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Introduction

Travelling abroad today, as compared to the past, is much easier. The
development of high-speed transportation and changes in visa policies have led to
more international travelers. The number of youth travelling has rapidly increased
due to an increase in living standards which leads to travelers from developing
countries travelling for the first time. Many first-time travelers are often young and
well-off (World Tourism Organization, 2016).

Among the youth travelers, international students traveling while studying
abroad is prevalent. In 2017, the number of international students has increased
from 2 million in 2000 to 5.3 million (UNESCO, 2019) which indicates that the
international education industry is one of the fastest growing industries. There are
about 2.8 million international students studying abroad in all parts of the world
and the number is growing 5.5% each year (Davidson et al., 2010).

According to World Tourism Organization (2011), the number of international
students traveling has increased from 136 million in 2000 to 187 million in 2010,
representing approximately 20% of the international travel market. This has the
potential of generating a huge profit for tourist destinations. One of the reasons why
international student travel is because they are far from their homes, it is not
convenient for them to visit their home countries, thereby seek for an opportunity
to travel within the country of study and subsequent experiencing the culture of the
host countries and the indigenous people (Bufta, 2015; Lee & King, 2016; Michael
et al,, 2003). As mentioned previously, international students not only bring
financial resources to the destination countries through living expenses while
participating in education, but also generate a large amount of financial resources
by travelling. Within the tourism industry, the influence of the international students
has drawn attention due to the growth of the markets and the scale of studying
abroad (Gardiner et al., 2013). International students tend to travel frequently
within the country in which they are studying, which is essential typical experience
when studying abroad (Payne, 2009). Since most of the international students are
young, the travelling behaviors heavily are often impacted by price and the
attractions themselves (Vukic et al. 2015).

Students and young independent travelers tend to plan their trips without the
help of tour agents, which categorizes them as “independent travelers” (Richards
& Wilson, 2004). Usually these young backpackers gather information through the
internet or the destinations’ websites. International students are also referred to as
backpackers due to the fact that they travel in groups and gather information by
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themselves. Most international students studying abroad tend to rely on the sources
or information of word-of-mouth (WOM) or gather information from family or
friends (Ladhari & Michaud 2015; Leung et al. 2013). The development of
technology leads many students to search for information online and the role of
destination marketing organizations (DMOs) is recognized as an important factor
when promoting a destination or providing qualitative information to international
students. As an example, in Australia’s case, there were several studies conducted
on recognizing international students as a market segment (Pearce & Son, 2004;
Shafi et al., 2020; Son & Pearce, 2005). According to Glover (2011), the destination
of study for international students may be affected not only by the promotional
material and general destination information, but also for destinations with
academic benefits. Evidence showed that international postgraduate tourism
students tend to put more importance on the location than the institution and
program when they made their decision to study in Australia (Ruhanen &
McLennan, 2010).

In 1963, international students were defined as a type of tourists by the
UNWTO (United Nations World Tourism Organization) (Page & Connell, 2006).
Much research has been conducted regarding the impacts, contributions and
travelling behavior by international students living in specific countries (Shi et al.,
2010).

Although the number of international student travelers is increasing rapidly,
reviewed DMO websites typically neglect to target this market specifically.
Although DMOs use social media and their official websites, these focus on visitors
or travelers who come to and stay in the destination for a short period of time.

Informational searching behavior of international students tends to differ as
compared to domestic or general international visitors (Ortega & Rodriguez, 2007).
Since the majority of international students are typically young, they tend to spend
much of their time on the internet gathering information on tourism activities in
their country of study (Jacobsen & Munar, 2012).

The purpose of this research was to determine informational search behaviors
of international student who study abroad and the effectiveness of DMO websites
in the search process. By identifying these behaviors, information could be made
available to DMOs on better serving this market of traveler.

