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Abstract: China is not only becoming a major international tourist destination, and it also has huge
potential as an issuing market. Spain, meanwhile, has long ranked among the world’s top tourist
destinations, and as an issuing market, it is gradually growing in importance. There is high potential
for an increase in tourist flows between Spain and China in both directions. This paper analyses
Spaniards’ perceptions of China as a country and as a tourist destination and their familiarity with
the reality of this Asiatic country, before the first news about COVID-19. Likewise, it aims to identify
possible factors that might inhibit Spaniards from traveling on holiday to China while also offering
an initial insight into Spain’s future potential as an issuing market to China. For this purpose,
1063 interviews were conducted and analyzed. The results point to a strong potential intention by
Spaniards to visit China, although it also reveals very little familiarity with the reality of China as
a tourist destination, except for its two major symbols, Beijing and the Great Wall. The results also
seem to indicate the existence of big travel inhibitors among certain segments, mainly related to
the travel costs, politics and safety, environmental issues, and a lack of awareness of the quality
standards of China’s tourist sector. Future studies should analyze the changes that the pandemic
may have produced in China’s image.

Keywords: Spain; China; perceptions; knowledge; tourism destination image

1. Introduction

Tourism destination image (TDI) or the perception of a tourist region, is a very tradi-
tional area of study in academic literature [1–11] and a topic of great interest in the tourism
sector [12], and especially in China [13]. This extensive literature on TDI is due to the
importance it has for destination management organizations (DMO) and tourism compa-
nies. Furthermore, it must be taken into account that the TDI is dynamic and changes over
time [14–18].

In tourism research, the definition of TDI “includes the perceptions or impressions a
person has of a place” [19] (p. 9). As with many other concepts in the social sciences, there is
a multitude of definitions for the TDI [20,21], although there is a certain consensus that the
tourist image is the general impression [22] or perception [2] that people have of a specific
region or place. Research on the TDI is fundamental [23] by allowing: understanding the
level of brand awareness of the region, proposing strategies for positioning the destination,
evaluating the promotion and communication plans, and trying to predict the behavior of
tourists, among others [24].

This importance of TDI for destinations (cities, regions, or countries) leads to the study
objective of this article: How is China, the great emerging power of the East, seen by the

Land 2021, 10, 950. https://doi.org/10.3390/land10090950 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9521-333X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9857-8438
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3628-0353
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7007-3123
https://doi.org/10.3390/land10090950
https://doi.org/10.3390/land10090950
https://doi.org/10.3390/land10090950
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/land10090950
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/land10090950?type=check_update&version=2


Land 2021, 10, 950 2 of 20

population of Spain, one of the most important countries in tourism in the West? This
allows us to analyze the TDI of a great emerging tourist destination from the eyes of one
of the largest and most consolidated tourist destinations. It is also an example of how the
East is seen from the West and how cultural distance appears in the results [25,26].

China is a colossus of almost 9.6 million square kilometers and 1398 million inhabi-
tants [27]. In the last forty years, China has experienced very important development in
multiple economic and strategic sectors, including the tourism sector. Since the beginning
of the 21st century, China has been an important origin for international tourists and also a
very prominent international tourist destination. The evolution as a host country led the
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) to foresee in 2010 that China would be the first
destination in the world in international tourist arrivals. In 2010, it was the fourth country
by number of international arrivals, and, in 2019, it was still the fourth country, behind
France, Spain, and the United States, and closely followed by Italy [28]. This indicates
that the UNWTO forecasts for China were wrong because the significant improvement in
China’s inbound tourism has been accompanied by a significant improvement in inbound
tourism in other countries at the top of the world ranking. It should also be noted that the
figures provided by China are not comparable with Western countries for various reasons
that will be detailed later.

For its part, Spain has 0.5 million square kilometers and 47 million inhabitants [27].
Since the fifties of the 20th century, it has had a positive evolution in various economic pa-
rameters and has maintained a preeminent position as an international tourist destination,
remaining among the world’s top positions. This is reflected in elements such as the fact
that the UNWTO is based in Madrid. In 2019, Spain ranked second in the world in terms
of international tourist arrivals, closing the gap with France, the first world destination
in previous years [28]. Over the years, more and more Spaniards have traveled outside
of the country, but the numbers of tourist departures are still far from the numbers of
tourist arrivals.

The present study aims to ask the residents of a country about other countries as
potential tourist destinations, an approach with precedents in the literature [29,30]. This
type of analysis has been carried out previously, asking Spaniards about the image as
a tourist destination of other countries, such as Cuba [31] or Mexico [32]. In this case,
Spaniards were asked about their perception of China, a specific analysis of which there
is no evidence of previous studies, and, for the first time, Spain is seen as an issuing
market for China. Attempts are made to determine China’s image as a country and tourist
destination, and the study is conducted based on the whole potential market and not just
on travelers that are already on a visit to a specific part of China.

It also has the added interest that the fieldwork was completed before the first news
about COVID-19 appeared, therefore capturing the image of China before the effect of
the pandemic, and can be an initial benchmark to measure changes caused by the pan-
demic. Such comparative analyses have been carried out in other destinations that suffered
disasters [33,34].

Therefore, this paper contributes to the line of studies focusing on the analysis of
the image of China abroad, one important topic that has received little research attention
considering the importance of China in the global economic and political context. Moreover,
it makes an additional contribution to the knowledge of how citizens in western European
countries perceive China as a tourism destination, which can be considered scarce given that
the number of studies focusing on the TDI of China is even more limited. Finally, by taking
a pre-pandemic snapshot, the article opens up the possibility of measuring the potential
effects of the COVID-19 outbreak on China’s image as a country and tourist destination.

2. Conceptual Framework and Research Questions

Since 1978, inbound tourism in China has been constantly increasing, as has research
about tourism in the country [35]. In 2018, Mainland China had 158.6 million international
arrivals, including tourists (62.9 million) and excursionists (95.7 million). Chinese outbound
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tourism was 149.7 million tourists, and, in addition, there were 5539 million domestic trips
(many of them coinciding with the celebration of the Chinese New Year) [36]. However, it
should be noted that the international arrivals figure is misleading, as 70% of international
arrivals were from Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, that is, the first two being cities that
are part of China (although with a particular political status) and the second a territory that
is considered by the Chinese government in Beijing to be part of the country. Therefore,
only 47.95 million arrivals were specifically from non-Chinese countries. If the figures
for Mainland China are consolidated with the autonomous regions of Hong Kong and
Macau, in 2018 there were 71,317,345 arrivals of foreigners. If the figures are consolidated
with Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan, the arrivals of foreigners totaled 68,913,212 [37].
Even with this recalculation, China would continue to maintain the fourth position in the
world ranking. Finally, China’s millenary cultural heritage constitutes its main tourism
attraction [38–40].

