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The impact of destination image on travellers’ decision-making 
process is well acknowledged, as are travellers’ perceptions of 
risk. However, it seems that scholars have paid less attention to 
travellers’ country-related risk perceptions, a topic which the cur-
rent study focuses on. This study explores how travellers per-
ceive countries in terms of risk and which risk types and personal 
safety dimensions correlate with country risk perception. The 
quantitative study applied found that Finnish travellers associate 
various levels of risk with specific countries, with some being 
perceived as very high risk destinations, such as Israel and Ken-
ya, and others being perceived as having a very low level of risk, 
such as Sweden and Germany. The study also discovered that 
some countries are perceived to present physical risks, whereas 
others present more social risks. Furthermore, in its focus on per-
sonal safety, the study shows how violence is associated with 
countries like South Africa, whereas accidents are associated 
with Italy. The study contributes to the existing research by re-
vealing how destination countries’ risk image is unique, varies 
from country to country, and is conditioned by travellers’ general 
risk perception and personal safety concerns. In particular, the 
study contributes insight into the aspects of country image risk 
perceived by Finnish travellers. This insight is especially useful 
for destination marketing organisations discussing branding is-
sues pertaining brand image.
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Introduction

Tourism scholars and practitioners alike have acknowledged the crucial impact of 
destination image on travellers’ decision-making processes (Balakrishnan, 2009; 
Pike, 2002). It is well-documented that these images influence travellers’ destination 
choices, revisit-intentions, and word-of-mouth communication (e.g. George, 2010; 
Lepp & Gibson, 2003). One aspect contributing to the images travellers’ hold of 
destinations is related to the risk they associate with the country or particular desti-
nation (e.g. Martínez & Alvarez, 2010). Current travellers are increasingly worried 
about perceived risks, which are found to substantially influence travellers’ decision-
making behaviour (George, 2010; Reisinger & Mavondo, 2005). As a matter of fact, 
it has been shown that travellers may ensure their sense of safety and security by 
avoiding or even cancelling travel plans to a particular destination (Rittichainuwat 
& Chakraborty, 2009). Accordingly, the risks perceived by travellers during the deci-
sion making process have received some scholarly attention.

However, it seems that scholars have paid less attention to travellers’ country-
related risk perceptions. Countries can, in terms of risk, be ranked according to objec-
tive measures such as reported jailed population, number of terrorist acts, and armed 
conflicts fought (2012 Global Peace Index, 2012).Yet, Sönmez and Graefe (1998) 
stress that it is essential to gain understanding of travellers’ subjective evaluations 
of country and destination risk. From a marketing perspective, it is also essential to 
recognise that the evaluation travellers make is grounded in their previous experien-
ces and knowledge gained from international, national, and local media sources (e.g. 
Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). Consequently, it is vital for travel and tourism firms, des-
tination marketers, and other practitioners offering tourism services to have insight 
into the risk perceptions travellers hold and the sources of these perceptions. By 
having that knowledge, they may develop destinations’ marketing identities and plan 
marketing activities that attempt to reduce both incoming and outgoing travellers’ 
perceptions of risk levels, and to increase the perceived level of safety, and thus imp-
rove the destination countries’ image.

Tourism literature demonstrates how travel decision-making processes are con-
tingent on various issues (Decrop, 1999), like perceived risk (e.g. Hyde & Lawson, 
2003), which arises from “different types of potential loss” such as functional, phy-
sical, financial, social, psychological, and time (Quintal, Lee, & Soutar, 2010, p. 
798). A slightly different structure of types of risk associated with travel decision 
is presented by Roehl and Fesenmaier (1992), who identify equipment, financial, 
physical, psychological, satisfaction, social, and time risks. Although travellers’ risk 
perceptions have attracted scholarly interest, there is still little research on how tra-
vellers’ risk perceptions affect destination countries’ image and particular in terms of 
the effect of various risk types and their dimensions. Accordingly, the current study 
attempts to contribute to the literature by investigating the link between various risk 
types and destination countries’ image, and by focusing on the personal and physi-
cal risk. The study focuses explicitly on personal and physical risk as it is found to 
be one major concern of current travellers’ due to travellers’ fear for their personal 
safety (Reisinger & Mavondo, 2005). Further, past research has identified a number 
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of incidents that reveal the origin of the various risk types, which means that each 
perceived risk type involves a number of dimensions (Lepp & Gibson, 2003). Yet, 
few studies have been devoted to how these dimensions affect destination countries’ 
image (Lepp, Gibson, & Lane, 2011) although tourism is very dependent on image 
(Tasci & Gartner, 2007). Hence, the current study contributes also by investigating 
personal dimensions related to the physical risk type, which to the best of our know-
ledge has not been linked to a range of destination countries.

