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Abstract

Purpose of the study: The study aims to assess the influence of social distance on the tourist decision-making process on
tourists visiting the Maasai Mara National Game Reserve using the construal level theory.

Methodology: Exploratory research design was used using regression equation modeling. The Borgardus social distance
scale was adapted to structure the questionnaire. A sample of 157 tourists was selected. The data were analyzed using
descriptive and inferential statistics which were used to determine the relationship between the variables. The hypothesis was
tested at a 5% level of confidence.

Main Findings: The study established that the majority of the respondents understood and indicated that social distancing
influenced their choice of a destination. Social distance (R=0.580, p=0.00<0.05) had a strong positive and significant
influence on the contractual level of tourist choice of a destination. It was further established that construal level accounted
for up to 33.6 percent of the variance in choice of destination (R?=0.336).

Applications of this study: The study recommends that the conventional consumer behaviour model can be enhanced in
decision making by incorporating the construal level of destination decision making for tourists. It will be beneficial to the
tourists visiting Maasai Mara National Game Reserve, the marketers, hotels and destination owners, and the government at
large.

Novelty/Originality of this study: Decision-making is central to the satisfaction of a customer that seeks value for his/her
money. Though research in consumer decision-making has been conducted before its application in tourist’s destination
decision-making process remains new. This study sought to bring to light this link and fill this gap in the literature.

Keywords: Construal Level Theory, Consumer Decision Making Models, Social Distance, Tourist, Tourist Decision Making
Process.

INTRODUCTION

Tourism has emerged as a global force: an essential economic sector with the ability to provide such benefits as 8.3% of
global employment; 5% of the world’s GDP; being a prominent export; contributing substantially to social progress,
economic growth, and environmental sustainability. And in order to sustain its status, the United Nations World Tourism
Organization (UNTWO) proposed that tourism be prioritized in national policy decisions and that competitive and
responsible business models be developed to run it (UNTWO, 2019). Given the benefits of tourism, and if well developed, it
can be an effective catalyst to the attainment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS).

Kenya ranks high as a global tourist destination due to the diversity, particularly of fauna, historical and archeological sites,
and the exemplary hospitality that is characteristic of the Kenya people (Kenya Tourism Strategy 2013-2018). Owing to the
substantial contribution made by tourism to foreign exchange earnings, provision of employment, social progress, and
infrastructural development, it is being relied upon, to a great extent, to realize the economic pillar of Kenya’s Vision 2030.
To make tourism more effective in its role, aggressive marketing in the source markets has been identified as a key activity
to promoting Kenya as a destination (WTTC, 2018).

Tourism in Kenya registered a growth of 31.3% between 2017 and 2018. International arrivals as of the end of 2017 were
1.475 million, earning Kenya 119 billion Kenya shillings. However, according to projections it had been expected that
international arrivals would reach 3million and that Kenya would hit the 200 billion Kenya shillings mark with regard to
earnings from tourism. This represents a shortfall of 51% in international arrivals and a 40% shortfall in earnings, not to
mention the major slump that the industry suffered in 2015(Tourism Sector Performance Report, 2018).

The failure to attain desired targets can be attributed to the various challenges facing the industry generally, for instance,
terrorism that resulted in travel advisories (Kimaiga et al., 2018). The Maasai Mara National Game Reserve (MMNGR) is a
world-renowned tourist destination; a unique habitat due to the presence of a wide variety of wild animals. The spectacular
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annual wildlife migration involving more than one million wildebeests, a great herd of zebras, and Thomson’s gazelles and
other animals draws a large number of tourists to the MMNGR annually (Bhandari, 2017). Positioning the MMNGR as an
important destination both globally (to tourists) and nationally (to the economy).

Maasai Mara ecosystem is faced with many challenges which include; climate change and land-use, ecosystem, political and
economic, and human and cultural. Manifestations of these challenges influence the way tourists perceive MMNGR as a
destination, which in turn affects the decision to visit or not to visit. But considering the degree to which Kenya relies on
tourism, the momentum toward attaining the targets must be accelerated. Since marketing is the main tool that is used to
communicate to source markets, models must be built; models that will improve communication effectiveness and be able to
manipulate the very core of destination choice: and that is the tourists” decision-making process (Bhandari, 2017).

