reflected in their m ovem ent in the direction of In ternational W eek­
ends (which appears to be the low-cost operator) on the C alifornian 
map.

CIE appears to be com peting principally with TWA and A m erican 
Express, w ith  Caravan also posing a competitive th rea t in C alifornia. 
In ternational W e-ekends, a relatively new operator appears to  be p o s itio n ­



60 IBAR — JO U RN A L OF IRISH BUSINESS AND ADM INISTRATIVE RESEARCH

ing itself away from the com petition and form ing its own niche, bo th  
in California and in New York.

The perceptual map derived from the New Y ork travel agents’ evaluation 
of the listed countries can also be similarly em ployed to uncover which 
countries are close com petitors in the travel agents’ minds (see Figure 
3). I t  emerges quite clearly that Britain and France are perceived very 
similarly to  Ireland and would thus be close com petitors for Ireland in 
the US to  Europe travel m arket. Similarly, Finland and the Scandinavian 
countries appear to  be competing closely; Austria would appear to  be 
com peting mainly with Switzerland and fo r Spain and other similar 
sun, sea and sand countries Germany would seem to pose the biggest 
com petitive threat. Holland appears to  have a fairly distinct image 
and is positioned away from  the com petition.

Figure 3: Perceptual Map o f  New York Travel Agents’ Evaluations
o f Countries
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Interpreting the  Findings

Mellon (1978) outlined how  it has been dem onstrated in the literature 
th a t the inform ation processing capacity of the average hum an being 
is lim ited, and as such, the num ber of dimensions required  to  represent 
consum er’s cognitive structure of brand perceptions is likely to  be very 
low. Similarly, the travel agents’perceptions of the various tour operators 
and countries m ay possibly be reduced to a low num ber o f dimensions; 
if analysis o n  an increasing num ber of dimensions reveals no further 
structure in the data, the two-dimensional configuration can be assumed 
as representative.

Having accepted the two dimensional configuration as representative, 
the n ex t stage of the analysis can be undertaken; this is the stage where, 
as Bradley (1982) no ted , “the interface between m odel and manager 
is upperm ost.”

M anagement knowledge o f the m arket can assist in labelling the  two 
dimensions and accordingly uncover the latent evaluative dimensions 
o f the travel agents. To further assist in interpreting the m aps the 
evaluations of 21 New York agents and 25 Californian agents were 
utilised to form  a m atrix  of average ratings of the 10 to u r operators 
across the nine a ttribu tes in the case of the competitive analysis, and 
the evaluations of a fu rther 20 New York agents form ed the basis o f a 
m atrix of average ratings of the 10 countries across 10 a ttribu tes for 
the country analysis. These ratings were then converted to  rankings.

With the New Y ork agents, TWA, American Express and  CIE emerged 
with the top  three rankings with regard to  being m ulticountry  operators 
whereas Brian M oore Tours was ranked last on this a ttrib u te . Thus 
dimension one , tha t is, Latent Evaluative Structure 1 , could  be labelled 
a “country specialist v m ulticountry operator dim ension” . While there 
are, o f course, other differences between the operators, this label seems 
to best explain their positioning on this dimension as all those operators 
grouped around the  centre of the map also received the mid-way ran k ­
ings on this a ttribu te . Latent Evaluative Structure 2 w ould appear to  
be m ost appropriately labelled as a “reliability” dim ension w ith  CIE, 
TWA and American Express ranking jo intly  first on this dim ension and 
International Weekends ranking last.

With the Californian agents Latent Evaluative Structure 1 appears to  
be a reliability dimension with the operators in the b o tto m  left quad ran t 
of the map having received the top four rankings w ith  regard to  reli­
ability and International Weekends having been ranked last. D im ension
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two in this case, however, is best described as a “good repu tation / 
favourable client feedback” dimension w ith TWA, Am erican Express, 
CIE, Caravan and Travellers receiving the top five rankings and Brian 
Moore Tours and International Weekends receiving the bo ttom  two. 
Thus, reliability and favourable client feedback would appear to  explain 
m uch o f the  positioning of the listed tour operators in the Californian 
travel agents’ minds. With the New Y ork agents, however, the fact that 
tour operators are country specialists as opposed to  m ulticountry 
operators, combined with perceived reliability, positions them  m ost 
appropriately. The underlying evaluative structures of the East and West 
coast travel agents would therefore appear to  vary som ewhat when 
judging between tour operators.

