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Abstract: The present study explores tourism experience construct and its outcomes at a local 
heritage site in Croatia. It aims to investigate potential differences in heritage tourism experience 
in regard to visitors’ nationality and frequency of visiting the site. The tourism experience con-
struct was measured with five dimensions (senses, on-site engagement, staff, learning, emotions), 
while three constructs were deemed as tourism experience outcomes (satisfaction, behavioral 
intentions, and memory). A sample of 165 respondents was collected from heritage site visitors. 
Descriptive statistics and t-test were performed to analyze data and to address the research 
questions. The results revealed that domestic visitors and the repeated ones reported significantly 
more positive heritage site experience, and expressed significantly higher levels of experience 
outcomes than foreign and first-time visitors.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Tourists are not merely passive participants in destination experience but can be active seekers of 
knowledge, engagement, entertainment, recreation, and leisure. According to Joyner et al. (2018), 
tourists seek experiences where they can be involved with and learn. Moreover, Schmitt (1999) 
argues that experiences are personal, a response to stimulation, and frequently are a consequence 
of direct participation in the real or virtual event.

The visitor experience is increasingly recognized as a core product of heritage site offerings 
(Packer & Ballantyne, 2016). In this context, heritage interpretation aims to educate, entertain 
and immerse visitors in the physical environment, to consequently enhance their experience.

This paper focuses on measuring tourism experience construct, by exploring its dimensions and 
outcomes in the heritage tourism context. In particular, the study investigates potential differ-
ences between domestic and foreign visitors, as well as between first-time and repeated visitors 
regarding their tourism experience at a local heritage site in Croatia. In this context, a domestic 
visitor is defined as the one who stated Croatia as country of residence, while a foreign visitor is 
not a Croatian resident. Accordingly, a first-time visitor is a person that visited the site for the first 
time, while a repeated one has already visited the site on a previous occasion.

Therefore, the following research questions were proposed: (a) what are the key tourism expe-
rience dimensions and outcomes, (b) how visitors experience local heritage sites, (c) are there 
significant differences in visitors’ experience regarding their nationality and frequency of visiting 
the site?

Previous research that addressed the role of nationality (e.g. country of residence) and frequency 
of visiting tourist destinations has found significant differences in visitors’ behavior and their 
perceptions of the destination (Sayan & Karagüzel, 2010; McKercher et al., 2011; Prayag & Ryan, 
2011). Thus, in the context of the present study, the assumption is that nationality and number of 
visits influence visitors’ experience in heritage tourism.

The paper is structured as follows. In the conceptual framework, a brief review of tourism expe-
rience dimensions and outcomes is provided. In the methodology section, research instrument, 
data collection, and statistical analysis methods are described. This is followed by a study results 
presentation. The paper concludes with main research findings, limitations, and future research 
suggestions.

2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Tourists’ experiences can be defined as subjective and personal responses to external and staged 
activities, settings, or events (Packer & Ballantyne, 2016). In addition, experiences are enjoyable, 
engaging, memorable encounters for those consuming the events (Oh et al., 2007).

According to Chen & Rahman (2018), tourism experience components and dimensions vary 
widely in research. Pine & Gilmore (1998) identified four dimensions of customer experiences, 
namely entertainment, education, aesthetics, and escapism. Agapito et al. (2013) pinpointed the 
importance of visual and non-visual senses as dimensions of tourism experience. Godovykh & 
Tasci (2020) concluded that the most frequently explained experience components are affective, 
cognitive, conative, and sensorial. 
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Furthermore, in the context of cultural and heritage tourism research, several specific tourism 
experience dimensions were identified. Und & Vong (2010) identified five heritage tourism ex-
perience dimensions, namely, history and culture, facilities and service at heritage sites, heritage 
interpretation, and heritage attractiveness. Kempiak et al. (2017) emphasized the role and impor-
tance of audio and visual communication, atmospherics, on-site engagement, information, and 
heritage preservation. Seyfi et al. (2019) found out that a memorable cultural tourism experience 
can be defined with the following six key factors: prior perceived significance of the experience, 
authenticity, engagement, cultural exchange, culinary attraction, and quality of service.

In addition, tourism experience can lead to different outcomes. Ali et al. (2014) found that customer 
service experience had a positive and significant impact on customer memories and loyalty inten-
tions in resort hotels. Kempiak et al. (2017) proposed satisfaction and likelihood of revisit as post-vis-
it experience factors in heritage attractions. Suhartanto et al. (2020) reported that tourist experience 
dimensions were significant predictors of tourist satisfaction and loyalty in agritourism settings. 

