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Ireland
and the French Tourism Market

Changing Images

Sinead O'Leary and 
Géraldine Sheridan

Vu la stagnation récente du nombre 
de visiteurs français qui arrivent en 
Irlande, une enquête a été menée à 
l’été 1998 dont les objectifs étaient :

• d'établir les images de l’Irlande 
qui aient pu influencer le choix de 
destination des nouvelles arrivées,

• de cerner l’évolution de ces ima
ges au cours de la visite, grâce à 
un deuxième questionnaire distri
bué au départ.

L’analyse des données indique que 
l’image traditionnelle de l’Irlande en 
tant qu ’île aux paysages magnifiques 
correspond encore à une apprécia
tion positive dans la réalité ; les vi
siteurs ont aussi évalué positivement 
certains effets du « Tigre Celtique », 
y compris l’amélioration des services 
(restaurants, magasins) et l’urbani
sation. Mais ils ont évalué négative
ment, par rapport à leurs attentes, 
d’autres aspects qui peuvent être 
également attribués aux effets du 
développement économique, dont la 
détérioration de l’environnement, 
l'accélération du rythme de la vie et 
un accueil moins chaleureux. Les 
résultats du sondage suggèrent que 
les autorités responsables du touris
me en Irlande seront appelées à re
considérer la promotion tradition
nelle de l’Irlande en tant que pays 
pré-moderne où régnent calme et 
simplicité.

Introduction

Tourism in Ireland has undergone spec 
tacular developments since the late 

1980s. During the period 1988 to 1999, 
tourist arrivais rose from 2.1 million to al- 
most six million. Similarly, total foreign ex
change earnings increased dramatically 
over that period, from IR£841 million in 
1988 to IR£2.5 billion by 1999 (Bord 
Fâilte, 2000a). However, recent trends sug- 
gest that visitors from France, one of 
Ireland’s main source markets, may hâve 
peaked. Even though the number of French 
visitors to Ireland expanded considerably 
during the 1980s and the 1990s, and France 
is now the fourth most important source 
market for Irish tourism, Ireland has re- 
cently experienced a décliné in market 
shares of French trips to Europe. There hâve 
been decreases in the number of French vi
sitors coming to Ireland purely to take a hol- 
iday, as well as the number of repeat visits 
and the number of visitors participating in 
either sporting or cultural activities (Bord 
Fâilte, 2000a). Overall, Ireland’s share as a 
percentage of French trips to Europe de- 
clined from 2.1% in 1994 to 1.6% in 1998 
(Department of Tourism, Sport and 
Récréation, 2000: 29).

One of Ireland’s most significant chal
lenges arising from the increasingly com
pétitive global tourism environment is the 
need for an effective destination position- 
ing strategy. Changing consumer profiles 
and threats to the “people, pace and place” 
image of Ireland-which has dominated 
the marketing strategy of Bord Fâilte (the 
Irish National Tourist Board) from its in- 
ception in 1952—highlight the need for re- 
search to reassess the images of Ireland that 
are dominant in the populations on which 

that country has traditionally depended 
for as regards the number of visitors. 
Goodall (1992) suggests that where prices 
are comparable, image is the décisive fac
tor in holiday choice. Needs and desires 
prédéterminé motivations, but while mo
tivations affect the propensity to travel in 
a general sense, they do not influence the 
decision to choose a spécifie destination. As 
images hâve been shown to form the basis 
of the évaluation or sélection process, and 
provide the link between motivations and 
destination sélection (Goodall, 1992), we 
can infer that image studies are a prere- 
quisite to a successful marketing strategy. 
The important rôle of a destination image 
with respect to the potential tourist’s deci- 
sion-making process is frequently ac- 
knowledged in tourism literature (Hunt, 
1975; Mclnnis and Price, 1987; Kent, 
1991). Moreover, the fact that “an image, 
whether positive or négative may continue 
long after the factors that moulded it hâve 
changecT (Fakeye and Crompton, 1991 : 
10) emphasises the need for tourism des
tinations to develop and maintain a posi
tive, yet accurate image.1