A number of studies Tan (2017), Chen and Rahman (2018) have been carried out to establish the relationship between
psychological distance and the choice of destination as much as tourism has been recognized as a key contributor to
economic growth and development over time focus of many researchers has been more on conservation (the destination) and
less on the tourist (the customer). Aleshinloye et al. (2020) demonstrate that psychological distance influences the decisions
concerning a vacation and the destination choice. However, these studies do not show how psychological distance interacts
with the tourists’ decision-making process in order to settle on a choice.

According to Balliet et al. (2017) Construal Level Theory (CLT) explains that psychologically an object can be removed
from a person in the dimensions of time (temporal distance), space (spatial distance), social (social distance), and
hypothetically (hypothetical Distance); and that in turn, these dimensions of distance enable the person to form abstract
mental construal of distal objects and thus influence the person choices concerning the object in question (Schreurs et al.
2018). In other words, CLT offers an explanation as to how psychological distance is traversed from a person’s standpoint to
enable decisions and plans concerning distal objects. Since tourism involves choices about distal objects (destinations) this
study intends to investigate the effect of the social dimension of psychological distance on the tourists’ decision-making
process (Prasad, 2019; Kumar et al., 2016).

Obijectives of the study

The objective of this study was;

» To assess the effect of social distance on the tourists’ decision-making process.
LITERATURE REVIEW

An understanding of consumer behaviour helps in understanding different market segments and developing strategies to
effect a penetration into these markets. It also seeks to identify the gaps in shaping their desires and aspirations and solving
many of the consumer’s day-to-day problems in purchasing. Consumer decision-making is a process that begins with
problem recognition and ends with post-purchase dissonance, and the process begins all over again (Kharouf et al., 2020).

CB remains one of the most researched areas in the marketing and tourism fields, with the terms ‘travel behaviour’ or ‘tourist
behaviour’ typically used to describe this area of inquiry (Huete-Alcocer et al., 2019). According to Thyne et al. (2020), the
existing body of research on travel behaviour can therefore best be seen as fragmented due to the fact that, among others,
individual studies borrow consumer behaviour models for products and conventional services like banking, and apply them
to tourism. Tourists highly engage in the choice process; making travel decisions risky, complex, and requiring large
investments and efforts because tourism products and services are consumed away from home. Besides, tourists usually seek
novelty that encourages them to consider options extensively (Celik, 2019).

Travel decisions involve the choice of destination, time period of visit, duration of stay, activities to undertake, purchases,
accommodation, sites to visit (and itinerary), among others (Erul et al., 2020). The challenge is to make choices that will
maximize the experience and yield the desired satisfaction. The consumer decision-making process goes through the stages
of need development, information search, evaluation of alternatives, purchase decision, and the post-purchase dissonance;
and the cycle begins all over again.

Decisions concerning tourism are much more complex because they entail purchasing a trip that will take place in the future
at a geographically distant and (sometimes unfamiliar) destination; and will also involve encountering foreign communities
with foreign cultures. That is why this study proposes the investigation of the effect of social distance on tourist decision-
making.
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Figure 1: A model of the Conventional Decision-Making Process
Source: Author 2021
Social Distance and Tourist Consumer Decision Making Process

Construal level theory (CLT) is a social psychology theory that describes the relationship between psychological distance
and the extent to which people’s thinking is abstract or concrete, particularly when considering objects or events (Kalkstein et
al. (2016). It assumes that people mentally construe objects that are psychologically near in terms of low-level, detailed,
structured, and contextualized features, whereas at a distance they construe the same objects or events in terms of high-level,
unstructured, abstract, and de-contextualized characteristics (Yankholmes & Timothy, 2017). According to this theory, social
distance manifests in such aspects as the distinction between self and others, similar and dissimilar others, and, in-group and
out-group members (Woosnam et al., 2018). As tourism is a social activity tourism marketers need to recognize the effect
that the social distance between the source market and the destination communities has on the tourist’s decision-making
process (Stephan et al., 2017)

Understanding the source markets, their expectations, and the choice process, are critical for the destination brand building
and the planning and designing of appropriate marketing communication programs that will, in turn, allow tourists to make
better destination choices that and optimize their experiences (Celik, 2019), (Celik and Dedeogly 2019).