In essence this study explores destination countries’ image, with a focus on per-
ceived risk types and personal, physical risk dimensions. The images travellers have 
of countries and particular destinations are dependent on various factors, such as 
travellers’ origin and country of residence (Fuchs & Reichel, 2004). This is sup-
ported by Lepp and Gibson (2003), who emphasise the importance of studying risk 
as perceived by travellers of various nationalities. The current study is done in a Fin-
nish context, and hence it contributes to understanding destination countries’ risks as 
perceived by Finnish travellers. Moreover, the selection of the set of countries to be 
studied was purposeful, the major criterion being that they are favoured as Finnish 
travellers’ country destination choices (www.stat.fi). 

This paper is structured as follows. Travellers’ decision-making process, star-
ting from recognition of a need and evaluation of alternatives, is first discussed. The 
emphasis is on information sourcing during the various steps in the process. This is 
due to the findings of past research that information sourcing is one of the essential 
methods used by travellers to reduce the perception of risk and to ensure safety (e.g. 
Björk & Kauppinen-Räisänen, 2011, 2012). Next, countries’ image and the impact 
of perceived risk are discussed. The review section is followed by the methodology 
section and a discussion of the findings. The study has some limitations, which are 
highlighted in the concluding section to which also some suggestions for future rese-
arch are added.

Literature review

Travellers’ recognition of a need for a vacation

Travellers’ vacation decision-making is commonly viewed as a process of active 
deliberation consisting of a set of stages (Mathieson & Wall, 1982), and categoriza-
tion of destinations into different sets (Decrop, 2010; Woodside & Lysonski, 1989). 
Existing research stresses that decision-making processes may vary according to the 
level of involvement (low or high involvement), the importance of the task on hand 
(e.g. information search increases as the importance of the task increases), and the 
type of the decision-making process (Assael, 1998; Bettman, Johnson, & Payne, 
1991). 

In essence, the decision-making process is activated as a need occurs and a prob-
lem is recognized (e.g. Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005). The need state activates tension, 
which again triggers a motivation to reduce the aroused tension. One basic need 
within tourism is travellers’ desire for relaxation and recuperation (Holden, 2006), 
and while the motivation for engaging in the decision process may involve internal 
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motives such as tension reduction, it may also involve external motives such as rec-
reational shopping (e.g. Kinley, Forney, & Kim, 2012). The fundamental aspect of 
motivation is that it is the driving force behind all behaviour, including travellers’ 
(Snepenger, Meged, Snelling, & Worrall, 1990).

Decision-making process type may suggest that consumers’ choices are based 
on processes being habitual (Solomon, Bamossy, Askegaard, & Hogg, 2010), such 
as being loyal to a particular destination. Yet, they may also involve processes that 
can be limited or rather complex. Variety seekers’ decision-making is implied to be 
limited (e.g. Solomon et al., 2010), and when making such choices, novelty may be 
an essential criteria for choosing a destination. Moreover the literature in consumer 
behaviour stresses that such choices are made on the spot (e.g. Kahn, 1998), which 
means there is a limited involvement in information sourcing and may imply that 
choices are made while navigating travel sites. So far, major tourism research stresses 
that travellers’ decision-making is in general complex, involving extended problem-
solving (e.g. Quintal et al., 2010; Swarbrook & Horner, 1999). One aspect that affects 
the type of decision-making process is the varying involvement in information sour-
cing. In a complex decision-making process, the traveller evaluates and compares 
various alternatives in order to make a choice. This process indicates that in contrast 
to habitual or limited choices, this traveller’s involvement, for example, in informa-
tion sourcing, brand and/or destination evaluation is high. Indeed, research has found 
that information searching is always practiced throughout the entire decision-making 
process, but it is especially dominant in the initial stages of the process and for deci-
sions involving extended problem-solving (e.g. Cunningham, Gerlach, Harper, & 
Young, 2005; Decrop & Snelders, 2005; Molina & Esteban, 2006).