Images are also significant because of 
their impact on the level of satisfaction with 
the tourist expérience (Chon, 1990; Pizam 
and Milman, 1993; Dann, 1996). This is 
critical as regards positive word-of-mouth 
recommendations from family and friends 
and repeat visits to the destination, and it 
underscores the need to ensure that 
Ireland’s image as portrayed intemationally 
is consistent with what the destination has 
to offer. Several studies bear testament to 
the key rôle played by family and friends 
in choosing a destination (Jenkins, 1978; 
McClellan and Fouschee, 1983; Van Raaij



and Francken, 1984; Mill and Morrison, 
1992; Jackson et al., 1997; Vogt et al., 
1998; Baloglu and McCleary, 1999).2

Numerous researchers investigating the 
processes of image formation and mea- 
surement hâve used Gunn’s seven-stage 
theory (1972) as a basis for their concep- 
tual framework. Gunn’s theory in volves a 
constant building and modification of ima
ges that are conceived at a number of le- 
vels, namely, organic, induced, and mod- 
ified induced. Organic images are those 
that arise from supposedly unbiased 
sources such as books, school, télévision 
documentaries, and the expérience of 
friends and family. Induced images em- 
anate from the destination area itself and 
are derived from marketing and promo- 
tional material. The key différence be- 
tween organic and induced images is the 
control of the destination area over what is 
presented. While little can be done to in
fluence organic images, marketers can in
duce an image through promotional in- 
vestments (Fayeke and Crompton, 1991). 
Modified-induced images are the resuit of 
Personal expériences of the destination. 
The distinction between organic and in
duced images, as identified by Gunn, is 
unique to the formation of destination im
ages. Information for the majority of prod- 
ucts and services is primarily commercial 
in nature; consequently, the rôle of outside 
influences in formulating product images 
is rather limited. Tourism images, on the 
other hand, are derived from a number of 
different sources, both commercial and 
non-commercial, and there is a strong link 
between a country’s tourism image and its 
national image; they may reflect many 
different aspects of reality, whether cul
tural, économie, historical, media-based, 
political, or social. It must be acknowl- 
edged, therefore, that destination images 
are formed from a wide variety of sources 
over which the tourism industry has little 
or no control.

The Destination Image 
of Ireland
The international appeal of Ireland as a 
tourism destination has been based on its 
scenery and people since Victorian times.

Romantic travel literature, which found its 
theoretical underpinnings in accounts of the 
beautiful, the sublime and the picturesque, 
particularly in the works of the Irishman 
Edmund Burke3 (Butler, 1998), had led to 
a shift away from the classical aesthetic re- 
quirements of regularity and harmony to 
the more unstructured appearance of land- 
scape, and stimulated an increased interest 
in sightseeing throughout the less devel- 
oped parts of Europe, such as the Lake 
District in Great Britain, the Swiss Alps, 
and western areas of Ireland such as 
Killarney. Deliberate promotion of select- 
ed images of Ireland began as far back as 
1894, when the first issue of The Irish 
Tourist expressed the hope that Ireland 
woiild “attract multitudinous visitors to an- 
nually sojourn at our health and pleasure 
resorts and thus leave us with that historié 
plethora of wealth which might act as a 
panacea for Ireland’s ills” (cited in 
O’Connor, 1993 : 69). Over forty years 
ago, advertising efforts emphasised 
“Ireland’s general holiday attractions (re- 
laxed atmosphère, friendly people, scenery, 
sights, good roads, etc.) and spécial in
terest holiday thèmes (fishing, motoring, 
golf, etc.)” (Gorman,4 1961 : 233).

Bord Fâilte,5 the organisation responsible 
for the marketing of Ireland as an attractive 
tourism destination abroad, has led an ac
tive communication policy in France since 
the late 1960s. Given that such an agency 
has little or no control over organic images, 
destination managers must rely on in
duced images in order to create a positive 
image and/or rectify a négative one. 
According to Dumortier (1992), even if 
knowledge of Ireland on the part of the 
French public remains limited, Bord 
Fâilte’s campaigns hâve succeeded in 
building a strong and positive image of the 
country. However, as by Dumortier, this 
has reinforced the French romantic view of 
Ireland (seen more as an island of the past 
than a modem changing State). Bord Fâilte 
has used variants of the same thèmes 
throughout their advertising campaign in 
France since 1968. The three main as
pects of the country that hâve formed the 
basis of the promotional material are the 
magnificent scenery of the west of Ireland 
(stone walls, sheep, donkeys, thatched 

cottages, beautiful coastlines); the pace of 
life (unhurried lifestyles, quiet roads); and 
the people (warm, hospitable, with a good 
sense of humour) (Publicis, 1990, 1994). 
The publicity thèmes employed by Bord 
Fâilte hâve often been adopted by the na
tional air and sea carriers, as well as by 
travel agencies and certain products, for ex
ample Guinness and Jameson (Dumortier, 
1992 : 86), and this has served to reinforce 
the image of Ireland as portrayed in France 
by the state agency.

