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ABSTRACT  

This study investigates the phenomenon of destination image within the thematic tourism circuit context. 
Although destination image has been one of the most popular topics in tourism literature, researchers 
have paid little attention to the thematic tourism circuit context. The purpose of this paper is to explore 
the factors that determine image of the Buddhist Circuit. This study used a questionnaire survey 
administered to 432 tourists. The research found that there are twelve significant factors, namely, general 
infrastructure, destination governance, tourism affinity, tourism infrastructure, destination ambience, 
natural setting, Buddhist attraction, tourism experience, social settings, transportation, value for money, 
and leisure and recreation affecting the image of Buddhist Circuit. The results suggest that the destination 
image construct is multi-dimensional in nature. The study provides destination management 
organizations (DMOs) and partner organizations an analytical and useful tool to measure destination 
image in a thematic tourism circuit context.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Destination image (DI) has been a subject of 
tourism study since the 1970s. Researchers have 
found its influence on destination choice (Baloglu 
and McCleary, 1999; Fakeye and Crompton, 
1991; Gallarza et al. 2002) and post-decision 
participation (onsite experience), evaluation 
(satisfaction), and future behavioural (Bigne et al. 
2001). The destination's image is a critical 
building block in the development of the 
destination brand (Tasci & Kozak, 2006). The 
appeal of destination brand and image boost 
tourists’ loyalty to the tourist destination (Gras 
(2008). Positive destination image promotes the 
viability and competitiveness of the tourism 
destination (Tasci and Gartner (2007). Hunt 
(1975) noted that a positive image of the 
destination increased the number of tourist 
arrivals. To sustain tourism growth, destinations 
must pay close attention to the image they 
present and transmit (Bigne et al. 2001). 
Evaluating existing destination images and 
creating accurate images in the minds of 
prospective visitors is vital for effective 
positioning and marketing strategies. The image 

of a destination is dynamic and ever-changing, 
and it may serve as a point of reference for better 
positioning against competing destinations. 

 

The Buddhist Circuit has gained much 
attention under the ‘Swadesh Darshan’ scheme of 
the Ministry of Tourism, Government of India. It 
has evolved into one of the iconic tourism circuits 
in India. The Buddhist Circuit’s domestic as well 
as international tourism is in great demand due 
to the national and regional Government's policy 
interventions for the development of thematic 
tourism circuits across the country. To the best of 
the researchers' knowledge, no destination 
image framework has been devised that perfectly 
matches the features of a thematic tourism 
circuit. In recent years, the image of a few Indian 
destinations has been measured using models 
developed in other countries and regions. The 
findings, however, have not been generalised or 
expanded because the destinations on the 
Buddhist Circuit differ from those in other 
countries. Therefore, the current study aims to 
explore the factors that determine the image of 
Buddhist Circuit.  
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2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

2.1 Concepts of Destination Image 

In the course of investigating tourists' 
perceptions of destination image, it appears 
logical to ask a definition of this 
construct.  According to de Vaus (1996), concepts 
without clear or well-defined meanings might 
result in conceptual anarchy, a problem with no 

apparent solution. The most practical course of 
action is to clarify how a construct has been 
defined and to keep this definition in mind while 
making conclusions and comparing the results to 
those of other researchers. Destination image has 
been conceptualized at different points of time 
from multiple perspectives. A brief of selected 
concepts of destination image based on previous 
researches is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Concepts of Destination Image 

Author(Year) Concepts of Destination Image 

 

Hunt (1975)  

 

Potential visitors' perceptions of a destination. 

Crompton (1979) Subjective and emotional feelings that a person or group may 
have about a place based on what they know about it. 

Phelps (1986)  A place's impression or perception. 

Embacher & Buttle (1989) Ideas or beliefs that people individually or as a group have about 
the place under study. 

Dobni & Zinkhan (1990) Visitor’s logical or emotional interpretation of a destination. 

Echtner & Ritchie  

(1991)  

The image of a place is the totality of its attributes and the 
impression it leaves on visitors' minds. 

Fakeye  &  

Crompton (1991)  

A prospective visitor's mental construct formed from a few 
selected perceptions from a flood of overall stimuli. 

