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Abstract 
 

     The tourism industry has become one of the most considerable economic sectors in 
the world. Gulf countries, especially Bahrain included tourism as one of the most 
important exports that will help to diversify the country's GNP dependence on oil 
exporting only. However, little research has been done to highlight the driving factors 
of tourism and its impact on economic and cultural development.  
    This paper is a behavioral oriented study that investigates and explains the 
perceptions and preferences of tourists toward selected tourism sites in Bahrain. It is 
structured in threefold: first, it reviews the historical development of tourism in 
Bahrain as an economic sector; second, it presents the research approach and the 
selection of the analyzed sites; third, it presents the findings concerning tourists' 
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, tourism participation rates, and 
perceptions toward tourism quality and levels of satisfaction.  
    Data were collected by means of questionnaire interviews. 706 questionnaires were 
analyzed. Findings demonstrated the importance of the tourists' concerns in the 
planning process of tourism sites. The study also shows that variations in perceptions 
and participation rates resulted from variations in the socioeconomic characteristics of 
tourists. 
 
Key words: Bahrain, behavioral approach, ecotourism, tourism planning, 
perceptions and value systems, sustainable tourism. 
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:roductionInt 
 

        A common theme in tourism, recreation and natural attractions research 
has been to understand the preference of individuals regarding the choice selection of 
destination. Several behavioral models have been developed that address this 
preference- behavior relation (Kerr and Manfred, 1991; Manfred, et. al, 1992; Bright 
et. al., 1993; Eagly and Chaiken, 1998; and Bright 2003). These general linear models 
of attitudes and behavior focused on single behaviors. The benefits of this approach of 
research approved to be valuable to understand the social psychology of individuals. 
Also it helped decision makers to develop strategies and marketing policies to attract 
sizable waves of tourists and recreationers. Therefore, tourism planners and marketers 
have recognized the need to target homogenous components of a heterogeneous 
market as well as the individual preference or the market as a whole. 
     The tourism industry has become one of the most considerable economic sectors in 
the world (Brakk, 2005). GCC countries, especially Bahrain, included tourism as one 
of the most important exports that will help to diversify the country's GNP 
dependence on oil exporting only. However, little research has been done to highlight 
the driving factors of tourism and its impact on economic and cultural development 
(Sinclair, 1998; Nowak, Sahli and Sgro 2005), or focused on ways to outweigh these 
negatives through a cautionary management of tourism and increasing tourist 
willingness to pay, and ultimately tourism receipts (Carina, 2005;ReMaquieira, 
Lozano and Gomez, 2005). Brau and Cao (2006) pointed out the key issue of how to 
assess the transformation of tourist sites and destinations as the result of a rational 
attempt to respond to tourist preferences. Bahrain is experiencing rapid growth in 
tourism facilities, despite limited resources, physically and in Labor force. The study 
concludes with planning implications and suggestions for further research. 
     Behavioral oriented research in tourism focuses on the analysis of the perceptions, 
attitudes, preferences, motivations and satisfactions of tourists towards the various 
tourism sites. This approach of study may help to inform tourism planners of the 
activities and conditions preferred by their clientele. Jackson and Schinkel (1981) and 
Najjar, Donnell and Samawi (1992) emphasized the importance of showing what 
users prefer rather than what recreation and tourism managers believe users prefer. 
The value of tourism sites exist only in the minds of tourists. 
     This study investigates and explains the perceptions and preferences of tourists 
towards selected tourism sites in Bahrain. It first reviews the historical development 
of tourism in Bahrain as an economic sector, and presents the research approach and 
the selection of the analyzed sites, and presents the findings concerning tourists 
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, tourism participation rates, and 
perceptions toward tourism quality and levels of satisfaction. 

 

Discussion: 
 
