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Abstract
A clear understanding of destination image is crucial for developing effective marketing and
positioning strategies. The purpose of the study is to examine the images of Brookings perceived
by actual tourists. An online questionnaire was developed and sent to email subscribers of the
largest local event center. A total of 344 valid responses were received. Overall tourists had
positive perceptions of Brookings as a tourism destination. The study identified six Brookings’
image dimensions, including Outdoor Activities and Natural Scenery, Atmosphere, Tourism
Infrastructure, Value for Money and Convenience, Historic Attractions, and College Town Style. The
social and cultural environment is the most favored element in Brookings. As a college town,
Brookings was differentiated from other rural tourism destinations. It is suggested that the city and
the university work in partnership to increase visitation both to the campus and the community. To
enhance Brookings’ image, destination marketers should focus on the low-rated image items and
incorporate them in destination marketing materials.
Keywords: Brookings, cognitive image, college town, destination image, rural tourism.

Introduction
1.1 Tourism Development in Rural Areas
Tourism development has long been recognized as an alternative approach to revitalizing rural
America (Akin, Shaw, & Spartz, 2015; Gartner, 2004). Rural tourism diversifies and enhances the
local economy, provides employment and income, improves infrastructure and thus betters
residents’ quality of life. Rural tourism is usually built upon existing local resources, such as the
natural environment, agriculture-based activities and cultural heritage. Rural tourism is considered
sustainable in the sense that its development protects the local environment and promotes the
local heritage and tradition (Haven-Tang & Sedgley, 2014). Tourists have demonstrated an
increasing interest in rural tourism. According to the U.S. Travel Association (2019), rural
sightseeing ranked one of the top leisure travel activities for the U.S. domestic travelers in each of
the three consecutive years between 2016 and 2018. Rural destinations are perceived as places of
safety and tradition, surrounded by open space, natural beauty and friendly people, and thus draw
those who seek to escape from cities, relax in tranquil environment, enjoy natural scenery and
appreciate local culture (Campón-Cerro, Hernández-Mogollón, & Alves, 2017; Gartner, 2004;
Haven-Tang & Sedgley, 2014). Tourism has become an important and fast-growing industry in rural
areas, especially in the Midwestern, agriculture states (Akin et al., 2015). These rural areas have
similar resources in terms of landscape, custom and food. As numerous rural communities turn to
tourism to boost economy, they face the challenge of distinguishing themselves in the competitive
marketplace. Thus, it is crucial for a rural destination to create an identity and develop
differentiated products in order to sustain tourism growth.

1.2 Tourism Destination Image
Researchers have demonstrated that image is a valuable part of destination marketing and
branding strategies (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Chi & Qu, 2008; Kim, 2018). Destination image is
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commonly viewed as impressions or perceptions of a place (Echtner & Ritchie, 1993). It plays an
important role in people’s perception of a destination and their likelihood to visit and re-visit.
Understanding the image of a destination is crucial to its marketing success. An analysis of
destination image can help rural destinations create unique products and achieve competitive
advantage (Campón-Cerro et al, 2017; Greaves & Skinner, 2010).
Destination image is defined as the sum of beliefs, ideas and impressions that an individual has of a
destination (Crompton, 1979). Due to its strong impacts on tourists’ destination choice, subsequent
evaluation and future behavior intention, destination image has been widely discussed in the
literature (Campón-Cerro et al., 2017; Chi & Qu, 2008; Kim, 2018; Tasci & Gartner, 2007).
Researchers agreed that destination image consists of two interrelated components: Cognitive and
affective (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Beerli & Martin, 2004; Gartner, 1993; Stylidis, Shani, &
Belhassen, 2017). The cognitive component of the image refers to tourists’ beliefs and knowledge
about destination attributes or features (e.g., how individuals think about the people, infrastructure,
climate, scenery at the destination). Whereas, the affective component of the image refers to
tourists’ emotion and feelings about a destination (e.g., how pleasant or restful the destination is).
Combined together, these two components create an overall image which can be positive or
negative (Beerli & Martin, 2004; Polo et al., 2012; Stylidis et al., 2017). Previous literature also
highlights the importance of the cognitive component. On the basis of their knowledge of a
destination, tourists develop evaluative responses to the destination. The cognitive component is an
antecedent of the affective component (Polo et al., 2012). The cognitive images are observable,
measurable and descriptive, and hence, provide specific and explanatory information for a
destination to identify the uniqueness and target market (Kim, 2018). Therefore, this study focuses
on the cognitive image of a rural destination.
Destination image is believed to be a combination of both positive and negative perceptions.
Destinations with more positive images are more likely to be considered in tourist decision-making
process. Moreover, researchers affirm the positive relationship between destination image and
consumption behavior (Chi & Qu, 2008; Stylidis et al., 2017). More favorable images will lead to
higher customer satisfaction, and thereby more positive behavior intentions (Campón-Cerro et al.,
2017; Chen & Tsai, 2007; Lin et al, 2007). Hence, positive images can serve as differentiating factors
and help destinations discern themselves from competitors (Sónmez & Sirakaya, 2002).
Tourists acquire destination images through a variety of information sources. Gunn (1972)
categorized the image formation process into two main stages: Organic and induced. The organic
image develops as a result of the daily exposure to non-commercial sources such as newspaper
reports, magazine articles, TV programs, books, education, and the information from friends and
relatives. The induced image forms because of the influence by destination marketing and
promotional activities. Depending on the information sources, destination image can be either
primary or secondary (Phelps, 1986). The former develops internally through actual experience or
visitation of the destination whereas the latter forms because of the external information received
and processed before experiencing a destination (e.g., advertisements, publicity, travel brochure,
news report, word of mouth, etc.). Echtner and Ritchie (1993) indicated the differences between
primary image and secondary image, and suggested future researchers separate the images of
visitors and non-visitors. Compared with the secondary image, the primary image, held by actual
visitors, tends to be more realistic, complex and differentiated (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Beerli &
Martin, 2004). In this respect, the current study examines the images perceived by actual visitors.

