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ABSTRACT
The present study pursued two main objectives. The first is to empirically test an extended vacation decision making process. The second is to explore the decision making process of the tourists that choose to spend their holidays on the Garda Lake, in Italy. The aim is to give a particular emphasis on their perceptions and motivations and, later, to study the following decision and post-purchasing evaluation phases. In the past two decades the vacation decision making has become an important issue in tourism research but the empirical applications of the various proposed theories are still scarce. The majority of the authors that treated the theme referred to five stages in the decision-making process: identification of needs, information gathering, evaluation of alternatives, choice, post-purchase processing. The theoretical framework applied, which assumes a relationship between pre-decision, decision and post-purchasing evaluation, was tested through a questionnaire used to interview a random sample of tourists. Multivariate analysis was applied to explore tourists’ perceptions and motivations. The Garda Lake has been chosen for the study because it is a well known touristic destination, but still it is not clearly positioned. The touristic offer is often generic and the segmentation tend to be an auto segmentation. A better understanding of the tourists’ decision making process should, therefore, help to define some strategic lines.
INTRODUCTION
The touristic products are typically very complex and diversified and therefore one of the main problems of the tourism marketing is the coordination of its components in order to give an unified and concrete image. The touristic products gather together also tangible and intangible factors, and they both are essential parts of the touristic offer. For example the hotels receptivity is a tangible aspect and the interpersonal relationships, the traditions, the culture are intangible ones.
Like for other products the intangible factors have a growing weight in underling the peculiarities of the touristic product. As it is possible to observe, the image of a touristic destination, the perceived positioning, the identification process influence deeply the tourists choices. So one of the main aims of the tourism marketing is to create an image that is appealing for the tourists. The communication that leads to a destination image can be spontaneous or can be coordinated through a specific strategic plan. In order to design a marketing strategy for a destination it is therefore important to understand the specific decision making process of the tourists in that area and to better understand their motivations and attitudes. 
Garda Lake has been chosen for the study because it is a well known touristic destination, but still it is not clearly positioned. The touristic offer is often generic and the segmentation tend to be an auto segmentation. A better understanding of the tourists’ decision making process should, therefore, help to define some strategic lines.

TOURIST DECISION-MAKING PROCESS
In the past two decades the vacation decision making has become an important issue in tourism research but the empirical applications of the various proposed theories are still scarce. 

The different theories regarding the purchasing process (Foxall 1990, Engel, Blakwell and Miniard 1995, Thorndike 1911, Skinner 1938) are coherent with three paradigms, namely: the cognitive approach, which considers the purchase as the result of the decision-making process, the reinforcement approach, which considers the purchase as an acquired behavior in response to various aspects of the consumer situation, and the routinely approach, which considers the acquisition as a behavioral pattern preset, determined by specific conditions. The cognitive paradigm focuses on the decision of the consumer, based on ideas, information, evaluations, etc. The managerial influence then occurs through the dissemination of information and persuasion. 
The reinforcement paradigm focuses on how the behavior is modified by the environment; consequently, the managerial influence is maximized through the change in the situation of consumers. This approach looses its usefulness when it comes to explain the complex consumer behavior, derived from a series of past experiences not easily identifiable. 

The routinely paradigm focuses on fixed behavior patterns, which are quickly activated in response to characteristic and relevant stimuli in a given situation. In this case, managers can benefit from the study of how the behavior is associated with a particular stimulus; once the link has been identified, it is possible to use the incentive to induce its behavior. 
In practice the cognitive paradigm had so far preponderant influence and pervades most of the American consumer behavior research (Engel, Blackwell and Miniard, 1995; Howard, 1994). Howard (1963) introduced a distinction between three decision processes that is still now accepted by the literature. Namely the resolution behaviors of the consumers can be:

· extensive, when the information value and the perceived risk are elevated so the information search is deep and requests much time and energies;

· limited, when the perceived risk is lower;

· routinely, when the consumer has much experience and information and the purchasing process is without any cognitive effort.