Spain has long been a major tourist destination, ranking systematically among the
world’s top tourist destinations in recent decades. Additionally, within a European context,
Spain has seen a progressive rise in its relative importance as an issuing tourist market in re-
cent years. This evolution goes hand in hand with a growing level of economic development
and a progressive increase in the income available to its inhabitants. Regarding outbound
tourism, in 2018, there were 22.4 million departures of Spaniards (19.1 million tourists and
3.3 million excursionists), figures much lower than those of inbound tourism [36].

The available official statistics show relatively low visitor numbers in both directions.
In 2018, there were 167,988 Spanish tourists to China and 649,032 Chinese tourists to
Spain [37]. Between 2013 and 2018, Chinese tourists in Spain increased by 156.5% and
Spanish tourists in China 26.9%. Thus, there is a big potential for growth in tourism
between both countries in both directions. However, from a review of existing academic
literature, hardly any studies can be found aimed at boosting both markets’ degree of
knowledge and their mutual potential as issuing markets.

Several previous studies have analyzed Mainland Chinese’s image of other tourism
destinations [41,42], specifically Australia [42–45], Hong Kong [46–50], Macau [51–53],
Japan [50,54,55], Singapore, Thailand, South Korea, Egypt, and Germany [54]. The volume
of studies on the image of Taiwan (Republic of China) among tourists and residents of
Mainland China (People’s Republic of China) is striking [56–61]. They may be inspired by
an interest in improving relations between both parties through tourism.

At the same time, papers that explore visitors’ image or perceptions of China [62–67]
tend to concentrate on particular places, for example, Beijing [68–73], the Four Great
Buddhist Mountains [74], Hainan [75], Luoyang [72], Nanjing [72], Qingdao [76], Shang-
hai [77,78], Xi’an [72], and Xinjiang [79], or very specific tourist products, for example, the
2008 Beijing Olympic Games [69,80–82].

Some studies have analyzed the image of China in North America [14,22,24,80–84],
Taiwan [85], and Singapore [86]. Studies of issuing tourist markets regard Europe as a
single entity, and, if they enter into greater detail, they just take into consideration certain
European outbound markets (United Kingdom, France, Germany, or Italy), systematically
ignoring Spain as an issuing market [40,87]. Only Seguí and Capellà [88] study certain
aspects of Spanish tourism to China.

The present article tries to continue and deepen the line started by Seguí and Capellà [88].
For this purpose, the country and the destination image of China among Spaniards are
analyzed. The country image is an antecedent of the destination image, the latter being a
direct antecedent of the intention to visit [73]. However, among the people who have not
visited the destination, there is a greater overlap between the country and the destination
image, particularly in the case of little-known tourism destinations [85], as is the case of
China for Spaniards. For this reason, in this article, there is a strong overlap between the
destination image and the country image. Therefore, this article poses five main research
questions to which it will attempt to provide answers:

1. What was the country image of China among Spaniards before the COVID-19 outbreak?
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2. What was the perception of China as a tourism destination among Spaniards before
the COVID-19 outbreak?

3. What was the degree of knowledge of the main tourist attractions of China among
Spaniards before the COVID-19 outbreak?

4. How interested were Spaniards in visiting China before the COVID-19 outbreak?
5. What were the main barriers or inhibitors for Spaniards to undertake a holiday trip to

China before the COVID-19 outbreak?

3. Methods

Almost from its origins, TDI studies have focused the analysis on two approaches:
structured with closed questions or unstructured with open questions or interview
scripts [24,89–96]. The structured approach is much more used than the unstructured [97,98]
because it allows quantitative analysis since the responses are easily coded and ana-
lyzed [96]. In studies with a structured approach, two components of TDI are proposed, the
cognitive image [7,97–99] and the affective image [1,99], which are specified in an interview
with lists of items on which individuals are questioned [89]. These items are grouped
in dimensions through factorial analysis [100], allowing greater ease of interpretation of
the results.

The items used in studies with a structured approach are easy to code and ana-
lyze [96] but they do not allow individualized and spontaneous responses from the inter-
viewees [62,89,90,92,96], and thus do not provide descriptions that can be of great value.
The absence of this type of response can hide the reality of what attracts potential visi-
tors [92,96,101,102]. The structured approach is a simplification of the heterogeneous reality
that normally inhabits below and implies the assumption of a homogeneous image among
the respondents [103]. This leads some researchers to propose unstructured approaches,
for example through in-depth interviews or surveys with open-ended free-response ques-
tions [59], to provide a richer vision and reduce the bias that can be committed in the
structured approach when determining the questions to be asked.

On the other hand, in studies with an unstructured approach, there is the enor-
mous challenge of managing the semantics and lexicon of the responses. This implies
the intervention of the researcher and the entry into play of the researcher’s subjectivity
being an enormous methodological challenge the content analysis in these cases [104].
Therefore, some researchers have combined both approaches (structured and unstruc-
tured) to better capture the nuances of TDI and partially neutralize the problems of both
approaches [63,89–96].