Milman & Pizam  

(1995)  

The visual or mental representation of a destination or place by 
the normal community. 

Castro et al. (2007)  

 

Image is the outcome of multifaceted interactions between 
different beliefs, impressions, experiences and feelings. 

  

 

2.2 Dimensions of Destination Image 

 

The abstract nature of the destination image 
construct implies that its meaning is well 
conceptualized by studying its dimensions. The 
numbers and nature of dimensions depend upon 

the context of study. In most studies the 
destination image has been considered as a 
multi-dimensional construct. An overview of 
destination image dimensions is presented in 
Table 2. 

 

Table 2:  Dimensions of Destination Image 

Authors (Year)       Study Context     Destination Image Dimensions  

Sonmez &  Sirakaya  

(2002) 

Turkey Tourist facilitation, authenticity of experience, 
comfort/safety, safe and hospitable environment, 
vacation atmosphere and general mood, travel 
experience, hospitality and local attractions, personal and 
social communication channels, relaxing effect and  
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destination appeal 

Beerli & Martin  

(2004) 

Lanzarote, 
Spain 

Natural resource, heritage and arts, political and 
economic factors, general infrastructure, leisure  and 
recreation, culture, tourist infrastructure, and social 
environment and natural environment  

Martin &  

Bosque (2008) 

Spain Cultural environment, infrastructures, socio-economic 
environment, atmosphere, natural environment and 
affective image  

Yilmaz et al.  

(2009) 

Antalya Environmental condition, destination advantage, 
activities, attractiveness, facilities and climate 

Qu et al. (2011) Oklahoma Infrastructure, tourist attractions, quality of experiences, 
cultural traditions, environment, entertainment/outdoor 
activities 

Ryan & Ninov  

(2012) 

Greater Dubai Cosmopolitan,  developing,  friendly, exciting, busy, 
contrast, social 

Chiu & Ananzeh 
(2012) 

Jordan General infrastructure, natural resources, atmosphere, 
affective image, tourist facilitation, political and social 
factors, economic and cultural factor 

Bove-sans & 
Laguado Ramírez 
(2013) 

Tarragona 
Cultural 
Heritage 

Cultural heritage and comfortability, beach, climate and 
hospitality, nightlife scene, Mediterranean and shopping, 
gastronomy, traditions and culture, value for money and 
accommodation, proximity to other places, natural 
environment 

Steyn (2015) South Africa Infrastructure and services, people of South Africa, 
quality of life, excitement, tourism aspects, seasonality, 
intention to react, marketing, economic value, feelings,  
culture and history, nature and scenery, effectiveness and 
cleanliness 

Hallmann et 
al.(2015) 

Germany and 
Austria 

Affective image, service quality, physiography, visitor 
management, hospitality,  costs,  sport and event facilities 

Kaur et al.(2016) India Environment, infrastructure, touristic attraction, culture, 
history and art, value for money, social, affective image, 
safety & security, natural attraction 

 

To sum up, destination image studies 
have mostly concentrated on the destination, city, 
region, and country. There has not been emphasis 
on the thematic tourism circuit in previous study 
context. Particularly, the image analysis of 
Buddhist Circuit has not been given much 
attention in the literature. Therefore, this paper 
attempts to add to the literature on destination 
image by exploring destination image factors in 
the context of Buddhist Circuit. 

 

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Study Context  

The Buddhist Circuit, a thematic tourism circuit 
in India, was the research context of this study. 
The popular Buddhist Circuit in India follows 
Lord Buddha's footsteps, linking high 
significance holy sites in Bihar and Uttar 
Pradesh. The Buddhist Circuit was designed and 
developed in order to preserve the Buddha's 
heritage and link it to modern religious tourism. 
The Buddhist Circuit focuses on protection of 
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Buddhist history, development of destination 
infrastructure and integration of local 
communities as stakeholders in the tourism 
value chain.  This thematic tourism circuit has 
potential to reduce poverty, promote alternative 
livelihoods, increase product diversity, reduce 
migration, and enhance community pride 
(International Finance Corporation, 2017). The 
Buddhist Circuit was chosen for this study 
because of the high likelihood that tourism 
development activities would have a substantial 
effect on the living and working circumstances of 
destination communities.  