Anecdotal evidence highlighted in the 
media has recently focused attention on a 
number of threats to the Irish tourism 
product. The image of Ireland as a “Tiger” 
economy seems incongruous with the usual 
présentation of a rather backward green is
land (O’Sullivan, 1998; Dunne, 1999). 
Pressures on the environment exerted by 
the fast-paced economy, tourism deve
lopment and the burgeoning litter problem 
are becoming increasingly obvious 
(McDonald, 1998; Hogan, 1999). Further- 
more, the industry is challenged by labour 
shortages as well as the dilution of its 
famed/az’Zte or welcome. It is against this 
background that the French tourism market 
to Ireland is showing increasing signs of 
stagnation, highlighting the need to con- 
tinuously assess and modify Ireland’s des
tination image in France and elsewhere. 
The challenge, therefore, is to try and 
maintain the basis of appeal (scenery and 
people), to acknowledge Ireland’s recent 
modernization and the threats posed by it, 
and to expand product awareness in an at- 
tempt to bridge the gap between the old and 
the new images.

For years, the image presented has fo
cused on the beautiful scenery, welcoming 
people, and relaxed pace of life. Those fac
tors hâve acted as appealing forces, a fact 
to which the increase in tourist arrivais 
since the 1980s can attest. A destination 
would be ill-advised to radically alter its 
tourism image if it appeals to the target 
market. However, it must first be estab- 
lished that the destination is genuinely 
able to provide what the image suggests; in 
other words, that the image really corre
sponds to an expérience realistically avail- 
able to the visitor and does not only exist 



in brochures. Satisfied tourists are proba- 
bly the best and most cost-effective mar
keting available for any destination in 
terms of both repeat visits and word-of- 
mouth promotion: without a high level of 
repeat visits, marketing can become very 
costly and maintaining the market shares 
increasingly difficult. But is the image of 
Ireland portrayed intemationally consistent 
with what the destination now has to offër? 
Image change efforts are essentially wast- 
ed if baseline data establishing the présent 
image position are not known (Gartner, 
1993); however, few destination image 
studies to date hâve focused specifically on 
either Ireland or France,6 and none hâve 
analysed the image of Ireland as a tourism 
destination in France. Consequently, our 
study, carried out during the month of 
August 1998, addressed the dearth of 
knowledge relative to Ireland’s destination 
image in France.

Survey of French Tourists 
to Ireland
We hâve previously highlighted the he 
need to ensure the compatibility of pre-vis
itation expectations with expérience at the 
destination. A destination must, therefore, 
be able to assess the image held by visitors 
prior to visitation so that efforts can be 
made to match expectations with reality, 
and a pre-visitation questionnaire is an 
essential component of the image apprais- 
al process. Consequently, it was decided to 
develop a two-part questionnaire to meas- 
ure Ireland’s destination image, both pre- 
and post-visitation. The three national air- 
ports (Cork, Dublin and Shannon) and the 
two ferryports with direct links to France 
(Ringaskiddy in Cork and Rosslare in 
Wexford) were chosen as the points of 
distribution, and a total of 1011 two-part 
questionnaires were distributed; 560 re- 
sponses (55%) were returned. That com
pares well with the number of French re- 
spondents to Bord Fâilte’s 1999 VAS (552 
distributed and 335 returned).

Pre-Visitation Questionnaire
Pre- and post-visitation questionnaires 
were employed in order to gauge the effect 
of visitation on the image held.7 In the pre- 

visitation (arrivai) questionnaire, respon- 
dents were asked to rate each of 18 attrib- 
utes on a scale of 1 to 5 according to how 
they thought Ireland would perform (where 
1 = “very poor performance” and 5 = “very 
good performance”). The performance rat- 
ings of Ireland according to these attributes 
are outlined below in Table 1.