The methodology followed in this study combines both structured and unstructured
techniques and shares much in common with other studies [45,89,91–95,104,105] and with
the reference literature [12]. The study was supported by a questionnaire with various
types of questions: with a closed answer option and with a free and open answer option.
The first part, made up of 22 items, consisted of statements about China in general and as
a tourist destination, based on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree”
to “strongly agree”, with a sixth option “do not know/no reply”. The second part, made
up of 16 items, asked for assessments of different aspects of the Chinese tourism supply,
also using a Likert scale. The items in these two sections were drawn up from theoretical
studies [106,107] and practical studies of specific destinations [45,63,65,67,87,96], although
certain peculiarities—such as studying a potential market’s general image of China as
opposed to that of visitors to a specific place—forced us to create a scale of our own,
which contains features of importance from studies like those of Sparks and Pan [45] or
Yang et al. [40]. The third part, a set of open-ended questions aimed at measuring the
interviewees’ general image of China, their knowledge of Chinese attractions and tourist
activities, and the main inhibitors to visits to this Asian country, without the distortion that
the use of closed-ended questions can cause. The last part, made up of eight closed-ended
questions, focused on the interviewees’ socio-demographic characteristics and a visit or
intended visit by them to China.
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Once the questionnaire had been prepared, several pre-tests were carried out with a
small sample to verify the understanding of all the questions, and this required making
small adjustments. For the fieldwork, a convenience sample was used, and the question-
naires were self-completed by the interviewees, avoiding transcription biases of the open
questions. These questionnaires were distributed and collected by a team of university
students previously trained.

The fieldwork was performed in different parts of Spain, and a total of 1063 valid inter-
views (Table 1) were gathered and processed using the DYANE 4.0 statistical package [108].
In the sample, young people with low income and university studies predominate. A total
of 96.4% of the sample had not visited China, and the aforementioned presumption of
treating the country image and the TDI as the same entity is acceptable [85].

Table 1. Demographic profile of the sample used.

Characteristics Frequency Percent

Gender:
Male. 472 44.4%
Female. 578 54.4%
No Answer. 13 1.2%

Age:
Less than 25. 426 40.1%
25–34. 213 20.0%
35–44. 114 10.7%
45–54. 191 18.0%
55–64. 77 7.2%
65 or more. 40 3.8%
No Answer. 2 0.2%

Level of Education:
No education. 28 2.6%
Primary. 137 12.9%
Secondary. 384 36.1%
University. 478 45.0%
No Answer. 36 3.4%

Annual family net income:
Less than 15,000 €. 220 20.7%
Between 15,001 € to 30,000 €. 386 36.3%
Between 30,001 € a 45,000 €. 206 19.4%
Between 45,001 € a 60,000 €. 92 8.7%
Between 60,001 € a 75,000 €. 40 3.8%
More than 75,000 €. 28 2.6%
No Answer. 91 8.6%

Visit China:
Yes. 38 3.6%
No. 1023 96.2%
No Answer. 2 0.2%

Using the questions in the first and second parts of the interview, the means were
calculated, and the t-test for sample means was used to test whether they could be con-
sidered different from 3; that is, “indifferent”. The open-ended questions were coded and
grouped, ready for univariate analysis. Subsequently, a cross-tabulation was performed
with the demographic variables to analyze different patterns in the inhibitors. As there
was a certain response bias towards the youngest ages (Table 1), a cross-tabulation of mean
values was carried out, concerning the age groups, for all closed-response questions, and
the existence of statistical differences was contrasted using Snedecor’s F-test. The results of
this analysis appear in Appendix A, and there were only significant differences in 5 of the
38 questions (Tables A1–A4), in particular: a greater intention to travel to China among
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young people (Table A1) and different views between people over 65 and under 65 about
the attractiveness of China for its gastronomy and beaches (Table A3).

4. Results
4.1. Spaniards’ Perceptions of China as a Country

China is considered by the Spanish to be a country with important historic and cultural
heritage (84.2%), seen as no doubt becoming a major power in the future (81.1%), both at
an economic and political level. In economic terms, for most of the interviewees (66.9%),
China can already be considered a developed country, although a significant percentage
(24.1%) declared that they disagreed with this statement. Although only a small percentage
of respondents mentioned ‘environmental pollution’ as a feature of China in open-ended
questions, when asking about the main factors inhibiting the visit to China in close-ended
questions, three out of every four interviewees held the view that China’s fast process of
economic development has had a big negative impact on the country’s environment (as
detailed in Section 4.4.). This seems to indicate that the high level of pollution is clearly a
negative component in people’s image of the country.

To try and ascertain what springs to Spaniards’ minds when they think about China,
they were asked the following open-ended question: “Define in a few short words what
springs to your mind when you think about China as a country”. Answered by 1024 (96.3%)
individuals, the categorized answers are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. What springs to Spaniards’ minds when they think about China?

Definition Frequency Percent

Big population. 334 32.6%
Age-old culture. 182 17.8%
Big economic development. 170 16.6%
Gastronomy (characteristic cuisine). 156 15.2%
Country very different to Spain. 143 14.0%
Industry and commerce (Chinese shops). 141 13.8%
Political and legal system. 129 12.6%
Workers and their employment conditions. 125 12.2%
Great Wall. 118 11.5%
Very big country. 103 10.1%
Technology. 95 9.3%
Social inequalities. 92 9.0%
Historic Heritage. 87 8.5%
Oriental exoticism. 50 4.9%
Environmental pollution. 49 4.8%
Natural Heritage. 46 4.5%
Rice and rice fields. 35 3.4%
Major building projects (skyscrapers). 27 2.6%
Tourism. 16 1.6%
Martial arts. 11 1.1%

The most common answer was that China is a very heavily populated country (32.6%)
with huge cities. Furthermore, China is seen as a very big country (10.1%) that is unlike
Spain (14%), mainly because of its language (1.6%), with an age-old culture (17.8%) and
characteristic cuisine (15.2%). A total of 8.5% mention the historic heritage and 4.5% the
natural heritage, although these aspects tended to revolve particularly around the Great
Wall (11.5%) and the cultivation and consumption of rice (3.4%).

More modern features that were highlighted include China’s big economic develop-
ment (16.6%), which marks it out as a future world power; industry and commerce (13.8%),
mainly involving cheap products and imitation products; Chinese technology (9.3%); envi-
ronmental pollution (4.8%); and major building projects (2.6%), mainly skyscrapers and
infrastructure. Other aspects that were mentioned related to the political and legal system
(12.6%), lack of freedom and human rights (2.6%), lack of safety (1.0%), law (0.5%), and
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international adoptions (0.3%). Workers and their employment conditions (12.2%), and
poverty, poor health, and social inequalities (9.0%) are the most recurrent social problems
that are alluded to. Despite the Chinese political system, religion—mainly Buddhism—is
mentioned in 0.9% of the replies.