 

3.2 Research Instrument 

The questionnaire is divided into two sections. 
The first section examined tourists' perceptions 
of a destination image based on several 
attributes, and the second section comprises 
variables pertaining to socio-demographic 
information such as gender, age, marital status, 
previous experience, purpose of visit, travel party 
size, and country of residence. 

Evaluation of a destination's image is 
complex and diverse due to the fact that it is 
highly dependent on the characteristics of the 
destination. As a result, the existing literature 
includes a wide range of attributes 
operationalizing destination image (e.g., Beerli & 
Martin 2004; Bove-sans & Laguado Ramrez 2013; 
Kaur et al. 2016; Martin & Bosque 2008; Steyn 
2015).  Following a thorough analysis of the 
destination image and Buddhist Circuit literature, 
a panel of 10 randomly chosen tourism industry 
experts conducted a face validity test to 
determine whether the destination image items 
were accurate (Echtner and Ritchie 1993). The 
face validity exercise included reviewing each 
attribute for clarity, removing redundant items, 
and rephrasing some questions to better 
represent the characteristics of the Buddhist 
Circuit. Netemeyer, Bearden, and Sharma (2003) 
recommend this method because it improves 
both content and face validity. The final list 
included 54 Buddhist Circuit-specific image 
attributes. To confirm the face validity of the fifty-
four operational attributes, five tourism 
specialists including Buddhist Circuit tour 
operators and tourism domain experts were 
purposefully chosen to evaluate those attributes, 
and no validity issues were discovered (Choi and 

Sirakaya 2005). The 54 destination image 
attributes were rated on a 5-point Likert scale; 
with 1 being strongly disagree (SD) and 5 being 
strongly agree (SA). 

 

3.3 Study Sample 

The target population comprised tourists who 
had visited the five major destinations namely 
Bodh Gaya, Nalanda, Rajgir, Vaishali and Sarnath 
in the Buddhist Circuit during Pre-COVID-19 
situation.  The survey was conducted using 
traditional pen and paper methods.  Questions 
were written in English. Probability sampling 
method was used because of known population 
size. In most cases, the questionnaires were 
administered face to face to ensure that they 
were properly completed. Of the 600 
questionnaires distributed, 432 questionnaires 
were used in the final analysis.  

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

For the 'destination image attributes,' a reliability 
analysis (Cronbach's alpha) was performed, 
yielding a robust of 0.96. An alpha of 0.7 or above 
is regarded as an acceptable indicator of 
reliability (Nunnally, 1994). The underlying 
dimension of the destination image was 
determined using exploratory factor analysis 
(EFA). SPSS 22 was used to analyse the data. 

 

4. FINDINGS 
4.1 Respondent’s Socio-demographic Profile 

Table 3 summarizes the socio-demographic 
profile of respondents. Of the 432 participants in 
this study, 70.6 percent (n=305) were male while 
29.4 percent (n=127) were female. The majority 
of the participants indicated being 25-34 years of 
age (32.2 %, n=139). The majority of the 
respondents to the survey were married (56 %) 
and 39.8 % were single individuals. It was found 
that 56 % of tourists were first-time visitors to 
the Buddhist Circuit, and 44 % of tourists were 
repeat visitors. People visit a destination for a 
variety of reasons. With regard to the purpose of 
holidays, the respondents visited the Buddhist 
Circuit for the holiday (39.6 %), religion (34.5 %), 
VFR (13 %), business trip (6.3 %) and others (6.7 
%) as their preferred holidays. It is evident that 
the Buddhist Circuit has something to offer to 
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tourists of all types. As far as respondents’ travel 
party is concerned, it can be seen that most had 
visited the Buddhist Circuit with their 
family/relatives (35.9 %) followed by friends 
(22.7 %), single (19.4%), tour group (15.7 %) and 
business associates (4.9 %). In terms of 

respondents' country of residence, 71.1 percent 
(n = 307) were Indians, while 28.9 percent (n = 
125) were foreigners. 