Lee et al. (2018) noted that social distance is the measure of interpersonal space between individuals or social groups.
According to Joo et al. (2018), Social distance is a feeling of closeness defined by how the people in different groups interact
with each other and with other groups. If a social group feels secure and open with another group they would be exhibiting
proximal social distance. This can also occur when they feel like the other social groups are similar to their group, therefore
seeing the group as an extension of their social group. Among these cases, there is a feeling of insecurity and closed off from
groups at far distances. Far distances are when people in a social group feel as if they cannot relate to the other group (Chen
& Rahman, 2018). The implication is that cultural distance between home country and travel destination results in more
reassurance and travel satisfaction.

A review of past studies by Celik (2019) reveals that very few studies have been carried out in the area of social distance
and tourist decision making. Most of these previous studies sought to examine the effects of social and temporal distances on
the responses to recommendations of others. Lee et al. (2018) evaluate international tourists’ perception of cultural distance
and recreation demand. Thyne et al. (2018) researched residents’ perception of tourism focusing on the role of social
distance. These studies show a growing interest in the social aspect of tourism, and specifically, what should be done with
the host community in order to enhance the attractiveness of a destination. This study will focus on the effect of social
distance on the tourists’ decision-making process. The conceptual model is presented in figure 2.

METHODOLOGY

The quantitative design embedded in the positivism paradigm was adopted. The target population consisted of camp and
hotel managers and tourists who visited Maasai Mara Game Reserve between the periods January to March 2020. A total of
4 camps and 8 hotels were sampled from the estimated 118 hotels and camps in the Maasai Mara Game Reserve. The study
selected 10% of the hotels and camps using the Convenience sampling method as the target population constituting 12
managers and 115 tourists from different countries tourists visiting and staying at Maasai Mara Game Reserve (Kothari
2017). The data were collected through a self-administered questionnaire survey. The Bogardus Social Distance Scale was
adopted and used to collect data from the respondents and also develop an interview schedule for the hotel owners.
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Figure 2: A Model of the Conventional Decision-Making Process Modified to Incorporate Social Distance
Source: Author 2021

The independent variable is perceived social distance and different items were used to measure this variable. The
respondents were asked to provide their social-demographic characteristics and respond to specific statement items as
provided in the Bogardus Social Distance Scale. The data collected was analyzed quantitatively were both descriptive
statistics of frequency, percentages, a mean and standard deviation which helped to describe the characteristics of the data,
and inferential statistics of correlation, ANOVA, and regression analysis which were used to assess the relationship between
the variables. The hypothesis was tested at a 5% level of confidence. The Statistical Package for Social Sciences version 23
was used to facilitate the data processing.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

A total of 127 questionnaires were distributed were 12 of them were distributed to the managers of the various hotels and the
rest 115 were distributed among the tourists from the hotels. The study recorded a response rate of 87.5% which was 101 of
the total number of tourists considered for the study and this was appropriate for the analysis. The study used the same
instrument as a way of ensuring that the findings can be checked for consistency. Though the managers were few but most of
them were not readily available because of their schedule. It was therefore much easier to leave the questionnaires so that the
respondents could respond to them in their own free time.

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS

The study sought to assess the demographic characteristics of the respondents where the gender, age groups, education level,
occupation, and the racial distribution of the tourists. The results showed that there were more male tourists 55% compared
to only 45% of female among tourists that participated in the study. This was echoed by the 12 hotel manager’s responses
who indicated that for the period of the study there was relatively more male visiting the game reserve than female. The
results also noted that more than 55% of the respondents were in their middle age aged between 35 to 50 years while 30%
were above 50 years. Only 15% were below 35years which agreed with the statistics report of (UNWTO, 2019).

Table 1: Gender and Age

Gender Percentage
Male 55%
Female 45%

Age

Less than 35 years 15%
35-45 years 20%
45-55 years 35%
Above 55 years 30%

Source: Author 2021

In terms of education level majority of the respondents over 76% indicated that they had received a college or graduate
degree or above. This also supports the UNWTO (2019) report: In terms of occupation, half of the respondents are employed
(50%), 37% were retirees and the rest 13% were students. This implied that the majority of the tourists at the Maasai Mara
were on holiday and had fully sponsored their stay at the destination. In terms of income earned, the majority of the
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respondents 72 % indicated that they earned between $4000 and $20000 on monthly basis, this indicates that the respondents
had enough disposable income to take the adventure.