Travellers’ evaluation of alternatives

When sourcing information, consumers identify available alternatives, evaluate 
them based on various characteristics, and eventually make a decision. At the same 
time, this cognitive processing results in attitudes and purchase intentions (Nadeau, 
Heslop, O’Reilly, & Luk, 2008). One essential aspect here is that consumers first cre-
ate a consideration set, which consists of those alternatives they might choose from. 
A consideration set usually consists of only a few alternatives (Nedungadi, 1990), as 
the consumer’s capacity to process information is limited (Bettman et al., 1991). In 
addition, consumer research stresses that this set is dynamic and can vary over time 
and across purchase occasions (Hutchinson, Raman, & Mantrala, 1994; Nedungadi, 
1990). Research has also concluded that the set is based on consumers’ tendency to 
categorise (Ratneshwar, Pechmann, & Shocker, 1996), which is explained by the 
categories having something similar (Ratneshwar & Shocker, 1991). For example, 
the set of considered destinations may share such characteristics as onsite activities, 
geographical location, or forecasted weather. Moreover, travellers’ consideration set 
may be composed of those destinations that the traveller is aware of and perceives 
as potential choices (Tasci & Kozak, 2006). Consumer research stresses also that the 
set may be composed of alternatives that are based on past experience (Johnson & 
Lehmann, 1997), advertising exposure (Shapiro, MacInnis, & Heckler, 1997) and 
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accessibility (Nedungadi, 1990), for example. In a similar vein, tourism research has 
found that travellers often consider those destinations that they have visited in the 
past (Woodside & Lysonski, 1989). This means sourcing internal information. Yet, 
the role of external information on formation of the consideration set for destinations 
is considered more influential (Tasci & Gartner, 2007).

The formed consideration set is further reduced to a set of alternatives, which are 
evaluated in order to make the final choice (Decrop, 2010; Korgaonkar, Karson, & 
Akaah, 1997; Rao & Monroe, 1988; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). It appears that decisi-
ons involving extended problem-solving are characterised by a great amount of time 
and effort expended before the traveller arrives at a decision. The decision-making 
process is, as Hyde and Lawson (2003, p. 15) claim, “a complex series of decisions” 
contingent on various issues, such as tourists’ personal characteristics (Foodness & 
Murray, 1999; Gibson & Yiannakis, 2002), contextual factors (Decrop & Snelders, 
2005), travel experience (Teichmann, 2008), and psychological factors (Lepp & Gib-
son, 2003) like perceived risk.

The impact of country image and perceived country risk

Travellers spend a great deal of time and effort on information sourcing as they 
identify available alternatives and evaluate them. The underlying purposes of infor-
mation sourcing have been identified as creating a destination image (Kozak & 
Kozak, 2008; Molina & Esteban, 2006) and reducing perceived risks (e.g. Fuchs & 
Reichel, 2011).

One essential issue influencing travellers’ decision-making process and their 
eventual choices is the perception of a potential loss (Quintal et al., 2010). The eva-
luation of a potential negative outcome is related to travellers’ subjective perception 
of risk, and is based on consumers’ semi-reliable memories and limited information-
processing capacities and possibilities (Boksberger & Craig-Smith, 2006). Further, 
the perception of high levels of insecurity is influenced by the fact that travellers are 
considering a service, i.e. a vacation that is experienced only after the purchase of the 
service (e.g. Boksberger & Craig-Smith, 2006; Quintal et al., 2010). Moreover, it is 
implied that some level of risk is inherently involved in destination images, and to 
travellers’ destination decisions (e.g. Reisinger & Mavondo, 2005).

 Tourism research has identified various negative incidents and dimensions as 
perceived by travellers’, and grouped them into various risk types. One of the pio-
neering studies within tourism is that by Roehl & Fesenmaier (1992), who identify 
equipment, financial, physical, psychological, satisfaction, social, and time risks, and 
grouped them further into three factors, namely physical-equipment risk, vacation 
risk and destination risk. Another study identified the risk types of financial, psycho-
logical, satisfaction, and time risks (Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). The current study uses 
the risk types discussed by Quintal et al. (2010) namely functional, physical, finan-
cial, social, and psychological risk. Functional risk is related to a concern “that a 
purchase will not function as desired or expected”, such as the purchased vacation, 
whereas physical risk relates to “potential threat a purchase poses to a person’s health 
or appearance”. Financial risk means a “potential net financial loss of a purchase”, 
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such as fear of losing money if a paid vacation is left unused or if a travel agency 
goes bankrupt while travellers are enjoying their purchased holiday. Social risk is 
a concern of “the possibility that a purchase may affect other people’s opinions of 
the purchaser”. Psychological risk refers to “reflects the anxiety or psychological 
discomfort anticipated from post purchase affective reactions, such as worry and reg-
ret”, i.e. issues related to emotions that may be evoked after the purchase. Quintal et 
al. (2010) discuss also time risk, which is about “the possibility that a purchase may 
take too much time or be a waste of time”. These definitions suggest that information 
search is not only contingent on various stages in the decision process, but also on 
the perception of risk. 