Figure 4: Rankings o f Countries on 10 Attributes — New York
Travel Agents

1. Good value for money 1 10 1 3 7 4 6 5 9 8

2. Accessibility, easy to reach 1 10 2 7 3 4 6 5 8 9

3. Facilities for sports and other activities 3 5 7 5 8 9 10 4 1 2

4. Night life and entertainment 2 10 7 3 1 7 9 4 5 5

5. A peaceful and quiet holiday 6 7 1 3 9 10 5 8 3 2

6. Friendly and hospitable people 1 3 2 5 10 7 8 4 9 6

7. Wilderness, tracking and camping 2 1 5 3 8 7 10 6 8 3

8. A cultural experience 1 10 5 4 2 6 7 3 9 7

9. Beautiful scenery 4 5 1 2 2 9 10 7 5 8

10. Change from the usual destinations 7 9 4 2 5 8 9 5 3 1

1 = highest score......................9 = lowest score

Figure 4 shows the overall rankings of the 10 countries across the 10 
listed a ttribu tes per the New York agents and they proved to  be m ost 
revealing:

(1) Value for Money: Ireland and Britain actually tied for first place 
on this attribu te although this is m ost likely related  to the favourable 
exchange rates which exists a t the m om ent. Switzerland and Finland
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received the bottom  rankings and appear to be perceived as offering 
the least value fo r m oney.

(2) Accessibility: Britain and Ireland were perceived as being the 
m ost accessible, with Finland again being ranked last. F rance’s ranking 
in th ird  position could indicate possible potential for a three coun try  
tour of Ireland, Britain and France as all three countries are perceived 
as being easy to  reach.

(3) Facilities fo r  Sports and Other Activities: Switzerland was ranked  
first here which is no t surprising given its extensive w inter sports resorts, 
b u t. the ranking second o f the Scandinavian countries is som ew hat 
unusual. While Britain ranked favourably on this a ttribu te , in  th ird  
position, Ireland fared badly at seventh place. Holland was perceived as 
having the least to  offer in  this area.

(4) Night L ife and Entertainment: France came first on this a ttrib u te  
which is probably m ainly attributable to the renow ned “Paris night 
life” . Britain again ranked favourably in second position  w ith Ire land  
down the ranks in seventh place. Finland again came b o tto m  o f  the 
rankings on this a ttribu te .

(5) Peaceful and Quiet Holiday: Ireland is undoubtedly perceived as 
the spot to  go to if you w ant peace and quiet rather than  a hectic n igh t­
life. Britain ranked low on this a ttribu te, while Spain, ranking ten th  
appears to  be the place to  go if you want a hectic tim e. A ustria , on 
the other hand , seems to  have h it a good balance — having ranked  th ird  
with regard to  offering a peaceful and quiet holiday and also th ird  for 
night life and  en terta inm ent. This probably reflects A ustria’s dual 
attraction as a  country offering summer holidays in the peacefu l and 
quiet m ountainous areas and its winter sports fam ous “apres ski” 
activities.

(6) Friendly and Hospitable People: Ireland surprisingly came second 
to  Britain on this a ttribu te , as one would have felt th a t this was one o f 
Ireland’s m ajor advantages over Britain, which tends to  have a m uch 
faster pace o f  life. France was perceived lowest on this a ttr ib u te  w ith 
Switzerland also faring badly.

(7) Wilderness, Tracking and Camping: Finland and Britain received 
the top rankings here which seems to  indicate the  wide varie ty  in 
B ritain’s p roduct offering, having also ranked highly on night-life and 
sporting facilities. Ireland was down the rankings at fifth  position  w hich 
would seem to  indicate th a t the countryside is considered m ore su ited  
to  peace and quiet than  to  exciting outdoor activity, as it ran k e d  first 
on th a t a ttribu te .
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(8) A  Cultural Experience: Britain is the place to  go for a cultural 
experience according to these New Y ork travel agents, w ith France 
ranking second. Germany receives its highest ranking overall on this 
a ttribu te ; it was placed th ird , while Finland rests a t the bo ttom  of the 
list. Ireland again comes midway at num ber 5 only ju st ahead of Spain 
which ranked sixth and behind Austria which was fourth . I t  would thus

"appear th a t selling Ireland as a cultural experience to  New York travel 
agents is unlikely to present a very strong selling them e.