Table 2: Education level, occupation, and income level

Education Percentage
Lower than College education 0%
College education 24%

Graduates degree and above 52%
Occupation level

Formal employment 20%
Businessperson 30%
Retired 37%
Students 13%
Income level

Less than $1000 8%
Between $1000-$4000 21%
Between $4001-$ 6000 18%
Between $6001-$8000 31%
More than $8000 23%

Source: Author 2021

The study also sought to assess the groupings in terms of country of origin where six classifications were considered for the
study. The results were presented in table 4. The results show that most of the respondents 29% had a European origin, 27%
from America, 20% from Nordic countries, 11% were from Asian countries, 9% from China, and the rest were from African
origin. This shows that most of the races were represented in the study and hence the objective of the study of assessing the
influence of social distancing on the choice of a destination by tourists was likely to be met.

Table 3: Tourists Grouping by Origin

Grouping by origin  Percentage

Europe 29%
America 27%
Nordic countries 20%
Asia 11%
China 9%
Africans 5%

Source: Author 2021

The respondents were asked to indicate the previous frequency of their visits to different tourist destinations across the world
in the past three years. The results were based on the racial groupings in Table 4. The responses were assessed on a 10-scale
grouped as 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9/10. The results show that most of the respondents 26% had made visits to different
destinations only 5 times in the past three years, this was followed by 17% who had made at least 3 visits, 16% had visited at
least 2 other different destinations, 14% had made at least 6 previous visits, and 9% had visited 7 and 8 previous destinations
on earlier occasions. This implies that a good number of the visitors had an experience at other destinations and hence were
in a position to provide the necessary information on driving factors in the choice of a destination. The study noted that most
of the tourists who had visited the Maasai Mara Game with previous experience of other destinations were from Europe,
America, and Nordic countries. This previous experience has an influence on decision-making in the choice of the
destination in regard to social distance.

Table 4: Tourists grouping by origin

Grouping by origin  Percentage

01 2 3 45 6 7 8 910
Europe 0O 04 3 1 7 3 451 29%
America 015 6 06 3 2 31 27%
Nordic countries 023 4 07 3 100 20%
Asia 011 2 03 1 210 11%
China 022 2 02 1 0600 9%
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Africans 001 0 01 3 0O00O0 5%
Total 0 6 16 17 0 27 14 9 9 2

Source: Author 2021

The study further sought to assess the level of international experience by the tourists. The results show that most of the
respondents 34% agreed that they were somewhat experienced, 33% were inexperienced with international destinations, and
17% said they were about the average experience with international travel. This implies most of the visitors had previous
international experience.

(5 International Journal of Tourism & Hospitality Review
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Figure 3: Previous international experience
Source: Author 2021
Influence of Social Distance on the Choice of a Destination

The Bogardus social distance scale was adopted and helped to assess the perception of the tourists in regard to social
distance and the choice of their destination. On whether the respondents will accept a member of the group or the locals as a
husband/ wife or engage in a sexual relationship with the members of the group, only 22% of the respondents indicated that
they will marry a member from the group indicating that 78% of the respondents were not willing to marry. From this
analysis, it is noted that tourists from America (47%) and Europe (37%) indicated that they would have a relationship which
is intimate from any group without minding their cultural boundaries. This implies that the respondents were keen on the
social distance existing between them and the community of the destination; hence majority was not ready to get into a
lasting relationship with any member of the group or the host community.

The results also show that the visitors were keen on social distance as the majority indicated that they would prefer to stay
with a person of their cultural background next door than have a total stranger. It was also noted that most of the visitors
55% indicated that they would be willing to hire an employee from the community of their destination despite their cultural
differences while. On whether the respondents would accept to have a member of the group or from the host community as a
business friend, 62% said they will be willing to have a business partner from among the group. The study further noted that
most of the respondents 72% indicated they will be willing to share a tax with a member of the group or any member from
the host community while the rest indicated that they would not share.