Engel, Blackwell and Miniard (1995) note that a new and important purchase involve a broad resolution of the problems (EPS, from extensive problem solving), composed of multiple phases sequentially ordered.
These authors agree that consumers, also in case of a purchase made for the first time, often do not have the time, resources or motivation needed to conduct an EPS, tending then to implement a limited resolution of the problems (LPS, Limited problem solving), which omits many of the passages of EPS. In the case of repeated purchases authors believe, however, that consumers use a routinely decision-making approach, based on their loyalty to the brand, on the other hand on the inertia, especially when the consumers do not feel the need as particularly relevant. In relation to the different purchasing situations it is possible to distinguish the complex decision making and on the other side the impulse purchasing. The first one sees a very involved customer from an economic and social point of view because he is buying an expensive good and not frequently purchased. In the Copeland model these are the so called shopping goods, for example the holidays. The second case, the limited problem solving situation, sees a less involved customer, he buys these goods as he finds them in the shops. The purchasing is not connected with an high perceived risk and therefore the information search is not conducted and the customer buys the most familiar product or the less expansive one. These goods are called convenience ones. The model implies that customers pass through all stages in every purchase. However, in more routine purchases, customers often skip or reverse some of the stages.

Some authors like Solomon (1996) and Wells and Persky (1996) indicate some of the factors that can influence the kind of purchasing making process applied by the consumers like the involvement, the experience, the purchasing frequency, the perceived risk and the product value.
In the cognitive approach the attention is placed on the internal processes of the consumer (in contrast with the daily reinforcement paradigms, which give greater importance to the characteristics of the situation). The theoretical model under consideration, describing the action of consumers in a predominantly cognitive perspective, is extremely popular, it appeared for the first time (albeit in a slightly modified form) in a publication of Engel, Kollat and Blackwell in 1968; it is possible to find a similar pattern in a work of Howard and Sheth (1969); since then, in one form or another, the approach has played a major role in many texts on consumer behavior. The cognitive models have been criticized by Ehrenberg (1988), due to the absence of shared methods of measuring the used constructs and because the relationships between the constructs themselves are inaccurate.

The majority of the authors that treated the theme referred to five stages in the decision-making process (figure 1): identification of needs, information gathering, evaluation of alternatives, choice, post-purchase processing. The theoretical framework applied, which assumes a relationship between pre-decision, decision and post-purchasing evaluation. The model suggested by  Engel et al. (1968) shows that consumer behavior consists of four components related to the inputs to the decision process, the information processing, the decision process and other variables influencing the decision process.
The tourism good has all the main characteristics of the services and so it has more experience and credence qualities, that is to say qualities that it is possible to evaluate only after the purchasing moment and during or after the use, than search ones, that it is possible to observe before the purchasing act. 

Moreover the tourism is characterized by an elevated expense, the absence of a tangible return of the investment, the presence of an interval between the purchasing and the consumption phase.
The tourist decision making process is peculiar as :

· the information search is deeper than for other products and is well centered on personal sources (family, friends, colleagues…) that can better express the experience qualities. Research suggests that customers value and respect personal sources more than commercial sources (the influence of “word of mouth”). Moreover the information search is important also in the post purchase phase as the tourist looks for a confirmation of the decisions made;

· the tourist has only a few concrete elements to evaluate the quality before the purchase, he will therefore chose on the basis of the brand image, the price and the tangible elements;
· the perceived risk is superior to other kinds of purchasing because the product is mainly intangible and not standardized;