(9) Beautiful Scenery: Ireland was again ranked first on this attribute 
which ties in with its ranking with regard to  offering a peaceful and 
quiet holiday. Britain dropped to fourth  place on this a ttribu te , w ith 
A ustria and France taking second place so th a t these la tte r two countries 
are likely to  offer the main com petition for Ireland if beautiful scenery 
is the attraction.

(10) A Change from  the Usual Destinations: The Scandinavian countries 
provide the greatest change according to  these New Y ork travel agents 
which m ay be partially due to their perceived inaccessibility, where 
they ranked  ninth. It is interesting to  note th a t although Finland was 
perceived as the m ost inaccessible coun try , it was ranked ninth in terms 
o f being a change from the usual destinations, so it is definitely faced 
w ith a tough m arketing task. While wilderness, tracking and sports 
facilities appear to  be its m ajor selling strengths, they are all available 
a t m ore accessible destinations. Ireland ranked fourth  w ith regard to  
being a change from  the usual destinations w ith Britain in seventh 
position , receiving its lowest ranking yet.

The consolidated assessment, therefore, of the ten  holiday destinations 
m ay be stated as follows:

1. Britain: easily accessible, offering good value for m oney, hos­
p itable and friendly people and a cultural experience. Facilities for 
sports, wilderness and tracking and night life is also good. N ot 
m uch o f a change from  the usual destinations, however.

2. Finland: wilderness, tracking and camping provide its main 
a ttraction . It offers little value for m oney, little night life and no t 
m uch o f a cultural experience, and it is also inaccessible.

3. Ireland: the scenery and peace and quiet along with its present 
favourable exchange rate  would appear to  be Ireland’s main selling 
too l with these agents. It offers little in the way of sports or night 
life.

4. Austria: the com bination of beautiful scenery and being a change 
from  the usual destinations appear to  be A ustria’s main attractions, 
although they would appear to  be ham pered by its perceived 
inaccessibility.
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5. France: the Paris night-life would appear to be the m ajor a ttrac ­
tion for Trance, although it also offers a cultural experience and 
beautiful scenery. Its principal drawback appears to  be the percep­
tion that the people are inhospitable and unfriendly com pared 
with o ther nations.

6. Spain: its accessibility and value for money seem to be Spain’s 
main attractions w ith some degree of cultural offerings. H ow ­
ever, it is perceived as offering little scenic beauty or peace and 
quiet and having a lack of sporting facilities.

7. Holland: it fares badly on all attributes and received its highest 
ranking as offering a peaceful and quiet holiday. I t is also lacking 
in scenic beauty and in the provision of sporting facilities.

8. Germany: its culture is its main attraction b u t it does n o t offer 
a peacefn.1 and quiet holiday nor much scenic beauty , n o r is it 
m uch o f  a.change from  the usual destinations.

9. Switzerland: sporting activities provide the main a ttrac tion  for 
Switzerland. However, its people are perceived as relatively inhos­
p itable, i t  is fairly inaccessible and offers little value for m oney.

10. Scandinavia: their main attractions are the fact th a t they  are a 
change from  the usual destinations although they are also p e r­
ceived as. having good sporting facilities and offering a peaceful 
and quiet holiday. Their main disadvantages appear to  be th a t 
they are relatively inaccessible and offer little value for m oney.

It is interesting to contrast these findings with the results received 
by Haahti (1984) in his survey which was conducted among ho liday ­
makers in Finland. Those surveyed represented a wide variety  o f 
nationalities, including German, D utch, Belgian, Swiss, A ustrian , 
French, Spanish, British, Norwegian and Swedish respondents. D espite 
the obvious variability w ith regard to  accessibility some o ther diver­
gent views emerged.