Other replies allude to the Orient’s exotic facets (4.9%), tourism (1.6%), martial arts
(1.1%), and the 2008 Olympic Games (0.5%). No answer mentions the 2010 Shanghai
Universal Expo, which would seem to indicate that the universal expos have lost much
of their international appeal or repercussion and are currently for internal consumption.
As for people, the only ones who are mentioned are Mao Zedong (concerning the political
system), Bruce Lee (among the dead), and Yao Ming and Jackie Chan (among the living).
Of all four of them, the latter is mentioned the most (0.4%), showing that he is a good
choice as the protagonist of Chinese tourism marketing campaigns since he is currently the
most famous Chinese person worldwide. Lastly, 1.5% of the interviewees cited something
Japanese, confusing the country with China.

4.2. Intention to Visit China

The great majority of the interviewees (96.4%) had not visited China. This is not
surprising given the low visitor numbers of Spaniards to China reflected by the available
statistics. Despite this reality, what is interesting is the future potential that can be inferred
from the answers, since 36.3% declare that they do intend to visit China in the next years,
almost all for leisure and tourism purposes. Over half of all those who express an intention
to visit the country are university graduates. Alternatively, and taking a longer-term view,
circumstances permitting, 54% of the interviewees agreeing that ‘China is a really attractive
country that they would one day like to visit’. Spain thus seems to have significant potential
as an issuing market for China.

4.3. Familiarity with the Destination

Familiarity with the destination is a very important element for the TDI and its
conversion into an intention to visit [25,26,73,85]. The high number of potential visitors
to China contrasts with the relative lack of familiarity with specific attractions that China
offers as a tourist destination. This is reflected by the answers to the closed-ended questions,
rated using a 5-point Likert scale (Table 3).

Table 3. Familiarity with the destination.

Mean Disagree Agree No Clear Stance

China has a lot of interesting places to visit. 4.14 ** 5.1% 79.3% 15.6%
One of the greatest attractions of China is its culture and differences from
the West. 4.23 ** 4.3% 84.6% 11.1%

China is a very important tourism destination at an international level. 3.59 ** 17.1% 57.4% 25.5%
China has an extensive and varied tourism supply. 3.06 26.3% 28.1% 45.5%
China has a tourism industry with international quality levels. 3.25 ** 15.1% 27.4% 57.5%
China’s transport and communication networks are modern. 3.59 ** 14.1% 42.9% 43.0%
Chinese people have a good knowledge of foreign languages. 2.92 * 28.9% 24.3% 46.8%
Chinese residents show high levels of hospitality with the visitors. 3.44 ** 9.4% 30.4% 60.2%
For a tourist, it is easy to travel on your own (independently) in China. 2.29 ** 47.7% 9.7% 42.6%
It is better to travel to China on a package holiday. 4.08 ** 5.5% 71.6% 23.0%
There is a substantial amount and good information about China’s
tourism supply. 2.56 ** 50.9% 19.2% 29.9%

Note: ** The t-test rejects the null hypothesis of no difference from 3 (indifferent), with an alpha of 0.01; * The t-test rejects the null
hypothesis of no difference from 3 (indifferent), with an alpha of 0.05.

While it is clear that most of the interviewees are convinced that China is a country
with many interesting places to visit and that one of its greatest attractions resides in its
culture and differences with the West, only 57% agree that it is a very important tourist
destination at an international level (25.5% do not know, and 17.1% state that they disagree).
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Only 26.3% think that China has an extensive, varied tourism supply. In matters concerning
a tourist destination’s key attributes, such as the size and variety of its tourism supply,
the standards of quality of the tourism industry, safety at the destination, transport and
communication networks, the population’s knowledge of foreign languages, and the
hospitality shown by the resident population, what is most striking is the high percentage
of interviewees who state that they do not know and can therefore neither clearly agree
nor disagree. Only is a relatively high percentage of agreement was achieved (42.9%)
when it comes to the modernity of China’s transport and communication networks. Other
destination components or attributes (with a higher rating signifying a stronger appeal,
ceteris paribus, as a destination) fail to achieve a higher rate of agreement than 30%. More
than the percentages corresponding to disagreement with the statements, what stands out
particularly are the high percentages of interviewees who have no clear stance on the issue,
which seems to suggest a big lack of awareness of China’s reality as a destination. This is
corroborated by the fact that only 19.2% of the interviewees think that a substantial amount
of good information can be found about tourism in China. What the interviewees do seem
to be clear about is the fact that it is better to travel to China on a package holiday, because
independent travel in China is not easy for a foreigner.

This hypothesis of a relative lack of awareness of certain components or attributes
of the Chinese tourism supply was reinforced when the interviewees were asked in what
respects China stands out. As Table 4 shows, according to the interviewees, using a scale
ranging from 1 to 5, China stands out for its heritage; for a culture that is clearly different
from Spain’s; and for its natural heritage, shopping potential, the modernity of some of
its cities, and its gastronomy. There seems to be little doubt in Spaniards’ minds when it
comes to this set of attributes. However, their lack of clarity and/or awareness is far higher,
in all cases over 40%, in aspects relating to the cultural attractions on offer, the standard
of service, the standard of accommodation, cleanliness, and hygiene, adventure activities,
nightlife and casinos. Over 43% of the interviewees do not seem to know whether China is
a destination for sexual tourism or not. We believe that the relatively low ratings that were
given to issues that play a fundamental role in a destination’s appeal and competitiveness
are particularly worthy of mention, such as the standard of service and accommodation
and, above all, the perception that China is a destination with a low level of cleanliness
and hygiene.

Table 4. China stands out for . . . .