Table 1 above shows that respondents felt 
Ireland would perform best as regards beau- 
tiful scenery, calm/tranquillity, the welcome 
of the people, the potential for discovery, 
nightlife/entertainment, a relaxed pace of 
life, the environment, and culture/history; ail 
these attributes obtaining expected mean rat- 
ings greater than four. Clearly, therefore, 
Ireland’s expected or pre-visitation per
formance corresponds to the core éléments 
of Ireland’s appeal as a tourism destination 
that hâve formed the basis of Bord Fâilte’s 
promotional approach for over forty years, 
summarised as “people, pace and place,” 
which implies that the image of Ireland as a 
tourism destination receives widespread ac
ceptance in the French market.

Post-Visitation Questionnaire
ln the post-visitation (departure) question
naire, respondents were asked to rate certain

attributes on a scale of 1 to 5 according to 
how they thought Ireland was performing 
(where 1 = “very poor performance” and 
5 = “very good performance”). The ranking 
of Ireland’s performance with respect to 
these attributes is presented in Table 2.

Respondents reported that Ireland was per
forming best as regards beautiful scenery, 
calm/tranquillity, nightlife/entertainment, 
the welcome of the people, a relaxed pace 
of life, and the potential afforded by the des
tination for discovery (i.e. each of these at
tributes received a performance mean rat- 
ing greater than four). On the surface, this 
suggests that the expérience of Ireland cor
responds to the key éléments of Ireland’s 
projected tourism image, namely “people, 
pace and place.” However, these results 
taken independently do not provide a com
plété description of Ireland’s performance 
as a tourism destination. Tourism images are 
significant because of how they impact on 
the level of satisfaction with the tourist ex
périence, which is critical as regards positive 
word-of-mouth recommendations and repeat 
visits to the destination. The larger the dif
férence between image and reality, that is be- 
tween expectations and expérience, the 
more likely it is that a tourist will be dis-

Source: Primary research (note: results are presented in rank order rather than the order in which 
they appeared in the questionnaire).

TABLE 1

French tourists' pre-visitation performance rating of destination attributes in Ireland

Attribute Percentage rating Ireland's 

expected performance as 

'good /very good' (n=281 )

Mean rating

Beautiful scenery 95 4.70

Calm/tranquillity 88 4.38

Welcome 86 4.34

Discover something new 84 4.34

Nightlife/entertainment 82 4.25

Relaxed pace of life 78 4.18

Environment 76 4.09

Culture/history 75 4.02

Litter free 47 3.43

Services (restaurant/shop) 47 3.49

Pretty towns 46 3.48

Activities/sports 39 3.11

Family/friends 37 2.81

Price/quality ratio 35 3.13

Climate 31 2.98

Access (cost/means) 28 2.99

Economie dev./urbanisation 27 2.99



Source: Primary research (note: results are presented in rank order rather thon the order in wh they appeared in the questionnaire).

TABLE 2
French tourists' post-visitation performance rating of destination attributes in Ireland

Attribute Percentage rating Ireland's 

expected performance as 

'good /very good' (n=281 )

Mean rating

Beautiful scenery 95 4.71

Calm/tranquillity 88 4.32

Nightlife/entertainment 81 4.19

Welcome 80 4.21

Relaxed pace of life 79 4.16

Discover something new 78 4.15

Environment 76 3.98

Culture/history 69 3.94

Services (restaurant/shop) 63 3.69

Pretty towns 54 3.52

Family/friends 47 3.16

Litter free 42 3.18

Climate 38 3.18

Activities/sports 37 3.17

Price/quality ratio 34 3.08

Economie dev./urbanisation 32 3.12

Access (cost/means) 28 2.89

satisfied. A more meaningful analysis of per
formance thus requires the comparison of 
pre-visitation expectations with the post-vis
itation results or expérience.

Pre- and Post-Visitation
Performance Ratings Compared
The pre-visitation (expected) and post-vis
itation (actual) performance ratings for 
each of the seventeen attributes are listed in 
Table 3 as well as the différence between 
both means.

A comparison between the pre- and post
visitation means reveals that the travel ex
périence modified the image of Ireland 
amongst French visitors in a positive di
rection for seven attributes and a négative 
direction for ten attributes. The results for 
each attribute are discussed in detail below, 
according to whether they received a pos
itive or négative évaluation.