Current travellers are concerned about their personal safety and security (Reisin-
ger & Mavondo, 2005). A number of incidents have been identified that are perceived 
as personal risks, as they are threats against ones’ own physical health or appearance. 
Accordingly, such threats have been identified as disease, crime, problems with 
hygiene, transportation, culture/language barriers, and uncertainty related to desti-
nation-specific laws and regulations (Maser & Weiermair, 1998). Further, research 
put forward such risk-evoking incidents as political unrest and wars (Reisinger & 
Mavondo, 2005). One topical fear is of becoming a target of terrorism (Reisinger & 
Mavondo, 2005; Rittichainuwat & Chakraborty, 2009). Moreover, other risk-evoking 
incidents include natural disasters such as tornados, volcanoes, tsunamis and floo-
ding, as well as diseases like SARS, bird flu (Rittichainuwat & Chakraborty, 2009), 
and foot-and-mouth disease (Frisby, 2002).

In summary, the literature has identified countries’ image as an important evalu-
ation criteria used in travel decision-making processes. This mental, multi-attribute 
representation (Pike, 2002) is influenced by many aspects, such as travellers’ risk 
perceptions in general, and personal safety issues in specific. Past research implies 
that travellers have individual risk thresholds, which will result in action, such as 
avoidance of destinations, when they are exceeded (Fischhoff, Bruine de Bruin, Per-
rin, & Downs, 2004; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998).

Methodology

This section explains the methods used to collect data for this study, the structure 
of the instruments used, and analysis methods applied. First, information about the 
sample used is present.

The sample

For this research a quantitative study was designed, in which the population of 
reference was Finnish travellers planning their next vacation trip. The reasons behind 
utilization of a quantitative research approach for this study are twofold. First, the 
approach enables statistical tests of relationships between variables, which are crucial 
for the aim this study. Second, quantitative studies are more appropriate when the aim 
is to generalize empirical findings. Given the exploratory nature of this research, a 
convenient sample of 144 travellers was chosen among those who visited the Matka 
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travel fair in Finland in 2012, a three-day branch fair open to both professionals and 
public. To choose a probability sampling method was not an option due to the lack 
of a sampling frame. Arguments for sampling respondents who visited the travel fair 
are: first, these respondents have an interest in travel-related issues, as they visit the 
fair to obtain the latest information, be inspired, and find special offers. Second, the 
fair attracts visitors from different parts of Finland, and people of different ages, gen-
ders, and backgrounds. The sample description for this study is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive profile of the respondents
Descriptive characteristics  %     
Gender Female 72.2     
 Male 28.7     
Age       
 <20 18.7     
 20-29 35.4     
 30-39   4.9     
 40-49   4.9     
 50-59 13.2     
 60-69 17.3     
 70<   5.6     
Number of international trips      
 <1/year   6.0     
 1-2/year 59.0     
 3-4/year 26.0     
 4</year   9.0     
Type of travel for leisure  Never          Always/Very often 
  1 2 3 4 
 All-inclusive charter trips 12.3 24.6 24.6 38.4 
 Backpacking 50.4 25.2 14.3 10.1 
 Self-organized trips 10.1 20.9 32.6 36.4 
 Group travel 30.2 27.1 31.0 11.6 
Motives for traveling      
 Relaxation 3.6 2.9 24.6 68.8 
 Social Contacts 3.8 16.2 36.9 43.1 
 New experiences 4.3 3.6 18.0 74.1 
 Learn about new cultures 3.7 5.2 26.1 64.9 
Scores in percentage     
   

The limitations of this sample must be recognized. The sample size could have 
been somewhat larger in order to enable stronger arguments (MacCallum, Widaman, 
Zhang, & Hong, 1999). However, following the recommendation of Mendenhall and 
Reinmunth (1982), and Stutely (2003), the current sample can be classified as large 
and qualifies for cross-category analysis and factor analysis (Hair, Black, Babin, & 
Anderson, 2010). Furthermore, visitors to the Matka fair may not differ substantially 
from non-visitors, as they were a very heterogeneous group, and therefore they are 
here able to represent Finnish travellers in general. These issues are discussed in the 
concluding section as reasons to conduct follow-up studies.
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Data collection