In My Opinion, China Stands Out for . . . Mean Disagree Agree No Clear Stance

. . . heritage. 4.37 ** 2.9% 87.8% 9.3%

. . . a culture that is clearly different from Spain. 4.27 ** 3.5% 85.1% 11.4%

. . . natural heritage. 4.09 ** 6.7% 80.2% 13.2%

. . . possibilities for shopping. 3.94 ** 10.6% 68.7% 20.7%

. . . the modernity of some of its cities. 3.92 ** 9.3% 65.9% 24.8%

. . . gastronomy. 3.73 ** 16.7% 65.9% 17.4%

. . . big events (festivals, competitions, etc.). 3.42 ** 18.2% 43.4% 38.5%

. . . cultural attractions (art, opera, theatre, etc.). 3.33 ** 19.5% 38.6% 42.0%

. . . standard of service. 3.06 20.7% 24.4% 54.9%

. . . standard of accommodation. 3.04 19.5% 20.8% 59.7%

. . . sexual tourism. 2.90 * 29.6% 26.7% 43.7%

. . . nightlife. 2.81 ** 28.3% 17.4% 54.3%

. . . casinos. 2.77 ** 30.1% 17.9% 52.0%

. . . adventure activities. 2.61 ** 37.3% 15.3% 47.4%

. . . cleanliness and hygiene. 2.48 ** 44.8% 14.1% 41.1%

. . . sun and beach offerings. 1.91 ** 65.6% 5.2% 29.3%

Note: ** The t-test rejects the null hypothesis of no difference from 3 (indifferent), with an alpha of 0.01; * The t-test rejects the null
hypothesis of no difference from 3 (indifferent), with an alpha of 0.05.
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To try and gather more information about how familiar the interviewees were with
China’s tourist attractions, an open-ended question was asked, wherein the interviewees
could answer in their own words what specific monuments or places they knew. The
open-ended question “Name China’s foremost attractions (monuments, places, available
attractions, etc.)” was answered by 1002 individuals (94.3%). What stands out is the
high percentage of generalities that were cited in reply (using the terms monasteries and
pagodas, nature and scenery, cities, etc.), instead of naming specific tourist attractions, thus
demonstrating a low level of knowledge or familiarity. Broadly speaking, the attractions
that were mentioned can be grouped into monuments (94.1%), cities (29.5%), landscapes
and natural spaces (15.4%), Chinese culture (11.7%), technology (2.2%), and others (0.4%),
revealing that China’s main attractions are its historic heritage and its big cities. To be more
precise, the replies mention two types of attractions: general ones and ones specific to a
particular place in China. Among the generic ones, mention can be made of (Table 5):

# Monuments in general (23.1%), with 5.6% of the replies simply using the generic
term ‘monument’ and, more particularly, temples, monasteries, and pagodas (16.9%),
palaces (1.8%), and museums (0.4%). Specific examples that were cited include Shaolin
Temple (0.5%).

# Chinese culture in general (11.4%), with 4.9% of the replies using the generic expres-
sion ‘Chinese culture’, followed, more specifically, by the cuisine (6.2%), Chinese
festivals and celebrations (2%), and the opera (0.4%).

# Nature and the landscape in general (12.7%), with 9.2% of the replies using the generic
term ‘nature and the landscape’ and most replies referring to emblematic features like
paddy fields (1.8%), panda bears (1.2%), and bamboo (0.4%). Specific examples that
were cited include rivers (Yellow River, Yangtze River, Li River, and Pearl River), the
Longmen Grottoes, Gobi Desert, Inner Mongolia, Silk Road, etc.

# Cities in general (7%) and trading products (5.5%) were features mentioned as comple-
menting the tourism supply. Other attractions that were mentioned were technology
(2.2%) and porcelain (0.3%).

Table 5. Generic attractions mentioned.

Attraction Frequency Percent

Monuments: 231 23.1%
• Temples 169 16.9%
• Palaces 18 1.8%

China Culture: 114 11.4%
• Gastronomy 62 6.2%
• Chinese celebrations 20 2.0%

Landscape: 127 12.7%
• Paddy fields 18 1.8%
• Giant panda 12 1.2%

Shopping 55 5.5%

Cities 70 7.0%

Technology 22 2.2%

Porcelain 3 0.3%

The following stand out among those places in China whose attractions were explicitly
mentioned (Figure 1 and Table 6):

# Beijing (88.8%), for the city itself (11.7%) and attractions in the vicinity like the Great
Wall (88.8%), Forbidden City (8.8%), Olympic Village (2.4%) with the Beijing National
Stadium (1%), Summer Palace (1.6%), Tiananmen Square (3.9%) and Temple of Heaven
(0.8%). This predominant role played by the capital is reflected in package holidays to
China as the study by Seguí and Capellà [88] shows.
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# Xi’an (8.2%), particularly the Terracotta Army (7.9%) and Great Mosque (0.3%). It
should be noted that the success of Xi’an has generated problems of tourist over-
crowding in the city [109].

# Other places that are mentioned are Shanghai (6.8%), Hong Kong (5.1%), the Tibet re-
gion (3.4%), Nanjing (0.9%) with Sun Yat-Sen’s Mausoleum (0.3%), and Macau (0.5%).
A lack of familiarity with many of the country’s big cities is particularly noticeable.
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Lastly, it is important to add that 1.8% of the interviewees mention attractions in Japan
(Mount Fuji, etc.) or India (the Golden Temple, etc.), thinking that they are Chinese. The
results of this open-ended question are similar to the study of Pan and Li [24].

The open-ended question “List the most interesting activities that you think you can
do on a trip to China” was answered by 932 individuals (87.7%). The proposed activities
can be classified into different groups (Table 7):

# Cultural tourism (79.9%). Visiting monuments (61.9%), tasting typical Chinese food
(21.6%), learning about Chinese culture in general (21.5%), attending typical Chi-
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nese festivities (2%), and learning Chinese (0.8%) are some of the activities that the
interviewees think visitors can do to get to know China’s culture and history.

# Urban tourism (39.7%). They believe that Chinese cities offer a range of activities,
such as shopping for products of all kinds (25.2%), from food to electronics, including
imitations, as well as visiting the town center (14.4%) and enjoying the nightlife (1.6%)
and shows (1.8%). Other activities that might fit into this category are business (0.6%),
technological learning activities (0.9%), casinos (0.5%), and sexual tourism (0.6%).

# Nature tourism (31%). Foremost activities in the countryside include visits to natural
spaces, towns, villages, and agricultural areas (21.6%), and hikes and excursions (11.5%).

# Sports (3.7%). Only martial arts are explicitly mentioned (2%), together with tai
chi (1.6%).

Table 6. Particular attractions explicitly mentioned.

Attraction Frequency Percent

Beijing city and area: 890 88.8%
• City 117 11.7%
• Great Wall 886 88.4%
• Forbidden City 88 8.8%
• Tiananmen Square 39 3.9%
• Olympic Village 24 2.4%
• Summer Palace 16 1.6%

Xi’an city and area: 82 8.2%
• Terracotta Army 79 7.9%

Shanghai city and area 68 6.8%

Hong Kong city and area 51 5.1%

Tibet region 34 3.4%

Nanjing city and area 9 0.9%

Macau city and area 5 0.5%

Table 7. Most interesting activities.

