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Abstract: This paper discusses on inbound tourists’ perceptions of travel destination to 

consider more effective promotion policies of local areas with names of the places. A 

hypothesis is formulated about two factors: travel origin and travel destination candidates 

affect tourists’ perceptions of the name of “the destination” where they are/have been arrived. 

A questionnaire survey is carried out to examine impacts of the factors and 128 sample data is 

collected. As a result of an analysis, it is found that 1) travel origin does not have a significant 

impact directly on perceptions of the name of “the destination”; however, 2) travel 

destination candidates have significant impacts on perceptions of the name of “the 

destination”; and 3) travel origin has a significant impact on travel destination candidates.  

Keywords: inbound tourists, perception of name of destination, travel destination candidates, 

travel origin, Sendai, Tohoku 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Tourism is an essential part for national and regional economy and (re)vitalization. In Japan, 

Visit JAPAN Campaign has been implemented since 2003 as a national policy for inbound 

tourism promotion, currently headed by the Japan Tourism Agency. The number of inbound 

tourists has increased rapidly in Japan from 5 million in 2003 to 31 million in 2018, for 

example. On the other hand, some regions have not enjoyed the increase in inbound tourists. 

For example, the number of inbound tourists increased just by 70% for ten years from 2007 to 

2017 in Sendai, which is the focused area in this paper, while increased by 240% in whole of 

Japan. One of the reasons why some regions have not enjoyed the increase of visitors would 

be because the regions are not well-known by (potential) tourists. If so, it is difficult for the 

“not-well-known regions” to be nominated as a (potential) tourists’ candidate of their travel 

destinations. Each municipality in such regions has tried to promote with its name. However, 

this results in inefficient promotion approaches because region name overlaps may make 

(potential) tourists confused. In order for such regions to implement effective promotion 

policies, it is essential to understand the basic structure of potential tourists’ perceptions of the 

name of travel destinations. From this viewpoint, this study aims to understand the basic 

factors which perception of the name of “the destination” significantly depends on in the case 

of inbound tourists visiting Sendai in Japan.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES 

Previous studies discuss destination choice models and frameworks for destination choice in 

tourism. Schmoll (1977) shows a tourists’ destination choice model that travel desire occurs 

firstly; information search follows to satisfy the desire; destination candidates are set based 

on the collected information; and a best decision is selected from the candidates. Mill and 

Morrison (1985) and Crompton (1993) also show frameworks for destination choice in 

tourism supporting the Schmoll's model. A destination is perceived through communication 

channels such as photograph or advertisement of the destination (Woodside and Lysonski, 

1989; Middleton, 1994) and then the tourist categorizes the perceived destination (Ansah, 

1976). Woodside and Lysonski (1989), Um and Crompton (1990) and Mansfeld (2000) show 

similar processes of deciding travel destinations from many destination candidates to the 

model shown by Schmoll (1977).  

In addition, destination image is deeply related to destination choice. Pearce (2005) 

shows that travel destination candidates are made from interaction between destination image 

and psychological factors of tourists. Also, it is pointed out that travel destination candidates 

are evaluated with destination image to be selected (Mathieson and Wall, 1982; Gartner, 

1993). Furthermore, destination image differs depending on the number of visits (Kinjo and 

Matsumoto, 2012; Kim and Park, 2014) and has a significant impact on intention to revisit 

(Chen and Tsai, 2007; Lee, 2009). Kato et al. (1996) shows that regional images can be 

grasped by 10 pairs of adjectives. These destination image studies are empirical studies using 

questionnaires and PT data. 

There are many findings on destination choice in tourism as reviewed above. However, 

factors have yet to be clear, which have significant impacts on perception of the name of 

destination. The challenge of this study is to grasp the relationship between the factors 

discussed in the previous research that are considered to influence the destination choice in 

tourism and the perception of the name of destination. The following hypothesis H1 is 

developed on a factor which may have an impact on tourists’ perception of name of 

destination for the reason that tourists select their destinations from their destination 

candidates: 

 

H1: perception of the name of destination is different depending on travel 

destination candidates 

 

In addition, it is shown that visiting areas differ depending on the nationality of the 

traveler (Guoquing, 2017; Shibuya, 2017). In other words, travel origin may have a 

significant impact on travel destination candidates. Furthermore, the travel destination and 

the motivation of travel differ by the cases of domestic or foreign travels (Awritefe, 2004). 

Based on the discussion above, the following hypotheses H2 and H3 are developed. The 

structure of the all hypotheses of this study is shown in Figure.1. 

 

H2: travel destination candidates are different depending on travel origin; 

H3: perception of the name of destination is different depending on travel origin. 