 

Table 3: Respondent’s Sociodemographic Profile(n=432) 

Variable  Groups ƒ % Variable Groups ƒ % 

 

Gender 

 

Male 

 

305 

 

70.6 

 

Purpose of visit 

 

Holiday 

 

171 

 

39.6 

 Female 127 29.4  Visiting Friends 
and 
Relatives(VFR)  

56 13.0 

Age 18-24 97 22.5  Business trip 27 6.3 

 25-34 139 32.2  Religious 149 34.5 

 34-44 105 24.3  Others 29 6.7 

 45-54 56 13.0  

Travel party 

 

Single 

 

84 

 

19.4 

 55-64 29 6.7  Friends 98 22.7 

 65 or over 6 1.4  Family/relatives 155 35.9 

Marital status Single 172 39.8  With business  

associates 

21 4.9 

 Married 242 56.0  Tour group 68 15.7 

 Others 18 4.2  Others 6 1.4 

Previous 
experience 

First-time  

visit 

242 56.0  

Country of 
residence 

 

India 

 

307 

  

71.1 

 Repeat 
visit 

190 44.0  Other  

countries 

125 28.9 

 

4.2 Exploratory Factor Analysis of Destination 
Image Attributes of Buddhist Circuit 

To identify the underlying dimensions of the 
destination image, the sample (n = 432) was 
subjected to exploratory factor analysis (EFA). 
The exploratory factor analysis started by 
looking at the data's factorability using the 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sample 
adequacy, Bartlett's test of sphericity, and the 
anti-image correlation matrix. The KMO 
coefficient was 0.871 (the ideal benchmark is 
0.60), and the Bartlett test yielded a significant (p 

value. 05), implying that the factor solutions had 
high face validity (Tabachnick and Fidell 2013). 

The destination image attributes were 
investigated using Principal Components 
Analysis and varimax rotation. The presence of 
eigenvalues greater than 1.0 and the absence of 
abnormalities in the scree plot provided 
additional support for the eligibility of the factor 
solution (Tabachnick and Fidell 2013; Woosnam 
and Norman 2010). The EFA identified twelve 
factors that explained 64.4% of the total variance 
indicating that an appropriate factor solution was 
found (see Table 4). 
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Table 4: Exploratory Factor Analysis of Destination Image Attributes of Buddhist Circuit 

Destination Image Factors and Attributes 
  

Factor 
Loading 

Eigen-
value 

Variance           
Explained 

Cronbach   
alpha 

Factor  1 : General Infrastructure   10.647 19.717 0.875 

Quality health services facilities 0.861    

Local infrastructure 0.781    

Adequate civic amenities 0.773    

ICTs infrastructure 0.742    

Organized parking facility 0.699    

Financial service facilities 0.659    

Factor 2:  Destination Governance   4.173 7.727 0.819 

Policies and regulations  0.784    

Safety and security measures  0.756    

Preservation and revival of native traditions 0.722    

Travel and tourism business environment 0.676    

Local stakeholders’ engagement  0.671    

Tour Guide’s foreign language proficiency                                                                          0.459    

Factor 3 : Tourism Affinity    4.173 7.727 0.819 

Tourists are not feel like a foreigner 0.830    

Welcoming attitude of service providers 0.777    

Local people are friendly and helpful 0.740    

Communication and trust between tourists 
and residents 

0.736    

Family-oriented destination 0.720    

Factor 4 :  Tourism Infrastructure   2.435 4.509 0.838 

Plenty of accommodation facilities  0.856    

Wide choices of food service facilities 0.768    

Well developed superstructure 0.698    

Travel facilitator organizations 0.664    

Network of  information kiosk 0.658    

Factor 5 : Destination Ambience   2.364 4.379 0.838 

Place with fame and reputation 0.832    

Tourists feel stress free and relaxed 0.746    

Pleasant tourist destination 0.731    

Exciting tourist destination 0.721    

Lively tourism destination 0.715    
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Factor 6 : Natural Setting   2.364 4.379 0.863 