Concept Frequency Percent

Cultural Tourism: 745 79.9%
• Visiting museums. 577 61.9%
• Tasting typical Chinese food. 201 21.6%
• Learning about Chinese culture. 200 21.5%
• Attending typical Chinese festivities. 19 2.0%

Urban Tourism: 370 39.7%
• Shopping. 235 25.2%
• Visiting towns. 134 14.4%
• Shows. 17 1.8%
• Nightlife. 15 1.6%

Nature tourism: 289 31.0%
• Nature and rural tourism. 201 21.6%
• Hikes and excursions. 107 11.5%
• Adventure tourism. 13 1.4%
• Relax and health. 10 1.1%

Sports: 40 4.3%
• Sports in general. 15 1.6%
• Martial arts. 19 2.0%
• Tai chi. 15 1.6%

Finally, 1.2% of the interviewees cite activities typical of Japan (karate, watching sumo
wrestling, eating raw fish, etc.) or India (yoga), in the belief that they are Chinese.
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4.4. Factors Inhibiting Visits to China

Potential factors inhibiting visits to China were identified by combining the statements
with which the interviewees were asked to rate their level of agreement or disagreement,
using a 5-point Likert scale, with an open-ended question. Although it was harder to
process statistically, this last question is of substantial interest in terms of the information
that can be gathered by not limiting replies and by allowing the interviewees to answer in
their own words.

The results that were obtained from the closed-ended questions (Table 8) seem to
clearly indicate that the greatest inhibitor to potential trips to China is the high cost
of the trip, followed by the physical distance between both countries (which, in turn,
affects the cost of the trip in terms of money and time). The clear perception that China’s
economic development has been achieved at the expense of a high level of environmental
degradation might also act as an inhibitor, given the growing concern that all western
Europe’s population has with environmental issues. Chinese socio-political conditions
also seem to have a certain relative importance as inhibitors, together with the fact that,
once in China, visitors have to travel long distances to get to its foremost tourist attractions.
The final possible inhibitor is a concern as to whether China is a safe place for tourists, an
aspect that has already been commented on concerning the interviewees’ lack of familiarity
with Mainland China as a tourist destination.

Table 8. Factors inhibiting visits to China (close-ended questions).

Mean Disagree Agree No Clear Stance

The cost of a trip to China is high. 4.40 * 3.3% 83.3% 13.5%
China’s economic development has been achieved at the expense of a
high level of environmental degradation. 4.22 * 4.2% 75.4% 20.4%

The physical distance between Spain and China is not a real problem
when deciding to travel to this country. 2.53 * 59.9% 27.6% 12.5%

Chinese socio-political conditions do not influence the decision to travel
to China. 2.85 * 42.5% 32.2% 25.3%

I don’t like that, once in China, I have to travel long distances to visit its
foremost tourist attractions. 3.66 * 8.0% 43.3% 48.7%

China is a safe place for tourists. 2.97 29.9% 28.0% 42.1%

Note: * The t-test rejects the null hypothesis of no difference from 3 (indifferent), with an alpha of 0.01.

The open-ended question “What factors might discourage or even prevent you from
making a possible trip to China for tourism purposes?” was answered by 974 interviewees
(91.6%), and the results seem to confirm the above. The main drawback for the intervie-
wees is the huge distance between both countries. This big distance pushes the cost up
substantially (49%), in addition to the inconvenience of such a long trip and the fact that
more time must be made available (39%). It should be added that tourists tend to take
longer holidays when the distance between the issuing and destination countries is longer.
Other factors that act as a possible inhibitor are (Table 9):

# Politics and safety (28%). Fear of encountering problems due to the Chinese political
regime and its laws (19%), and citizen insecurity (9.1%), or a lack of freedom (2.1%).

# The huge difference between the Chinese and Spanish languages, when spoken and
written, also puts people off traveling to China (16.8%), partly due to the belief that
very few Chinese people know a foreign language.

# The cultural gap (16.3%). Cultural differences (7.9%), Chinese cuisine (5.3%), and
overcrowding in such a heavily populated country (3.8%) can deter less adventurous
people, while they constitute an attraction for the rest.

# The tourism supply (9.4%). A possible lack of hygiene and suitable medical care (5.3%),
the risk of poor tourism services (accommodation, transport, tourist guides, etc.)
(2.6%), and a lack of available tourist information (2%). A concern for the standards
of the tourism supply and, above all, for hygiene and healthcare among potential
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tourists from countries at a physical and cultural distance from the destination country
has already been identified in some studies related to China, both as a destination
market [40] and issuing market [45]. The study by Yang et al. [40] shows that tourists
from Asian countries are less concerned than tourists from the rest of the world about
hygiene and healthcare in China.

# The environment (6.3%). Environmental pollution (3.9%) and extreme climatic phe-
nomena (2.5%), hurricanes, storms, earthquakes, heavy snow, and heatwaves.

# Pockets of poverty and social gaps among different parts of the country (2.5%) can
generate a sensation of guilt among possible tourists.

# Age or individual’s health (1.5%), mainly in the case of the elderly and those with
chronic illnesses. While China is a destination for third-age tourism from countries
like Japan [40], Spain’s potential market does not regard it as such, probably due to
the very long journey that such trips entail.

Table 9. Factors inhibiting visits to China (open-ended questions).

Concept Frequency Percent

Cost. 477 49.0%

Distance and Time. 380 39.0%

Politics and Safety: 273 28.0%
• Chinese political regime. 185 19.0%
• Unsafe place. 89 9.1%
• Lack of freedom. 20 2.1%

Language. 164 16.8%

Cultural Gap: 159 16.3%
• Cultural differences. 77 7.9%
• Chinese cuisine. 52 5.3%
• Overcrowded place. 37 3.8%

Tourism Supply: 92 9.4%
• Lack of hygiene and suitable medical care. 52 5.3%
• Poor tourism services. 25 2.6%
• Lack of information. 19 2.0%

Environment: 61 6.3%
• Environment pollution. 38 3.9%
• Climate. 24 2.5%

Poverty and Social Gaps. 24 2.5%

Age and Health. 15 1.5%

These results largely coincide with the study by Yang et al. [40]. Aside from the above,
some surveys show that some individuals simply turn down the idea of visiting China
(1.5%) without stating why, while some say that other destinations are more of a priority
for them (1%).