 

 
Figure 1. Structure of the hypotheses of this study 

3. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1 The Study Area: Sendai in Tohoku 

This study discusses on the case Sendai city area, Japan. Sendai city is located in Miyagi 

Prefecture in the northern part of the main island of Japan, which is called Tohoku region (see 

Figure 2). Sendai city has the largest population and is regarded as the economic center in 

Tohoku region. In tourism, Sendai city has many historic sites such as temples and a castle 

ruin. One of the most famous festivals in Japan is held annually in summer on famous leafy 

avenues on which a fantastic light-up event is held in winter. Also Tohoku region consists of 

six prefectures: Aomori, Iwate, Miyagi, Akita, Yamagata, Fukushima Prefectures. In the 

region, there are much hot springs, picturesque places and good activity sites for hiking or 

skiing, for example, with rich natural environment in thickly forested mountains and beautiful 

coast areas. Tourists can enjoy good local foods as natural blessings. However, both Sendai 

city and Tohoku region are behind in attracting many inbound tourists. 

 
Figure 2. Location map of Tohoku and Sendai 

Figure 3 shows the trend of the number of inbound tourists in whole of Japan and the 

number of registered inbound guests (person-night) in hotels in Sendai with a score 100 

representing those in 2007. Both of them show collapses in 2011, in which Japan, especially 

Tohoku region experienced the Great East Japan Earthquake. Whereafter, Sendai took around 

3 years to recover the level in number of registered inbound guests in hotels before the 



 

earthquake and has just started to enjoy an increase while the whole of Japan has enjoyed a 

rapid increase in the number of inbound tourists. 

 
Figure 3. Trend of the number of inbound tourists in Japan and in Sendai (Data Source: 

JNTO: Visitor Arrivals for 2017; Sendai City: Number of foreign guests in Sendai for 2017 ) 

There would be some reasons why the increase in the number of in inbound tourists is 

much lower in Sendai than in whole of Japan. For example, some harmful rumors may remain and 

affect caused by the Great Earthquake. Also, access conditions are insufficient especially for international 

flights. However, one of the potent strong reasons is because Sendai and/or Tohoku are 

inherently not recognized enough as a travel destination by (potential) inbound tourists. 

Figure 4 shows how well each region (other than Tokyo) in Japan is recognized as a travel 

destination by inbound tourists. As shown in the Figure 4, Tohoku is quite less known than 

other regions. In order to discuss more efficient promotion activities, it is necessary to grasp 

the process that not-well-known regions such as Sendai and Tohoku get to be recognized by 

(potential) inbound tourists. 

 

 
Figure 4. Regional degree of recognition in Japan 



 

3.2 Data and methodology 

This study explores a case study of Sendai as an not-well-known area by (potential) inbound 

tourists. A questionnaire survey was carried out to examine the factors that may affect 

perception of the name of destination of inbound tourists who visit Sendai. 

One-sheet questionnaire (duplex printing) is distributed to inbound tourists who are 

asked to answer the questionnaire on the spots. In this survey, self-guided tourists are selected 

as the answerers because other influences are regarded as limited on their perception of the 

name of destinations. The question items of the questionnaire are the following seven: 

tourist’s nationality, destination name (perception of the name of destination: where the tourist 

who visited Sendai recognizes as their destination), travel destination candidates, the number 

of visit to Japan, I/O airport, visiting places, transportation in Japan. Also, only individual 

travelers are targeted, because to eliminate the perception of the name of destination provided 

by others (e.g. travel agency). The questionnaire was distributed for 10 days in December 

2017 and November and December 2018 on two streets near famous tourist sites in Sendai 

area, Sendai Castle ruin and Matsushima coast. As a result, 128 answers were collected. 

The hypotheses H1, H2 and H3 mention the relationships between each two factors. This 

study tries at first to make “the relationships” clear just as relationships that mean dependence, 

not as causality with a direction. From this viewpoint, independence between each two factors 

is tested with chi-square along with band charts at the following chapter using the collected 

data from the survey. 

3.3 Sample Features 

Figure 5 shows the travel origins of 128 collected samples in the survey compared with 

the number of registered inbound guests in hotels in Sendai by country/region as travel origin. 

The proportion of Taiwan is the highest commonly both in the survey and in the number of 

the actual guests in Sendai. However, the survey data has a lower proportion of China and a 

higher proportion of Australia comparatively. Figure 6 shows the travel origins by area. The 

samples can be divided into Asia (Taiwan, Korea, China, Hong Kong, Thailand, Philippines 

and Malaysia), which is almost 65% of all collected samples, and ‘Europe, Americas or 

Australia’. 

 
Figure 5. Proportions of travel origin in the survey and the number of actual guests in Sendai 



 

 
Figure 6. Travel origin by area 

Figure 7 shows the number of visits to japan of 78 samples collected in 2018. According 

to this date, it can be seen that tourist visiting Sendai have many repeaters. 

 
Figure.7 Number of visits to Japan of the 78 samples 

 

The relationship between the number of visits to Japan and the elements of the 

hypothesis is significantly different from the “travel destination candidate” (df=36, χ
2
=54.0, 

p<.05). As show in figure 8, as the number of visit to Japan increases, the locations in the 

“Tohoku regions” tend to be included as travel destination candidate. 