3. METHODOLOGY

A questionnaire for collecting primary data was developed based on an extensive literature re-
view and is divided into three parts that measure tourism experience construct, tourism experi-
ence outcomes, and respondents’ demographic data. 

The tourism experience construct was measured with 29 variables, combined in five dimensions, 
namely, senses, on-site engagement, staff, learning, and emotions. Variables for measuring tourism 
experience were adopted from Oh et al. (2007), Chandralal & Valenzuela (2012), Anil (2012), Kim & 
Perdue (2013), Marković et al. (2015), Kempiak et al. (2017), and Chua et al. (2019). Variables were 
measured with a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” as 1, to “strongly agree” as 5.

Moreover, variables for measuring three tourism experience outcomes were included in the ques-
tionnaire, as well. Firstly, satisfaction was measured with four items, adopted from Dagger et 
al. (2007). Next, behavioral intentions were measured with four items, adopted from Zeithaml, 
Berry & Parasuraman (1996). Three items for measuring memory were adopted from Oh, Fiore 
& Jeoung (2007). All variables were measured with a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly 
disagree” as 1, to “strongly agree” as 5.

Finally, respondents’ demographic data included gender, age, country of residence, marital sta-
tus, employment status, level of education, and personal income, motivation for visiting the site, 
number of visits to the site, number of people in the group, and number of accompanying children.

Questionnaires were administered to visitors of a medieval stone castle in the central part of Istria 
County in Croatia during summer 2020. Questionnaires were presented to potential respondents 
who were willing to participate in the survey. Completed questionnaires were collected from 
respondents on site. 

Data analysis was performed on the sample of 165 valid questionnaires and included descriptive 
and bivariate statistical analyses. The respondents’ demographics, as well as tourism experience 
elements, and tourism experience outcomes were evaluated with descriptive statistics methods, 
calculating percentages, mean, and standard deviation. The significance of differences in all ex-
amined constructs considering respondents’ nationality and frequency of visiting the site, were 
tested with independent samples t-test.
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4. STUDY RESULTS

Sample’s demographic and visit-related characteristics were as follows. There were more females 
(55.8 percent) than males (44.2 percent). Respondents’ mean age was 40 years, and a majority of 
them were domestic visitors (62.4 percent). Over one-third of respondents (35.2 percent) had a 
secondary school degree. Similarly, 35.8 percent of respondents received a university education. 
About 70 percent of respondents were married and employed, with middle (40.0 percent) and 
upper-middle (38.6 percent) personal income. Moreover, the sample consisted of 66 percent of 
first-time visitors, that visited the site in a group of two or more people (63.1 percent), mostly with 
children (62.0 percent). Those who indicated cultural heritage as the main motive for visiting the 
site made up about 58 percent of the sample. 

Table 1 reports the results of descriptive and bivariate statistical analyses for tourism experience 
scores.

Table 1. The comparison of tourism experience scores

Variables Tourist origin Number of visits
Domestic Foreign T-value First time Repeated T-value

Senses 4.64 4.47 4.52 4.67

Rich cultural heritage 4.69
(0.543)

4.53
(0.535) 1.810 4.59

(0.565)
4.71

(0.494) -1.490

Visual appearance 4.83
(0.430)

4.73
(0.518) 1.272 4.78

(0.459)
4.80

(0.483) -0.309

Interior/exterior lighting effect 4.62
(0.688)

4.60
(0.610) 0.015 4.57

(0.713)
4.71

(0.530) -1.422

Interior/exterior color 4.70
(0.624)

4.59
(0.642) 1.069 4.60

(0.696)
4.77

(0.467) -1.813

Unique interior 4.49
(0.752)

4.10
(0.810) 3.094* 4.28

(0.807)
4.46

(0.762) -1.430

Cleanliness of the castle 4.71
(0.554)

4.60
(0.613) 1.208 4.65

(0.599)
4.70

(0.537) -0.473

Unique touch of weapons and 
armors

4.62
(0.702)

4.50
(0.741) 1.053 4.50

(0.789)
4.73

(0.522) -2.302**

Unique taste of local products 4.45
(0.943)

4.19
(0.926) 1.657 4.20

(1.013)
4.65

(0.705) -3.253*

Local experience 4.65
(0.684)

4.53
(0.728) 1.062 4.58

(0.730)
4.65

(0.645) -0.678

Castle’s atmosphere 4.44
(0.871)

4.33
(0.831) 0.788 4.42

(0.763)
4.36

(1.017) 0.385

Fresh air inside the castle 4.76
(0.511)

4.39
(0.912) 3.400* 4.53

(0.803)
4.80

(0.444) -2.832**

Stimulating smell of castle’s 
traditional products 

4.07
(1.051)