1.3 Brookings as a Rural Tourism Destination
Tourism destination image has been one of the most popular topics in tourism research literature
(Pike & Kotsi, 2016). Previous research has examined a variety of destinations, ranging from
countries, states/provinces, cities, to specific locations (Nghiem-Phu, 2014). Most of them focused
2

iribm.com

International Research in Business and Management

Vol. 1, No. 1, January 2021

on well-known features or attractions at national or international level rather than regional tourist
attractions or small towns. As more and more rural communities attempt to use tourism as a means
of community development and economic engine, it is important for the rural destinations to
understand their destination image and differentiate themselves from each other (Tsundoda &
Mendlinger, 2009).
Combining natural and cultural attractions and collegiate atmosphere and vibe, a college town in
rural areas, such as Brookings, shows unique potential as a tourism destination. The city of
Brookings is located on the eastern side of South Dakota, about 15 miles west of the Minnesota
border. It is the 4th largest city in the state of South Dakota with a population of 23,471 (“Brookings,”
n.d.). Brookings is home to South Dakota State University (SDSU), the largest institution of higher
education in the state. As a result, the city attracts lots of student visitors and their families.
Brookings is also among the best and safest small towns to live in the United States (“Top 100 Places
to Live,” 2018). The community offers a variety of attractions ranging from museums and parks to
events and entertainment.
As a growing community, Brookings has recognized the importance of the tourism industry and the
needs for attracting visitors. This was signified by the opening of the Swiftel Center in 2001 and the
creation of an independent Convention & Visitors Bureau (CVB) in 2012 (“Who We Are,” n.d.). The
scale and importance of Brookings’ tourism industry was highlighted in 2017 with visitor spending
of US$103.41 million and the #1 ranking in the Glacial Lakes and Prairies region of South Dakota
(Tourism Economics, 2017). Visitor spending have increased by 12.59% since 2014. However,
despite continuous effort, a recent report has shown that visitor spending decreased by 4.2% in
2018 (Tourism Economics, 2018). Given the global trends that rural destinations are in a quite
competitive environment (Greaves & Skinner, 2010; Polo, Frías, & Rodríguez, 2012), it is necessary
to conduct research to understand the destination, identify competitive advantages and thereby
develop sustainable strategies. Marketing rural destinations should be guided by a thorough
analysis of destination image.
Unfortunately, little is yet known about the destination image of Brookings, a college town in rural
area (whether it is positive, negative, or non-existent). This is problematic for the long-term
development of the tourism industry, especially in today’s highly competitive tourism market.
Therefore, the purpose of the study is to examine the image of Brookings, South Dakota as a rural
tourism destination in the minds of the U.S. domestic travelers. Two research questions are
addressed: (1) what are tourists’ cognitive images of Brookings as a destination? (2) what are the
positive and negative aspects of Brookings’ image? The results of the study help to understand rural
tourism destination image and provide college towns with guidance on tourism marketing
strategies.