The results of this question were cross-tabulated with the subjects’ demographic
variables, and a chi-squared test was calculated. Significant differences could only be
observed in relation to age, the level of education, and employment. With the help of
the Student’s t-test and Snedecor’s F-test with a level of significance of 0.01, the main
differences were determined within the significant cross tabulations. It only remains to
highlight that:

# The importance lent to the financial cost as a travel inhibitor is greater among the
younger sector of the population and lower among those interviewees occupying
more important employment posts, which would seem to be related to income.

# The higher the level of education, the more concern for politics in China. University
graduates are three times more worried about the political and legal situation in
China than people with no formal studies.
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# Lastly, people over 55 years old and, more particularly, over 65 years old cite age or
the fact that they suffer from an illness as an impediment.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

At the beginning of this paper, five research questions were raised and the results
discussed above shed light on the answers to these questions.

To summarize and concerning the first research question centered on the country’
image of China, which is very important to attract tourists to any destination [9,73,85],
China is seen by Spaniards as a future major power and as an economically developed
country with important historic and cultural heritage, a similar result as a previous study
carried out in the USA [84], although it pays little attention to looking after the environment,
something analyzed by some previous literature [68,71]. Spaniards are particularly struck
by components associated with size (the big population, immense size of the country),
culture (an age-old, exotic, very different culture, with a rich heritage), and certain compo-
nents associated with political and economic aspects (economic growth rates, trade, and
the peculiarities of its political and legal system and labor market), an image dominated by
a few very popular phrases [24].

In regards to the perception and degree of knowledge of China as a tourism destination
among Spaniards, China is a big unknown, but at the same time, it holds an appeal.
Spaniards have a fairly widespread lack of knowledge of China as a tourist destination,
it being essential to increase this knowledge to improve the destination image [22,104].
Interestingly, Gorostidi-Martinez et al. [110] reached a similar conclusion when outlining
the overall contemporary Chinese product-country image among Spanish consumers; thus,
it seems that what is occurring with Chinese products can be extended to the Chinese TDI.
Although Spaniards acknowledge that China is a country with abundant tourism resources
and major historic, cultural, and natural heritage [38,40], their precise knowledge of its
main attractions is relatively low, with the clear exception of Beijing and the Great Wall. In
the case of China’s outbound tourism, there is similar ignorance and confusion about the
most distant destinations [54].

Spaniards are very unclear about tourism components that play a fundamental role in a
destination’s ability to compete internationally (quality, the level of safety at the destination,
transport networks, the hospitality shown by the people, cleanliness and hygiene, etc.),
these being aspects essential for tourist decision-making [8,40,43,45,49,54,80,86,91]. They
do not have a negative opinion. They simply do not have sufficient information.

On the other hand, there is a certain degree of confusion regarding tourist attractions
and activities in China, being mentioned as Chinese aspects corresponding to other Oriental
countries, like Japan or India. Our results are, thus, aligned to some extent with the findings
of Seguí and Capellà [88], who indicated that the Spanish outbound tourism market to
China was still at the involvement-development stage. Although more than a decade has
passed, it seems that there has been little change in this respect as the range of tourist
attractions well-known by the Spaniards remain at a limited level.

Regarding the fourth and fifth research questions, Spain seems to have high potential
as an issuing market if we assess this in terms of Spaniards’ intention to visit the country.
Big potential is offered by cultural and urban tourism, although nature tourism also offers
significant possibilities. However, certain aspects inhibit people from visiting China. The
main one is the cost, in monetary terms and in time. However, there are also other factors
that might discourage visits, like issues related to the political situation and tourist safety.
Many of these doubts are due to the lack of cultural similarity, a very important aspect when
trying to promote tourism between two countries [25,26,57,59,73,85]. The cost of traveling
to China was also pointed out by Yang et al. [40] as a key determinant for Europeans
when thinking of traveling to China for holiday purposes, but it seems that it plays a more
important role as an inhibitor factor in the case of the Spanish market.

When examining the US tourist’s perceived image of China as a tourism destination,
Cai and Wang [14] noticed a drastic shift of the U.S. tourists’ affective image of China
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from being favorable and positive in the period 1980–1989 to being unfavorable and
negative in the more recent period 2005–2015. The authors point out that, paradoxically,
such a sentimental shift occurred while the US tourist’s perception of China’s destination
attributes either did not change or grew more positive. One possible explanation might be
due to some slightly negative influence of political aspects on the image as our study on
the Spanish market reveals.

Our results also seem to indicate that one of the major negative influences on China’s
image as a tourist destination, as well as one of the main inhibitors to visit the country, are
environmental issues, suggesting that the progressive introduction of more sustainable
environmental policies in the future would enhance the country’s appeal as a tourist
destination. The negative impact of pollution and sustainability issues on the image of
China was also identified by Becken et al. [111] and Chen et al. [112]; thus, their results
aligned with the results of this study.

5.1. Managerial Implications

The results seem to suggest that China would benefit from an increased effort in
marketing and communication campaigns in Spain in all matters concerning China as
a tourist destination: the tourism resources, available activities, and, above all, issues
that might make potential Spanish visitors feel less insecure when faced with such a long
journey, such as the standard of accommodation, the standard of service, the hospitality of
the resident population, safety at the destination and freedom of movement, the standard
of healthcare (if required), language skills of staff in contact with visitors, etc. In the case of
certain inhibitors, like the cost and distance, the potential for tackling these issues is more
limited (although increased flight connections might help to reduce the cost). In the case
of other inhibitors stemming from a relative lack of awareness of reality, communication
initiatives can be very effective.

Overall, the results of the study seem to point to the fact that, if the right measures are
taken, the prospects of promoting tourism to China are good.

5.2. Limitations of the Study and Suggestions for Future Research

This study is intended to be an initial analysis of Spaniards’ perceptions and familiarity
with China as a country and as a tourist destination. It is thus an exploratory study. In this
respect, we are aware of the study’s limitations. Determining aspects concerning people’s
perceived image, perceptions and their level of knowledge or awareness of a country is a
complex matter, and, in this sense, in future research, the analyzed variables could probably
be complemented with others and the measurement tools improved on. Additionally, this
research study should be complemented by exploring sources of information that make an
impact on Spaniards’ perceived image of China and the ones Spaniards tend to consult to
find out information about China’s tourist attractions.