3.85
(1.071) 1.265 3.90

(1.041)
4.16

(1.085) -1.523

Smell of fire and weapons 4.73
(0.528)

4.63
(0.633) 1.083 4.64

(0.601)
4.79

(0.494) -1.638

Pleasurable music in the castle 4.74
(0.504)

4.60
(0.689) 1.403 4.65

(0.614)
4.75

(0.513) -1.091

Sound of battles 4.77
(0.528)

4.69
(0.561) 0.846 4.68

(0.591)
4.86

(0.401) -2.285**
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Variables Tourist origin Number of visits
Domestic Foreign T-value First time Repeated T-value

Sound of history 4.79
(0.457)

4.57
(0.618) 2.336** 4.67

(0.564)
4.79

(0.456) -1.460

Matching music with the 
atmosphere 

4.76
(0.551)

4,60
(0.586) 1.743 4.66

(0.597)
4.77

(0.504) -1.215

On-site engagement 4.59 4.49 4.49 4.67

Interactive exhibitions 4.58
(0.667)

4.56
(0.749) 0.217 4.50

(0.774)
4.73

(0.489) -2.315**

Educational games 4.49
(0.782)

4.32
(0.854) 1.277 4.37

(0.865)
4.53

(0.690) -1.184

Special events 4.69
(0.596)

4.60
(0.616) 0.946 4.60

(0.643)
4.76

(0.508) -1.725

Staff 4.91 4.73 4.80 4.93

Friendly staff 4.94
(0.235)

4.89
(0.321) 1.196 4.89

(0.316)
4.98

(0.134) -2.646*

Knowledgeable staff 4.90
(0.330)

4.69
(0.647) 2.398** 4.78

(0.537)
4.91

(0.345) -1.943

Relevant information 4.83
(0.422)

4.54
(0.697) 2.985* 4.67

(0.596)
4.84

(0.458) -2.057**

Helpful staff 4.96
(0.194)

4.80
(0.440) 2.651* 4.85

(0.382)
5.00

(0.000) -4.028*

Learning 4.53 4.11 4.26 4.59

Learn a lot 4.53
(0.752)

4.03
(1.095) 3.161* 4.22

(1.035)
4.59

(0.596) -2.878*

Learn new things 4.53
(0.752)

4.18
(0.915) 2.588** 4.30

(0.887)
4.59

(0.682) -2.300**

Emotions 4.84 4.62 4.71 4.86

Pleasant visit 4.89
(0.310)

4.71
(0.555) 2.389** 4.78

(0.478)
4.91

(0.288) -2.188**

Exciting visit 4.81
(0.486)

4.60
(0.689) 2.097** 4.66

(0.656)
4.86

(0.353) -2.503**

Funny visit 40.83
(0.373)

4.56
(0.617) 3.123* 4.69

(0.522)
4.82

(0.431) -1.749

Note: * significant at 0.01; ** significant at 0.05; values in bold are overall mean scores for each 
dimension; values in parentheses are standard deviations

Source: Authors

As presented in Table 1, domestic visitors evaluated tourism experience elements with mean scores 
ranging from 4.07 to 4.96. With the lowest score was rated the element “stimulating smell of cas-
tle’s traditional products”, while the highest score was given to the element “helpful staff”. Simi-
larly, foreign visitors’ mean scores ranged from 3.85 (for the element “stimulating smell of castle’s 
traditional products”) to 4.89 (for the element “friendly staff”). Overall, both, domestic and foreign 
visitors expressed the highest rated experience regarding dimensions “staff” and “emotions”. On 
the other hand, the least rated experience was connected with the dimension “learning”.

When comparing experience scores between domestic and foreign visitors, the analysis indicated 
higher scores in the domestic visitors’ sample for all 29 tourism experience elements. The results 
of the independent samples t-test revealed significant differences in 11 cases. Thus, domestic 
visitors reported significantly more positive experience than foreign visitors with the following 
tourism experience elements: “unique interior”, “fresh air inside the castle”, “sound of history”, 
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“knowledgeable staff”, “relevant information”, “helpful staff”, “learn a lot”, “learn new things”, 
“pleasant visit”, “exciting visit”, and “funny visit”.

Furthermore, Table 1 compares tourism experience levels between first-time and repeated visitors, 
as well. First-time visitors evaluated tourism experience elements with mean scores ranging from 
3.90 (for the element “stimulating smell of castle’s traditional products”) to 4.89 (for the element 
“friendly staff”). Likewise, repeated visitors’ mean scores ranged from 4.16 (for the element “stim-
ulating smell of castle’s traditional products”) to 5.00 (for the element “helpful staff”). Overall, 
both, first-time and repeated visitors expressed the highest rated experience concerning dimen-
sions “staff” and “emotions”, while the least rated experience considered dimension “learning”.