The respondents were approached in lounge areas where they could complete 
the self-administered questionnaire in a fairly undisturbed environment. Two trained 
interviewers were supported in the field work. They were instructed to – if possible – 
select as heterogeneous a sample as possible, but to not include children. It took the 
respondents approximately ten minutes to fill out the questionnaire, and the response 
rate was very high (98 %). Only three of the selected respondents refused to parti-
cipate, and almost all of the returned questionnaires could be used in their entirety 
in the final analysis. The interviewers were also instructed to assist the respondents 
whenever needed, and to inform them about the prize draw (for a hotel weekend 
prize) that they were entitled to participate in. 

The instrument and measures

The questionnaire was piloted on five people to test the clarity of the questions. 
Only minor changes were needed to some of the words used in the questions. The 
final version of the instrument consisted of 8 questions divided into three blocks. The 
first set of questions (5) was used to gather the respondents’ background information. 
Questions related to personal background (i.e., gender and age) and travel behaviour 
(i.e., number of international journeys annually, journey preference, and travel aims) 
were posed. The second block consisted of questions (2) aimed at capturing travel 
risk perception. This type of data was obtained through questions dealing with (a) 
personal (general) perception of functional, physical, financial, social, and psycho-
logical risks linked to vacation decision-making; and (b) threats to personal safety. 
The third block of the questionnaire measured the perceived risk image of 20 popular 
destinations Finnish travellers often choose as their holiday destination (www.stat.fi). 

Data measures

The instrument used in this study employed nominal, ordinal, and rating-scale 
variables, as well as mixed single and multidimensional measures. The descriptive 
profile of the respondents presented in table 1 was obtained by asking simple questi-
ons. Introductory questions about gender, age and travel behaviour were posed, and 
were followed up by questions monitoring how and why the respondents travel. Jour-
ney preferences and motives for traveling were both measured using a four-item, 
four-point Likert-type scale. A four-point scale is used throughout the questionnaire 
by the arguments that it is applicable to the different types of questions used, the res-
pondents just have to learn one type of response structure, and a neutral middle point 
found in five- and seven-point Likert-type scales can be avoided.

The two questions in the second block were generated to measure travel risk per-
ception, as seen in the following questions:

General travel risk perception
“How much do you agree with …”
	 … The trip will be a big disappointment
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	 … I will have an accident during the trip
	 … The trip will not be worth the money
	 … Other people will not understand my choice of trip
	 … People will judge me based on my choice of destination 
Threats to personal safety
“When traveling, do you feel threatened by …”
	 … being a target of violence
	 … getting sick
	 … having an accident
	 … being caught in a fire
	 … terrorism
	 … political riots
	 … natural catastrophes
The respondents were asked to state their opinion on a four-point Likert scale ran-

ging from 1 = not at all (no threat) to 4 = very much (high threat). The risks analysed 
in this study have been used by other researchers in other contexts, though measured 
by different scales (e.g., Quintal et al., 2010). Given the global phenomenon of tou-
rism, the assumption was that Finnish tourists would most likely be worried about the 
same risks as travellers from other parts of the western world. It is also notable that 
no fine-grain distinctions were made between the different physical risk dimensions, 
for example, between different types of terrorist acts. A more general approach was 
used in this study. 

The third block of questions consisted of a list of twenty countries to be evaluated. 
The countries were chosen to represent a mix of familiar destinations as well as more 
unknown and risky ones for Finnish travellers. The respondents were asked to evalu-
ate each country as a travel destination by answering the question “do you perceive 
the following destinations as risky?” The scale used was a 4-point Likert-type scale 
(1 = not at all, 4= very much).

The applied analysis techniques

The quantitative analysis presented next is organized into three parts. The first part 
applies exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and hierarchical cluster analysis to segment 
the twenty pre-specified tourist countries. The software program IBM SPSS statistics 
version 19 was used to analyse the data. We also ranked the countries according to 
their level of perceived risk based on calculated mean values. Country-related dimen-
sions of risk are analysed in the second part. Here we correlate perceived country 
risk with the respondents’ general travel risk perception related to various risk types 
to explore how country risk perception is constructed. Finally, in the third part, we 
analyse how personal safety dimensions are linked to country risk perception. The 
aim of the last two parts is to bring insight into various aspects of country image risk 
perception.
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Findings

Perceived risk levels related to country 

The findings presented in table 2 indicate that the most dangerous country to tra-
vel to in terms of perceived personal risk is Israel (M=2.59), followed by Kenya 
(M=2.46), and Russia (M=2.38). On the other end of the scale, Sweden (M=1.25), 
and Germany (M=1.29) are countries with a very low level perceived risk.