Literature Review

International Student Travel
International students have influence and ongoing effect on the tourism
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industry since they spend money on both education-related activities and travel
within the destination (Weaver, 2003). The possibility of international students
generating more revenue in the host country’s tourism industry is higher due to the
fact that they stay for a longer period of time in the country and have more free time
during holidays and vacation periods to travel within the destination (Thrane, 2016).
Another important consideration in attempting to attract international students is
the potential of them becoming repeat visitors (Gardiner et. al, 2013; Weaver, 2003).
Additionally, during their stay, they become an advocate by promoting the
destination to friends and relatives (Gardiner et al., 2013).

Tourists’ Information Search Behavior

Access to information is an important aspect influencing consumer behavior
(Assael, 1995). With the tourism industry being information intensive, tourists
typically search for information on their potential or selected destination(s) prior to
their trip. Therefore, understanding how tourists gather information is considered an
important aspect for destinations and tourism-related organizations.  This
information aids them in developing effective communication strategies in effort to
influence the tourists’ decision-making process (Gursoy & McCleary, 2004).

A traditional method of gathering information, prior to the creation of the
internet, was through travel agents, brochures, and advertisements (Ho & Liu, 2005).
With the introduction of the internet, the number of users has significantly increased
and become the primary channel for information searching (Ho & Liu, 2005). In the
tourism industry, the internet is the most frequently used channel in the pre-
departure stage such as planning, booking, and purchasing tourism products (Hyde,
2008).

Destination Marketing Organizations

A DMO is a marketing entity for a destination to attract visitors. Within the
tourism industry, competition is fierce, and destinations find themselves in a
situation where the need to compete with other destinations is inevitable (Presenza
etal., 2005). As a result, DMOs play an important role as organizers for marketing
and development of the destinations (Wang, 2008). Since many tourists select a
destination as they would a product (Klimek, 2013), Fyall, Leask, and Garrod (2001)
indicated that DMOs should focus on potential needs of the market and how to
maximize tourism. In addition, for DMOs to play their role more effectively, DMOs
should clearly understand and collaborate with the stakeholders.
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DMOs promote a destination and provide information to the tourists for
planning trips. Other roles of a DMO are to maximize the profit of a destination
and facilitate a satisfying experience for tourists (Bornhorst et al., 2010). The five
functions of a DMO, suggested by Morrison, Bruen, and Anderson (1998), are
economic driver, community marketer, industry coordinator, quasi-public
representative, and builder of community pride.

The introduction of the internet allowed DMOs the opportunity to promote
and distribute information about the destination and reservation services worldwide.
Allowing them to compete more strategically within the fierce market (Romanazzi
etal., 2011). The internet enables marketers to locate and target a broader range of
consumers, determine their needs, and communicate with them at a lower cost than
traditional marketing methods (Lau et al., 2001).

Choi, Lehto, and Oleary (2007) stated that a DMO’s website plays the role of
information gateway to the destination. Unfortunately, with the maturity of the
internet, many DMO websites are ineffective due to their simply providing
information of products or services without concern to their audience (Hudson &
Lang, 2002). It is vital for DMOs to evaluate their websites frequently to meet the
needs of the potential visitors during their online experience (Li & Wang, 2010).
DMOs’ official websites are different than commercial tourism websites due to the
fact that they promote events, heritage sites, multiple facilities and resources
available within a destination (Tanrisevdi & Duran, 2011). Due to this, the content
of a DMO website is important because it can influence on the image of the
destination and allow the tourists to have an indirect experience (Tanrisevdi &
Duran, 2011). By continually evaluating their websites, and customizing them to
meet the needs of tourists, these websites can assist in converting current visitors
to revisiting tourists in a cost manner. Furthermore, when DMOs help create a loyal
tourist, the opportunity to communicate and increase the involvement of these
visitors will increase the level of loyalty of those visitors (Li & Wang, 2010).
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to evaluate the travel and search behaviors
of international student tourists in their destination of study in an effort to provide
crucial information to DMOs to enhance their value to their constituents and
stakeholders.

Methodology

Sample, Data Collection and Analysis
The questionnaires were distributed by “Survey Monkey” and a “Facebook”
web link distribution by individual contacts. Through Facebook, 35 responses were
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collected and among the number, 34 responses (97.1%) were valid. As for web link
distribution of the Survey Monkey, 108 responses were collected and among the
number only 99 responses (91.7%) were valid. Thus, a total number of 133 samples
were used for analysis.