The analysis of difference indicated higher scores in repeated visitors’ sample for 28 tourism ex-
perience elements. Only for the element “castle’s atmosphere” first-time visitors expressed higher 
tourism experience scores. However, the results show that for 12 elements identified differences 
were significant between these two groups of respondents. Thus, repeated visitors reported sig-
nificantly more positive experience than first-time visitors with following tourism experience 
elements: “unique touch of the weapons and armors”, “unique taste of local products”, “fresh air 
inside the castle”, “sound of battles”, “interactive exhibitions”, “friendly staff”, “relevant infor-
mation”, “helpful staff”, “learn a lot”, “learn new things”, “pleasant visit”, and “exciting visit”.

Table 2 reports the results of descriptive and bivariate statistical analyses for tourism experience 
outcomes scores.

Table 2. The comparison of tourism experience outcomes scores

Variables Tourist origin Number of visits
Domestic Foreign T-value First time Repeated T-value

Satisfaction 4.72 4.56 4.58 4.80
I feel good about coming to 
the castle for the offerings I’m 
looking for.

4.61
(0.581)

4.53
(0.620) 0.829 4.51

(0.633)
4,71
(0.494) -2.237**

My feelings towards the castle 
are very positive.

4.74
(0.484)

4.63
(0.550) 1.286 4.62

(0.541)
4.84
(0.417) -2.833*

The extent to which the castle 
has produced the best possible 
outcome for me is satisfying.

4.71
(0.517)

4.45
(0.739) 2.407** 4.53

(0.688)

4.77
(0.426) -2.707*

Overall I’m satisfied with the 
castle and the service they 
provide.

4.82
(0.437)

4.61
(0.556) 2.511** 4.66

(0.532)
4.89
(0.366) -3.326*

Behavioral intentions 4.82 4.61 4.66 4.92
I will recommend the castle to 
other people.

4.90
(0.357)

4.75
(0.505) 2.021** 4.80

(0.488)
4.95
(0.227) -2.683*

I will say positive things about 
the castle to other people.

4.88
(0.378)

4.82
(0.426) 0.955 4.81

(0.461)
4.96
(0.187) -3.092*

I will encourage friends and 
relatives to visit the castle.

4.85
(0.429)

4.68
(0.536) 2.207** 4.72

(0.546)
4.93
(0.260) -3.393*

I will revisit the castle in the 
future.

4.65
(0.724)

4.17
(1.044) 3.172* 4.29

(0.971)
4.82
(0.543) -4.481*

Memory 4.74 4.50 4.56 4.81
I have wonderful memories of 
experiences in the castle.

4.74
(0.504)

4.47
(0.762) 2.483** 4.55

(0.687)
4.80
(0.444) -2.8571*
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Variables Tourist origin Number of visits
Domestic Foreign T-value First time Repeated T-value

I won’t forget my experiences 
in the castle.

4.74
(0.542)

4.46
(0.828) 2.349** 4.54

(0.754)
4.82
(0.431) -3.070*

I will remember my 
experiences in the castle.

4.74
(0.559)

4.57
(0.694) 1.569 4.60

(0.683)
4.82
(0.431) -2.513**

Note: * significant at 0.01; ** significant at 0.05; values in bold are overall mean scores for each 
dimension; values in parentheses are standard deviations

Source: Authors

As presented in Table 2, satisfaction scores for domestic visitors were very high and ranged from 
4.61 to 4.82, while for foreign visitors were slightly lower, ranging from 4.45 to 4.63. Overall, do-
mestic visitors were highly satisfied with their tourism experience, while foreign visitors expressed 
a fairly level of satisfaction. Comparison of satisfaction scores between domestic and foreign vis-
itors revealed higher scores for the domestic sample. Besides, significant differences occurred in 
2 out of 4 variables. Hence, domestic visitors were significantly more satisfied than foreign ones. 

In addition, satisfaction scores for first-time visitors ranged between 4.51 and 4.66, while for 
repeated visitors were higher, ranging between 4.71 and 4.89. Overall, first-time visitors reported 
a fairly level of satisfaction, while repeated visitors were highly satisfied with their tourism ex-
perience. Comparison of satisfaction scores between first-time and repeated visitors revealed sig-
nificantly higher scores in all variables for repeated visitors, meaning that they were significantly 
more satisfied than first-time visitors.