When asked whether the respondents would agree to give citizenship to any member of the group whether they adapt to their
customs and morals or not, the results showed that most of the respondents 98% from the different countries indicated that
they would give citizenship to any person in the group without consideration of whether they adapt to our customs and
morals or not. Majority of the respondents 64% also indicated that they would not eliminate members of the group from their
neighborhood. A similar proportion 64% indicated that they would not admit any of the group members as a visitor to their
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home country. This indicated that social distance is a very important factor in the consumer decision-making process when it
comes to destination selection.

Table 5: Bogardus social distance scale

| would 1 would be Would I would I WQUId I would
I would have a at ease : invite a
. 5 : work in have a share a
. marry/engage in close living with member of Lo
Grouping : the same member of : taxi with a
. a sexual friend a member . . . this group Total
by origin : . office with  this group member
relationship in from of the to my .
agroup asan of this
the group the group next home
member employee group.
group door country
Europe 37% 42% 31% 27% 11% 16% 19% 26%
America 47% 51% 31% 22% 21% 36% 31% 34%
Nordic 16% 15% 9% 12% 9% 12% 11% 12%
countries
Asia 10% 6% 2% 4% 5% 2% 1% 4%
China 0 6% 2% 7% 5% 1% 11% 5%
Total 22% 24% 15% 14% 10% 13% 15% 16%

Source: Author 2021

The majority of the hotel managers confirmed that tourists from different countries exhibit differences in how they socialize
with the rest of the tourists from other countries and the host country. It was revealed that tourists from the west were more
social and could easily get along with their tourists from different countries with minimal restrictions. They were much at
ease in the company of any other person including the locals as compared to tourists from the East. It was much easy for
tourists from the west to make friends and give one an invitation as compared to those from the eastern side.

The study also sought to assess the influence of social distance on the choice of a destination in terms of perception,
adoption, familiarity, and previous information about the destination. The perceptive attributes considered were; perceived
social distance with the host community on cultural considerations, ease of adaptation to new environments, familiarity with
the destination, and the amount of information about the destination that the tourists have were used. The mean value of each
attribute for each country indicated that perceived cultural distance ranges from 2.24 to 3.9, with France having the highest
mean in terms of cultural difference indicating; followed by China, South Korea, Singapore, the USA, and the UK this
implies that there was a very large perceived cultural difference between these countries and the culture of the destination
country. This influences construal factors influencing the application of consumer behavior theory.

Despite the cultural differences, the results show that the majority of the tourists found it easy to adapt to the environment of
the destination countries, however, they observed social distance in terms of what they did and how they socialized: the
perceived difficulty of adaptation ranges from 2.25 to 3.21. In terms of familiarity with other destination countries, the
response ranged from 2.0 to 3.41. Tourists from Russia had the lowest familiarity with other countries. Based on information
prior to the visit most of the respondents from the 15 countries noted that they had prior information with respondents from
Vietnam having had the lowest prior knowledge while most respondents from Japan 3.52 had the highest prior knowledge
about their destinations. Respondents had more tourism-related information about their host destination before they made the
final decision to travel.

Table 6: Influence of Social Distance

Country Perceived CD Adaptation Familiarity Information
Australia 3.2 2.47 2.14 3.16
Cambodia 2.84 2.74 2.31 2.46
Canada 3.1 2.85 2.48 2.65
France 3.9 3.15 2.56 3.2
Italy 3.74 3.21 2.54 2.58
Japan 3.01 2.63 3.01 3.52
Malaysia 2.46 2.25 2.37 3.06
Russia 3.21 3.01 2 2.34
Singapore 2.24 2.32 2.91 3.31
South Korea 2.34 2.53 2.8 3.6
Switzerland  3.46 3.21 3.42 2.8

57| https://giapjournals.com/ijthr/index © Belinda et al.



elSSN: 2395-7654, Vol 8, No 1, 2021, pp 51-61

(5 International Journal of Tourism & Hospitality Review
https://doi.org/10.18510/ijthr.2021.814

Thailand 2.78 2.53 2.76 3.04
UK 3.57 3.12 2.83 3.02
USA 3.71 3.12 2.87 3.14
Vietnam 2.76 2.67 2.44 2.32
Average 3.09 2.79 2.63 2.95
Percentage 61.76% 55.75% 52.58% 58.93%

Source: Author 2021
Key:Perceived CD: 1= very small, 5 = very large;Adaptation: 1 = very easy, 5 = very difficult;
Familiarity: 1 = very unfamiliar, 5 = very familiar, Information: 1= very little, 5=very much.
Correlation and Regression Analysis

The study sought to establish the influence of integrating social distance as a construal factor in the consumer behaviour
model was significantly correlated at a p-value of 0.05. The results show that social distance has a strong positive and
significant influence on the contractual level of tourist choice of a destination (R=0.58, p=0.000<0.05). It was further
established that construal level accounted for up to 33.6 percent of the variance in choice of destination (R*=0.336, p
=0.000< 0.05).