The questionnaire contained four sections and 23 questions in total. The first
section asked the questions about international students’ travelling behavior and
their information search behavior. The second section was about international
students’ information search behavior when planning a trip within the destination
in which they had studied or were currently studying. This section was primarily
focused on their behavior of searching information and how internal information
sources and the primary focus of travelling within the destination country
influenced them when searching for information. The third section highlighted the
usage and the evaluation of DMO websites using the five-point Likert scale ratings.
Finally, the last section asked demographic information including gender, age and
nationality.

The data which was collected were analyzed by using SPSS version 22.0 and
various analyzing methods such as descriptive statistical analysis, cross-tabulation
and chi-square test were used to identify the variables.

Result and Discussion

Several cross-tabulation tests were conducted to identify the connection
between variables. The first cross tabulation test was conducted between the two
variables of gender and the frequency of travelling. Twenty-eight respondents
(21.1%) were male students who travel one to two times a year, in general. As for
female students, 42 respondents (31.6%) responded that they travelled one to two
times a year. A Chi-square test was conducted to identify the relationship between
the variables and no significant difference was found between gender and how often
they travel in a year (%2 = 0.35, p = 0.84). See Table 1 for complete results.

Table 1. Cross-tabulation between gender and the frequency of travelling (N = 133).
How often do you travel in a year?

1-2 times 3-4 times More than 5
times
Male N 28 16 9
Gender % 21.1 12.0 6.8
Female 42 27 11
% 31.6 20.3 8.3
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Sixty respondents (45.1%) who travel one to two times per year responded that
they feel it is important to search for information when they travel and 39 (29.3%)
who travel three to four times did as well. There was no significant relationship
between the two variables which indicates that if the respondents had travelled
more than once, they felt the need to search for information when planning for their
trip (> =4.25, p = 0.83).

Most of the respondents used the internet as a source of information. One
hundred and eighteen respondents (88.7%) indicated that the main reason for using
the internet was accessibility. Out of 113 respondents who traveled less than five
times a year, only three respondents (2.3%) identified that they used their past
experience to get necessary information for planning a trip. A chi-square test
showed that there was a significant relationship between the two variables (2 =
46.48, p < 0.001). Also, there was no significant relationship between source of
information and frequency of travel (y2=11.33, p = 0.33). See Table 2 for complete
results.

Table 2. Cross-tabulation between frequency of travel and the importance of
searching for information (N = 133).
How important is information search for you when planning a

trip?
_Very Unimportant Neutral Important . Very
unimportant important
12 N 2 1 7 39 21
times o4 15 0.8 5.3 29.3 15.8
How
often do 3-4 N 1 0 3 26 13
you times
travel in % 0.8 0.0 2.3 19.5 9.8
ayear? | More | 0 1 2 9 8
than
S % 00 0.8 15 6.8 6.0
times

One hundred and twelve respondents (84.2%) gathered information prior to
arrival about the destination where they studied or were currently studying.
However, 21 respondents (15.8%) did not gather information about the destination
prior to their study. Seventy-four respondents (55.6%) had prior knowledge of the
destination and gathered information from the internet prior to their visit to the
country. However, although they had information about the destination, 18
respondents (13.5%) did not have the chance to visit the country in advance of study.
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The reason for identifying this was to determine whether prior knowledge and
experience with a destination influenced their information search behavior. The
chi-square test between the two variables and the result showed no significant
relationship between the two (y* = 8.35, p = 0.21).

When international students travelled within the destination where they were
studying or had studied, 129 respondents (97.0%) searched for information in
advance. One hundred and thirteen respondents (87.6%) answered that the internet
was their primary source of information. Although the majority chose the internet
as the main source of searching, nine respondents (7.0%) relied on information
from friends and families. A small number of respondents relied on past
experiences. See Table 3 for complete results on why information sources were
chosen.

Table 3. Cross-tabulation between source of information and reasons for choosing
those sources (N = 133).