      Data base for this study was part of data collected by Al- Sheriadeh, et. al (2005) 
in conjunction with the assessment of tourist views on six sites of coastal and marine 
locations in Bahrain. The data was collected by the means of questionnaire interviews. 
706 questionnaires were distributed to recreationers and tourists at various resorts, 
clubs, hotels and beaches. These sites are Al- Bander resort, Hawar Island, Al- 
Hamala beach, Marina Club, Yacht Club and the Sailing club (see Table No.1 and 
Figure No.1). 
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Bahrain is an archipelago of 33 
islands; with a total land area in 
excess of 725 sq.kms.Its name is 
derived from two Arabic words 
"thnain Bahr" meaning "two seas" 
and refers to the phenomenon of 
sweet water springs under the sea 
which mingle with the salty water. 
This phenomenon is believed to be 
responsible for the unusual luster of 
Bahrain's natural pearls, the country's 
major economy before the advent of 
oil. In addition, the land was once 
blessed with a remarkable number of 
natural springs, which irrigated the 
fertile north and western belts for 
centuries. The central area is low 
lying and barren limestone rock 
covered with saline sand, which 
supports only hardiest desert 
vegetation. The highest point of 
Bahrain is the Jabel Dukhan, 134 
meters above the sea level. The 
majority of Bahrain's oil wells are in 
this area. The country offers a 
fascinating blend of eastern and 
western cultures as high rise 
buildings vie for space with more 
traditional dwellings and ancient traditions and historical sites mix with modern 
developments and cosmopolitan living. Bahrain's population of around 715,000 
consists of a significant percentage of expatriates from all over the world, with high 
density of population around 1000 person per sq.km.  Such charms, along with an 
excellent network of hotels, apartments and restaurants, attract an increasing number 
of regional and international tourists.  
Bahrain is rich in history and ancient civilizations have only recently been discovered 
by international archaeologists. It’s believed that for tens of thousands of years, 
nomads traveled over Bahrain's desert and primitive flint tolls found, testify to this 
history. Recent finds have evidenced that Bahrain was indeed the site of the lost 
civilization of Dilmun dating from the third millennium BC, often refereed to as the 
fabled Garden of Eden and described as "paradise" in the Epic of Gilgamesh. The 
land is repeatedly mentioned in Sumerian, Babylonian and Assyrian inscriptions as an 
important seaport between Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley, due to the perennial 
abundance of sweet water. By 600BC, Bahrain was absorbed into the new Babylonian 
Empire and once again flourished as a prosperous entreaty. In 323BC, two of 
"Alexander the Great" ships arrived and new trade routes opened, resulting in such a 
strong Greek influence that Dilmun was renamed Tylos. Bahrain was also the site of 
the largest prehistoric cemetery in the world. At once stage an estimated 170,000 
burial mounds covered the central and western areas. Archaeological finds of those 
that have been uncovered, reveal evidence of two distinct civilizations the Dilmunand 
Tylos -two thousand years apart, dating from the third and first millennia respectively. 

     Figure (1)                
Bahrain State 
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The marine areas surrounding Bahrain are an important natural resource, supporting 
many species of fish, dugong, marine turtle and many other marine species.  
This study focused on many marine sites, such as Hawar Islands, Al Bander Resort, 
Hamala Beach, Marina club, Yacht club, and the sailing club and Bladge Al Jazair. 
In this study we analyzed the above- mentioned questionnaires by tabulating the 
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of tourists as well as their preferences 
and evaluations of the recreational activities within the six sites. For accuracy results, 
in general we used all of the questionnaires as the sample size (N=706), however in 
some variables the sample size was different due to the fact that some respondents left 
an empty answer.  
 

Lessons learned:   
                                                                      