Behavioral intentions scores for domestic visitors varied between 4.65 and 4.90, while for foreign 
visitors were slightly lower, varying from 4.17 to 4.82. Overall, both groups of visitors expressed 
positive behavioral intentions. Comparison of behavioral intentions scores between domestic and 
foreign visitors revealed higher scores for the domestic sample. Besides, significant differences 
were found in most of the variables, indicating that domestic visitors are significantly more likely 
to spread positive word of mouth, and are more likely to revisit the site.

Additionally, behavioral intentions scores for first-time and repeated visitors varied from 4.29 to 
4.81, and from 4.82 to 4.96, respectively. Overall, both groups of visitors expressed positive be-
havioral intentions. Comparison of behavioral intentions scores between first-time and repeated 
visitors revealed significantly higher scores in all variables for repeated visitors, indicating that 
they expressed more positive behavioral intentions than first-time visitors.

In relation to the memory, domestic visitors evaluated all variables equally, with a mean score 
of 4.74, while scores for foreign visitors varied between 4.46 and 4.57. Overall, both groups of 
visitors expressed positive memory. Comparison of memory scores between domestic and for-
eign visitors revealed higher scores for the domestic sample. Besides, significant differences were 
found in most of the variables, indicating that domestic visitors created more positive and mem-
orable memories.

Finally, memory scores for first-time visitors varied from 4.54 to 4.60, and for repeated visitors 
were much higher, between 4.80 and 4.82. Overall, both groups of visitors expressed positive 
memory. Comparison of memory scores between first-time and repeated visitors revealed sig-
nificantly higher scores in all variables for repeated visitors, indicating that they created more 
positive, unforgettable memories than first-time visitors.
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5. CONCLUSION

The present study examined tourism experience dimensions and outcomes from the perspective 
of different tourists segments. Specifically, the aim was to identify potential differences between 
domestic and foreign visitors, as well as between first-time and repeated visitors regarding their 
heritage tourism experience. 

In order to answer research questions, the study was conducted from a conceptual and empirical 
point of view. Firstly, the results of the conceptual analysis suggested that tourism experience is 
a multidimensional construct that comprises both tangible and intangible elements (dimensions), 
leading to different tourism experience outcomes (e.g. satisfaction, loyalty, memories). 

Secondly, the results of the empirical part of the study revealed that visitors experienced local 
heritage site very positively. Among that, staff and emotions were the best-perceived tourism 
experience elements. Additionally, considering tourism experience outcomes, heritage visitors 
expressed high levels of satisfaction, as well as positive behavioral intentions and memory.

Thirdly, in the context of the present paper, the assumption was that visitors’ characteristics, in 
terms of nationality and number of visits, influence visitors’ experience in heritage tourism. The 
study results identified that nationality influences heritage visitors’ experience. This is in line 
with the findings of Sayan & Karagüzel (2010), and Prayag & Ryan (2011). 

Domestic visitors reported significantly more positive experiences regarding staff, learning, and 
emotions at the local heritage site. What is more, they were significantly more satisfied, they were 
more likely to spread positive word of mouth and revisit the site, as well as they, were more likely 
to have a highly memorable heritage site experience than foreigners. Moreover, the results con-
firm that first-time and repeated visitors experience the destination in different ways (McKerch-
er et al., 2011). Repeated visitors expressed significantly more positive experience toward staff, 
learning and emotions considering local heritage site. In addition, repeaters were significantly 
more satisfied, they expressed more positive behavioral intentions, and they created more posi-
tive, unforgettable memories than first-time visitors. 

The study results generate practical and academic implications in the heritage tourism experience 
context. They indicate tourism experience elements that are well recognized (e.g. staff, emotions, 
senses), as well as the ones that could be improved (e.g. learning). In addition, results demonstrate 
that nationality and number of visits have an important role in creating visitors’ experiences at the 
local heritage site. Thus, these visitors’ characteristics should also be considered when trying to 
understand heritage visitors’ behavioral patterns and perceptions in terms of experiencing herit-
age site. These results can help heritage site managers to create an excellent tourism experience 
tailored to specific tourists segments.

There are limitations relating to the present study. Although the sample comprises the popula-
tion’s characteristics, it should be broadened for conducting more complex analyses. Also, since 
data was gathered during the COVID-19 pandemic, this could influence visitors’ structure and af-
fect the sample structure. While this study discusses the role of nationality and number of visits in 
creating visitors’ experience, other demographic and visit-related characteristics should be taken 
into consideration, as well. These characteristics can include gender, age, motivations, previous 
experience at similar sites. Future research could address these issues, as well as examine how 
different tourism experience dimensions affect tourism experience outcomes.
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