Positive Evaluations
Beautiful scenery received the highest pre- 
and post-visitation performance ratings of 
ail attributes. There was a slight positive dif
férence between the pre- and post-visitation 

mean scores (+.01), implying that actual 
performance exceeded the already high 
level of anticipated performance. This sug- 
gests that one of the key facets of Ireland’s 
appeal as a destination corresponds to ex
pectations. Six other attributes surpassed the 
expected performance ratings; namely, 
services (in terms of restaurants/shops) 
(+.20), pretty towns (+.04), climate (+.20), 
activities/sports (+.06), family/friends 
(+.35), and économie development/urban- 
isation (+.13). Anumber of reasons can be 
advanced to account for the positive éval
uations received by these attributes: firstly, 
Ireland has generally received relatively 
poor évaluations in Bord Fâilte’s Visiter 
Attitudes Surveys as regards food/restau- 
rants and shopping, but increasing affluence 
in Ireland has undoubtedly stimulated im- 
provements in that respect. Secondly, sev- 
eral tourist areas are involved in develop
ment initiatives such as the “Tidy Towns’ 
Compétition,” designed to stimulate envi- 
ronmental consciousness in communities, 
and this may account for the positive rating 
of towns. Thirdly, many respondents en- 
joyed relatively good weather during their 
holiday in Ireland during August 1998. 
Fourthly, activity and sports tourism (for 
example, golf) has benefited greatly from 
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increased investments in recent years. 
Fifthly, a number of respondents who 
had visited Ireland more than once indi- 
cated that they had reencountered friends, 
and a proportion had visited family mem- 
bers now residents in Ireland. Lastly, the 
positive rating of économie develop- 
ment/urbanisation is clearly linked with 
the Celtic Tiger phenomenon and result- 
ing unprecedented growth in the Irish 
economy over the last five years: this 
finding is particularly interesting as it de- 
notes a realistic acceptance amongst 
French visitors of modem urban Ireland, 
as it co-exists with the more traditional 
coastal and rural destinations.

Négative Evaluations
Regarding the welcome of the people, the 
post-visitation performance mean was 
lower than the pre-visitation mean (-. 13). 
This indicates that one of the key éléments 
of Ireland’s appeal does not live up to ex
pectations and corroborâtes anecdotal év
idence as well as findings from the most 
recent Visiter Attitudes Survey (Bord 
Fâilte, 2000b) regarding threats to 
Ireland’s tourism image. The tourism in- 
dustry in Ireland is encountering difficul- 
ties with respect to the recruitment of 
staff and many employers now rely on 
workers from abroad. However, this may 
hâve serious implications in an Irish con- 
text where the allure of the native people 
is considered to be an intégral component 
of the tourism product. Furthermore, a 
growing number of reports suggest that the 
warmth of an Irish welcome is no longer 
guaranteed, perhaps the inévitable out- 
come of the increase in the pace of life and 
économie development (Humphreys, 
1999; Burke, 2000; Dunne, 2001).

The performance mean scores for a num
ber of other attributes also decreased 
after visiting the country; namely, dis
cover something new, the environment, 
litter, price/quality ratio, and access. The 
négative évaluation of the discovery at
tribute suggests that Ireland is not seen as 
particularly distinctive or unique. The 
négative reappraisal of the environment 
and litter also confirms the anecdotal év
idence refeired to earlier: this is a serious



TABLE 3

Pre- and post-visitation performance scores compared

Attribute Pre-visitation 
performance

mean

Post-visitation
performance 

mean

Différence 

performance 

means (+/-)

Beautiful scenery 4.70 4.71 .01

Welcome 4.34 4.21 -.13

Discover something new 4.34 4.15 -.19

Environment 4.09 3.98 -.11

Calm/tranquillity 4.38 4.32 -.06

No litter 3.43 3.18 -.25

Culture/history 4.02 3.94 -.08

Price/quality ratio 3.13 3.08 -.05

Relaxed pace of life 4.18 4.16 -.02

Access (cost/means) 2.99 2.89 -.10

Nightlife/entertainment 4.25 4.19 -.06

Services (restaurant/shop) 3.49 3.69 .20

Pretty towns 3.48 3.52 .04

Climate 2.98 3.18 .20

Activities/sports 3.11 3.17 .06

Family/friends 2.81 3.16 .35

Economie dev./urbanisation 2.99 3.12 .13

issue, not least because of how it may af
fect one of Ireland’s greatest tourism as- 
sets-the scenery. As an island destina
tion, Ireland is not generally regarded as a 
low cost/easy access holiday option; 
nonetheless, it is worrying that these at- 
tributes scored lower on the post-visitation 
survey.