The results of this study refer to China’s image in the West before COVID-19. The
appearance of the pandemic in China and the various actions taken by the government,
companies, and individuals of that country have been able to cause a series of negative
and positive effects on the perception of the Asian country, as indicated by studies in other
disaster contexts [33,34]. This leads us to propose, as a future line of research, a repetition
of the analysis to determine if there are changes in the TDI and the country’s image and if
this change is positive or negative.

Nevertheless, this study can constitute a first step to develop a methodology that
could allow reproducing similar studies about China in other countries to increase the
knowledge of how the reality of today’s modern China is perceived by the rest of the world.
This could be of help for the better management of the country that will soon become one
of the major tourist destinations worldwide and a major economic player. Moreover, we
think the methodology could be replicated in other studies trying to measure the country’s
image and the TDI in other countries.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Spaniards’ perceptions of China as a country (differences by age).

<25 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 ≥65 Snedecor’s F

China is a developed country. 3.71 3.68 3.66 3.42 3.64 3.73 1.83 ns

China is the major power of the future. 4.18 4.22 4.17 4.14 4.12 3.63 2.53 *
China has a great heritage, both historical and cultural. 4.32 4.50 4.33 4.38 4.34 4.50 1.48 ns

China is a really attractive country that I would like to visit. 3.67 3.69 3.52 3.47 3.45 2.98 2.69 *

Note: * Significant at 0.05; ns Not significant.

Table A2. Familiarity with the destination (differences by age).

<25 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 ≥65 Snedecor’s F

China has a lot of interesting places to visit. 4.19 4.32 4.29 4.36 4.22 3.90 2.17 ns

One of the greatest attractions of China is its culture and
differences with the West. 4.29 4.32 4.29 4.26 4.23 4.13 0.47 ns

China is a very important tourism destination at an
international level. 3.66 3.78 3.75 3.72 3.62 4.00 0.97 ns

China has an extensive and varied tourism supply. 3.73 3.74 3.64 3.62 3.73 3.69 0.19 ns

China has a tourism industry with international quality
levels. 4.30 4.23 4.27 4.24 3.95 3.68 1.72 ns

China’s transport and communication networks are modern. 4.36 4.31 4.20 4.28 4.25 3.80 1.27 ns

Chinese people have a good knowledge of foreign languages. 4.01 3.80 3.82 3.82 3.95 4.49 1.51 ns

Chinese residents show high levels of hospitality with the
visitors. 4.48 4.65 4.42 4.53 4.35 4.18 1.06 ns

For a tourist, it is easy to travel on your own (independently)
in China. 3.30 3.56 3.61 3.38 3.14 3.38 1.14 ns

It is better to travel to China on a package holiday. 4.45 4.20 4.40 4.24 4.38 4.43 2.16 ns

There is a substantial amount and good information about
China’s tourism supply. 2.92 2.97 2.98 2.93 3.19 3.08 0.50 ns

Note: ns Not significant.

Table A3. China stands out for . . . (differences by age).

In My Opinion, China Stands Out for . . . <25 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 ≥65 Snedecor’s F

. . . heritage. 4.45 4.53 4.46 4.34 4.34 4.43 1.42 ns

. . . a culture that is clearly different from Spain. 4.37 4.34 4.22 4.35 4.25 4.15 1.08 ns

. . . natural heritage. 4.17 4.28 4.13 4.16 4.01 4.00 1.31 ns

. . . possibilities for shopping. 4.12 4.15 3.89 4.01 4.04 4.38 1.75 ns

. . . the modernity of some of its cities. 4.25 4.11 4.24 4.07 4.05 4.05 1.17 ns

. . . gastronomy. 3.95 3.92 4.11 3.63 3.77 3.43 3.94 **

. . . big events (festivals, competitions, etc.). 3.85 3.86 3.90 3.69 3.70 4.08 0.92 ns
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Table A3. Cont.

In My Opinion, China Stands Out for . . . <25 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 ≥65 Snedecor’s F

. . . cultural attractions (art, opera, theatre, etc.). 3.86 3.85 3.96 3.81 3.84 3.68 0.27 ns

. . . standard of service. 3.87 3.97 4.00 3.92 4.00 3.98 0.23 ns

. . . standard of accommodation. 4.02 4.02 4.09 4.13 3.97 4.25 0.30 ns

. . . sexual tourism. 3.70 3.74 3.57 3.51 3.69 4.20 1.25 ns

. . . nightlife. 3.77 3.87 3.90 3.75 3.66 3.90 0.33 ns

. . . casinos. 3.70 3.58 3.71 3.45 3.69 4.18 1.47 ns

. . . adventure activities. 3.38 3.49 3.57 3.52 3.43 4.00 1.10 ns

. . . cleanliness and hygiene. 3.34 3.20 3.12 3.40 3.31 3.20 0.57 ns

. . . sun and beach offer. 2.44 2.58 2.52 2.77 2.32 3.80 5.43 ***

Note: ** Significant at 0.01; *** Significant at 0.001; ns Not significant.

Table A4. Factors inhibiting visits to China (differences by age).

<25 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 ≥65 Snedecor’s F

The cost of a trip to China is high. 4.58 4.51 4.49 4.57 4.53 4.30 0.95 ns

China’s economic development has been achieved at the
expense of a high level of environmental degradation. 4.37 4.55 4.35 4.41 4.32 4.55 1.30 ns

The physical distance between Spain and China is not a real
problem when deciding to travel to this country. 2.60 2.75 2.66 2.79 2.56 2.73 0.70 ns

Chinese socio-political conditions have no influence on the
decision to travel to China. 3.15 3.16 3.15 3.28 3.12 3.23 0.24 ns

I don´t like that, once in China, I have to travel long distances
to visit its foremost tourist attractions. 4.28 4.34 4.44 4.32 4.47 4.53 0.64 ns

China is a safe place for tourists. 3.58 3.88 3.46 3.94 3.52 3.10 3.73 **

Note: ** Significant at 0.01; ns Not significant.
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