· the tourist in order to lower the risk perceived tends to be loyal.
TRAVEL MOTIVATIO
Motivation can be considered essential for the development of tourism because without interest or the need to travel the tourism could not exist (Murphy, 1985). Over the last decade tourism motivation research has gained importance (Holden, 1999), but it is considered one of the most complex areas of tourism research (Sharpley, 1999). Motivations represent the main influence of tourism demand patterns (Gilbert 1991). There have been several studies on tourism motivations derived from a variety of disciplinary subjects that have led to a variety of approaches. In particular it is possible to include Plog (1974), Crompton (1979), Hudman (1980), Dann (1981), IsoAhola (1982), Beard and Ragheb (1983), Pearch and Caltabiano (1983), Mansfeld (1992), Uysal and Hagan (1993), (Fodness (1994).
Dann (1977) proposed a two level scheme of factors that motivate travelers in the travel decision making process: push and pull factors. Crompton identified seven push and two pull motives to travel. The push motives where the escape from perceived mundane environment, exploration and evaluation of self, relaxation, prestige, regression, enhancement of kinship relationships and facilitation of social interaction, while the pull motives were novelty and education. 
A trip can express many aspects of the tourist’s personality: his lifestyle, its values, its more stable habits. But a major motivation to travel also stems from the current needs of an individual, who at different times of life can dream and choose very different holidays. The tourist motivation represents what pushes a person or a group to travel, regarding both conscious and unconscious aspects, and both stable needs and transitional ones. Even the tourist motivation, like other behavioral impulses, may be positive or negative and may, in the first case, consist in looking for something to obtain or, in the second one, in avoiding unwanted situations.

One of the key elements that brought together all types of tourists and travelers seems to be finding an "optimum level of stimulation" (Iso-Ahola, 1982), that is a subjective state that depends very much by the stimuli to which it is subjected in daily life, but also by personal predispositions. There are, in fact, extremely personal levels of activation connected to the perception of a sense of health and inner harmony: below a certain level there is the feeling of boredom and above there is anxiety and stress. Just as there is no objective level of optimal stimulation, there are no tourist activities objectively boring or exciting. The possibility of raising or lowering the level of psychophysical intensity through a type of travel depends on the traveler perspective but also on what that person does daily.

These issues explain how the tourist choices relate to the need to reduce or eliminate an unpleasant situation, whether of low activity or high activity, through the achievement of tourist purposes that can respond to different psychological needs 
This research is a process that often happens unconsciously. Seven main modes of solutions of the inner imbalance through tourism were outlined by Crompton (1979): 
1. evasion by the daily situations, which is expressed through the search for holiday places that are different from daily life; 
2. exploration of themselves, which concerns the search for new opportunities in not familiar environments in order to discover something new on their psychological profile, by improving the knowledge of self; 
3. relaxation, which promotes relaxation of daily psycho-physical tension; 
4. prestige, which induces the journey to seek a possibility of social advancement; 
5. the regression that through less rational forms of behaviour, promotes liberation from social constraints; 
6. the family relationships impulse, which stimulates the strengthening of fundamental ties through simple activities with a high sharing value often denied in the overcrowded daily life; 
7. the improvement of social interactions, which takes place through leisure activities that tend to reduce inhibitions and interpersonal insecurities. 
Later, Bruschi, Pagnini and Pinzauti (1991) have made additions, to this model, even maintaining as travel motivations: to improve the welfare, to respond to physiological needs (for example rest or care), to search for or to express the prestige and to escape from everyday’s life. Furthermore, in this research area, other tourist reasons were found, such as: 

· tourism as an imitation behavior, which appears linked to the need to comply with the trends of the society in which they live; 

· tourism as curiosity satisfaction, which leads to seek travel forms related to exploratory activities or cognitive ones; 

· tourism as the realization of a dream, which aims at testing contexts that cannot be accessed in daily life (for example very luxurious contexts) that are considered attractive. 
In relation to behavioral aspects found in all forms of tourism, it is underlined the difference between the daily culture, that was described as "residual culture" and the opposite "tourism culture" (Carr, 2002). The last one is an unusual style of life that unites all people on vacation in a community and that is the key to any possibility to establish changes in the perception with respect to the usual one. This "extra-ordinary" dimension explains the potential usefulness of a voyage and its ability to assume a personal growth value. 
Each traveler builds tourist expectations and an internal image of each voyage that places among its options. This gives a meaning to the holiday used as a guide in comparison with some interior aspects, making a choice more or less likely. In assessing a possible tourist destination stable motivational aspects related to personality dimensions are also competing. 
A first factor which may promote or discourage a tourist choice is the conferring style, that is the tendency to attribute causality to the events that may occur during a trip to external or internal factors. 