Calm/tranquillity received a higher pre-vis
itation than post-visitation score (-.06). 
Similar scénarios are évident with respect 
to relaxed pace of life (-.02) and nightüfe/ 
entertainment (-.06). The calm/tranquilli
ty and pace of life scores can obviously be 
correlated with the effects of Ireland’s re
cent économie development, such as the 
well-documented traffîc problems resulting 
from the huge increase in car ownership, 
and which hâve led to virtual gridlock in 
many Irish cities and medium-sized towns. 
The nightlife/entertainment score may be 
accounted for by the fact that visitors are 
sometimes disappointed by the lack of 
music in pubs, which they hâve been led 
to expect as an everyday phenomenon by 
the pervasive images of Bord Fâilte 
brochures. Linked with the nightlife/en
tertainment attribute is culture/history, 
which also declined after visitation. The 

lack of internationally renowned cultural 
sites in Ireland has resulted in a greater em- 
phasis being placed on the promotion of 
“living culture” or culture as a way of life 
(Richards, 1996). The négative évaluation 
of culture is, therefore, understandable 
given that the living culture is affected by 
the welcome and the pace of life, both of 
which received négative post-visitation 
évaluations. The négative reappraisal of the 
culture attribute is of particular concern 
given that cultural tourism represents a 
potential growth sector in the increasingly 
compétitive tourism industry (Bywater, 
1993; Richards, 1996) and may be seen as 
an important factor of différentiation be- 
tween Ireland and competing destinations.

A destination is comprised of a mixture of 
different attributes. The comparison of pre- 
and post-visitation performance scores 
shows that expérience of Ireland modified 
the images held by French visitors in both 
a positive and négative direction. However, 
the négative re-evaluations include those at
tributes that could be thought to differenti- 
ate Ireland from its competitors, for exam
ple, the welcome and relaxed pace of life, 
whilst the positive re-evaluations are main- 
ly in terrns of generic destination attributes 

(such as activities/sports), which are com- 
mon to most locations. Those attributes that 
received high pre-visitation performance 
scores may be presumed to compensate for 
those that received poor pre-visitation per
formance ratings, since visitors still choose 
to corne to Ireland. In the case of Ireland 
and France, attributes such as beautiful 
scenery, calm/tranquillity, welcoming peo- 
ple, potential for discovery, nightlife/en
tertainment, pace of life, culture/history, and 
environmental factors (ail of which had ex- 
pected mean scores greater than four) 
“compensate” for price/quality, litter, and 
access. However, if the compensating fac
tors do not perform well in reality, there will 
be serious conséquences in ternis of repeat 
visits and word-of-mouth recommenda
tions. French visitors to Ireland reported that 
scenery lived up to and exceeded expecta
tions, but ail other compensating factors re
ceived négative post-visitation évaluations. 
It is important to note also that because the 
pace of change has greatly accelerated 
since the primary research for this study was 
carried out, it is reasonable to assume that 
many of the problems and issues identified 
in this survey (for example, traffîc conges
tion) hâve disimproved further during the 
intervening period.

Conclusion
In the past, Ireland differed from many 
other tourism destinations in Europe due to 
its relative lack of économie development, 
and that was reflected in the projected 
images. Since the 1960s, Bord Fâilte has 
promoted Ireland as a friendly, pre-modern 
and scenic destination in the international 
marketplace. The general media, as well as 
non-tourism products such as Guinness, 
hâve often reinforced that image. In the 
French market, in particular, the combined 
images promoted hâve centred on the 
beautiful scenery, welcoming people, and 
relaxed pace of life. Today, “people, pace 
and place” remain the core attractions of an 
Irish holiday expérience, but in the last ten 
years Ireland has undergone considérable 
économie growth and modernization, with 
conséquent dramatic changes in the Irish 
way of life, which has compromised the 
continuing promotion of Ireland on that 
basis. The image of Ireland consistently
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portrayed in the past is no longer com- 
pletely accurate. We hâve outlined a num- 
ber of spécifie threats, for example pres
sures on the environment and the failing 
fâilte (Gaelic for “welcome”); the baseline 
data provided by our pre-visitation ques
tionnaire, set against our post-visitation 
questionnaire, made it possible to evaluate 
how the destination is actually performing, 
and to indicate how overall high satisfac
tion levels can mask individual areas where 
the expérience does not correspond to the 
expected performance. It must be ac- 
knowledged that the images that were un- 
doubtedly représentative of Ireland until 
quite recently are no longer a completely 
accurate portrayal of Ireland as a tourism 
destination in the 21 st century. In the past, 
those images hâve acted as an appealing 
force, a fact to which the increase in tourist 
arrivais can attest. However, the current 
stagnation of the French market to Ireland 
and the concerns évident in the responses 
of the visitors surveyed in our sample 
clearly pose challenges for the Irish tourism 
authorities. The rôle of visitor satisfaction 
with respect to repeat visits and word-of- 
mouth recommendations is widely ac- 
knowledged as being significant, and un- 
derscores the need for the tourism industry 
to ensure consistency between the image 
promoted and the reality of the destination.