(1) Ireland wa_s ranked lowest on the Finnish survey w ith regard to  
offering a cultural experience; it ranked fifth  on this aspect w ith  the 
US travel agents and  Finland ranked last.
(2) Finland emerged from  H aahti’s study as the country  offering the 
m ost change from  the usual destinations. It came bo ttom  o f the  ran k ­
ings with the US agents as regards this a ttribu te, w ith  the o ther Scan­
dinavian countries coming ou t on top . I t would appear th a t either 
Finland is perceived considerably different from N orw ay, Sweden and 
D enm ark from  the US po in t of view or that there is a lack o f awareness 
of this country  in the US.
(3) Whereas Haahti reported  Holland as ranking relatively high on 
night life and entertainm ent, the US travel agents ranked  it second last 
on this a ttr ib u te .
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Many of the country perceptions were also very similar. Spain was 
ranked last by both  surveys with regard to  offering a peaceful and 
quiet holiday, while Holland was ranked last on  both  w ith regard 
to  offering wilderness, tracking and camping. The message emerging 
from  this comparison would seem to  be th a t the country  as the tourism  
p roduct offering will require different m arketing in each target m arket. 
I t  is vital fo r the tour operator who is packaging and m arketing the 
p roduct to  be familiar w ith how  it is perceived by the target audience 
so th a t strong selling points can be highlighted, and perceived dis­
advantages overcome as much as possible. The challenge thus facing 
the international tou r operator is n o t only to  know  his custom er and 
his com petitor, bu t to  reconstruct a product profile for each target 
m arket and to  adjust its com m unication strategy accordingly.

This inform ation can now  be utilised to  assist in labelling the dimen­
sions of our perceptual map and thus identify the latent evaluative 
structures o f these New York travel agents when choosing vacation 
destinations for their clients. Latent evaluative structure 2, tha t is, the 
hoizontal axis, would appear to  be an “accessibility and value for 
m oney dimension” w ith Britain and Ireland being perceived as the 
best value for m oney and also the tw o m ost accessible countries. Fin­
land, on  the other hand, ranked last on bo th  of these a ttribu tes. Latent 
evaluative structure 1, the vertical axis, could be in terpreted  as a 
“beautiful scenery/night life and en te rta inm en t” dimension. Those 
countries in the lower half of the map received the top 5 rankings 
w ith regard to beautiful scenery, while France came ou t first w ith 
regard to  night life and entertainm ent, while Holland and Finland 
fared badly. The enorm ous m arketing task o f selling a country such as 
Finland in the US is evidenced by the fact th a t it  is perceived as the 
lowest ranking country w ith regard to  offering value for m oney, the 
m ost inaccessible country and provides little  night life or entertainm ent. 
On the  o ther hand, Ireland and Britain are in a very attractive position; 
they are perceived as offering good value for m oney, and are accessible 
and easy to  reach while offering beautiful scenery and /o r night life 
and entertainm ent.

Conclusions and M anagement Implications

This research has provided inform ation on how  CIE Tours is positioned 
w ith regard to  its com petitors with these US agents. It has also provided 
inform ation  on how  the listed countries are positioned as vacation spots 
in the US travel agents’minds. It has constructed  an image of CIE Tours 
and o f its com petitors, if we take the definition o f an image as being 
“ the to ta l impression of what a person or group of people th ink and
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know  about an o b jec t.” [Aaker and Myers, 1982] . This image can serve 
as the  key to  the  positioning of CIE Tours and their p roduct offering 
in this new stage in their international business developm ent. A nd we 
can see how  m ultidim ensional scaling can be utilised as “ a pow erful 
analytical technique which incorporates m anagement judgem ent in a 
practical setting” [Bradley, 1982]. U ndoubtedly, there is great scope 
for the utilisation o f m arketing models in international business to-day 
[Bradley and Mealy, 1984].

This study dem onstrates the application of one m arketing m odelling 
technique; it is im portan t to  recognise, however, tha t the resulting 
perceptual maps are representative of these US travel agents’ images 
and tha t models derived from agents or consumers, e.g. in Britain, are 
likely to vary considerably. This, however, produces a fu rther use for 
the technique in th a t it can be employed to  identify the strengths of 
the country or com pany which should be emphasised when m arketing 
the tourism  p roduct internationally. As well as serving as a m arketing 
tool for an international tour operator this modelling technique could  
also prove invaluable for use by a national tourism organisation such as 
Bord Failte, in establishing m arketing strategies fo r prom oting Ireland 
in the various in ternational m arkets.
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