If the so-called "locus of control" on the tourist events is internal it will be easier that a tourist looks for more adventurous situations in which he thinks he can have control of his actions. 

If the locus of control is external it will be easier to attribute to others the quality of the vacation and then to choose the travel tour operators, rather than take the risk of having to manage parts of the journey.

An equally important dimension, which is closely linked to the previous one, is that perceived auto efficacy (Bandura, 1987), which involves a feeling you can do something in a specific context and that guides to the selection of forms of tourism related mainly to: 

• means of transport; 

• activities carried out during the trip; 

• environmental characteristics of the visited place. 
One of the demographic characteristics that seems to gain more influence on the tourist motivation is the age. At this regard, Gibson and Yiannakis (2002) have studied the transformation of the tourism reasons during the "life cycle". In particular they have underlined that the entry into the third decade, between 28 and 33 years, and during the stability period, between 33 and 40, tends to change lifestyles Tourists at this age tend to choose forms of holiday generally more committed, such as those designed to promote cultural experiences or targeted to acquire new skills. 

The theory emphasizes that the transition to the middle age, from 40 to 45, and from 45 to 50, is often accompanied by greater economic opportunities and leads to the tourist destinations choice more often related to forms of status reached demonstration or purely related to cultural interests. 

Finally, the transition to the fifth decade, between 50 and 55 years, and to the third age, over 65 years, generates almost total abandonment of forms of tourism that cause to experience physical tiring, such as demanding and not organized excursions or sporting activities. At this stage, instead, the consumption of more secure, organized and protected forms of tourism increases. 
An important factor that has an indirect impact on the tourists choices related to the age relates to the results of previous experiences. In fact, the tourist behavior is related to the positive results, which represent real reinforcements that lead to the recovery and the consolidation of types of behavior that have proved useful. The motivation, in fact, looks for rewards that can create new needs which may be satisfied through similar tourist behavior. 
In the area of the reasons that lead the tourist to choose a vacation destination there are two distinct types of elements: 
· the push factors towards a holiday, that consist primarily of socio-psychological reasons; 
· the pull factors that are driving towards a destination in relation to attraction offers in terms of equipment or services. 
The first factors are the determinants of the desire to travel, while the second ones represent the magnet towards a specific destination. 

METHODOLOGY
A survey using a self-administered questionnaire was conducted to collect primary data from a convenient sample of those visiting the Garda Lake in January 2008. The sample used was random and consisted in tourists that were travelling through the Verona Villafranca airport. The survey was conducted in the arrival area of the airport just after the tourists arrived. Three hundred tourists answered to the proposed questionnaire but only 266 were the usable responses. The questions regarded the motivations, the preferences, the expectations. A Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) was applied. Factor analysis was applied to explain the main motivations and perceptions of the tourists interviewed. The factor analysis aims to identify an underlying structure to a set of variables observed. The technique is studying the interplay between variables smaller than those originating in order to find a summary that expresses what is in common between the variables.