Why do you usually use the selected information

source?
Quality
eff(«:eztsitve Accessibility  Accuracy of Others
information
N 12 74 5 26 1
Internet
(e.g. websites,
social media,
reviews, DMO % 9.0 55.6 3.8 19.5 0.8
websites, etc.)
Newspaper/ N 0 0 0 ! 0
Magazine
Where do | agvertsoment % 0.0 0.0 0.0 08 00
you usually
gather ) N 0 0 2 2 0
information | Friendsand
from? family % 0.0 0.0 15 15 0.0
N 0 1 2 0 0
Past
experience % 0.0 0.8 15 0.0 0.0
N 0 0 0 2 0
Travel
agencies % 0.0 0.0 0.0 15 0.0
Guide books N 0 2 0 3 0
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% 00 1.5 0.0 2.3 0.0

The primary concern of both male and female students was the budget. Of
Asians students, 44.4% indicated that budget was a concern. Only 12.8% of
European students indicated that their primary concern was budget. The chi-square
test for gender and the main concern of travelling within the country where they
studied or were studying did not have a significant relationship (y*>=9.37, p = 0.15).

The primary purposes of international students’ trips were cultural tourism
experiences, 46.6%, nature tourism, 22.6%. This result can be referred to Pearce
and Son’s (2004) research indicating international students tend to focus on having
cultural experiences, which includes visiting landscapes, when they travel within
the country they studied or are studying. Nationality and purpose of travel within
the country where they studied or were studying had a significant relationship (y* =
64.64, p < 0.05).

Only 56 respondents (42.1%) used a DMO website within the country where

they studied or were studying. Among the respondents who used the DMO website,
the majority of respondents, 55.4% responded that they used the DMO website to
search for a destination’s general information. As for the effectiveness of the DMO
website, 80.4% responded that the DMO websites were effective or very effective.
As for the post-purchase behavior, half of the respondents responded that they
would recommend the DMO website to friends and family.
Although the effectiveness of a DMO website was determined to be effective, as
mentioned previously, 57.9% did not used a DMO website to gather information
for their trips within the country of study. Forty-three of those respondents (55.8%)
indicated that they chose to use other methods for their information search, while
27.3% indicated the DMO website did not have the information needed. This
corresponds with the literature that indicated that high quality information comes
from accessing the data which is organized and fits to the user’s requirements (Lam
& McKercher, 2013). When the DMOs do not provide the information which the
users do not need, it can be assumed that it is not playing its roles. Interestingly, 10
of the respondents (13.0%) did not know that DMO websites existed. See Table 4
for effectiveness of DMO websites.

Table 4. Effectiveness of the DMO website within the country of study (N = 133).

N %

Very ineffective 1 1.8
Ineffective 1 1.8
Neutral 9 16.1
Effective 43 76.8
Very effective 2 3.6
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Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, this study was conducted in the U.K.,
and the respondents to the survey were mostly international students within the U.K.
Therefore, generalization of the findings to other regions is limited. It is
recommended for this study to be replicated in additional locations. Second, the
definition of international students was vague. The period of staying for their
academic pursuits may vary. The longer period of study within the country, will
provide more opportunity for travel, which can affect their behavior of information
searching. Therefore, it is recommended to clarify the target sample for further
studies.

Discussion and Conclusions

This research critically evaluated the information search behavior of
international students when travelling within the country of study and the
effectiveness of DMO websites in the perspective of international students.
Through the primary research and result from the main findings, various
recommendations can be proposed to DMOs. The main purposes and travel
concerns of international students should be recognized. Since the majority of
international students tend to travel on a limited budget and prefer cultural
experiences, DMOs could provide suggested itineraries focusing on cultural
experiences within a minimal budget. This could provide an opportunity to promote
the destination to the international students and through a positive experience can
transform them into repetitive visitors or potentially draw more visitors to the
destination.

International students as a target market in the tourism industry is still at an
early stage of growth. Little research was found on integrating information search
behaviors of international students as travelers. Future research might be conducted
to provide a more detailed analysis and richer data by using qualitative
methodology.
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