Table 2. Risk perception and ranking of 20 countries

 

Level of 
perceived 

risk 

Country  
… is a high risk 

destination to travel 
to 

N Mean Std. Dev. Country segments 

S1 S2 S3 

Very high 
- 

High 
 

Israel  137 2.59 .974  X  
Kenya    136 2.46 .942  X  
Russia   137 2.38 .841   X 
South Africa    137 2.25 .812  X  

 
 

Medium 

Turkey  137 2.10 .807  X  
India   137 2.09 .809  X  
Egypt   137 2.07 .824  X  
USA   137 2.05 .886   X 
Thailand   137 1.89 .764  X  
China  136 1.82 .722   X 

Low 
- 

Very low 

Poland   137 1.54 .642 X   

Estonia  137 1.50 .666 X   

Czech Republic  120 1.46 .634 X   

England  138 1.43 .693 X   

Spain  139 1.42 .711 X   

Greece  136 1.40 .670 X   

Italy  136 1.35 .661 X   

France  137 1.35 .601 X   

Germany   137 1.29 .558 X   

Sweden  120 1.25 .664 X   

 λ= 8.0 λ=3.8 λ=1.2 
Var. expl = 65.0% 

The countries can be grouped together as segments based on an EFA. The first 
segment (S1), which has an Eigen value of 8, includes countries with a low or very 
low perceived risk. The second segment (S2) (Eigen value = 3.8) includes countries 
with a perceived risk at a medium to very high level. The third segment (S3) consists 
of three countries, i.e. Russia, the USA, and China, which stand out in their own seg-
ment. The USA and China are perceived as medium risk countries in comparison to 
Russia, which is a high risk country. Unfortunately, the available data does not enable 
further explanations of the third segment, except that these countries seem to have 
their own risk perception structure, which becomes evident in Table 3.
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The hierarchical cluster analysis presented in table 3 identifies first of all, two 
main groups of countries, which are here defined as “High risk countries” and “Low 
risk countries”. A further comparison of the calculated mean values presented in table 
2 with the cluster analysis presented in table 3 shows that the three different segments 
of countries can be scrutinized. Kenya, South-Africa, Israel, and Russia are perceived 
as the most risky countries. The countries of medium risk are Egypt, India, Turkey, 
and Thailand. China and the USA are standalone countries in this segment. Poland, 
Estonia, the Czech Republic, England, Spain, and Greece are low risk countries. 
Italy, France, and Germany are considered less risky countries to travel to, whereas 
Sweden is perceived as the safest country of the listed ones.

Perceived risk types related to country

This section explores the link between perceived personal risk dimensions and 
country image in terms of perceived risk level. The study measured the perception of 
five risk types; functional risk, physical risk, financial risk, social risk, and psycholo-
gical risk. These risk types have been used in previous studies by researchers inclu-
ding Lepp and Gibson (2003), Quintal et al. (2010), and George (2010).

Table 3. Cluster analysis of the countries
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Table 4. Perceived risk
Risk types N M STD 
Functional risk 136 1.98 0.985 
Physical risk 138 1.98 0.963 
Financial risk 137 2.22 0.968 
Social risk 137 1.51 0.749 
Psychological risk 136 1.48 0.750 
 The low calculated mean values indicate that the Finnish travellers analysed in 

this study appear to feel quite safe when making travel decisions (Table 4). The risk 
feared the most is financial risk, followed by functional and physical risks.

The findings presented in table 5 demonstrate how all countries are associated 
with a certain type of risk of which physical risk is the most common one.

Table 5. Correlation between perceived risk types and country image
Country Functional risk Physical risk Financial risk Social risk 
South Africa    0.238**   
USA   0.190*   
Thailand   0.299** 0.216*  
China  0.187* 0.184* 0.191*  
Poland  0.211* 0.321** 0.256**  
Estonia  0.284**  0.366** 0.302**  
Czech Republic   0.241** 0.236**  
England 0.215* 0.189*   
Spain  0.181*   
Greece 0.176* 0.272** 0.216* 0.224** 
Italy  0.260** 0.304** 0.263**  
France  0.263** 0.248** 0.225** 0.171* 
Germany  0.257**  0.317** 0.272** 0.207* 
Sweden   0.248**  
 

Furthermore, the results uncover how the risk types related to country image vary 
from one country to another, yet none of the analysed risk dimensions could exp-
lain the perceived risks related to Israel, Kenya, Russia, Turkey, India, and Egypt. 
Explanations for these findings have been sought, but no good arguments have yet 
been found. The reason for why the psychological risk type does not correlate with 
the country image could be explained by its low perceived relevance in a decision-
making process (M=1.48) (Table 4).