       706 questionnaires were analyzed; however the size of population varies among 
analyzed variables due to the missing answers for different questions. Table 1 shows 
selected demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the sample. The sample 
population was mainly dominated by males (64%) and within the age category of 
young adults (52% were 18- 35 years old); married (58%); Bahrain (54%); highly 
educated (46% with college degree; and 22% with graduate degree); and represent the 
lower middle income population (42% earn less than 500 BD; and 27% earn between 
500 and 1000 BD. These findings reflect the fact respondents were chosen as leaders 
of their groups and that most visitors came in family groups. The data in Table 1, also 
suggest that visitors to these sites are generally well educated, family- oriented young 
adults, who represent a low-to-middle income Bahraini population who may not be 
able to afford the costs of other fancy private outdoor ecotourism sites and resorts. 
Thus, the analyzed sites can be marketed as recreational sites for local tourism and 
can be supported and/or subsided by the government. The non-Bahraini visitors 
represent the expatriates who work in Bahrain (13% Asians; 18% Europeans; 7% 
Americans; and 10% Arab Nationals), and can be included within local tourism. The 
small percentage of non Bahraini Gulf states nationals (7.5%) are mainly from 
Eastern Saudi Arabia; Qatar and Kuwait. They represent the regional tourism market. 
      To foresee the level of recreation use likely to be placed upon the ecotourism 
sites, it is useful to analyze the travel behavior of visitors in order to gain an 
understanding of how often visitors use recreation facilities and determine the 
variables that most affect the frequency of use. Literature suggested that typical local 
tourists now consider travel distance and road network as the most important factors 
in the selection of recreational site, especially during the weekends, holidays and 
summer. In this study, we found that the majority of respondents were driving their 
own car (78%), undertaking short day trips, 70% during either weekend, 58% on 
Holidays, 30% to proximate resort, 40% to Albander Resort. These high percentages 
as indicated in Table 2, are largely a function of the accessibility of the analyzed sites 
and the time and mode of transportation families (51% of trips) have available during 
weekends and holidays as opposed to the time need for extended trips (19% for two 
day trips; and 11% for 3 and more day trips). Table 2 also shows that recreation 
participation in Bahrain is common during the 4 seasons of the year with slight 
concentration during summer 48%. 
        The opportunity for several outdoor activities and services within the site appears 
to be a key factor. Because the most popular activities of respondents were swimming 
71%, sports 42%, picnicking 33%, boating 29%, sightseeing 26%, photography 26%, 
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and fishing 24%. These activities reflects the recreational orientation of the Bahraini 
society toward the sea and open space as well as the geography and climate of 
Bahrain.  A level of satisfaction towards services (Table 4) at the site also was found 
to be important to understanding the nature of recreation participation. 
          Respondents were not satisfied with the sites which lacked clean restrooms 
41%, picnic facilities 40%, and driving directional signs 40%. The next least level of 
satisfaction of facilities were the  general cleanness of the site 36%, the entrance fee 
35%, the number and professionalism of staff 31%, and parking facilities 26%. 
      The six sites are located on the coast and thus rich with marine biology and 
natural plants. Therefore, the study included questions regarding the awareness and 
knowledge of Bahraini recreationers towards ecotourism. Research suggests (Ap and 
Pang 2002; Bjork, 200; Hjalager, 1999; and Sirakaya and Sonmez, 1999) that 
awareness and knowledge of ecotourism will help in protecting and researching the 
physical environment and thus create and maintain a sustainable environment. A lack 
of community awareness and positive attitude towards ecotourism and the 
environment is likely to lead to depletion of the environment through mass tourism 
(AP and Pang 2005). Findings of this study (Table 5 and 6a and 6b) illustrated the 
Bahraini tourist awareness, knowledge and interest in ecotourism. About 82% of the 
206 sample population reported knowledge of the concept of ecotourism through 
conversations with family members and friends. Only a small number of respondents 
reported a significant knowledge of the concept through listening and/or watching an 
educational program in the media outlet (4%) or reading an article in newspaper or 
journal (6%) or receiving a flier from any governmental source (4%). These findings 
suggest a lack of the government role in educating the community about ecotourism. 
Table 6a shows the level of interest in knowing more about ecotourism, and Table 6b 
shows the levels of interest in taking part of ecotourism. 32% of respondents were not 
interested in knowing about ecotourism, while 16% were not interested in 
participating in ecotourism, with reasons given as lack of time, lack of information, 
and busy with more important issues relating to jobs, housing, education and food 
availability. There were interest 33% and serious interest 13% in knowing and 
learning about ecotourism. 
     Also, the majority are interested 52% or very interested 32% in becoming involved 
in ecotourism. The optimistic interpretation of these findings suggests a bright future 
for ecotourism and consequently demand for more of governmental and private sector 
support for ecotourism. This support can be achieved through: 1) improving the 
University level curriculum and compulsory level, courses and programs which help 
in improving the level of awareness and understanding of the physical environment; 
2) recognition of the cultural and financial need and support of the ecotourism by all 
stakeholders, and 3) enhance the improvement of ecotourism from both sides, the 
supply and demand which seeks insights in understanding of ecotourism from the 
tourists’ perspectives (local, regional, and international) as well as from the 
community perspective (local and national). 

 
Recommendations: 
 
        There is low level of awareness and interest in ecotourism among residents as 
well as among local and regional tourist in third world countries. Bahrain is no 
exception. This study proved the above mentioned statement and identified the factors 
which affect tourist perceptions and preference in choosing recreational sites. It also 
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clearly shows variations in perceptions and preferences related to variations in the 
demographic and socioeconomic background of tourists. 
        This type of study is fundamental to tourism and recreation planning as a 
dynamic incremental process that affects the spatial structure of the economy, and the 
preservation of the environment as a national wealth. The ecotourism has a supply 
side and demand side, and focuses on the protection of the biodiversity of tourism and 
recreation sites. This can be achieved by implementing environmental laws that 
regulate the proper use and enjoyment of these sites without damaging the natural 
plants and living species. Laws alone are not enough or invoking them. There should 
be an environmental and cultural ecology of these sites by local residents and visitors 
alike. 
     The demand side focuses on the market side of tourism, the consumers. Their 
perceptions, preferences and awareness of tourism sites. In addition, the focus on 
appreciation of the physical environment and willingness to respect, preserve and 
protect the environmental and cultural ecology of these sites. This can be achieved 
through education, awareness, value systems and customer provider combined ethics. 
     In conclusion, ecotourism must be equally viewed by the two sides of tourism, the 
supply and demand. Thus, tourism and recreation planning must be integrated within 
local, regional and national planning. It is part of economic planning as well as part of 
environmental planning. Ecotourism sites must be viewed as attractions to sustain the 
environment and entertain tourists with a sense of environmental and cultural ecology. 
As much as we are concerned about human rights, we must also become concerned 
about environmental rights. If the focus of satisfaction is limited to one side, 
definitely the other side will be the loser. 
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