Table 7: Regression Coefficient Summary

Model R R Adjusted R Std. Error of the Change Statistics
Square  Square Estimate R Square F Sig. F
Change Change Change
1 .580% .336 .309 .603 .336 12.294 .000

Source: Author 2021

The hypothesis that there is no significant influence of integrating the dimension of social distance on the consumer
decision-making model for tourists visiting Maasai Mara Game Reserve was rejected. For this case, the alternative
hypothesis that there is a significant influence of integrating the dimension of social distance on the consumer decision-
making model for tourists visiting the Maasai Mara game reserve was accepted. This was based on the statistics that the F
value was 12.294 and the p < 0.05.

Table 8: Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)

Model Sum of Squares Mean Square F Sig.
Regression 17.856 4.464 12.294 .000°
Residual  35.222 .363

Total 53.078

Source: Author 2021

The regression coefficient model shows that integration of Social distance in the consumer decision-making model
contributes to 53.2% change in the tourist decision-making model regarding the choice of the destination. This contribution
is statistically significant given that (f=0.532, t =6.344> +2, p=000<0.05).

Table 9: Regression Coefficients

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients t Sig.
B Std. Error Beta

(Constant) .169 448 378 .707

Social Distance .532 .084 .638 6.344 .000

Source: Author 2021

The study results showed that social distance was an important factor to consider by the majority of the tourists when
deciding on destination choice. The results further indicated that tourists from UK and USA were considered to be more
social (Joo et al., 2018). This implies that by integrating the construal level of destination choice into the consumer behavior
theory helps one to understand how psychological factors such as social distance influences a consumer’s choice of a
destination. This implies that apart from perceived social distance familiarity and adaptability of the tourists in the selection
of a destination, having prior knowledge about the destination also accounted to a greater extent on the choice of a
destination. Perceived cultural distance had the highest influence on the selection of a tourism destination. The correlation
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analysis shows that there is a positive significant relationship between the variables. This implies that integrating social
distance as a construal factor in the consumer decision-making model has a very significant influence on the tourist
destination choice. This agrees with the findings by Liu et al. (2017).

The results of this study are in line with the findings of Yan et al. (2016) who noted that when there is the less social distance
between the tourists and the host country, the tourists tend to purchase more. It was also noted that the construal factors tend
to influence consumer decision making and hence social distance is noted to have a positive effect on the consumer decision-
making process. This implies that social distance influences the consumer decision-making process. However, Liu et al.
(2017) indicate that the relationship between social distance and purchase decision making is quite complex, and calls for
further analysis in future research.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The study sought to assess the influence of integrating the dimension of social distance on the tourist consumer decision-
making model for tourists visiting Maasai Mara Game Reserve in Kenya. The study considered the social distance as an
important factor in consumer behavior influencing the tourist’s choice of a destination. Based on the results the study
concludes that integrating the social distance dimension in the consumer decision-making model influences tourist
destination choice. This is because there is a positive correlation between the two constructs.

(5 International Journal of Tourism & Hospitality Review

The study, therefore, recommends that hotel managers must focus more on understanding the influence of social distance on
the choice of a destination by a tourist. These findings are very important in assisting the managers to design appropriate
marketing strategies to use to attract more tourists to their destination.

LIMITATIONS AND STUDY FORWARD

This study was limited by time and the scope of the study which makes it difficult to generalize them to the entire
population. The study used only a questionnaire to collect the data and this limited the amount of data that was collected
hence the results can only be applicable to the current study area.

Therefore, there is a need to conduct research using more than one instrument to enhance triangulation and ensure the
inclusion of more views and opinions that will ensure generalizations of the results.
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