2. Methods
2.1 Data Collection and Sampling The online survey was distributed between September and
December of 2018 through emails by the largest event venue in Brookings. The event center hosts
various types of events annually and has a database of customers who had signed up to receive
emails about upcoming events and sales. An email invitation with the survey link was sent to 8,370
subscribers. Only those who were 18 years or older and visited Brookings from March 2017 to May
2018 were qualified to participate in the survey. A follow-up email was sent out in November to
remind event participants of the survey.
2.2 Instrument and Measures
To assess the cognitive images of Brookings, an online survey was developed and comprised three
sections: 1) trip characteristics; 2) destination image; and 3) tourist demographic information. The
trip characteristics questions included purpose of the trip, traveling parties, length of stay and
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attraction visited. Several steps were employed in order to develop an attribute-based scale
measuring the cognitive images of Brookings. First, a comprehensive review of literature (e.g., Chen
& Kerstetter, 1999; Chi & Qu, 2008; Echtner & Ritchie, 1993; Jenkins, 1999) resulted in a list of
attributes which theoretically measure destination image. Secondly, content analysis of local
promotion print and websites (e.g., the website of Brookings CVB) were conducted to ensure the
image scale captures various aspects of tourists’ perceptions of Brookings as a tourism destination.
Then local tourism professionals were consulted to confirm the appropriateness of the list of image
items. The finalized image scale consists of 43 attributes. They were rated on a 7-point Likert scale
where 1 = Strongly Disagree and 7 = Strongly Agree. The demographic questions ask respondents
about their gender, age, level of education, occupation and household income.

2.3 Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using the IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 25. Descriptive analysis
was first conducted to understand the personal and trip characteristics of the respondents. Then
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was employed to identify the underlying dimensions of destination
image of Brookings, SD. Promax rotation was applied to simplify the interpretation which minimized
the number of variables with high loadings on each factor. The number of factors was determined
by eigenvalues (> 1) and items were selected with the factor loadings greater than .40 for each
identified dimension (Stevens, 2012).

3. Results
3.1 Demographic Profile A total of 344 valid responses was obtained. As shown in Table 1, the
gender distribution was 75.9% females and 23.0% males. The vast majority (67.1%) of respondents
were aged between 22 and 50. About 41.0% of the respondents had some college degree, 34.3%
had college education, 12.5% received graduate school education, and 10.2% completed high
school. A large portion (74.1%) of the respondents held a full-time position. More than 60% of the
respondents had an annual household income of $50,000 or more.

Table 1. Respondents’ demographic profile (N=344)
______________________________________________________________________
Demographic variable
Frequency
%
______________________________________________________________________
Gender
Female

261

75.9

Male

79

23.0

Younger than 22

16

4.7

22-35

104

30.2

36-50

127

36.9

51-65

84

24.4

65+

9

2.6

Age

4
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Education
Less than high school

3

0.9

High school

35

10.2

Some college/Associate’s degree

141

41.0

Bachelor’s degree

118

34.3

Master’s degree

36

10.5

Doctorate degree

7

2.0

Student

20

5.8

Housework

5

1.5

Full-time employed

255

74.1

Part-time employed

28

8.1

Unemployed

5

1.5

Retired

18

5.2

32

9.3

$25,000-$49,999

61

17.7

$50,000-$74,999

69

20.1

$75,000-$99,999

64

18.6

Occupation

Household income Less than $25,000

$100,000 or more
74
21.5
______________________________________________________________________

3.2 Trip Characteristics
Attending special events, vacation/pleasure and visiting family & friends were the top three primary
purposes of the visit to Brookings (Table 2). It is understandable that more than half (58%) of
respondents indicated that their primary purpose of the visit was attending special events, for the
survey was distributed to customers of the local event center. When asked about travelling party,
about 52% said they traveled with family/friends without children, followed with family/friends and
children (37.8%), and travel alone (9.6%). The results also explained why Children’s Museum of
South Dakota was the most visited tourism attraction (38.4%). It should be noted that four of the
most-visited attractions were university based. They were SDSU Dairy Bar (26.2%), McCrory Gardens
(23.3%), South Dakota Art Museum (7.8%), and South Dakota Agricultural Heritage (5.8%). Overall,
respondents paid a short visit to Brookings since less than 15% stayed in Brookings more than one
night.
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Table 2. Respondents’ trip Characteristics (N=344)
________________________________________________________________________________________
Trip characteristic
Frequency
%
________________________________________________________________________________________
Purpose of trip
Attending special events