Perceived personal and physical risk related to country

This section explores seven predefined personal risk dimensions linked to trave-
ling and country image. The risk of becoming sick when travelling is perceived as the 
biggest threat to personal safety (M=2.22), compared to the risk of being caught in a 
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fire at a hotel (M=1.66) (Table 6). Neither does the latter dimension correlate to the 
country risk image analysed in table 7.

Table 6. Threats to personal safety
Personal risk dimensions N M STD 
Sickness 139 2.22 0.796 
Violence 138 2.08 0.838 
Accident 139 2.07 0.795 
Nature 139 1.94 0.844 
Terrorism 139 1.88 0.920 
Political 138 1.88 0.880 
Fire 139 1.66 0.804 
 

The findings presented in table 7 follow the same structure as the one presented 
in table 5, i.e. the table shows that risk dimensions linked to perception of threats to 
personal safety vary from one country to another. This means that one country may 
be perceived as risky due to political circumstances, while another country may be 
perceived as risky due to the immediate fear of getting sick. There are four personal 
risk dimensions that seems to particularly be linked to country image. Further, Thai-
land seems to be the country (of the analysed ones) that is associated with the most 
risk dimensions (violence, sickness, accidents, terrorism, political instability, natural 
disaster).

Table 7. Correlation between threats to personal safety and country image
 Personal and physical risk dimensions 
Country Violence Sickness Accident Terrorism Political Nature  

South Africa  0.208*  0.171*    
Turkey  0.220*    0.185*   
India  0.224**     0.212* 0.195* 
Egypt       0.233**  
USA  0.269**     0.195* 
Thailand  0.257**  0.234** 0.208** 0.181** 0.236** 0.204** 
China  0.271**       
Poland  0.191*    0.312** 0.226** 
Estonia  0.232**    0.177**  
Czech Republic  0.269**    0.206* 0.232** 
England     0.181* 0.192* 0.168* 
Spain 0.193*    0.242** 0.254** 0.174* 
Greece 0.260**    0.254** 0.225** 0.204* 
Italy  0.251**   0.173* 0.214* 0.271** 0.170* 
France  0.225**    0.240**  
Germany       0.217* 0.199* 
Sweden 0.285**      
 Finally, three dimensions of perceived threats to personal safety were revealed. 

Accordingly, Finnish travellers are bothered by violence, political unrest, and 
natural catastrophes. In accordance with the findings in table 5, no risk dimensions 
were linked to Israel, Kenya, or Russia.
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Summary

The research reported in this paper investigates Finnish travellers’ perception of risk 
related to tourism, country image in terms of perceived risk, and the link between 
these two socio-individual constructs. Data for this study was collected from 144 
Finnish travellers, who visited the “Matka 2012” travel fair in Finland, and three 
research questions were addressed.

The empirical findings demonstrate how the twenty pre-specified countries can 
be segmented into three categories based on their perceived risk level. The countries 
with the highest perceived risk level are Israel, Kenya, and Russia. Countries on the 
opposite side of the continuum, with a low level of risk, are Sweden and Germany. In 
this study we used five general risk types (functional risk, physical risk, financial risk, 
social risk, and psychological risk), and seven dimensions of personal safety related 
to the physical risk type (sickness, violence, accidents, natural disaster, terrorism, 
political unrest, and fires) to explore the link between country risk image and the 
respondents’ perceptions of tourism related risk. The findings reveal how destination 
countries’ risk image is unique, varies from country to country, and is conditioned by 
travellers’ general risk perception and personal safety concerns. 

Physical risk was the risk type which the respondents most often, in terms of corre-
lation, associated with a country risk image. Functional and financial risks were also 
noticed as influencing perceived country risk, but not as frequently. Social risk has a 
significant correlation with Greece, France, and Germany; meanwhile no country’s 
risk image was contingent on perceived psychological risk. It is thus obvious that 
Finnish travellers take personal safety most seriously when travelling. 