 

 
Figrue 8. Tourists’ travel destination candidates by number of visit to Japan  

 
Figure 9 shows the relationship between the number of visits to Japan and the 

hypothesis. 

 
Figure 9. Relationship between the number of visits to Japan and the hypothesis of this 

study  

4. RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Firstly, Figure 10 shows the proportions of the questionees’ perceptions of the name of 

destination. This means the name of destination that the visitors (questionees) perceive as 

their destination where they actually arrived. In this case, the visitors were questioned in 

Sendai city area including the surroundings, in Miyagi Prefecture, in Tohoku region, in Japan. 

Therefore, each of Sendai, Miyagi, Tohoku, Japan or possibly even another name of a place 

where they visit(ed) can be a right answer but the answer shows the visitor’s perception of 

their destination. As a result from the survey, approximately 80% of the inbound tourists 

recognize the destination they visit as Sendai city and the others do as Tohoku region. 



 

 
Figure 10. Inbound Tourist’s Perception of the Name of Destination 

Secondly, Figure 11 shows a band chart of tourists’ travel destination candidates by 

perceptions of the destination name: Sendai or Tohoku in order to verify the hypothesis H1. As 

a result of test of independence, independence between travel destination candidates and 

perceptions of the name of destination is rejected significantly (df=9, χ
2
=20.1, p<.05). The 

result means that perception of the name of destination differs depending on travel destination 

candidates even if a tourist visits a same place. As shown in Figure 11, those who make 

famous tourist sites in Japan like Kyoto, Osaka and/or Mt. Fuji as their destination candidates 

tend to recognize the destination where they arrived as Sendai while those who make cities 

and/or tourist sites in Tohoku region as their destination candidates do as Tohoku. 

 
Figure 11. Tourists’ travel destination candidates by perceptions of the destination name 

Figure 12 shows a band chart of tourists’ travel destination candidates by tourists’ 

origins: Asia or ‘Europe, Americas or Australia’ in order to verify the hypothesis H2. As a 

result of test of independence, independence between travel origin and travel destination 

candidates is rejected significantly (df=10, χ
2
=59.8, p<.05). As shown in Figure 12, Asian 

tourists tend to make cities and/or tourist sites in Tohoku region as their travel destination 

candidates while European, American or Australian tourists do metropolis and/or famous 

tourist sites in Japan. This result implies that inbound tourists visiting Sendai area have 

different hierarchic structures by their travel origins on perception of the regions, for example, 

“Sendai in Tohoku region” or “Sendai as a local city in Japan”.  



 

 
Figure 12. Tourists’ travel destination candidates by tourists’ origins 

Finally, Figure 13 shows a band chart of tourists’ perceptions of the destination name by 

tourists’ origins: Asia or ‘Europe, Americas or Australia’ in order to verify the hypothesis H3. 

As a result of test of independence, independence between travel origin and perceptions of the 

destination name is not rejected significantly (df=1, χ
2
=2.47, p is over .05, see Figure 13). 

This result implies that perceptions of the destination name differ not directly but indirectly 

depending on travel origin in conjunction with the previous discussion. 

 
Figure 13. Tourists’ perceptions of the destination name by tourists’ origins 

5. CONCLUSION 

In this study, factors were examined which perception of the name of destination significantly 

depends on using a questionnaire survey data carried out for inbound tourists in Sendai, Japan. 

As a result of the analysis, this study is concluded as the followings and as shown in Figure 

14: 

- Perception of the name of destination is different depending on travel destination 

candidates; 

- Travel destination candidates are different depending on travel origin; and 

- Perceptions of the destination name differ not directly but indirectly depending on travel 

origin. 

This result can be the basis of an effective promotion policy for "not-well-known 



 

regions". According to the Visit Japan Campaign from 2018 to 2020, the Japanese 

government is working to secure further repeaters, but in this study, it has been shown that 

“the number of visits to Japan” does not affect perception of the destination name. From this 

view point, it is not efficient to target only repeaters in order to get the name of 

“not-well-known regions” correctly understood. On the other hand, “travel destination 

candidates” differs depending on the “the number of visits to Japan” and “travel origin”. By 

giving "choice set" according to the characteristics of tourists, matching between the host side 

and the (potential) tourists can be accurately performed, and efficient information 

dissemination of "a not-well-known area" can be expected. 

However, in this study, the purpose is only to understand the destination recognition of 

tourists who have "visited Sendai", and there is no mention of tourists who have "not visited". 

It will be more convincing information by grasping the perceptions of the name of 

"not-well-known regions" by "not visited" tourists. In addition, further studies are needed in 

order to figure out causalities among the factors which are examined in this study. 

 

 
Figure 14. Structure of the result of the analysis 
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