Univariate analysis was used to characterize the different phases of the tourism purchasing process. Results were processed and handled using SPSS v.15. A pilot survey was used to clarify certain questions on the questionnaire. The final questionnaire was a revised version based on the results of the pilot survey.
DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
Some initial questions helped to understand the socio-economic characteristics of the interviewed. The table 1 reports the main demographic characteristics of the respondents. Sixty four per cent of respondents were male and 36% were female. They represented all age groups (18,2 were under 25; 31,8% 25-34; 24,1% 35-44; 25,9% 45 or more). More than half of the sample respondents were highly educated with an university degree or more. They represented all income levels but the majority was in the middle range (20.000-79.999 euro).
In the pre-decision phase the tourists learn about a specific destination that is part of the initial consideration set of destinations, than they obtain an evoked set of destination alternatives (Woodside and Sherrel, 1977). Afterwards they look for more information about these destinations.
The results are here (table 2) reported for age interval as the differences within the age groups where relevant. In the conducted study the main initial source of information is the word of mouth of friends and family. Internet is another important source of initial information.
Once the destination is included in the evoked set of destination alternatives the tourist is interested in more specific information (table 3). Moreover the family and friends word of mouth is again the main source of information especially if considering nearby destinations. Important sources of information are also Internet and travel agencies.
After the second set of information the tourist has the possibility to filter them and to understand them in relation to his travel motivations. A better understanding of the Garda lake tourists’ motivations should help to define some appropriate marketing strategic lines. The factor analysis was conducted using 16 variables. Four motivational factors were considered as they explained almost the 57% of the total variation.
The following table (table 4) reports the results of the analysis. After the Varimax rotation, variables whose eigenvalues were higher than 0,5 were subdivided into four factors. The main motivation declared was relax and leisure, defined by physical relax, mental relax and food experience. The second important factor was knowledge and culture that considers variables as “to discover new places” and “to know about the place’s history”. A third driving motivation was socialization and escape highlights the need “to escape from daily stress” and “to know new people”. Finally sport and adventure was found to encompass the components “to practice sport”, “to learn a new sport activity” and “to challenge my abilities”.
CONCLUSION
Additional research is needed to confirm the results of this study. The next step will be to consider a stratified sample by country of origin as many differences can be related to the tourist provenience. It will be also interesting to interview the passengers after the holiday in the departure area of the airport and not before the stay in order to obtain information on the post purchase phase, like the satisfaction level and the intention to return.
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FIGURES
Figure 1: The decision-making process in an high involvement and extensive problem solving situation
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Source: Adapted from Engel, Kollat and Blackwell (1968).

TABLES
Table 1: Description of survey respondents
	Demografic variables
	%

	Sex
	

	Male
	64

	Female
	36

	Age
	

	Less than 25 year
	18,2

	25-34 year
	31,8

	35-44 year
	24,1

	45 year or more
	25,9

	Education level
	

	Primary or less
	3,2

	Intermediate
	5,3

	Secondary
	38,8

	University
	46,2

	Post- university
	6,5

	Monthly income level
	

	Less than 20.000 euro
	25%

	20.000-79.999 euro
	67%

	80.000 and more euro
	8%


Table 2: First knowledge source

	Information source
	Less than 25 year
	25-34 year
	35-44 year
	45 year or more

	Touristic catalogs
	
	
	
	

	Travel agencies
	
	7%
	
	

	Magazines 
	
	
	
	

	Internet
	14%
	
	13%
	25%

	Television 
	
	7%
	
	

	Friends and relatives
	86%
	72%
	87%
	32%

	Other 
	
	14%
	
	43%


Table 3: Information source

	Information source
	Less than 25 year
	25-34 year
	35-44 year
	45 year or more

	Touristic catalogs
	
	7%
	
	

	Brochures
	7%
	
	
	

	Friends and relatives 
	66%
	50%
	78%
	32%

	Tourism Magazines 
	
	
	
	

	Internet
	27%
	7%
	22%
	43%

	Travel agencies 
	
	14%
	
	25%

	Other 
	
	22%
	
	


Table 4: Factor analysis of motivations

	Factors
	Factor loading
	Communalities
	Eigenvalue
	% of variance
	Cumulative %

	Factor 1- relax and leisure 
	
	
	3,26
	20,12
	20,12

	Physical relax 
	1.06
	1,87
	
	
	

	Mental relax 
	0,97
	2,12
	
	
	

	Food experience
	1,13
	1,84
	
	
	

	Factor 2- knowledge and culture
	
	
	2,02
	13,31
	33,43

	To discover new places
	0,83
	
	
	
	

	To know about the place’s history
	0,89
	
	
	
	

	Factor 3- socialization and escape
	
	
	1,91
	11,44
	44, 87

	To escape 

from daily stress
	0,61
	0,97
	
	
	

	To know new people
	0,72
	1,42
	
	
	

	Factor 4 -Sport and adventure
	
	
	1,81
	12,10
	56,97

	To practice sport
	1,04
	1,56
	
	
	

	To learn a new sport activity
	0,53
	1,31
	
	
	

	To challenge my abilities
	1,04
	1,97
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