Violence as a dimension of personal safety was most often linked to country 
risk image. But, the risk of becoming a victim of political instability and natural 
catastrophes was also identified as dimensions influencing a country’s risk image. 
Our findings also show that the risk of being injured in an accident influences the risk 
images of South Africa, Thailand and Italy. Finally, it should be noted that Thailand 
had the most diverse set of personal safety issues associated with the country. Furt-
hermore, fire was not perceived as a critical risk dimension by the respondents in this 
study. 

Studies of travellers’ information sourcing is of relevance to the contemporary 
tourism industry based on the argument that traveller’s perceive decision-making 
risky “in the sense that any action of a consumer will produce consequences which 
he cannot anticipate with anything approximating certainty, and some of which at 
least are likely to be unpleasant” (Bauer, 1960, p. 21). Tourists try to leverage this 
subjective feeling of uncertainty using different tactics (Cox, 1967; Cunningham, 
1967), some of which are within the sphere of external influence, by using destination 
marketing organisations, for example.

Research on tourist information sourcing has a long tradition, which today, accor-
ding to Bieger and Laesser (2004), unfolds into three major theoretical streams. The 
psychological approach focuses on the influence of socio-demographic and indivi-
dual travel-specific differences in information search behaviour. The process appro-
ach concentrates on the actual information search, in comparison to the cost/benefit 
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approach, which discusses the use of information, risk assessment, and cognitive 
conflict management. The findings presented in this paper add to the first and third 
approaches by exploring the link between perceived risk dimensions and personal 
safety sub-dimensions, and country image analysed through the lens of perceived 
risk level. We also highlight the fact that a country, here country image, is a crucial 
evaluation criteria that travellers use in their decision-making process when aiming 
for a destination choice (Decrop, 2010; Nedungadi, 1990). Accordingly, country risk 
image might be the criteria that positions a country in the inept set, “rejected due to 
negative perceptions or perceived risk” (Sönmez & Graefe, 1998, p. 124). In other 
words, it could be the final issue that exceeds the individual’s threshold, and causes 
the traveller to decide to change, avoid, or even cancel intended vacation plans.

Limitations and implications for future studies

The sample in this study was Finnish travellers chosen from those who visited the 
Matka 2012 travel fair in Helsinki. How well the sample represents the Finnish popu-
lation is an issue for discussion. We compared the sample statistics to national figu-
res (www.mek.fi; www.stat.fi). The sample seems to be representative when travel 
frequencies and motives for traveling are taken into account. However, the sample is 
biased when gender distribution is analysed. Therefore, we suggest that the findings 
presented in this paper be followed-up and compared to a sample with a more even 
gender distribution. The sample used in this study can, according to Mendenhall and 
Reinmuth (1982) be defined as a large one. The Matka travel fair attracts people from 
all over Finland, and was therefore considered a good event at which to contact res-
pondents. Still, it is a unique event, which takes place during a weekend in January 
in Helsinki, and thereby may attract more visitors from the southern part of Finland. 
Therefore, we also suggest a complementary study aimed at collecting data from 
other parts in Finland.

The findings presented clearly indicate how Finnish travellers rank countries 
based on risk perception, and how country risk image is constructed out of a unique 
set of risk types and dimensions. These findings are in line with the conclusions of 
Seddighi, Nuttall and Theocharous (2001), who claim that “perception of risk rela-
ted to travel and tourism have been found to vary by nationality”, and is dynamic. 
Previous research has documented how tourists by means of decision processes sort 
destinations into different “sets” to end up with a final destination choice (Hutchin-
son et al., 1994; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). Country image is an important evaluation 
criterion in this process (Nadeau et al., 2008). A managerial implication and a sugges-
tion for future studies would be to explore marketing strategies and tactics to apply 
and use to leverage Finnish tourists’ risk perception of countries. Especially, specia-
lists marketing Thailand in the Finnish market should pay attention to the many risk 
dimensions the country is associated with. This concerns Italy as well, as it evidently 
evokes several threats. The fact that Greece was associated with social risk is rather 
interesting, and deserves attention. It might be that this risk perception is related to 
the current economic situation of the country. It might also be that this perception 
changes as the situation in the country changes. Due to the research design, no exp-
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lanations of the detected destination countries’ risk images were revealed. Hence, 
an additional avenue for future research could be to find qualitative explanations of 
why Thailand and Italy are perceived risky in general, and why Greece, France, and 
Germany, for example, are perceived to evoke social risk.
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