There appears to be a tacit réluctance 
amongst those involved in destination 
image management to address the reality of 
Ireland’s changing socio-economic cir- 
cumstances in promotional material. 
Perhaps there is a fear that if Ireland is no 
longer portrayed as a pre-modern, friend- 
ly, green destination, tourists will not 
corne. That is undoubtedly a legitimate 
concern, however, the conséquences of 
false or inaccurate advertising may be 
even more serious in terms of repeat visits 
and vital word-of-mouth recommenda
tions. The fact that the économie devel- 
opment/urbanisation attribute received a 
higher post- than pre-visitation rating sug- 
gests that even though many of the prob- 
lems identified in this survey as well as oth- 
ers hâve been adversely affected by 
modernization (such as changes in the 
Irish way of life, and increased traffic and 
pollution), visitors are not necessarily re- 

pulsed by the fact that Ireland has evolved. 
Moreover, it should be possible to capi
talise on certain aspects of the recent mod- 
emization-such as improvements to the na
tional road network and the availability of 
funding for cultural development as noted 
in a recent édition of Newsweek (Power, 
2001)-to the benefit of the tourism indus
try, and to highlight these within market
ing campaigns.

Ironically, in many cases, it is those attributes 
which policy-makers can influence that dis- 
improved (for example, litter and price/qual- 
ity), whilst those outside of govemment or 
industry control met or exceeded pre-visi
tation expectations (for example, scenery, cli- 
mate and family/friends). Although that 
raises serious questions as to whether Irish 
people feel those aspects of society are 
worth preserving for themselves or tourists, 
it is nonetheless encouraging in that it implies 
that the situation is not beyond redress and 
measures can be taken to ensure the contin- 
ued success of the tourism industry in 
Ireland. While a complété reversai of 
Ireland’s current destination positioning 
would undoubtedly hâve a detrimental effect 
on the number of visitors, a careful ap- 
praisal of what Ireland as a destination has 
to offer potential tourists could facilitate a 
graduai reorientation of the marketing focus 
to reflect the changing realities of the Irish 
life.
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Notes
1 Nevertheless, it is important to remember 

that destination image is not the only factor 
influencing the choice of a particular desti
nation, and that many other factors are in
volved in the destination sélection process, 
including price, income, âge, éducation, 
and annual leave entitlements.

2 In Bord Fâilte’s 1999 Visitor Attitudes 
Survey, 49% of visitors mentioned advice 
from a friend, relative, or business associate 
as an important influence factor in choosing 
Ireland (Bord Fâilte, 2000b). The impor
tance of word-of-mouth recommendations for 
Ireland is also highlighted in past surveys 
(1983,1988, 1995,1997).

3 Burke was the fîrst to explain beauty and the 
sublime purely in terms of the process of 
perception and its effect upon the perceiv- 
er.

4 Then Publicity Manager for Bord Fâilte.
5 Tourism Ireland Limited, a new North/South 

tourism company was established in 2000 by 
Bord Fâilte and the Northern Ireland Tourist 
Board: responsibility for overseas strategie 
destination marketing was transferred to 
that new company in 2001.

6 Exceptions include Ehemann (1977); Quinn 
(1989); O’Regan (1997); Gleeson (1999); 
Prentice and Andersen (2000)-who exam- 
ined varions aspects of Ireland’s tourism des
tination image; Mohamed (1988)-who stud- 
ied the tourism image of Morocco in France; 
Dybka (1988)-who investigated French 
visitors’ images of Canada; and Bignon et al 
(1998)-who evaluated French perceptions 
and images of the US as a destination.

7 Bord Fâilte’s Visitor Attitudes Survey 
(VAS), which aims to assess visitors’ reac
tions regarding a range of different aspects 
of their visit to Ireland, is carried out sole- 
ly on a post-visitation basis.
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