Unspoiled natural environment 0.801    

Spectacular landscape 0.754    

Place of natural environment 0.749    

Conducive weather condition 0.734    

Factor 7 : Buddhist Attraction   1.959 3.628 0.762 

Fascinating attractions 0.731    

Buddhist arts and religious image 0.707    

Multi-cultural heritage and traditions of 
Buddhism 

0.650    

Notable historic / heritage/cultural 
landmarks 

0.628    

Unique artistic and architectural aesthetics 0.628    

Unique living culture  0.581    

Factor 8:Tourism Experience   1.662 3.078 0.812 

Service quality standard 0.877    

Ethical behaviour of service providers 0.769    

Level of development within the destination  0.685    

Satisfactory vacation experience  0.673    

Factor 9: Social Settings    1.610 2.982 0.736 

Degree of urbanization 0.782    

Not too commercialized 0.767    

Beautiful small towns and villages 0.683    

Agriculture-based lifestyle 0.547    

Factor  10 : Transportation   1.583 2.931 0.804 

Public and private transportation system 0.802    

Various modes of transportation 0.732    

Ground transport infrastructure 0.710    

Factor 11 : Value for Money   1.389 2.573 0.848 

Competitive price and living costs  0.796    

Value for the money  for whole trip  0.765    

Reasonable price of tourism services 0.753    

Factor 12 :  Leisure and Recreation   1.282 2.374 0.709 

Good nightlife 0.813    

Recreational activities 0.763    

Entertainment opportunities 0.695    
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These twelve factors were named based on their 
items composition (Table 4). This twelve factors 
solution contributes to the body of research on 
destination image and provides destination 
management organizations (DMOs) and partner 
organizations an analytical and useful tool to 
measure the image of the Buddhist Circuit.  

 

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This study fill knowledge gaps in the destination 
image literature by (1) reviewing previous 
research on destination image in terms of how it 
has been measured, and (2) exploring the role of 
Buddhist Circuit-specific attributes in 
determining the destination image. This study 
provides a comprehensive evaluation of the 
image of the Buddhist Circuit, including 
destination-specific and Buddhist heritage-
specific attributes. 

It is worth noting that many of the variables 
used in this study are tailored to the unique 
properties of the Buddhist Circuit and are rarely 
seen in the literature. Cronbach's alpha is used to 
validate the scale's reliability, and factor analysis 
was carried out accurately, as evidenced by KMO 
and Bartlett statistics. These factors will serve as 
guidelines for destination managers and 
marketers, allowing them to better understand 
the unique factors that tourists evaluate when 
choosing the Buddhist Circuit as a 
tourism destination. This is particularly 
necessary because tourists' decisions to choose a 
specific tourism destination, value for money, 
and so on require destination managers and 
marketers to have a complete understanding of 
tourists’ perceptions of the destination image. 
This would significantly improve the Buddhist 
Circuit's image and reduce tourists' perceived 
risk of choosing the Buddhist Circuit as a 
preferred tourism destination. 

The aim of this study was to identify the 
factors that determine the image of Buddhist 
Circuit. This was achieved by identifying different 
attributes of the destination image. These 
attributes were analyzed and 
finally categorized into twelve destination image 
factors. Destination management organizations 
(DMOs) may find insights into these factors and 
formulate evidence-based destination image 
management policies for the Buddhist Circuit.  

 

6. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
DIRECTIONS 

This study has certain limitations that open up 
avenues for further investigation. First, the study 
is limited to five prominent destinations of 
Buddhist Circuit and should be expanded to other 
destinations of the Buddhist Circuit. In the future, 
a detailed comparison of well-known Buddhist 
destinations and lesser-known Buddhist 
destinations may be useful to destination 
stakeholders. Second, constraint is the time 
frame for data collection. The Buddhist Circuit is 
an emerging tourism destination; many changes 
have occurred since the data collection phase. 
The current study leaves a lot of room for future 
research into image construct with a focus on 
tourism destinations. The following are some 
suggestions for future research: First, the study 
can be replicated with a large sample size to 
generalize the findings. Second, the study could 
be expanded to supply-side tourism 
stakeholders. 
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