201

58.4

Vacation/pleasure

101

29.4

Visiting family & friends

25

7.3

Shopping

8

2.3

Convention/exhibition

6

1.7

Business/professional

3

0.9

Alone

33

9.6

With family/friends and children

130

37.8

With family/friends without children

177

51.5

With business associates

1

0.3

With organized group

3

0.9

0

179

52.0

1

115

33.4

2

33

9.6

3

8

2.3

4

1

0.3

5

0

0

6 or more

8

2.3

Children’s Museum of South Dakota

132

38.4

Nick’s Hamburger Shop

112

32.6

SDSU Diary Bar

90

26.2

McCrory Gardens

80

23.3

South Dakota Art Museum

27

7.8

South Dakota Agricultural Heritage Museum

20

5.8

Traveling party

Number of nights stayed in Brookings

Tourism attractions visited*

Brookings County Outdoor Adventure Center
19
5.5
________________________________________________________________________________________
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3.3 Image Dimensions
An exploratory factor analysis was performed on the 43 image attributes to determine the
underlying dimensionality of destination image. The principal axis factoring method with a promax
rotation was adopted. The results of Kaiser-Myer-Olkin (KMO) test indicated the factoring structure
was appropriate (KMO = 0.96). Six factors with Eigenvalues greater than one were retained,
explaining 71.93% of the variance. Table 3 illustrated factor loadings, means, eigenvalues,
percentage of explained variance, and reliability coefficients.
A total of six cognitive image dimensions were identified and named based on the core variables
constituted them: Outdoor Activities and Natural Scenery, Atmosphere, Tourism Infrastructure,
Value for Money and Convenience, Historic Attractions, and College Town Style. Cronbach’s alpha
reliability coefficients ranged from a high of 0.94 (Tourism Infrastructure) to a low of 0.85 (Historic
Attractions), indicating the variables were highly correlated within their respective factor groups. Six
image items were eliminated due to cross loadings or loadings below 0.4. The six items were
wonderful retreat from daily life, all the necessary components to attract seniors, gorgeous gardens,
pleasant weather, diverse community for everyone, simple lifestyle.
The ratings of image items ranged from 4.10 (wide variety of shopping facilities) to 5.77 (family
friendly atmosphere). To compare the six dimensions, a mean score for each of the six dimensions
was computed by averaging the image items representing the dimension. The highest rated image
dimension was Atmosphere (M = 5.43), followed by College Town Style (M = 5.13), Value for Money
and Convenience (M = 4.95), Historic Attractions (M = 4.81), Tourism Infrastructure (M = 4.77), and
Outdoor Activities & Natural Scenery (M = 4.47). 4. Discussion and Conclusion Tourism
development contributes to rural revitalization and the diversity of rural economy. As numerous
rural areas turn to tourism development to boost and diversify their economy, it is vital for them to
employ differentiation strategies. A necessary first step in this direction is the study of rural tourism
destination image. The current study has attempted to measure and evaluate the cognitive images
of Brookings perceived by actual tourists. The results indicated a total of six dimensions
representing Brookings as a tourism destination. They were Outdoor Activities and Natural Scenery,
Atmosphere, Tourism Infrastructure, Value for Money and Convenience, Historic Attractions, and
College Town Style. The results were consistent with previous studies that rural tourism destinations
were characterized by peace and tranquility, safety, quality and price of service, and friendliness
(Akin et al., 2015; Polo et al., 2012). The findings of the study provided some guidance for the
success of marketing Brookings as a tourism destination. Overall, Brookings had been positively
positioned in the minds of tourists. The social and cultural environment is the most favored element
in Brookings. Tourists perceived Brookings family-friendly, safe and secure, clean and tide, tranquil
and restful. Moreover, the results revealed that South Dakota State University helped set the cultural
tone and differentiate Brookings from other rural tourism destinations. The University has offered
many educational, recreational and cultural activities, and attracted people to visit the family of
Jackrabbit (SDSU mascot) and the city as well. These key features should be highlighted and
communicated effectively in future tourism promotional materials. It is also suggested that the city
and the university work in partnership to increase visitation both to the campus and the community.
For instance, the local CVB and SDSU colleges/departments can collaborate to bring regional and
national association conferences to Brookings or create events to drive traffic. In Fall semester when
new students and parents come, the CVB and the university can work together to inform them of
what to see and do in Brookings community and take them on tours of the city. Further, the
destination marketing organization could use previous visitors as city ambassadors to promote
Brookings to potential visitors. In today’s digital era, the destination can easily create a contest
online, inviting tourists to post pictures about their visits and let other people vote for the winners.
The activity not only inspires tourists’ interests in Brooking but also encourages them to dig more
about the destination. Destination marketers should strive to enhance Brookings’ image, with focus
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on the low-rated image items and dimensions. For instance, the Outdoor Activities and Natural
Scenery dimension had a lower and more neutral mean score. The reason might be lack of
awareness of these activities and short stay in Brookings. According to Table 2, more than half of
visitors didn’t stay overnight in Brookings. They came and left right after an event. Therefore, they
didn’t have chance to participate in any of the outdoor activities offered in Brookings. It is suggested
in the future the message about outdoor activities be incorporated in destination marketing
materials. Brookings may also host some events at its outdoor venues and create opportunities for
tourists to learn more about the venues and activities. As with any empirical study, this article is not
immune from limitations. First, this study was mainly focused on the cognitive images of Brookings.
In order to obtain a full picture of destination image of Brookings, future studies can assess the
affective images of Brookings. Second, the respondents of the study were primarily event attendees.
Their perceptions might be different from other types of tourists, such as vacationer, business
travelers. It would be interesting to include other types of tourists in future studies and compare the
image differences among the groups.
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